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Vetoes and Impasses:  
The Stories of UNSC Decisions Blocked by Global Politics 

 

The veto power granted to the five permanent members (P5) of the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) is one of the most distinctive features of the international system of governance. Intended as a 

safeguard to prevent the imposition of decisions against the will of the world’s most powerful nations, the 

veto serves both as a protective mechanism for the P5 and a potential obstacle to meaningful action in 

global peace and security. This dual nature of the veto—acting as both a shield and a sword—has earned it 

the characterization of being a double-edged sword. While the veto allows powerful states to safeguard their 

interests and prevent potentially harmful or biased actions, it also has significant downsides that hinder the 

capacity of the UNSC to respond effectively to international crises. The Shield of Sovereignty and National 

Interest: At its core, the veto is designed to protect the sovereignty and national interests of the P5 

members—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—who hold permanent 

membership in the UNSC. The idea behind the veto is rooted in the notion that, given the size and influence 

of these states, they must have a say in decisions that could directly affect their security and strategic goals. 

Without the veto, it was believed that a majoritarian system could allow smaller, less powerful nations or 

blocs to impose decisions that might be detrimental to the interests of the P5. In this context, the veto acts as 

a protective tool, allowing the P5 to prevent unilateral actions by other members that could negatively affect 

their economic, political, or military interests. The Sword of Impotence and Inaction: While the veto is 

a critical tool for protecting the national interests of the P5, it is also a powerful weapon that often leads to 

impotence and inaction within the UNSC. The use of the veto to block resolutions—especially in the face of 

pressing humanitarian crises, conflict, or international law violations—often results in the UNSC being 

unable to take timely and decisive action. In these moments, the veto becomes a sword of paralysis, 

undermining the legitimacy and effectiveness of the United Nations as a whole. One of the clearest examples 

of this is seen in the Syrian Civil War, where the Russian and Chinese vetoes have repeatedly blocked 

UNSC resolutions aimed at addressing the humanitarian disaster and holding those responsible for war 

crimes accountable. Despite widespread international condemnation and the loss of countless lives, the 

UNSC’s efforts to intervene have been thwarted by the veto, leading to frustration and anger within the 

international community. Similarly, in the Israel-Palestine conflict, the United States has used its veto to 

block numerous resolutions aimed at pressuring Israel to cease actions considered violations of international 

law, which has led to disillusionment among many non-Western countries. The Impact on Global Trust 

and Legitimacy: The inconsistent application of the veto—driven by the strategic interests of the P5—has 

led to a crisis of legitimacy for the UNSC. Many states, particularly those in the Global South, view the veto 

as a form of neocolonialism, wherein the world’s most powerful countries dominate decision-making and 

prevent actions that align with the broader international consensus. In cases like Syria or Palestine, where 

there is wide agreement among non-permanent members and the broader international community on the 

need for intervention or reform, the P5 veto often renders the UNSC ineffective and irrelevant. 

M S Mohammed Thameezuddeen 



 

2 | P a g e  
 

Table of Contents 
Chapter 1: Introduction to the UNSC Veto System ............................................................. 6 

1.1 The Creation of the UNSC ............................................................................................... 8 

1.2 Structure of the Security Council ................................................................................... 11 

1.3 The Power of the Veto ................................................................................................... 15 

1.4 The Political Dynamics Behind the Veto Power ............................................................ 19 

Chapter 2: The Origins of the Veto Power .......................................................................... 23 

2.1 The United Nations Charter and the UNSC ................................................................... 25 

2.2 Historical Context of the Veto ....................................................................................... 28 

2.3 The Power Struggle at the Formation of the UN ........................................................... 30 

2.4 How the Veto Became a Pillar of the Security Council ................................................. 32 

Chapter 3: The Cold War and Veto Politics ....................................................................... 35 

3.1 The Early Years: A Divided World................................................................................ 38 

3.2 Superpower Rivalry and the UN Security Council ........................................................ 40 

3.3 The Cuban Missile Crisis and the Veto .......................................................................... 43 

3.4 The Veto as a Tool of Ideological Warfare .................................................................... 46 

Chapter 4: Case Study 1 - The 1956 Suez Crisis ................................................................. 49 

4.1 Background to the Suez Crisis ....................................................................................... 52 

4.2 The Role of Britain, France, and Egypt ......................................................................... 55 

4.3 The Vetoing of Military Intervention ............................................................................. 58 

4.4 Global Reactions and the Aftermath .............................................................................. 61 

Chapter 5: Case Study 2 - The 1979 Invasion of Afghanistan ........................................... 64 

5.1 The Soviet Invasion and the International Response ..................................................... 67 

5.2 U.S. and Western Attempts to Use the UNSC ............................................................... 70 

5.3 Soviet Veto: A Symbol of Cold War Tensions .............................................................. 73 

5.4 Consequences for UN Decision-Making........................................................................ 76 

Chapter 6: Case Study 3 - The Gulf War (1990-1991) ....................................................... 79 

6.1 The Build-Up to the Gulf War ....................................................................................... 82 

6.2 The UN’s Involvement and the Veto Threats ................................................................ 85 

6.3 Strategic Use of the Veto by Permanent Members ........................................................ 88 

6.4 The Path to a Coalition and a Ceasefire ......................................................................... 91 

Chapter 7: The Role of the Veto in Modern Conflicts ....................................................... 94 

7.1 Changing Global Politics and the Veto .......................................................................... 97 

7.2 Regional Conflicts and the UNSC’s Stalemate ............................................................ 100 

7.3 The Veto’s Impact on Humanitarian Interventions ...................................................... 103 



 

3 | P a g e  
 

7.4 The Need for UNSC Reform ........................................................................................ 106 

Chapter 8: Case Study 4 - The Syrian Civil War ............................................................. 109 

8.1 The Conflict and the International Response ............................................................... 112 

8.2 The Russian and Chinese Vetoes: Protecting Allies .................................................... 115 

8.3 The Consequences for Humanitarian Aid .................................................................... 118 

8.4 Global Outrage and the Limits of the UNSC ............................................................... 121 

Chapter 9: Case Study 5 - The Israel-Palestine Conflict.................................................. 124 

9.1 The Longstanding Division in the UNSC .................................................................... 127 

9.2 US Vetoes: Defending Israel ........................................................................................ 130 

9.3 Global Political and Diplomatic Impasses ................................................................... 133 

9.4 The Failure of Peace Talks at the UNSC ..................................................................... 136 

Chapter 10: Case Study 6 - The 2011 Libya Intervention ............................................... 139 

10.1 UN’s Authorization of Military Force in Libya ......................................................... 142 

10.2 Russia and China’s Abstention and Subsequent Criticism ........................................ 145 

10.3 The Aftermath and the Debate on Humanitarian Intervention ................................... 148 

10.4 The Libya Case and Future UNSC Challenges .......................................................... 151 

Chapter 11: The Challenges of the Veto System in Addressing Global Crises .............. 154 

11.1 Humanitarian Crises and the Paralyzing Veto ........................................................... 158 

11.2 The Influence of National Interests on the UNSC ..................................................... 161 

11.3 Global Governance and the Question of Legitimacy ................................................. 164 

11.4 Proposals for Reforming the Veto System ................................................................. 167 

Chapter 12: The Veto and the Rise of Regional Powers .................................................. 170 

12.1 Emerging Regional Powers Challenging the Veto System ........................................ 173 

12.2 China’s Growing Influence and Veto Use ................................................................. 177 

12.3 The Middle East and Africa: Regional Interests in the UNSC .................................. 181 

12.4 Potential for New Coalitions and Alliances in the UN .............................................. 184 

Chapter 13: The Future of the UNSC: Reforming the Veto System ............................... 187 

13.1 Proposals for Limiting or Abolishing the Veto .......................................................... 191 

13.2 The Role of Non-Permanent Members in Reforming the UNSC .............................. 195 

13.3 Global Consensus on UNSC Reform ......................................................................... 198 

13.4 The Political Will for Change .................................................................................... 201 

Chapter 14: The Ethical and Moral Dimensions of the Veto ........................................... 204 

14.1 The Veto and Human Rights ...................................................................................... 208 

14.2 Ethical Considerations in the Use of Power ............................................................... 212 

14.3 The Political Cost of Blocking Humanitarian Interventions ...................................... 215 



 

4 | P a g e  
 

14.4 The Veto as an Obstacle to Global Justice ................................................................. 219 

Chapter 15: Conclusion: Reassessing the UNSC’s Role in Global Governance ............ 222 

15.1 The Veto as a Double-Edged Sword .......................................................................... 225 

15.2 The Impact of Vetoes on Global Stability and Security............................................. 228 

15.3 The Possibility of a More Effective UNSC ................................................................ 231 

15.4 Moving Forward: A Vision for the United Nations in the 21st Century.................... 234 

 

  



 

5 | P a g e  
 

If you appreciate this eBook, please send money 
though PayPal Account: 

msmthameez@yahoo.com.sg 

  

mailto:msmthameez@yahoo.com.sg


 

6 | P a g e  
 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the UNSC Veto System 
 

1.1 The Creation of the UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was established in 1945 as one of the six 

principal organs of the United Nations, following the end of World War II. Its primary 

purpose is to maintain international peace and security. The UNSC was created by the UN 

Charter to prevent future conflicts and provide a mechanism for conflict resolution. Unlike 

other UN bodies, the Security Council is responsible for making decisions that are binding on 

all member states, under the authority granted by the Charter. 

The creation of the UNSC was a direct response to the failure of the League of Nations, 

which lacked the authority and power to enforce its decisions, contributing to the rise of 

WWII. The UNSC's design was based on the principle that the major powers of the world 

must cooperate to safeguard peace, as their collective efforts would be essential to the 

stability of the international system. 

 

1.2 Structure of the Security Council 

The UNSC is composed of 15 members: five permanent members and ten non-permanent 

members. The permanent members, also known as the P5, are China, France, Russia, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States. These five nations were the principal Allied powers 

during WWII and are granted a unique role in the Council's structure. The other ten members 

are elected for two-year terms by the UN General Assembly. 

The P5 members hold a special privilege: the power of the veto. This means that any 

substantive resolution passed by the Council requires the approval of all five permanent 

members, in addition to the votes of the non-permanent members. This veto power has led to 

numerous controversies, as it allows any one of the P5 members to block actions, even when 

the majority of members support them. 

 

1.3 The Power of the Veto 

The veto power, in essence, allows each of the permanent members to stop a resolution from 

passing, regardless of the number of votes it receives. This power was included in the 

UNSC's design as a safeguard for the major powers, ensuring that no action could be taken 

against their will, especially during times of intense geopolitical rivalry. 

The veto power was intended to reflect the political realities of the post-war world order. It 

was seen as a way to prevent a repeat of the failures of the League of Nations, where 

decisions could be made without the consent of key global powers. At the time of the UN’s 

founding, the major powers believed that the only way to guarantee international peace and 

security was by ensuring that the nations with the greatest military and economic power could 

not be ignored. 



 

7 | P a g e  
 

While the veto was designed to ensure cooperation among the major powers, it has often 

resulted in deadlock within the UNSC. Decisions on issues such as peacekeeping 

interventions, sanctions, and military action can be blocked if any of the P5 members oppose 

them. This has led to criticism of the UNSC as being ineffective in addressing global crises, 

as the interests of a few nations can outweigh the needs of the international community. 

 

1.4 The Political Dynamics Behind the Veto Power 

The veto power is not just a legal instrument; it is deeply rooted in the political dynamics of 

global power relations. The decision to grant this privilege to the P5 members reflects the 

balance of power that existed at the time of the UN’s founding and continues to persist, albeit 

with some changes in the global order. 

The P5’s ability to block resolutions often stems from their strategic interests and political 

alliances. For example, during the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union 

frequently used their vetoes in line with their ideological and geopolitical objectives, often 

preventing the UNSC from taking action on issues that did not align with their national 

interests. 

In modern times, the veto power continues to be wielded by the P5 in a manner that reflects 

shifting geopolitical landscapes. Russia and China, for example, have used their vetoes to 

protect their interests in Syria, while the United States has used its veto to shield Israel from 

UNSC resolutions. These actions highlight the political motivations behind the veto system, 

which are often rooted in national security, economic interests, and international diplomacy. 

Furthermore, the veto system has become a point of contention in calls for reform. Many 

member states and observers argue that the veto system, which was created in the aftermath 

of WWII, is outdated and does not reflect the realities of the 21st century. The increasing 

influence of emerging powers like India, Brazil, and South Africa, and the growing 

frustration over the UNSC’s inaction on issues like climate change, humanitarian crises, and 

regional conflicts, has led to calls for a more inclusive and equitable system. 

 

In this chapter, we have introduced the UNSC and its veto system, highlighting its historical 

context, structure, and the political dynamics that shape its decisions. The veto power, while 

designed to ensure cooperation among the world’s most powerful nations, has also become a 

source of tension and impasse within the Security Council. The next chapters will explore the 

history of vetoes in the UNSC and analyze specific instances where the veto system has led to 

critical decisions being blocked, despite global consensus. 
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1.1 The Creation of the UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was created in 1945 as one of the six principal 

organs of the United Nations (UN), established in the aftermath of World War II. Its 

formation was part of the broader effort to create a global organization that could prevent 

future conflicts, address international security issues, and maintain peace. The UNSC plays a 

crucial role in this mission by focusing on international peace and security, with the power to 

take binding actions, such as sanctions and military interventions, to address threats to global 

stability. 

 

Context: The Failure of the League of Nations 

Before the establishment of the UNSC, the League of Nations was created in 1920 as part of 

the Treaty of Versailles to promote peace and prevent future wars. However, the League 

ultimately failed in its mission to maintain global security, as it lacked the authority and 

enforcement mechanisms to prevent aggression. The most notable failure of the League was 

its inability to prevent the rise of fascist regimes in Germany, Italy, and Japan, which led to 

the outbreak of World War II. 

The League’s failure exposed significant flaws in the approach to global governance, 

particularly the absence of the key military powers within the system and the inability to 

enforce decisions. This made it clear that a new international organization was needed, one 

that could ensure the participation of the world's most powerful nations, provide more 

effective decision-making mechanisms, and have the authority to take concrete actions to 

maintain peace. 

 

The Birth of the United Nations and the Security Council 

In response to the devastation caused by World War II and the shortcomings of the League of 

Nations, the United Nations was established at the San Francisco Conference in 1945. The 

primary aim of the UN was to prevent future global conflicts and ensure that the atrocities of 

the war would not be repeated. The establishment of the UN was also a result of earlier 

discussions among the Allied Powers, including the Atlantic Charter (1941) and the Yalta 

Conference (1945), which set the foundation for the creation of the UN. 

The UN’s foundational document, the UN Charter, was signed by 50 nations in 1945, and it 

became the governing framework for the organization. The Charter established the six 

principal organs of the UN, including the Security Council. 

 

The Role of the Security Council 

The Security Council was designed to be the UN’s primary body for maintaining 

international peace and security. The Council was tasked with addressing and responding to 
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threats to global stability, including armed conflict, terrorism, and violations of international 

law. It was given the power to take actions such as imposing sanctions, organizing 

peacekeeping missions, and authorizing the use of force to resolve conflicts. 

The UNSC was structured to reflect the realities of global power dynamics at the time. The 

five permanent members (the P5) – China, France, Russia, United Kingdom, and United 

States – were granted special status and greater authority in the Council. These five countries 

had been the principal Allied powers during WWII and were deemed essential to ensuring 

global security. Their participation in the UNSC was seen as vital to any attempt to prevent 

future wars, given their economic, political, and military influence. 

The UN Charter stipulates that the decisions of the UNSC are binding on all member states, 

which differentiates it from other organs of the UN. The Security Council is empowered to 

take measures, including the use of military force, to maintain or restore peace. This power is 

part of the Council's central role in international diplomacy and conflict resolution. 

 

The Security Council's Permanent Members and the Veto 

A defining feature of the UNSC is the special powers granted to the permanent members. In 

addition to being permanent members of the Council, the five permanent states (China, 

France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States) have been granted a veto power. 

This means that any substantive resolution or decision passed by the UNSC requires the 

approval of all five permanent members, as well as the support of at least four of the ten non-

permanent members, in order to be adopted. If any of the permanent members casts a veto, 

the resolution cannot pass, regardless of the votes of the non-permanent members. 

The veto was incorporated into the structure of the UNSC to ensure that these major powers 

would cooperate in maintaining international peace and security. At the time of the UN’s 

formation, these powers were seen as the cornerstone of the international order, and their 

cooperation was deemed essential for global stability. The veto power was intended as a 

mechanism to prevent the imposition of actions that could harm the strategic or national 

interests of the P5 members, thus ensuring their continued involvement in the UN system. 

While the veto was intended to promote cooperation among the major powers, it has since 

become a source of significant debate and criticism. The use of the veto by the P5 has often 

resulted in deadlock, preventing the UNSC from taking decisive action in various global 

crises. The veto power has played a central role in shaping the political dynamics within the 

UNSC, where geopolitical considerations often influence the decision-making process. 

 

The Legacy of the UNSC's Creation 

The creation of the UNSC was a revolutionary step in the development of international 

governance. Its establishment sought to address the failure of the League of Nations and 

create a more effective body for preventing conflict and maintaining peace. The design of the 

UNSC, including the veto power granted to the P5, was based on the belief that global 

stability could only be achieved with the cooperation of the major powers. 
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However, over the decades, the structure of the UNSC and the power of the veto have come 

under increasing scrutiny. As the international landscape has evolved and new global powers 

have emerged, the legitimacy of the UNSC and the fairness of its decision-making processes 

have been called into question. Calls for reforming the UNSC have grown louder, as many 

argue that the Council’s current structure is outdated and does not reflect the realities of the 

21st-century geopolitical environment. 

Despite these challenges, the UNSC remains a cornerstone of the international system, 

playing a pivotal role in addressing global conflicts and promoting peace. The complexities 

and consequences of the veto system will be explored further in later chapters, as the book 

examines specific instances where the veto has played a central role in blocking decisions and 

shaping global diplomacy. 

 

This section has outlined the creation and foundational purpose of the UNSC, including the 

reasons behind its structure and the introduction of the veto power for permanent members. 

The next sections will delve into the specific impacts of the veto power, including its role in 

shaping the Security Council’s decision-making and the political dynamics at play. 
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1.2 Structure of the Security Council 

 

The Composition of the Security Council 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is composed of 15 members, each of whom 

plays a distinct role in the decision-making processes and actions of the Council. The 

membership is divided into two categories: permanent members and non-permanent 

members. 

1. Permanent Members (The P5): 

There are five permanent members of the UNSC, often referred to as the P5: 

o China 

o France 

o Russia 

o United Kingdom 

o United States 

These nations were the principal Allied powers during World War II and, as part of 

the post-war agreements, were granted permanent membership in the UNSC. The P5 

nations hold significant global political, military, and economic power, and their 

cooperation was seen as essential for maintaining international peace and security 

after the war. 

2. Non-Permanent Members: 

In addition to the P5, the UNSC includes 10 non-permanent members, which are 

elected by the General Assembly for two-year terms. The elections are held on a 

regional basis, ensuring a more diverse representation of the international community. 

Each region (Africa, Asia-Pacific, Eastern Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, 

and Western Europe and Others) elects a specific number of non-permanent members. 

The non-permanent members do not hold veto power, and their participation is 

generally seen as a way for smaller or less influential countries to contribute to global 

security discussions and decisions. These members do not have the same decision-

making authority as the P5, but they play a critical role in shaping UNSC resolutions 

through their votes. 

 

The Role of the Permanent Members 

The permanent members of the UNSC have a special and powerful role in the decision-

making process. Each of these five nations possesses the unique ability to veto any 

substantive resolution or action that is proposed within the Council. This means that if any 

one of the permanent members disagrees with a proposed action or resolution, they can block 

it by exercising their veto power. This mechanism is critical in ensuring that the major 

powers are in agreement before the UNSC takes binding actions. 
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The veto system was established to maintain the cooperation of the P5, as the founders of the 

United Nations recognized that the participation of these major powers was essential to the 

stability of the international order. The veto was designed to prevent any action that could 

potentially alienate one or more of the P5 members, particularly during the early years of the 

Cold War when geopolitical tensions were high. 

While the veto power helps preserve the authority and influence of the P5, it has also led to 

significant criticisms of the UNSC’s decision-making process. The veto system often results 

in deadlock on crucial issues, particularly when the interests of the P5 members are in 

conflict. In many cases, the Council has been unable to take decisive action due to the 

disagreements between the permanent members. 

 

The Role of the Non-Permanent Members 

The non-permanent members of the UNSC are elected for a two-year term, and their role is 

primarily to represent the broader UN membership and contribute to discussions on security 

issues. Unlike the P5, the non-permanent members do not have the power to veto resolutions. 

Instead, they are expected to vote on resolutions and participate in debates and negotiations. 

Their votes are essential for the passage of most decisions, as a resolution requires the 

support of at least 9 out of 15 members, including the approval of all five permanent 

members, in order to pass. 

The inclusion of non-permanent members ensures that a diverse range of perspectives is 

considered when making decisions about international peace and security. These members 

are often expected to bring forward the concerns of their regions and provide a voice for 

countries that might otherwise be underrepresented in global governance structures. 

Although non-permanent members do not wield veto power, their influence can still be 

significant in shaping the outcome of debates. For example, the non-permanent members can 

use their collective votes to push for resolutions that align with their interests, and they often 

play a crucial role in negotiations and drafting resolutions that seek to address global conflicts 

or security challenges. 

 

Decision-Making and Voting Procedures 

The UNSC operates based on a majority rule system for most decisions, but it has specific 

procedures for different types of actions. Understanding these procedures is crucial to 

understanding how the Security Council functions and how the P5 and non-permanent 

members influence decision-making. 

1. Substantive Resolutions: 

For substantive matters, such as peacekeeping interventions, sanctions, or military 

action, at least nine votes in favor of the resolution are required for it to pass, 

provided that no permanent member exercises a veto. This means that the P5 hold 

significant power over the Council’s decisions since a single veto from one of them 

can block a resolution, even if the majority of the Council members are in favor. 
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2. Procedural Decisions: 

Procedural decisions, such as the selection of the UNSC president or the scheduling of 

meetings, require the support of at least nine members, including the approval of all 

five permanent members. These decisions do not carry the same weight as substantive 

resolutions, but they can still shape the way the Council operates. 

3. Abstentions and Non-Voting: 

In certain situations, a member may choose to abstain from voting, or a country may 

choose not to cast a vote at all. While abstaining from voting does not prevent a 

resolution from passing, it can be a way for a member to express disagreement 

without using the veto. In some cases, a member state may refrain from voting to 

signal its neutrality on a particular issue. 

4. The Role of the UNSC President: 

The UNSC has a presidency that rotates every month among its members. The 

president is responsible for overseeing the proceedings, maintaining order during 

debates, and ensuring that discussions follow established procedures. While the 

president does not have voting rights on resolutions, they play an important role in 

shaping the flow of discussions and guiding the Council’s decision-making processes. 

 

Regional and Rotation System for Non-Permanent Members 

The system for electing non-permanent members ensures that countries from a variety of 

regions have representation on the Security Council. The regional allocation is as follows: 

 Africa: 3 members 

 Asia-Pacific: 2 members 

 Eastern Europe: 1 member 

 Latin America and the Caribbean: 2 members 

 Western Europe and Others: 2 members 

The process of electing non-permanent members takes place every two years, with members 

chosen by a two-thirds majority vote in the General Assembly. This ensures that the non-

permanent members are not fixed and that the composition of the Council can change over 

time to reflect shifting geopolitical dynamics. 

 

Challenges to the Structure 

While the structure of the UNSC was designed to reflect the realities of the post-World War 

II order, it has faced increasing criticism over the years, particularly due to the lack of 

representation of emerging powers and the disproportionate influence of the P5. Calls for 

reform have focused on expanding the number of permanent members to include rising 

powers such as India, Brazil, and Germany, as well as increasing the overall representation of 

non-permanent members. These proposals aim to make the UNSC more democratic and 

better reflective of the current global power dynamics. 

The question of whether to expand the UNSC or alter the veto system has been a central issue 

in discussions of UN reform. Some argue that the current system, which gives 



 

14 | P a g e  
 

disproportionate power to the P5, is undemocratic and hinders the UNSC’s ability to respond 

to global challenges effectively. Others maintain that the veto system is necessary to ensure 

that the major powers remain engaged in the UN system and that their strategic interests are 

protected. 

 

In this section, we have explored the structure of the UNSC, detailing the roles of both 

permanent and non-permanent members, the decision-making processes, and the regional 

allocation system for non-permanent members. The next chapter will examine the 

consequences of the veto power, focusing on how the political interests of the P5 often block 

critical decisions and lead to impasses within the Security Council. 
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1.3 The Power of the Veto 

 

The Origins of the Veto Power 

The veto power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is one of the most unique 

and powerful features of the UN system, and its origins can be traced back to the Post-World 

War II settlement. Following the devastation of the war, the victors—namely, the United 

States, Soviet Union, United Kingdom, China, and France—recognized that global peace 

and security required the participation of the major powers. The veto system was conceived 

as a way to ensure that these countries would remain committed to the Security Council and 

would actively participate in maintaining international peace. 

The veto was intended to guarantee that no significant action could be taken by the Security 

Council without the consent of the world’s most powerful nations, reflecting their importance 

in the global order. This was part of a broader effort to prevent another global conflict and to 

establish a system of collective security where the major powers could cooperate. 

The P5 (China, France, Russia, United Kingdom, and United States) were granted the veto 

power in exchange for their support for the establishment of the United Nations and its 

Security Council. This gave them the authority to block any substantive resolution, regardless 

of the majority opinion in the Council. 

 

Mechanism of the Veto 

The veto is a right that is exercised by any of the five permanent members of the UNSC. If 

any of these members disagrees with a proposal, they can block it by simply casting a veto. 

The veto can be exercised at any stage of the process, including during discussions or after a 

draft resolution has been put to a vote. 

In practice, the veto system means that for a resolution to be adopted, it requires not only the 

support of a majority of Council members (at least 9 out of 15) but also no veto from any 

of the P5 members. This makes the veto a highly powerful tool for the P5 countries, as they 

effectively have a negative decision-making power on all major UNSC actions, including 

those related to peacekeeping, military interventions, sanctions, and authorizations of force. 

1. Veto Impact: 

If a permanent member vetoes a proposal, it cannot pass, even if there is strong 

support from the other Council members. This puts the P5 nations in the unique 

position of being able to block actions even when a broad consensus exists among the 

other members. 

2. Blocking Substantive Resolutions: 

The veto is only applicable to substantive resolutions (those related to security 

measures, military interventions, or sanctions). It does not apply to procedural 

resolutions (such as election of new members or the scheduling of meetings), which 
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can be decided by a majority vote. However, the veto can still block many significant 

actions that require a more robust global consensus. 

 

Political Use of the Veto 

The veto power often operates not based on the merits of a particular resolution or issue but 

according to the geopolitical interests and strategic considerations of the permanent 

members. Over the decades, the veto has been used to protect national interests, influence 

global political dynamics, and maintain power in international affairs. 

1. Cold War Era: 

During the Cold War, the veto system played a critical role in ensuring that neither 

the United States nor the Soviet Union could dominate the UNSC. Both sides 

frequently exercised the veto to block resolutions that they saw as threatening to their 

interests or global alliances. For instance, the Soviet Union vetoed resolutions it 

perceived as pro-Western or anti-Soviet, while the United States used its veto power 

to block resolutions it viewed as counter to its Cold War strategy. 

2. Post-Cold War Politics: 

Even after the end of the Cold War, the veto system continued to shape global 

diplomacy. Countries like the United States have used their veto power to prevent 

action on issues that could weaken their global position, particularly regarding Middle 

East conflicts and international sanctions. For example, the U.S. has often vetoed 

resolutions concerning the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or actions that would limit 

Israeli policies. 

3. Russian and Chinese Vetoes: 

In recent decades, Russia and China have also increasingly used the veto to protect 

their geopolitical interests. For instance, both countries have blocked UN actions 

related to the Syrian Civil War to prevent interventions or sanctions that would 

weaken the Assad regime, which they support. Russia, particularly, has frequently 

vetoed resolutions that could limit its influence in regions like Ukraine, Georgia, and 

Syria. 

 

The Impacts of the Veto on Global Security 

The veto system, while ensuring the participation of the P5 nations, has led to frequent 

impasses in the UNSC. In some instances, it has prevented the Council from taking decisive 

actions on critical issues, thus undermining the credibility and effectiveness of the Security 

Council in maintaining peace and security. 

1. Blocking Humanitarian Interventions: 

One of the most notable impacts of the veto has been its role in preventing 

humanitarian interventions in certain conflict zones. For example, the Security 

Council’s inability to take strong action in Rwanda in 1994, despite the clear signs of 

genocide, has been attributed to a lack of agreement within the P5. The U.S. and 

France, in particular, were resistant to taking decisive action, and as a result, the 

international community failed to prevent or stop the atrocities. 
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2. Ineffectiveness in Addressing Global Crises: 

Similarly, in Syria, despite widespread international calls for action, the Russian veto 

has repeatedly blocked efforts to impose sanctions or authorize military interventions, 

leaving the crisis unresolved. The ongoing civil war, the use of chemical weapons, 

and the humanitarian disaster have all been exacerbated by the inability of the UNSC 

to act decisively due to the geopolitical interests of the P5. 

3. Stalemates and Gridlock: 

The veto system has created a pattern of gridlock within the UNSC, where the 

Council fails to take meaningful actions on issues of international security. This is 

particularly problematic when the global community faces complex transnational 

threats such as terrorism, climate change, pandemics, or nuclear proliferation, 

where a unified international response is essential. 

In many of these situations, the veto power has created a zero-sum environment, 

where the interests of one P5 member may block action, resulting in stagnation. This 

has led to growing disillusionment with the UNSC’s ability to deal with the evolving 

nature of international threats. 

 

Debates and Criticism of the Veto System 

The power of the veto has been the subject of significant criticism and debate over the years. 

Many argue that the system is undemocratic, as it gives disproportionate power to just five 

countries, despite the fact that the majority of the world’s nations are excluded from this 

privilege. Some of the key criticisms include: 

1. Lack of Representation: 

Critics argue that the veto system does not represent the geopolitical realities of the 

21st century. Emerging powers such as India, Brazil, and Germany have called for 

reforms to increase representation in the UNSC and limit the power of the P5. The 

current system is seen by some as outdated, as it no longer reflects the economic and 

political realities of the global landscape. 

2. Inability to Address Contemporary Issues: 

The veto system is also criticized for its inability to respond effectively to 

contemporary challenges like terrorism, cybersecurity, and climate change. In these 

cases, the lack of a coherent global response can exacerbate problems that require 

international cooperation and action. 

3. Proposals for Reform: 

There have been various proposals for reforming the veto system, including limiting 

its use, introducing a system of rotating veto power, or expanding the number of 

permanent members. However, attempts to reform the Security Council have 

consistently stalled, largely due to the reluctance of the P5 nations to dilute their 

power. 

 

Conclusion: The Paradox of the Veto 
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The veto is a double-edged sword in the UNSC’s decision-making process. On one hand, it 

ensures the participation of the world’s most powerful countries, giving them the ability to 

prevent actions that may be contrary to their national interests. On the other hand, it often 

results in deadlocks, preventing the UNSC from taking effective action in times of crisis. 

This paradox—where the veto system both stabilizes and stifles international governance—is 

one of the central issues that continues to shape the future of global diplomacy and security. 

In the next chapter, we will explore some of the most significant examples of UNSC 

decisions blocked by the veto power and analyze how these political impasses have shaped 

global peace and security. 
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1.4 The Political Dynamics Behind the Veto Power 

 

The Strategic Calculations of the P5 

The use of the veto power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is not just a 

procedural formality, but a deeply ingrained element of international diplomacy, shaped by 

complex political dynamics. The five permanent members of the UNSC—the United States, 

Russia, China, the United Kingdom, and France—each approach the veto power from the 

perspective of their national interests, geopolitical strategies, and global power ambitions. 

The veto allows these countries to protect their core interests, influence the direction of 

international peace and security, and maintain a dominant role in global governance. This 

dynamic is often rooted in strategic calculations that take into account political, military, 

economic, and diplomatic factors. 

 

National Interests and Geopolitical Strategy 

Each P5 member has distinct national priorities and concerns that shape their decision to 

exercise the veto. While the veto power gives them influence over Security Council 

resolutions, they also wield it as a way of safeguarding their national interests in the face 

of challenges posed by other global actors. For example: 

1. United States: 

The United States has historically used the veto to protect its strategic alliances, 

particularly with nations in the Middle East, such as Israel. The U.S. has consistently 

vetoed resolutions that criticize Israeli policies or that could impose sanctions on 

Israel, viewing such actions as contrary to its foreign policy objectives. Additionally, 

the U.S. often uses the veto to block sanctions or military interventions that it 

believes could undermine its global leadership or the interests of its allies. 

2. Russia: 

Russia’s use of the veto is often driven by its desire to maintain influence in regions 

that are critical to its national security, such as Eastern Europe, the Middle East, 

and Central Asia. The Russian government has used its veto power to block 

resolutions aimed at isolating the Syrian regime or restricting its military presence in 

countries like Ukraine and Georgia. These vetoes allow Russia to assert its sphere of 

influence and prevent what it perceives as foreign encroachment into its strategic 

interests. 

3. China: 

China’s veto power is used to preserve its economic interests and political stability. 

China has frequently exercised the veto to block resolutions related to Taiwan (which 

it considers a breakaway province), Tibet, and Hong Kong—issues that are vital to 

its sovereignty. Additionally, China uses its veto to protect its relationships with 

key allies, particularly those in Africa and Asia, where it has significant economic 

investments and strategic interests. In some cases, China has also exercised its veto to 

protect its position on global issues like climate change or trade, where it seeks to 

avoid measures that could constrain its economic growth. 
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4. United Kingdom and France: 

The United Kingdom and France, as European powers, often use their veto power to 

protect their historical influence in regions like Africa, the Middle East, and Latin 

America. They also exercise their vetoes to ensure that the global order remains 

consistent with their values, particularly human rights, democracy, and the rule of 

law. However, their vetoes are sometimes exercised to protect alliances with the 

United States and to align their positions with broader Western interests, particularly 

in the context of global security and military interventions. 

 

The Influence of Ideology and Global Power Balance 

In addition to national interests, the exercise of the veto power is often influenced by broader 

ideological factors and the changing balance of global power. The Cold War era, for 

example, saw the veto used primarily as a tool in the ideological battle between the United 

States and the Soviet Union. The strategic calculations of both powers during this period 

were driven by the need to contain the influence of the other side, particularly in regions like 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

1. Cold War Ideology: 

During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union frequently used their 

veto powers to block resolutions that they perceived as benefiting the other side. This 

manifested in frequent stalemates within the Security Council on issues ranging from 

decolonization to military interventions. For instance, the U.S. often blocked 

resolutions aimed at supporting Communist movements, while the Soviet Union 

vetoed initiatives seen as supporting capitalist or Western-backed governments. 

2. Post-Cold War Power Shifts: 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the U.S. emerged as the unipolar global 

superpower. However, the rise of China and the resurgence of Russia have 

challenged the notion of a single dominant power in international affairs. As the 

global balance of power becomes more multipolar, the political dynamics behind veto 

usage have become more complex, with China and Russia increasingly asserting their 

influence in the UNSC. This shift has led to more competitive vetoes, particularly in 

regions where the interests of the P5 conflict, such as Syria, North Korea, and Iran. 

 

Influence of Regional Alliances and Emerging Powers 

In addition to the individual calculations of the P5 members, the political dynamics of veto 

usage are also influenced by regional alliances and the growing influence of emerging 

powers. As countries like India, Brazil, South Africa, and Germany push for reforms to the 

Security Council, there has been increasing pressure on the P5 to consider the concerns of the 

broader international community. These emerging powers, though not possessing veto power, 

often exert influence by building coalitions of states that seek to counterbalance the veto-

heavy decision-making process of the Security Council. 

1. Regional Alliances: 

Regional alliances often exert influence in the UNSC by aligning with one or more of 
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the P5 members. For example, Arab countries have historically aligned with Russia 

in blocking resolutions critical of Syria or Iran. Similarly, African states have called 

for greater representation within the UNSC, arguing that the veto power of the P5 

undermines the interests of the majority of member states. These alliances can either 

reinforce or counterbalance the power of the P5, depending on the issue at hand. 

2. Rising Powers and Reform Movements: 

Countries like India, which seeks a permanent seat on the UNSC, have argued that 

the veto system is outdated and unrepresentative of the current geopolitical realities. 

The rise of such powers is challenging the traditional structure of the UNSC, leading 

to calls for reforms that would limit the veto or increase the representation of 

developing countries. These demands are contributing to a broader debate on the need 

for a more democratic Security Council that reflects the evolving dynamics of global 

power. 

 

Diplomatic Pressure and Negotiation 

Despite their power to veto, the permanent members of the UNSC often find themselves in 

diplomatic negotiations with one another, particularly when they disagree on a specific 

issue but still seek to maintain global stability. These negotiations often involve trade-offs 

in which one P5 member may agree to back a resolution in exchange for concessions on other 

matters of mutual interest. This dynamic reveals the subtle and often unseen ways in which 

the veto power interacts with diplomacy and power politics. 

1. Horse Trading in Diplomacy: 

The exercise of the veto is sometimes part of a broader negotiation process. For 

instance, a country might agree to drop its veto on a particular resolution in exchange 

for support on a different issue in the future. These behind-the-scenes negotiations 

highlight the fluid nature of international relations and the importance of strategic 

diplomacy in the UNSC. 

2. Multilateral Pressure: 

At times, the use of the veto can be influenced by the pressure of multilateral 

diplomacy. For instance, when public opinion or the broader international community 

pushes for action on an issue (e.g., humanitarian intervention or sanctions), the P5 

members may come under significant pressure to reconsider their stance or modify 

their position. In some cases, the threat of diplomatic isolation or economic 

repercussions can push a country to relent and withdraw its veto. 

 

Conclusion: A Balance of Power and Politics 

The political dynamics behind the veto power are complex and multifaceted, driven by a 

combination of national interests, geopolitical strategy, ideological considerations, and 

regional alliances. While the veto allows the P5 members to protect their core interests and 

maintain control over global security issues, it also reflects the realpolitik of international 

diplomacy. The veto system remains a powerful tool in shaping the course of global politics, 

yet it often leads to impasses and deadlocks that prevent the UNSC from taking decisive 

action in times of crisis. The evolving nature of global power and the shifting interests of 
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emerging nations ensure that the political dynamics behind the veto will continue to play a 

crucial role in shaping the future of the UN system. 

In the next chapter, we will delve into some key historical cases where the exercise of the 

veto led to significant impasses in UNSC decision-making, analyzing the impact of these 

political blockages on global security and diplomacy. 
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Chapter 2: The Origins of the Veto Power 

Let's take a deep dive into the concept of veto power—a mechanism to block decisions that 

can be traced back to ancient times and evolving into a modern instrument for balancing 

authority. 

Ancient Beginnings 

The term veto comes from the Latin word vetare, meaning "to forbid." This idea took root in 

the Roman Republic, where elected tribunes representing the plebeian class were empowered 

to halt governmental actions they deemed harmful to the people. These early veto practices 

were crucial in maintaining a system of checks and balances, ensuring that concentrated 

power was moderated and that no single entity dominated decision making. 

Evolution Through History 

The philosophy behind veto power continued to evolve with the development of modern 

governance. During the formation of colonial and early United States government, the 

Founders incorporated a similar concept into the U.S. Constitution. Here, the Presidential 

veto emerged as a vital check on the legislative branch, forcing discussions and negotiations 

by compelling Congress to reconsider or refine legislation before it could be enacted into law. 

Period Institution Function 

Ancient Rome Roman tribunes 
Blocked decisions threatening the common 

welfare 

Colonial 

America 
U.S. Presidency 

Prevented unilateral legislative action, 

fostering negotiation and compromise 

Modern 

International 

United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) 

Allows major powers to block resolutions to 

ensure broad international consensus 

Modern International Governance 

Perhaps the most well-known application of veto power today is found in the United Nations 

Security Council. Established after World War II, the UNSC granted its five permanent 

members—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—the right to 

veto decisions. This design was intended to maintain a balance by requiring that all major 

global powers agree on pivotal actions, even though this mechanism has sparked ongoing 

debates regarding its fairness and effectiveness in addressing contemporary global 

challenges. 

The Underlying Principle 

At its core, the veto is more than just a procedural tool—it represents a fundamental principle 

in governance: that safeguarding against unchecked authority is essential, whether in ancient 

republics, modern nation-states, or international bodies. The evolution of the veto highlights 

the constant balancing act between enabling decisive action and ensuring that power is not 

abused. 
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This historical journey, from Roman tribunes to contemporary world politics, reveals how 

veto power has been both a promoter of balance and a flashpoint for controversy. For 

instance, while the U.S. Presidential veto compels legislative partners to seek common 

ground, the UNSC veto can sometimes hinder decisive action in crises, underscoring the 

complex trade-offs inherent in its use. 

Looking Deeper 

Considering this rich history, you might also be intrigued by how debates over veto power 

mirror broader discussions on governance and accountability. For example: 

 Constitutional Debates: How does the Presidential veto shape political negotiations 

and what lessons can be drawn from its historical use? 

 International Relations: In what ways does the UNSC veto affect global diplomacy, 

and how do arguments for reform reflect the tensions between national sovereignty 

and global cooperation? 

 Comparative Systems: How do similar "rejection powers" in corporate or other 

institutional settings compare to those seen in political governance? 

Exploring these questions can offer deeper insights into not just the history, but also the 

dynamic, evolving role of veto power in shaping not only policies but the very nature of 

political relationships. Which of these angles resonates with you the most? 
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2.1 The United Nations Charter and the UNSC 

The origins of the veto power are deeply rooted in the formation of the United Nations (UN) 

and the establishment of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). The UN was founded 

in 1945 in the aftermath of World War II, with the primary goal of preventing another global 

conflict. The structure of the organization was heavily influenced by the experiences of the 

failed League of Nations, which lacked the authority to enforce its decisions and prevent 

aggression. 

During the San Francisco Conference in 1945, the victorious Allied powers—the United 

States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, China, and France—played a pivotal role in 

shaping the structure of the new global body. Recognizing their own status as the world's 

dominant powers at the time, they insisted on a special role in maintaining international 

peace and security. This led to the creation of the UNSC as the executive body responsible 

for maintaining global stability. 

To prevent unilateral action by the majority against any of the major powers, the five 

permanent members (P5) of the UNSC were granted the authority to veto any substantive 

resolution. This decision was controversial even at the time, as many smaller nations feared it 

would lead to a concentration of power. However, the major powers argued that their 

commitment to global peace would only be secured if they retained an authoritative 

mechanism to block measures that could directly contradict their national interests. 

2.2 Lessons from the League of Nations and the Need for a 

Veto 

The League of Nations, established after World War I, was intended to be a forum for 

resolving international disputes and preventing conflicts. However, its inability to enforce 

decisions and prevent the aggression of Axis powers was a critical failure that contributed to 

the outbreak of World War II. 

One of the key weaknesses of the League was its reliance on unanimity for major decisions, 

which made it difficult to take action against powerful member states. The lack of an 

enforcement mechanism meant that aggressive nations such as Germany, Italy, and Japan 

could simply ignore League resolutions. For example: 

 In 1931, Japan invaded Manchuria, and despite condemnation by the League, no 

significant action was taken to stop the aggression. 

 In 1935, Italy, under Mussolini, invaded Ethiopia, again revealing the League’s 

inability to enforce its own policies. 

 The League failed to prevent Germany’s militarization of the Rhineland in 1936 

and its subsequent aggression leading to World War II. 

The United States, although instrumental in the League’s creation, never joined, further 

weakening the organization. These failures convinced world leaders that a new international 

body needed stronger enforcement mechanisms. The veto system was seen as a way to 

ensure the involvement of the great powers while preventing any action that could lead to 

their withdrawal or rejection of international cooperation. 
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2.3 The Yalta Conference and the Finalization of the Veto 

System 

The structure of the United Nations and the veto power were finalized during the Yalta 

Conference in February 1945, attended by Winston Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and 

Joseph Stalin. The key negotiations revolved around how the post-war order would be 

managed, particularly in relation to the UNSC’s authority. 

The Soviet Union, in particular, insisted on the veto power as a non-negotiable condition for 

its participation in the UN. Stalin feared that without such power, the Western powers could 

use the Security Council to act against Soviet interests. Roosevelt and Churchill, though wary 

of granting such an extensive power, recognized that without Soviet participation, the UN 

would lack legitimacy and fail as the League had. 

The final agreement established the principle that each of the five permanent members 

would have a “negative vote” (veto) on substantive matters, meaning that any one of them 

could block a resolution. This compromise ensured that all major powers remained engaged 

in global governance, while smaller nations were reassured that they would still have a voice 

in the General Assembly. 

The veto was thus born out of both pragmatism and power politics—a tool designed to 

balance global authority while avoiding the failures of the past. 

2.4 Early Uses of the Veto and Its Immediate Impact 

The first few years of the UN’s existence saw the rapid use of the veto power, particularly by 

the Soviet Union, which used it extensively to block resolutions it deemed unfavorable. The 

first-ever use of the veto occurred in 1946, when the Soviet Union rejected the admission of 

new member states that it believed were aligned with Western interests. 

In the early Cold War years, the veto was used primarily as a tool for ideological battles 

between the United States and the Soviet Union. Some early instances include: 

 1946: The Soviet Union vetoed a resolution on the withdrawal of British and French 

troops from Lebanon and Syria, arguing that the Western powers were interfering in 

the region. 

 1947: The Soviet Union vetoed the resolution concerning the Greek Civil War, where 

communist forces were battling the Greek government, which was backed by the 

West. 

 1950: The Korean War saw the UN approve military intervention against North 

Korea, largely because the Soviet Union was boycotting the UNSC at the time in 

protest over the exclusion of Communist China (People’s Republic of China) from the 

UN. Had the Soviets been present, they would have likely vetoed the resolution, 

altering the course of history. 

As the Cold War progressed, the United States also began using its veto power, particularly 

to block resolutions critical of its Middle Eastern policies and support for Israel. 

Meanwhile, other permanent members like France and the UK exercised their vetoes less 
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frequently but still used them to protect their post-colonial interests, particularly in Africa 

and Asia. 

The early use of the veto established a pattern of political deadlocks that would become a 

defining characteristic of UNSC decision-making. While the veto was originally intended to 

prevent rash actions that could escalate into global conflicts, it also became a tool of 

obstruction that often hindered collective action. 

 

Conclusion: The Birth of a Controversial Power 

The veto power was created as a necessary compromise to ensure that the world's most 

powerful nations remained committed to the United Nations. However, from the very 

beginning, it was clear that this mechanism would not only be used to maintain peace but also 

as a political instrument for national and ideological interests. 

As the following chapters will explore, the veto has been used throughout history to block 

critical resolutions, shape global conflicts, and define international relations. While it has 

prevented direct military confrontations between major powers, it has also contributed to 

paralysis in the UNSC, particularly during crises where global consensus is needed most. 

In the next chapter, we will analyze some of the most notorious cases where the use of the 

veto led to deadlocks and global impasses, impacting international security and 

humanitarian efforts. 

Would you like me to continue adding the remaining sub-chapters for Chapter 2: The 

Origins of the Veto Power or expand on 2.1 The United Nations Charter and the UNSC 

with more details? Let me know how you'd like to proceed! 
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2.2 Historical Context of the Veto 

The establishment of the veto power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was not 

just a product of post-World War II negotiations but also deeply influenced by the historical 

context of the time. Understanding the political landscape of the mid-20th century is essential 

to grasping why the veto was considered necessary by the major powers and how it shaped 

the early years of the UN. 

The Collapse of the League of Nations 

The historical context of the veto can be traced back to the failure of the League of Nations, 

the international body formed after World War I. Despite its lofty goal of ensuring lasting 

peace, the League struggled with enforcement mechanisms and lacked the support of major 

powers, including the United States, which never joined. The League’s decision-making 

process relied on unanimity, which, in practice, proved ineffective as aggressive nations 

simply ignored resolutions without facing meaningful consequences. 

The League’s failure became a central lesson for the drafters of the United Nations Charter. 

To avoid repeating these mistakes, it was clear that the new global body would need to 

include mechanisms to ensure the participation and commitment of major powers, 

particularly those responsible for global security. The veto was seen as a means to guarantee 

that these powers would remain engaged with the UN, preventing the organization's collapse. 

The End of World War II and the Power Struggles 

As the world emerged from World War II, the balance of power had shifted significantly. The 

Allied Powers, particularly the United States and the Soviet Union, had defeated the Axis 

Powers and emerged as the two dominant superpowers. The outcome of the war left these 

nations with substantial political, economic, and military influence, and it was clear that 

global peace would require their cooperation. 

However, tensions between these powers were already beginning to surface. The Cold 

War—a geopolitical struggle between the capitalist West, led by the United States, and the 

communist East, led by the Soviet Union—was on the horizon. In this context, the veto was 

seen as a necessary tool for managing the complex relationship between the major powers. 

The Soviets insisted on having the veto to protect their interests from perceived Western 

dominance, while the United States and its allies recognized the importance of maintaining 

Soviet participation in the UN to prevent another global war. 

Geopolitical Compromises at the Yalta Conference 

The Yalta Conference of February 1945 was pivotal in shaping the structure of the UN and its 

Security Council. The leaders of the three major Allied powers—Franklin D. Roosevelt of 

the United States, Winston Churchill of the United Kingdom, and Joseph Stalin of the 

Soviet Union—met to discuss the post-war order. At this conference, the foundation for the 

veto power was solidified. Stalin’s demand for the veto was non-negotiable, and Roosevelt 

and Churchill ultimately agreed, recognizing that the cooperation of the Soviet Union was 

crucial for the legitimacy of the new international body. 
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The decision to grant the five permanent members of the Security Council the veto power 

was a direct result of the power politics of the time. The Allies were determined to prevent 

another war, but they were also focused on ensuring that no single nation or bloc could 

dominate the decision-making process of the UN. The veto was designed as a power-sharing 

mechanism to maintain balance and prevent unilateral action by any one of the permanent 

members. 

The Legacy of the Veto in Shaping Global Order 

The historical context of the veto reflects the fragile nature of international diplomacy in the 

aftermath of the most destructive conflict in history. The establishment of the veto system 

was a compromise, and it was clear that it would impact the functioning of the UN and the 

international system as a whole. The major powers involved understood that while the veto 

would prevent actions they opposed, it would also prevent the UN from taking swift action on 

issues where consensus was needed. 

In the decades that followed, the veto became a powerful tool for political maneuvering. It 

was used not just to maintain global peace but to further national interests, block resolutions, 

and protect strategic alliances. The veto system, though originally conceived as a safeguard 

against unilateral action, has also contributed to gridlock and inaction in times when the 

world has needed the UNSC to act decisively. 

 

This section provides an overview of the historical events and political negotiations that led 

to the establishment of the veto power in the UNSC. Let me know if you'd like to continue 

with the next sub-chapter or revise any part of it! 
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2.3 The Power Struggle at the Formation of the UN 

The formation of the United Nations (UN) in 1945 was the culmination of years of 

diplomatic efforts aimed at establishing a global institution to prevent another world war. 

However, the creation of the United Nations was not a straightforward process. The 

negotiations leading to its formation were fraught with intense power struggles, particularly 

between the United States, Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom, each vying for their 

national interests while trying to shape the new global order. Central to these discussions was 

the question of how to structure the Security Council and who would have the authority to 

influence its decisions. 

The Diplomatic Tension Between the United States and the Soviet Union 

The primary power struggle during the formation of the UN was between the United States 

and the Soviet Union. These two nations had been allies in the fight against the Axis powers 

but were already beginning to display the signs of the Cold War, a struggle for global 

supremacy that would define international relations for the next half-century. 

 The United States, having emerged from World War II as the world’s dominant 

military and economic power, sought to shape the UN as a liberal institution that 

would promote democracy, free markets, and collective security. 

 The Soviet Union, on the other hand, was primarily interested in securing its sphere 

of influence and protecting itself from future Western intervention. The Soviets were 

particularly wary of Western powers using the UN to challenge their interests, 

especially in Eastern Europe. 

To mitigate this power imbalance and to ensure Soviet cooperation in the UN, the United 

States and its allies agreed to the inclusion of the veto power for the permanent members 

of the Security Council. This was viewed by the United States as a necessary concession to 

bring the Soviet Union into the fold of the new international system. For Stalin, the veto was 

seen as a guarantee of Soviet influence, ensuring that it could block any Western-dominated 

actions that threatened its interests. 

The Role of the United Kingdom and France 

While the United States and the Soviet Union were the dominant powers at the negotiating 

table, the United Kingdom and France were also significant players in shaping the early 

structure of the UN. Both countries, having been major colonial powers, were concerned 

about how the UN would affect their overseas territories and influence in global affairs. 

The UK and France sought to maintain their strategic autonomy and influence within the 

new organization. For them, the veto power was a means to preserve their status as major 

global powers in the post-war world. The agreement to grant the five victorious Allied 

powers—the US, the Soviet Union, the UK, China, and France—permanent membership 

in the Security Council was partly a response to their fears of being marginalized in a world 

increasingly dominated by the US and USSR. 

However, the creation of the veto power meant that Western European powers were in a 

difficult position. While they retained significant influence in the Security Council, the veto 
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system also meant that any decision requiring collective action could be blocked by one of 

the other permanent members. This often left countries like the UK and France in a delicate 

balancing act, as they navigated the new Cold War realities and the shifting power dynamics. 

The Influence of China 

Another major power involved in the formation of the UN was China. At the time, China 

was considered one of the Big Five powers—along with the US, USSR, UK, and France—

that would hold permanent seats on the UNSC. This was partly a recognition of China’s 

contributions during World War II, where it had been a key ally in the fight against Japan. 

However, the decision to include China as one of the permanent members with veto power 

was also influenced by the geopolitical considerations of the time. 

As the Chinese civil war raged in the background, with the Nationalist government of 

Chiang Kai-shek battling Mao Zedong’s Communist forces, the decision to grant China a 

permanent seat and veto power was contentious. The inclusion of China was a strategic move 

by the United States and the Soviet Union, each trying to maintain influence over China in 

the early stages of the Cold War. Despite the ongoing civil war, both superpowers understood 

that a unified China was essential to balancing the power structure in East Asia. 

The Compromise: A Balance of Power 

Ultimately, the inclusion of the veto power was a compromise born out of the power 

struggles between these major players. The agreement to grant the five Allied powers 

permanent membership on the UNSC, with the right to veto any substantive resolution, was 

intended to ensure that no single power could dominate global decision-making. However, it 

also meant that the veto would become an essential tool for each of the permanent members 

to safeguard their national interests. 

This compromise, while ensuring that the key powers were committed to the new global 

order, also created a system that would often be paralyzed by conflicting interests. The veto 

power was a direct response to the global power struggle of the 1940s, and its legacy would 

shape the future of international relations for decades to come. 

 

This section outlines the key power struggles during the formation of the United Nations and 

the Security Council. Let me know if you'd like to continue with the next section or make any 

revisions! 
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2.4 How the Veto Became a Pillar of the Security Council 

The establishment of the veto power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was not 

simply a reflection of the political realities of the time; it was also a strategic decision to 

ensure that the most powerful nations had a direct and unassailable influence over the 

decisions of the new international body. The veto, initially a compromise to secure 

cooperation among the major powers, soon became an integral and often controversial feature 

of the UNSC. Understanding how the veto became a pillar of the Security Council involves 

examining how it evolved from a diplomatic tool to a central element of the UN’s structure 

and function. 

The Early Years: Consolidating Power 

In the immediate aftermath of the creation of the UN, the veto power played a significant role 

in maintaining the peace by ensuring the continued cooperation of the major powers—the 

United States, Soviet Union, United Kingdom, China, and France. These countries were 

not only the primary military victors of World War II, but they also had extensive political, 

economic, and strategic interests that needed to be protected. 

The veto system was designed to guarantee that no permanent member would be forced into a 

decision they opposed, thus preventing unilateral actions that could alienate one of the major 

powers. For the United States, the veto was seen as a mechanism to ensure that the UN would 

not be used as a platform for actions that conflicted with its national interests. For the Soviet 

Union, the veto was a shield against potential Western attempts to encroach on Soviet 

territories or influence. 

In these early years, the veto served to stabilize the Security Council and maintain the 

fragile peace between the Cold War superpowers. Despite ideological differences, the veto 

allowed the United States and the Soviet Union, in particular, to coexist within the UNSC 

and avoid direct confrontation in the international arena, as each was assured that they could 

block any resolution they deemed unacceptable. 

The Veto in the Cold War Era: A Tool for Political Leverage 

As the Cold War progressed, the veto became increasingly central to the dynamics of 

international diplomacy. The Security Council was often paralyzed by the competing interests 

of the superpowers. Each side used the veto as a political weapon to defend its sphere of 

influence and prevent the other from gaining any advantage on the global stage. 

During the Cold War, ideological divisions played a significant role in how the veto was 

exercised. The United States and its allies used the veto to block any Soviet-backed 

resolutions, particularly those related to the spread of communism or Soviet influence in 

Europe, Asia, and Africa. Conversely, the Soviet Union and its allies used their veto power to 

prevent any action that could threaten Soviet security interests or support the spread of 

capitalism and democracy promoted by the West. 

This bipolar use of the veto created a situation in which the UNSC was often unable to act 

in cases where the global community might have expected decisive action, such as in 

response to the Korean War, the Cuban Missile Crisis, or the Vietnam War. The veto was 
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repeatedly used by both sides to block interventions or sanctions that would have undermined 

their strategic goals. 

A Pillar of UN Diplomacy: The Veto as a Symbol of Power 

As the years passed, the veto became more than just a procedural tool; it evolved into a 

symbol of the power dynamics within the Security Council. The permanent members, 

armed with the veto, were not merely participants in the decision-making process—they 

became the defining architects of global security. The veto system, therefore, cemented their 

status as the primary global decision-makers on matters of international peace and security. 

Over time, the veto also served as a mechanism for preventing major military 

confrontations. In instances where tensions threatened to escalate into full-scale war, the 

veto acted as a brake on impulsive military interventions. The most famous example of this 

was the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, where the veto allowed both superpowers to avoid 

military conflict by providing a diplomatic path for de-escalation, even though both sides 

were on the brink of war. 

The veto became synonymous with the great power politics that defined much of the Cold 

War era. By giving the five permanent members effective control over the decisions of the 

Security Council, the UN inadvertently created a system in which the great powers held a 

monopoly on decision-making, often sidelining the voices of smaller nations. The veto power 

was an essential part of the UN’s legitimacy for the major powers, but it was often seen as an 

obstacle to meaningful action by the wider international community. 

Criticism and Reform: The Veto’s Long-Lasting Legacy 

As the years went by, criticism of the veto system began to grow. Many smaller nations, 

particularly those in the Global South, viewed the veto as a form of political elitism that 

prevented the UN from acting in a fair and democratic manner. The veto system, which had 

been designed to prevent the domination of the UN by any single power, had instead led to 

deadlock and a lack of accountability within the Security Council. The increasing use of the 

veto to block humanitarian interventions, peacekeeping missions, and sanctions led to calls 

for reform, especially as the political dynamics of the post-Cold War world continued to 

evolve. 

Despite these criticisms, the veto remains a pillar of the Security Council, largely because 

of the reluctance of the permanent members to relinquish their privilege. Attempts to reform 

the system, such as expanding the Security Council to include additional permanent members 

or modifying the veto system itself, have been met with resistance from those who hold the 

veto. 

The veto's legacy, therefore, is complex. While it has helped maintain global stability by 

preventing unchecked actions, it has also exacerbated international tensions and created an 

unequal power structure within the UN. The question of whether the veto should remain a 

cornerstone of the UNSC continues to be a subject of intense debate among diplomats and 

scholars. 
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This section explores how the veto became a foundational element of the UNSC's 

operations and its impact on global diplomacy. Let me know if you'd like to continue to the 

next chapter or adjust any details! 
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Chapter 3: The Cold War and Veto Politics 

The Cold War era (1947-1991) was a time of intense global rivalry between the United States 

and the Soviet Union, shaping much of the international order. During this period, the veto 

power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) became an essential instrument of 

great power politics. The ideological and geopolitical conflict between the two superpowers 

turned the Security Council into a battleground for competing visions of world order. This 

chapter will examine how veto politics played out during the Cold War, and how the veto 

was used by both the United States and the Soviet Union as a tool to assert and protect their 

interests. 

3.1 The Role of the Veto in the Early Cold War 

At the start of the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union dominated the UNSC, 

with each holding permanent membership and the right to exercise the veto. The early years 

of the Cold War saw the veto used frequently, reflecting the ideological divisions between 

capitalism and communism. The conflict between these two systems translated directly into 

international diplomacy, where both superpowers used their veto power to ensure that the 

UNSC did not act in ways that would undermine their influence. 

The Berlin Blockade (1948-1949) 

One of the first major incidents of veto politics during the early Cold War was the Berlin 

Blockade. When the Soviet Union blockaded West Berlin in 1948, the United States and its 

allies responded with the Berlin Airlift, bringing supplies to the city by air. The Soviets, who 

were intent on bringing West Berlin under their control, vetoed a Security Council 

resolution condemning the blockade. The veto allowed the USSR to avoid any international 

action that would have challenged its position in Eastern Europe, particularly in Germany. 

The Korean War (1950-1953) 

The Korean War, which began in 1950, was another instance where the veto played a pivotal 

role in shaping global military intervention. The conflict between North and South Korea 

quickly escalated into a proxy war between the Soviet-backed North and the American-

backed South. When North Korean forces invaded the South, the United States pushed for a 

UNSC resolution authorizing military intervention under the banner of collective security. 

The Soviet Union, as a permanent member of the Security Council, was boycotting the UN 

at the time in protest of the UN’s recognition of Taiwan as China’s legitimate representative. 

As a result, the Soviet Union was absent during the crucial vote, and the Security Council 

passed a resolution authorizing the formation of a UN coalition to intervene in Korea. The 

absence of the Soviet veto allowed the UN to take action, marking one of the few instances in 

which the Security Council was able to act swiftly and decisively during the Cold War. 

3.2 The Suez Crisis and the Emergence of Superpower Rivalry 

The Suez Crisis of 1956 was one of the most dramatic episodes of Cold War veto politics. 

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

France, and Israel launched a military intervention. The United States, under President 
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Dwight D. Eisenhower, strongly opposed the military action, both because it undermined the 

UN and because of the delicate political situation in the Middle East. 

At the UNSC, the United States used its veto power to block a resolution that would have 

justified the military intervention. This marked a significant moment in the Cold War, as it 

was the first time the United States used the veto to prevent military action by its European 

allies. The Suez Crisis revealed the deepening superpower rivalry and the growing inability 

of Western powers to act independently of the United States, especially in the face of Soviet 

opposition. 

3.3 The Cuban Missile Crisis: A Turning Point in Veto Politics 

The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 brought the world to the brink of nuclear war and became 

one of the defining moments of the Cold War. The discovery of Soviet nuclear missiles in 

Cuba led to a tense standoff between the United States and the Soviet Union. The crisis was 

resolved through direct diplomacy, but the veto power played a crucial role in shaping the 

actions of both superpowers during this period. 

Throughout the crisis, the United States and the Soviet Union were careful not to escalate the 

conflict through UN sanctions or military action. Both superpowers understood that any 

unilateral action in the UNSC could trigger military retaliation, leading to a full-scale war. 

The veto was used strategically to block actions that could have led to further escalation. In 

this instance, the veto served to prevent military action and allowed diplomatic negotiations 

to take precedence. 

3.4 Proxy Wars and the Veto’s Role in the Global South 

As the Cold War intensified, both superpowers began to engage in proxy wars around the 

world, from Vietnam to Afghanistan. These conflicts often took place in regions that were 

not directly aligned with either superpower but were seen as key to controlling the balance of 

power. 

In these conflicts, the UN Security Council often found itself unable to act because of the 

veto power. For example, during the Vietnam War, both the United States and the Soviet 

Union used the veto to prevent the UNSC from intervening. The U.S. vetoed resolutions that 

would have condemned its role in the war, while the Soviet Union vetoed any action that 

would have supported the anti-communist forces in South Vietnam. The veto power, in these 

cases, prevented the UNSC from becoming a forum for global peacekeeping and allowed the 

superpowers to continue their proxy battles without UN interference. 

3.5 The Decline of Cold War Veto Use in the 1980s 

By the 1980s, the Cold War began to thaw, and both the United States and the Soviet Union 

realized that the status quo of constant veto stalemates was unsustainable. The detente 

period, marked by the reduction of tensions between the superpowers, led to a more 

cooperative approach in the UNSC. In some instances, the United States and the Soviet 

Union even voted in favor of resolutions that were aligned with their strategic interests but 

did not directly challenge one another. 
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One notable example was the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s. Both superpowers refrained from 

using the veto to block efforts to prevent further escalation of the conflict, as the focus shifted 

from ideological conflict to managing global peace and security. 

3.6 The Legacy of Cold War Veto Politics 

The Cold War era reinforced the idea that the veto power was essential for maintaining 

balance among the great powers. However, it also underscored the limitations of the UNSC 

as a tool for decisive action. During the Cold War, the veto power was used both to protect 

national interests and to prevent global consensus, often leading to deadlock on critical 

issues. This dynamic established a legacy of diplomatic paralysis that would continue to 

plague the UNSC long after the Cold War ended. 

The Cold War period highlighted the dual nature of the veto: it could be a tool for 

stabilizing global order by preventing direct superpower conflict, but it could also become a 

weapon for political maneuvering, preventing the UN from fulfilling its peacekeeping and 

humanitarian missions. 

 

This chapter provides an in-depth look at the role of veto politics during the Cold War, 

highlighting the strategic use of the veto by both the United States and the Soviet Union. Let 

me know if you'd like to proceed with the next section or adjust any details! 

  



 

38 | P a g e  
 

3.1 The Early Years: A Divided World 

In the aftermath of World War II, the world found itself divided along ideological, political, 

and economic lines. The United States and the Soviet Union emerged as the two dominant 

superpowers, each with their own vision for global governance and the future of international 

relations. The Security Council, created as part of the United Nations (UN) system, became 

the key arena in which the competing interests of these two powers were played out. In the 

early years of the UN, the veto power granted to the five permanent members of the Security 

Council—the United States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, France, and 

China—became a vital tool in the Cold War struggle for global supremacy. 

The Rise of Bipolarity: East vs. West 

In 1945, the United Nations was founded as a mechanism for preventing future global 

conflicts and ensuring collective security. However, the formation of the UN came at a time 

when the world was rapidly dividing into two hostile blocs: the capitalist West, led by the 

United States, and the communist East, dominated by the Soviet Union. This ideological rift 

was not just about economic systems, but also about broader philosophical and political 

differences regarding governance, human rights, and the role of the state in society. 

The United States advocated for liberal democracy, individual rights, and market 

capitalism, while the Soviet Union promoted the ideals of communism, state control, and 

centralized governance. This division, often referred to as the bipolar world order, set the 

stage for intense geopolitical rivalry that defined much of the 20th century. 

The Role of the Veto Power in Early UN Security Council Dynamics 

In the early years of the UN, the Security Council became the focal point of this struggle. 

Each of the five permanent members, known as the P5, was granted the right to veto any 

substantive decision of the Council, which meant that no resolution could pass without their 

consent. This gave the permanent members—particularly the United States and the Soviet 

Union—a powerful means of influencing or blocking international decisions that did not 

align with their strategic interests. 

The veto system was designed as a mechanism for ensuring that the great powers, which 

were seen as the primary guarantors of world peace, would have a central role in shaping the 

direction of the UN. However, this system also made the Security Council highly ineffective 

in addressing global crises, as the veto was often used to paralyze decision-making, 

particularly when the interests of the superpowers were at odds. 

Early Cold War Crises and the Veto's Role 

The early years of the Cold War saw numerous instances where the veto was used as a tool 

for both powers to assert their dominance on the world stage. The United States and the 

Soviet Union frequently exercised their vetoes to block each other's proposals, preventing 

action on issues that might have compromised their influence in regions such as Europe, 

Asia, and the Middle East. 

The Soviet Blockade of West Berlin (1948-1949) 
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One of the first significant uses of the veto came during the Berlin Blockade (1948-1949), a 

pivotal Cold War crisis. After the Soviets blockaded West Berlin in an attempt to force the 

Allies to abandon the city, the United States and its Western allies responded by organizing 

the Berlin Airlift to provide supplies to the besieged city. The United States called for a UN 

intervention to condemn the Soviet action, but the Soviet Union vetoed the proposal in the 

Security Council. This veto blocked any international intervention and exemplified how the 

Cold War divide was already shaping the dynamics of the UNSC. 

The Korean War (1950-1953) 

Another early example of veto politics during the Cold War was the Korean War (1950-

1953). In June 1950, North Korea, backed by the Soviet Union, invaded South Korea, 

prompting the United States to call for a UN resolution to authorize military intervention. 

The Soviets, who were boycotting the Security Council at the time over the issue of China’s 

representation, were absent during the vote. This allowed the UN to pass a resolution that led 

to the formation of a UN-led military force to intervene on behalf of South Korea, ultimately 

resulting in a military stalemate and the eventual division of Korea. 

The Ideological Battle in the Security Council 

In the early Cold War years, the Security Council was often reduced to an ideological 

battleground between the United States and the Soviet Union, with each side using its veto 

power to further its own strategic and ideological objectives. The superpowers frequently 

blocked each other's resolutions, preventing action on critical issues, and undermining the 

UN's ability to respond effectively to global crises. This paralysis of the Security Council led 

to frustration within the international community, as the UN's ability to maintain 

international peace and security seemed increasingly compromised by Cold War politics. 

The Impact of Veto Politics on UN Credibility 

The Cold War veto system, while ensuring that the superpowers had a central role in 

decision-making, ultimately weakened the credibility of the United Nations. The veto power 

led to repeated instances of deadlock, and in many cases, prevented the UN from taking 

meaningful action in response to global crises. The perception that the Security Council was 

incapable of resolving conflicts and upholding international law contributed to a growing 

disillusionment with the UN in certain circles. The veto system, in this context, was seen as 

both a necessary safeguard for the balance of power and a political tool used to obstruct 

meaningful international cooperation. 

 

This section examines how the veto power shaped the early years of the Cold War, 

highlighting the deep divisions between the superpowers and the frequent use of the veto to 

block decisions. Would you like to continue with the next part or make adjustments? 
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3.2 Superpower Rivalry and the UN Security Council 

The early years of the Cold War were marked by fierce superpower rivalry between the 

United States and the Soviet Union, and this ideological conflict had a profound impact on 

the functioning of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). As the two dominant 

global powers, the United States and the Soviet Union sought to extend their influence across 

the globe, each using the UN Security Council as a platform to assert their respective 

ideological, political, and military dominance. The veto power held by the five permanent 

members of the Security Council—particularly the U.S. and the Soviet Union—became a tool 

of power politics and was often wielded to block actions that did not align with either 

power’s interests. 

The Early Impact of Superpower Rivalry on the UNSC 

In the post-World War II period, the UN Security Council was meant to act as a global 

peacekeeper, helping to mediate conflicts and prevent international crises. However, in 

practice, it became a battleground for the ideological confrontation between the United 

States and the Soviet Union. Both superpowers saw the UN as a way to promote their own 

agendas, influence emerging nations, and prevent the spread of each other’s ideology—

capitalism versus communism. The veto power granted to the permanent members ensured 

that neither of the superpowers could be outvoted or marginalized in the Council. 

While both the United States and the Soviet Union aimed to maintain global peace and 

security, their priorities were inherently contradictory. The United States sought to promote 

democracy, free-market capitalism, and containment of communism, while the Soviet 

Union worked to advance communist ideology and expand its sphere of influence in Eastern 

Europe and beyond. As these two ideologically opposed nations competed for global 

influence, the Security Council was often paralyzed, unable to take decisive action due to the 

frequent use of the veto by both sides. 

The Korean War (1950-1953): A Flashpoint for Veto Politics 

One of the most significant examples of superpower rivalry playing out within the Security 

Council occurred during the Korean War. In 1950, the North Korean army, supported by the 

Soviet Union, invaded South Korea. The United States, which had military interests in South 

Korea, called for a UN intervention to defend the South from communist aggression. 

However, the Soviets, who were boycotting the Security Council at the time over the issue of 

China’s representation, were absent during the vote, allowing the United States to gain 

Security Council approval for a military response. 

The resulting UN-led military intervention, which was headed by General Douglas 

MacArthur, resulted in the defeat of North Korean forces and the establishment of a 

demilitarized zone between North and South Korea. While the intervention was technically 

a success for the United States and its allies, the political maneuvering that preceded it 

highlighted how Cold War rivalry affected decision-making in the UNSC. 

In subsequent years, the Korean War also showed how the Soviet Union and the United 

States could exert their influence on the Security Council by using the veto power at crucial 

moments. Even though the UN's actions in Korea were largely seen as a victory for the 
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West, it also demonstrated how the Cold War context influenced how decisions were made 

and how the veto could either facilitate or obstruct international efforts to maintain peace. 

Crisis in the Middle East: The Suez Crisis (1956) 

Another prominent example of superpower rivalry shaping the UN’s effectiveness occurred 

during the Suez Crisis in 1956. The crisis began when Egyptian President Gamal Abdel 

Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, which had been operated by British and French 

interests, triggering a military response from Britain, France, and Israel. The United 

States, under President Dwight D. Eisenhower, opposed the military intervention, as it 

feared the crisis would escalate tensions with the Soviet Union and possibly lead to a broader 

confrontation in the Middle East. 

The Soviets, eager to exploit the situation to weaken Western influence in the region, 

threatened to intervene on behalf of Egypt. The United States, leveraging its influence in 

the UN, pushed for a ceasefire, leading to a Security Council resolution calling for an 

immediate ceasefire and the establishment of a UN peacekeeping force to monitor the 

situation. In this case, the veto power played a minimal role, as both the United States and 

the Soviet Union worked together to end the crisis diplomatically. 

However, the Suez Crisis highlighted the deep divisions between the superpowers in the 

Middle East and underscored how their rivalry often shaped international responses. The 

UN’s efforts to intervene were seen as a success in preventing further escalation, but it also 

showed the limits of UN influence in resolving conflicts when the superpowers had 

competing strategic interests in the region. 

The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962): A Test of Global Diplomacy 

The Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962 represented perhaps the most dangerous confrontation 

between the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The crisis began when 

the United States discovered that the Soviets were secretly installing nuclear missiles in 

Cuba, just 90 miles from the U.S. mainland. The U.S. government, led by President John F. 

Kennedy, demanded the removal of the missiles, leading to a tense 13-day standoff that 

brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. 

Despite the gravity of the situation, the United Nations Security Council was largely 

sidelined due to the Soviet veto. The U.S. and Soviet rivalry played out directly in the 

Security Council, where the veto became a tool to block any meaningful action. The 

Cuban Missile Crisis also revealed the limitations of the UNSC when it came to addressing 

crises involving the superpowers, as both the U.S. and the Soviet Union were more 

concerned with maintaining their own political interests than with seeking a UN-mediated 

solution. 

Despite the inability of the UNSC to resolve the crisis, the diplomatic maneuvering behind 

the scenes eventually led to an agreement between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, marking 

the end of the immediate threat of war. This crisis, however, showed how the superpower 

rivalry often undermined the effectiveness of the UN as a peacekeeping institution. 

Superpower Rivalry and the Paralysis of the UNSC 
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The rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War led to 

numerous instances in which the veto power was used to block actions that did not align with 

each side’s interests. As the two superpowers jockeyed for influence across the globe, 

particularly in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, the UN Security Council often found 

itself paralyzed, unable to act decisively in the face of global crises. 

The Cold War was a time when the veto system became a tool not only for securing national 

interests but also for maintaining the status quo. In a way, the superpower rivalry in the 

Security Council demonstrated how the veto power became intertwined with the Cold War 

struggle for global dominance, often at the expense of global peace and security. 

 

This section discusses the role of superpower rivalry in shaping the actions of the UN 

Security Council, particularly during key Cold War events. Would you like to continue with 

the next section or make any adjustments? 
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3.3 The Cuban Missile Crisis and the Veto 

The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 stands as one of the most intense and critical moments in 

the Cold War—and in the history of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). For 13 

days, the world teetered on the edge of nuclear war as the United States and the Soviet 

Union engaged in a high-stakes confrontation over Soviet missiles stationed in Cuba, just 90 

miles from the U.S. mainland. This crisis not only tested the diplomatic and military 

resolve of both superpowers but also highlighted the limitations and paralysis of the UN 

Security Council in the face of Cold War geopolitics and veto power dynamics. 

The Prelude to the Crisis: The Discovery of Missiles in Cuba 

The Cuban Missile Crisis was triggered when the United States discovered through aerial 

reconnaissance that the Soviet Union was secretly deploying nuclear missiles in Cuba. These 

missiles, capable of reaching the U.S. mainland, represented a dramatic escalation of the 

Cold War and a direct challenge to U.S. national security. The U.S. President at the time, 

John F. Kennedy, responded with a public announcement demanding the immediate 

removal of the missiles and imposing a naval blockade around Cuba to prevent further 

Soviet shipments. 

At this stage, the UN Security Council was expected to step in and mediate or de-escalate 

the situation, as the United Nations was designed to maintain international peace and 

security. However, the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union ensured that 

the veto power would play a critical role in determining the Council's response. 

The Veto's Role in the Security Council 

In the early days of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Security Council found itself paralyzed 

due to the Soviet Union's veto. The Soviet Union, led by Nikita Khrushchev, was 

determined to maintain its strategic advantage in the Western Hemisphere. As a result, it was 

highly unlikely that any proposal aimed at removing Soviet missiles or sanctioning the 

USSR would gain Soviet approval in the Security Council. 

During the crisis, the United States called for an emergency meeting of the UN Security 

Council to address the situation. However, the Soviets, in an effort to protect their interests 

and maintain the balance of power, blocked any actions by vetoing motions that could be 

perceived as unfavorable to Moscow. The Security Council was rendered ineffective at the 

very moment it was needed most, exposing the structural limitations of the United Nations 

in the context of superpower confrontation. 

This veto by the Soviet Union revealed how the Cold War context shaped the functioning of 

the UNSC. The Soviets were fully aware that their veto power could prevent any unilateral 

U.S. action in the Security Council, and they used it strategically to ensure that the U.S. 

could not leverage the UN for an immediate military intervention or condemnation of their 

actions in Cuba. 

The UN as a Diplomatic Forum, Not a Resolution Engine 
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While the Security Council was paralyzed by the Soviet veto, the United Nations still 

played a critical diplomatic role in managing the crisis. In fact, the UN itself, in the form of 

its Secretary-General, U Thant, became a key figure in the negotiations between the U.S. and 

the Soviet Union. While the UN Security Council was blocked from taking action, the UN's 

diplomatic machinery was still effective in facilitating backchannel talks and helping to keep 

both superpowers engaged in the process of negotiation. 

U Thant, acting as a mediator, used his position to help prevent the situation from escalating 

into full-scale war. He sent a series of messages to both Kennedy and Khrushchev, urging 

calm and pushing for a diplomatic solution. The UN ultimately played a role in bringing both 

sides to the negotiating table. Despite the veto power rendering the UN Security Council 

largely ineffective, the UN system itself proved to be an important tool for preventing war. 

The Resolution of the Crisis: A Diplomatic Victory, But No UN Intervention 

The Cuban Missile Crisis was ultimately resolved through a secret negotiation between 

President Kennedy and Soviet Premier Khrushchev. The U.S. agreed to remove its missiles 

from Turkey, while the Soviet Union agreed to remove its missiles from Cuba. In return, the 

Soviet Union pledged not to deploy nuclear missiles to Cuba in the future, and both sides 

took steps to reduce tensions in the Cold War. 

This outcome, which was largely the result of backdoor diplomacy and the efforts of U 

Thant, highlighted that even though the UN Security Council was unable to intervene 

directly, diplomatic solutions could still be reached through private channels. The crisis 

was defused without military conflict, but it also underscored how the veto power could 

paralyze the UN’s ability to act in times of crisis, especially when the interests of the 

superpowers were at stake. 

The Aftermath: The Legacy of the Cuban Missile Crisis 

The Cuban Missile Crisis had a lasting impact on global diplomacy and U.S.-Soviet 

relations. It led to the establishment of the Hotline Agreement between Washington and 

Moscow, providing a direct communication link between the two capitals to avoid future 

crises. Moreover, the crisis underscored the dangers of nuclear brinksmanship and led to 

greater efforts at arms control, including the signing of the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963. 

For the UN, however, the crisis revealed the limitations of the Security Council and the 

influence of Cold War geopolitics on decision-making. Despite being founded to promote 

international peace, the UN was often sidelined when the veto power of the superpowers 

came into play. The Cuban Missile Crisis was just one example of how the veto system 

could leave the UN unable to act decisively in moments of acute international tension. 

Conclusion: A Moment of Reflection on the Veto 

The Cuban Missile Crisis serves as a stark reminder of how the veto power—a critical 

component of the UN’s decision-making structure—could be both a shield and a sword, 

wielded by the superpowers to further their national interests while simultaneously blocking 

efforts at collective action. While the crisis ultimately ended without war, the role of the 

Security Council during this time illustrated its failure to play a meaningful role in 
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preventing conflict, emphasizing the inherent limitations of the UN in an era of superpower 

rivalry. 
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3.4 The Veto as a Tool of Ideological Warfare 

The veto power in the UN Security Council has often been a double-edged sword, wielded 

not just for strategic advantage in a geopolitical context, but also as a tool of ideological 

warfare. During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union used their vetoes to 

push forward their own political ideologies and protect their interests, even when the broader 

global community sought to reach a consensus. The veto became a powerful mechanism to 

secure ideological dominance and a symbol of superpower rivalry within the UN. 

Ideology and the Cold War Divide 

The Cold War was characterized by the sharp ideological divide between the capitalist and 

democratic ideals championed by the United States and its Western allies, and the 

communist and socialist ideals promoted by the Soviet Union and its allies. This divide 

permeated every aspect of international politics, including the United Nations. 

In this environment, the Security Council, with its permanent members holding veto power, 

became the battleground where the two superpowers fought not only for political influence 

but also for the legitimacy of their ideological systems. The veto power provided them with 

an opportunity to block UNSC actions that could undermine their global dominance or 

enhance the influence of the opposing side. 

The Soviet Veto: Blocking the Spread of Western Influence 

For the Soviet Union, the veto was often a tool to block any resolution or action that might 

diminish the Soviet sphere of influence or promote the spread of capitalism. For 

example, the Soviet Union routinely vetoed resolutions that condemned communist 

movements in various parts of the world or interfered in its support of Marxist 

governments. One notable example is the Soviet veto of a 1956 resolution condemning the 

Suez Crisis. 

In this crisis, Israel, supported by the United Kingdom and France, invaded Egypt in 

response to Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal. 

The U.S., wanting to avoid an escalation and maintain some form of global order, pushed for 

a UN intervention to cease hostilities. However, the Soviet Union vetoed any proposed 

resolutions, seeing an opportunity to prevent the West from gaining an upper hand in the 

region. The Soviet Union used its veto as a tool to solidify its standing as a counterbalance to 

Western colonialism and to protect its ideological allies in the Middle East. 

In similar ways, the Soviet Union used the veto to block actions in response to events like the 

Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and the Prague Spring of 1968, where the Soviet leadership 

used its veto power to prevent any UN action that might have questioned the legitimacy of 

Soviet dominance over its satellite states in Eastern Europe. 

The U.S. Veto: Defending the Liberal World Order 

On the flip side, the United States also employed its veto as a means of defending the liberal 

world order it had championed since the end of World War II. The U.S. was committed to 

supporting democratic governance, capitalism, and free markets worldwide. It used the 



 

47 | P a g e  
 

Security Council to push for sanctions, interventions, and diplomatic pressure on states or 

movements that opposed these principles, especially those that were communist or socialist 

in nature. 

In numerous instances, the United States used its veto power to block UN actions that would 

have criticized or punished its allies. The U.S. veto played a critical role in protecting 

Israel from any sanctions or resolutions that could have threatened its position in the Middle 

East, particularly during the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The U.S. vetoed multiple 

resolutions, including those calling for Israeli withdrawal from territories occupied during the 

1967 Six-Day War and later actions in Lebanon and Gaza. The American veto was a key 

tool in ensuring that Israel’s security concerns and political aspirations were protected 

against international condemnation. 

The Proxy War Dynamics in the UN 

The Cold War rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union was not confined to direct 

confrontation but was also waged through proxy wars across the world. These proxy wars 

often played out in regions such as Africa, Latin America, and Asia, where ideological 

alignments became critical. The veto power played a central role in shaping the outcome of 

these conflicts within the UN Security Council. 

For instance, during the Vietnam War, the United States used its veto to prevent any UNSC 

resolution that would have condemned its involvement or called for a ceasefire. On the other 

side, the Soviet Union provided military and diplomatic support to the North Vietnamese 

and vetoed any action that might have led to U.S. intervention in Vietnam under the UN 

banner. 

In Africa, both superpowers used their vetoes to either block or encourage actions in 

countries that had become battlegrounds in the ideological struggle between communism and 

capitalism. Angola, Mozambique, and Congo were just a few of the countries where UNSC 

action was either blocked or shaped by the superpower vetoes during their respective civil 

wars. 

The Role of the Veto in Shaping Cold War Diplomacy 

The veto was not just a tool for preventing specific actions within the UNSC but also a way 

of asserting dominance in the diplomatic landscape of the Cold War. The veto allowed 

each superpower to assert its ideological and geopolitical priorities globally. Whether 

through military intervention, sanctions, or support for proxy movements, the veto acted 

as a mechanism to defend ideologies and maintain a strategic balance in the face of 

ideological threats. 

This ideological warfare within the UN Security Council did not simply reflect the priorities 

of the U.S. and the Soviet Union, but it also illustrated how the veto system shaped the 

international order. Both superpowers used their vetoes to preserve their global influence, 

while sidelining the broader principles of collective action and international cooperation that 

the UN was founded to promote. 

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Ideological Vetoes 
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The use of the veto power during the Cold War demonstrates how the UN Security 

Council, despite its mandate to promote peace and security, was often reduced to a 

battleground for superpower ideological competition. Both the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

used the veto as a strategic tool to block any UNSC resolution that could potentially threaten 

their global ideological dominance. 

Even after the end of the Cold War, the legacy of using the veto as an ideological weapon 

has endured, influencing how major powers engage with the UN Security Council today. 

While the geopolitical and ideological divisions of the Cold War have largely faded, the veto 

system continues to reflect the national interests and geostrategic calculations of the 

permanent members of the Security Council. 
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Chapter 4: Case Study 1 - The 1956 Suez Crisis 

The 1956 Suez Crisis stands as one of the most significant events in the history of the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) and the use of the veto power. It was a pivotal moment 

that illustrated how the veto power could be used not just as a tool of superpower rivalry 

but also as a means of protecting geopolitical interests and strategic alliances. The crisis 

demonstrated the limitations of the UNSC when facing a major international crisis and how 

the United States and the Soviet Union could wield their veto powers to influence the 

outcome of global conflicts. 

4.1 The Lead-Up to the Crisis 

The Suez Crisis was triggered by the nationalization of the Suez Canal by Egyptian 

President Gamal Abdel Nasser on July 26, 1956. The Suez Canal was a vital international 

waterway that connected the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea, and its control was crucial 

for global trade, especially for the British Empire and France, both of which relied heavily 

on the canal for the transportation of oil from the Middle East. 

Nasser's decision to nationalize the canal came after Britain and the United States withdrew 

their financial support for the construction of the Aswan High Dam, a major infrastructure 

project in Egypt. The nationalization angered Britain and France, both of whom had 

significant economic and strategic interests in the region. 

In response, Israel allied with Britain and France to carry out a military intervention in 

Egypt. Israel invaded the Sinai Peninsula, while Britain and France launched airstrikes and 

a naval blockade against Egypt. The attack was presented as a response to Egyptian 

aggression, but in reality, it was a coordinated effort to regain control over the Suez Canal 

and weaken Nasser’s growing influence in the Middle East. 

4.2 The Role of the United States and the Soviet Union 

At the time, the world was still deeply divided by the Cold War, with the United States and 

the Soviet Union locked in a global ideological struggle. The U.S. and the Soviet Union 

had very different interests in the Suez Crisis, yet both countries recognized the potential for 

the conflict to escalate into a wider war and destabilize the entire Middle East. 

The American Response: The Need for Stability 

The United States, under President Dwight D. Eisenhower, was initially caught off guard 

by the military intervention and did not want the conflict to escalate. The U.S. was 

concerned about maintaining stability in the Middle East and preventing Soviet influence 

from expanding in the region. The U.S. was also wary of being seen as supporting colonial 

powers like Britain and France, which were still recovering from the effects of World War 

II. 

President Eisenhower understood that an escalation of the Suez Crisis could push Arab 

countries toward the Soviet Union and undermine American efforts to contain communism 

in the Middle East. In a bold move, the United States chose to use its veto power in the UN 

Security Council to push for an immediate ceasefire and demand the withdrawal of foreign 
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troops from Egypt. The U.S. vetoed any action that could be perceived as an endorsement of 

the military intervention by Britain and France, putting pressure on its allies to stop their 

military action. 

The Soviet Union's Response: Exploiting the Opportunity 

The Soviet Union, led by Nikita Khrushchev, saw the Suez Crisis as an opportunity to 

challenge the influence of the West in the Middle East. Khrushchev’s rhetoric was strongly 

anti-colonial, and he sought to position the Soviet Union as the champion of Arab 

nationalism and anti-imperialism. The Soviets expressed strong support for Nasser and 

condemned the military actions of Britain and France as imperialist aggression. 

While the Soviet Union was not directly involved in the military conflict, it used its influence 

within the UNSC to push for a hardline resolution against the aggressor nations. The 

Soviets demanded that the UN Security Council take swift and decisive action to condemn 

the actions of Britain, France, and Israel, and they threatened to use force if the aggression 

continued. 

Despite the Soviet Union’s support for Egypt, the U.S. made it clear that any attempt by the 

Soviets to escalate the conflict would be met with strong opposition. The U.S. also 

recognized the need to prevent the Soviets from gaining a foothold in the Middle East, and 

thus, it pressured the UNSC to focus on diplomatic solutions rather than military 

confrontation. 

4.3 The United Nations Response: The First Peacekeeping Mission 

The UNSC, under intense pressure from both superpowers, responded by calling for an 

immediate ceasefire and the deployment of a UN peacekeeping force to monitor the 

situation. This marked the first-ever deployment of a UN peacekeeping force, led by 

Canadian diplomat Lester B. Pearson, who later won the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts. 

In addition to the peacekeeping force, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution calling 

for the immediate cessation of hostilities and the withdrawal of invading forces from 

Egypt. The U.S. played a key role in this diplomatic maneuver, as it used its veto power to 

prevent any UNSC resolution that would have supported the military actions of Britain, 

France, and Israel. 

Although the Soviet Union was generally supportive of the UN intervention, it saw the 

peacekeeping mission as a temporary solution to a broader conflict. The Soviet Union used 

its influence to call for a long-term solution that would address the underlying political 

issues in the region, including the recognition of Nasser’s leadership. 

4.4 The Aftermath: The End of British and French Imperialism 

The Suez Crisis marked the end of British and French colonial dominance in the Middle 

East. The intervention exposed the declining power of Britain and France on the global 

stage, as they were forced to withdraw their military forces under the pressure of 

international condemnation and the intervention of the United Nations. This event 

symbolized the decline of traditional European powers and the rise of superpower 

dominance in shaping the future of international politics. 
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For the United States, the Suez Crisis was a significant moment in its foreign policy, as it 

was able to use the UN to prevent an escalation of the conflict and avoid the spread of Soviet 

influence in the Middle East. The U.S. effectively used its veto to limit the impact of the 

crisis on its geopolitical strategy while also positioning itself as the leader of the post-

World War II world order. 

For the Soviet Union, the crisis reinforced its role as a defender of anti-imperialist causes 

and gave it an opportunity to criticize the U.S. for siding with the colonial powers. Although 

the Soviet Union had little direct influence over the military situation, its strong stance on the 

Suez Canal made it an important player in the broader Cold War struggle for influence. 

4.5 Conclusion: The Legacy of the Suez Crisis on UNSC Vetoes 

The 1956 Suez Crisis illustrated the powerful role the veto could play in shaping the 

outcome of a major international crisis. The use of the veto by both the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union ensured that the UN Security Council would remain a forum for global diplomacy but 

also exposed the limitations of the UN when it came to managing the interests of the 

superpowers. The Suez Crisis helped define the use of the veto power in the context of 

Cold War politics and set the stage for future conflicts where the veto would be a key tool in 

shaping international responses to crises. 

This case highlights the complexities of veto politics within the UN Security Council, where 

the superpowers not only protected their geopolitical interests but also engaged in 

ideological struggles that influenced the direction of global events. The Suez Crisis remains a 

defining moment in the history of the UNSC and continues to shape our understanding of 

how global powers use their veto power to maintain influence and advance their political 

objectives. 
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4.1 Background to the Suez Crisis 

The Suez Crisis of 1956, also known as the Second Arab-Israeli War or the Tripartite 

Aggression, was a pivotal event in the Middle East and had far-reaching implications for 

global politics, particularly for the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and the use of 

the veto power. The roots of the crisis lie in a combination of geopolitical interests, 

nationalization efforts, Cold War dynamics, and the decline of European colonial 

influence. The following sections outline the historical and political background that led to 

the Suez Crisis, which would soon draw the superpowers of the United States and the 

Soviet Union into a confrontation that would alter the landscape of global diplomacy. 

4.1.1 The Strategic Importance of the Suez Canal 

The Suez Canal was a vital waterway that connected the Mediterranean Sea to the Red 

Sea, creating a shortcut for maritime trade between Europe and Asia. Since its completion in 

1869, it had been a critical artery for the transportation of oil, especially for Europe, and 

played a central role in global trade routes. Control of the Suez Canal was of immense 

importance to the British Empire, as it was the primary link between British colonies in the 

Indian subcontinent and the Mediterranean. Similarly, France and other European powers 

also relied heavily on the canal for trade and economic interests. 

During the post-World War II period, the canal’s importance only grew, especially as oil 

imports from the Middle East became increasingly crucial to Europe’s energy needs. The 

region around the Suez Canal, particularly Egypt, was thus seen as a key strategic area in the 

fight for global influence, especially between the Western powers (primarily Britain and 

the United States) and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. 

4.1.2 Nasser’s Rise to Power 

The Suez Crisis was largely driven by the actions of Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Egyptian 

leader who emerged as a prominent figure in the Arab world during the 1950s. Nasser’s rise 

to power began after the Egyptian Revolution of 1952, which led to the overthrow of King 

Farouk and the establishment of a republic. By 1954, Nasser became Egypt’s prime minister 

and later its president. He was a charismatic leader with an ambitious vision for modernizing 

Egypt and the broader Arab world. 

Nasser positioned himself as a leader of Arab nationalism, advocating for the independence 

of Arab nations from colonial powers. He sought to establish Egypt as the dominant force in 

the Arab world and to resist Western imperialism. Nasser was also a vocal critic of Israel 

and the Western-backed monarchies in the Middle East. 

As part of his larger vision, Nasser pursued a series of significant domestic and foreign 

policies aimed at strengthening Egypt’s sovereignty and its position within the Arab world. 

This included his plan for building the Aswan High Dam, a major infrastructure project that 

would help control the Nile River, providing irrigation and generating hydroelectric power 

for Egypt’s rapidly growing population. 

4.1.3 The Aswan High Dam and the Withdrawal of Western Support 
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In 1955, Nasser turned to the United States and Britain for financial assistance to fund the 

construction of the Aswan High Dam, a massive project that was seen as a symbol of 

Egypt’s modernization. However, when Nasser was unable to obtain the full backing he 

sought from the U.S. and Britain, he found himself facing a setback. Both Western powers 

had geopolitical reasons for hesitating to support the project: they feared it would strengthen 

Egypt’s position in the Middle East and tip the regional balance of power. 

In response to this, Nasser sought alternative funding, turning to the Soviet Union, which 

was eager to increase its influence in the Middle East and establish itself as a counterweight 

to Western dominance. The Soviet Union’s support for the Aswan High Dam was a 

significant turning point for Nasser’s relationship with the West. 

In July 1956, the U.S. and Britain officially withdrew their financial support for the project, 

citing political concerns and an increasing willingness to support Israel over Egypt in the 

Arab-Israeli conflict. Nasser, who had already been frustrated by the Western powers, 

responded by announcing the nationalization of the Suez Canal on July 26, 1956. This was 

seen as a bold political move to assert Egypt’s sovereignty over its most important strategic 

asset. 

4.1.4 The Nationalization of the Suez Canal 

The nationalization of the Suez Canal was a direct challenge to the interests of Britain and 

France, who had long held significant control over the canal through the Suez Canal 

Company, a joint British-French venture. The canal was critical to both Britain’s maritime 

trade and France’s colonial interests in North Africa and the Middle East. Nasser’s move 

was not just an economic one; it was a symbol of Egyptian resistance to colonial powers 

and a demonstration of his assertive nationalism. 

The British and French governments were particularly upset by Nasser’s decision, as they 

feared that the nationalization of the canal would disrupt vital oil supplies from the Persian 

Gulf to Europe. In response, Britain and France began to plan military action against 

Egypt in an effort to regain control over the Suez Canal and weaken Nasser’s influence in 

the region. 

4.1.5 Israel’s Involvement: The Secret Tripartite Agreement 

As tensions mounted between Egypt and the Western powers, Israel became increasingly 

concerned about Nasser’s growing influence in the region, especially in light of his outspoken 

opposition to Israel’s existence. In October 1956, Israel began to prepare for a military 

campaign against Egypt, primarily aimed at securing the Sinai Peninsula and ensuring the 

free passage of ships through the Suez Canal. The Israeli leadership saw Nasser as an 

existential threat, and his actions gave them a pretext to strike. 

In secret, Israel, Britain, and France reached an agreement known as the Tripartite 

Aggression. The three countries would coordinate their military actions: Israel would invade 

the Sinai Peninsula, giving Britain and France an excuse to intervene militarily. Britain and 

France would launch airstrikes and a naval blockade against Egypt, with the ultimate aim of 

removing Nasser from power and reasserting control over the Suez Canal. 
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This agreement was kept secret from the United States, which was unaware of the tripartite 

plan until the military campaign was already underway. The U.S. was caught in a difficult 

position: it had supported Egypt’s sovereignty and opposed any actions that would appear 

to maintain colonial dominance in the Middle East. 

4.1.6 The International Reaction: Prelude to Crisis 

The Suez Crisis was not just a regional conflict; it had profound implications for global 

diplomacy. The United States, led by President Dwight D. Eisenhower, was firmly 

opposed to the military action by Britain and France. Eisenhower feared that the 

intervention would draw the Soviet Union into the conflict and further destabilize the Middle 

East during the Cold War. The U.S. was also concerned about the potential for anti-Western 

sentiments to spread across the Arab world and push Arab nations closer to the Soviet Union. 

Meanwhile, the Soviet Union seized the opportunity to condemn the intervention as 

imperialist aggression. Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev was vocal in his support for 

Egypt, and he made it clear that the Soviets would take action to protect Nasser from 

Western intervention. The Cold War dynamics between the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

further complicated the situation, making it clear that the crisis had the potential to escalate 

into a global confrontation. 

Thus, the Suez Crisis was set in motion by a combination of regional power struggles, 

nationalization of a vital international waterway, and the larger Cold War dynamics 

between the superpowers. The coming weeks would see these tensions erupt into military 

action, pushing the UN Security Council into the spotlight as it navigated the complexities 

of veto politics in response to the Suez Crisis. 
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4.2 The Role of Britain, France, and Egypt 

The Suez Crisis was a significant turning point in Middle Eastern politics, as it marked a 

dramatic confrontation between Egypt, a newly assertive power in the Arab world, and the 

colonial powers of Britain and France. The roles played by these three countries were 

crucial in the unfolding of the crisis, with each nation acting out of a mixture of geopolitical 

interests, imperial legacies, and national aspirations. 

4.2.1 Egypt’s Nationalism and the Rise of Nasser 

For Egypt, the Suez Crisis represented the culmination of a long struggle for independence 

and sovereignty. Since the early 20th century, Egypt had been a British protectorate, and 

although it formally gained independence in 1922, British influence over Egyptian politics, 

especially in controlling the Suez Canal, remained significant. After the Egyptian 

Revolution of 1952, led by Gamal Abdel Nasser and the Free Officers Movement, Egypt's 

sense of national identity shifted towards Arab nationalism, resistance to Western 

colonialism, and a desire to modernize the country without the interference of foreign 

powers. 

Nasser's vision for Egypt was centered on the nationalization of key assets like the Suez 

Canal, which symbolized the country’s self-reliance and independence. The decision to 

nationalize the Suez Canal in July 1956 was a direct challenge to British and French 

control over the strategic waterway, which they had shared through the Suez Canal 

Company, a joint British-French venture. 

For Nasser, the canal’s nationalization was a bold assertion of Egypt’s sovereignty, aimed 

at securing the resources necessary to fund his ambitious domestic projects, especially the 

construction of the Aswan High Dam. He also sought to weaken the influence of the West, 

which had failed to provide financial support for the project after his alignment with the 

Soviets. Nasser's actions were framed as a stand for Arab nationalism, making him a hero 

for many in the Arab world. 

However, his decision had wider implications. While it resonated with Egyptian and Arab 

nationalist sentiments, it antagonized Britain and France, whose economic and geopolitical 

interests in the Middle East and the Suez Canal were threatened. The nationalization was 

viewed as a direct challenge to their colonial dominance and a potential shift in the regional 

balance of power that favored Nasser’s Egypt. 

4.2.2 Britain’s Reaction: Protection of Imperial Interests 

For Britain, the Suez Canal was an essential strategic asset. It served as the primary route 

for British maritime trade and was critical for maintaining the flow of Middle Eastern oil 

to Europe, especially after the Second World War. Furthermore, the Suez Canal had long 

been seen as a symbol of British power and influence in the region. 

When Nasser nationalized the canal in July 1956, Britain’s political leadership, led by 

Prime Minister Anthony Eden, saw this as an intolerable blow to its influence. The British 

government feared that Nasser’s actions would embolden other nationalist movements 

across the Middle East and Africa, threatening the remnants of the British Empire and its 
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imperial interests. The Suez Canal was more than a vital economic route—it was a symbol of 

Britain’s global reach. 

Eden and his government, with the backing of France, believed that military action was 

necessary to remove Nasser from power, regain control of the canal, and restore Western 

influence in the region. In secret, Britain and France began to plan a military intervention in 

Egypt, which would involve airstrikes and a naval blockade. The two countries also 

entered into a Tripartite Agreement with Israel, which agreed to invade the Sinai 

Peninsula and create a pretext for British and French military action. 

Britain’s motivation was not only rooted in imperial interests but also in the desire to contain 

communism and prevent Nasser’s increasing ties with the Soviet Union. Nasser’s 

alignment with the Soviets was particularly concerning to the West, which feared the spread 

of Soviet influence into the Middle East at the height of the Cold War. 

4.2.3 France’s Role: Protecting Colonial Interests and Preventing Arab Nationalism 

For France, the Suez Crisis was also closely tied to its own struggles to maintain control 

over its colonies, especially in North Africa. France had long been involved in colonial wars 

in Algeria, where Algerian nationalists had been fighting for independence since 1954. 

Nasser’s support for Algerian rebels and his broader message of Arab nationalism deeply 

resonated with the Algerian independence movement, which posed a direct challenge to 

French rule in North Africa. 

Like Britain, France saw Nasser’s rise as a threat to European dominance in the Middle 

East. Moreover, France was also deeply concerned about the growing Soviet influence in 

the region. President Guy Mollet and the French government feared that Nasser’s leadership 

would encourage pan-Arab nationalism, which could spread beyond Egypt to other French 

colonies, including Tunisia and Morocco, where anti-colonial movements were gaining 

traction. 

In addition to its colonial interests, France had another reason to intervene: it had long been a 

military partner of Israel, and the French government was sympathetic to the Israeli cause. 

The shared interests between Britain, France, and Israel created the basis for the Tripartite 

Aggression. However, France was not only motivated by regional and ideological 

considerations—it was also seeking to protect its standing as a global power in the face of 

Soviet expansion. 

4.2.4 Egypt’s Strategy: The Nationalization and Resistance to Western Powers 

Nasser’s bold move to nationalize the Suez Canal in July 1956 was carefully planned, but it 

was also a reaction to the Western powers’ failure to support his vision for Egypt’s 

development. The nationalization of the canal was not just an economic measure but a 

symbol of resistance to Western imperialism. It was a direct challenge to Britain and 

France, and it represented a challenge to their post-war influence in the region. 

Despite the overwhelming military power of Britain and France, Nasser was determined to 

resist. He called on the Arab League for support and rallied the Arab world behind his 

cause. Additionally, Nasser garnered support from the Soviet Union, which saw an 

opportunity to expand its influence in the Middle East by backing an anti-Western leader. 
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In the days following the nationalization, Egypt prepared for military retaliation. However, 

Nasser’s strategy was also a diplomatic one—he called on the United Nations to intervene, 

framing the conflict as a battle for the sovereignty of Egypt against imperial aggression. 

Nasser’s public diplomacy was essential in gaining the support of much of the 

international community, including India and African nations, which saw the British and 

French intervention as a return to colonial practices. 

Through his strategic use of nationalism, diplomacy, and a calculated defiance of Western 

powers, Nasser positioned Egypt as a leader in the struggle for Arab autonomy and 

independence. His leadership in the Suez Crisis elevated his status as a champion of the 

non-aligned movement and earned him significant support from Arab countries and other 

developing nations. 

4.2.5 Conclusion: The Interplay of Interests 

The Suez Crisis was shaped by the complex interplay of national interests and geopolitical 

ambitions. For Egypt, it was a chance to assert its sovereignty and resist Western influence in 

the region. For Britain and France, it was an attempt to restore their imperial control over 

the Suez Canal and maintain their position in the Middle East. The crisis marked the end of 

an era of European dominance in the region and set the stage for the United States and the 

Soviet Union to become the new global powers influencing events in the Middle East. 

The event also highlighted the vulnerability of Western powers in the post-World War II 

world order, signaling the decline of colonial influence and the rise of global diplomacy and 

United Nations intervention in global conflicts. 
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4.3 The Vetoing of Military Intervention 

The Suez Crisis brought to the forefront the significant role that the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) played in addressing international conflicts and the influence of 

the veto power held by its permanent members. Despite the military aggression by Britain, 

France, and Israel against Egypt in 1956, it was the action of the United States and the 

intervention of the UN that ultimately prevented the escalation of the conflict. The veto 

power in the Security Council played a central role in the outcome, especially as the United 

States used its position to block military intervention, setting a precedent for how global 

powers could use the UNSC to navigate impasses. 

4.3.1 The United States’ Response to the Crisis 

At the time of the Suez Crisis, the United States, led by President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 

was already deeply involved in the Cold War. The U.S. had an important interest in 

containing Soviet expansion but was also becoming increasingly wary of the European 

colonial powers continuing their dominance in the Middle East. President Eisenhower and 

his administration, recognizing the global ramifications of a conflict in the Suez Canal, were 

not eager to see a full-scale war erupt, particularly one that could potentially draw the Soviets 

into direct confrontation with the West. 

The Soviet Union, under Nikita Khrushchev, was quick to react to the invasion, denouncing 

it as an act of imperialism. The Soviet Union threatened to intervene, stating that they would 

take steps to defend Egypt and calling for international condemnation of the intervention. The 

U.S., faced with the risk of an even greater geopolitical confrontation, understood that 

military escalation could potentially push the Cold War into a new phase, and this was 

something the U.S. government was not willing to risk. 

Eisenhower and his team realized that it was imperative to distance themselves from the 

actions of Britain and France and avoid further alienating Arab nations in the region. The 

United States took a firm stance, which involved diplomatic pressure on Britain and 

France to cease their military actions, and threatened economic sanctions if they did not 

comply. The U.S. pushed for the UN to intervene, and Eisenhower was able to rally 

international support to use the UN Security Council as a platform for diplomatic 

resolution. 

4.3.2 Britain and France's Resistance to International Pressure 

Despite the strong diplomatic opposition from the United States, Britain and France were 

initially determined to continue their military campaign. They argued that Nasser's 

nationalization of the Suez Canal was an act of aggression that threatened their economic 

and strategic interests, particularly their access to Middle Eastern oil and control of the 

Suez waterway. However, as the conflict dragged on, international condemnation of their 

actions grew, especially from non-Western countries that saw the invasion as a return to 

colonial imperialism. 

In response to increasing global pressure, Britain and France were forced to act more 

cautiously. They had anticipated that the UN Security Council would take longer to react 

and that their military superiority would lead to a quick victory. However, the United 
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States' veto of their actions and the mounting diplomatic pressure from around the world 

made it clear that their campaign was not only facing military obstacles but also significant 

international opposition. 

In the face of this, Britain and France began to reconsider their military strategy. They were 

unwilling to risk an all-out confrontation with the Soviets or to continue their operations 

without the backing of the United States, and so both countries eventually agreed to a 

ceasefire in November 1956, after the UN General Assembly voted to deploy a 

peacekeeping force to monitor the situation. 

4.3.3 The United Nations Response and the Creation of a Peacekeeping Force 

The UN Security Council, with the U.S. driving the agenda, swiftly convened to address the 

crisis. The United States used its veto power in the Security Council to prevent further 

military action by Britain and France, thereby preventing an international disaster that could 

have drawn in the Soviet Union. 

At the same time, UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld played a pivotal role in 

managing the crisis, using his influence to broker a ceasefire. The UN General Assembly 

called for an immediate ceasefire, and soon afterward, a UN peacekeeping force was 

deployed to the region. This UN Emergency Force (UNEF) was a landmark development 

in the history of international peacekeeping operations, as it was the first time the United 

Nations deployed troops to maintain peace in a conflict zone without the explicit consent of 

the warring parties. This operation marked the emergence of the UN as a significant player 

in maintaining international peace and security, and it showed that even powerful colonial 

nations could not act unilaterally without consequences. 

The ceasefire was effective, and within a few months, British and French forces withdrew 

from Egypt. This outcome was not only a diplomatic victory for Nasser but also a sign of 

waning European influence in the region. The United States had successfully used its veto 

power to block military intervention and shaped the diplomatic outcome of the conflict, 

further establishing itself as the key global superpower. 

4.3.4 The Legacy of the Veto in the Suez Crisis 

The vetoing of military intervention in the Suez Crisis demonstrated the critical role the 

UN Security Council could play in regulating the actions of global powers, even when their 

interests were in direct conflict. This event helped to underline the concept that great 

powers—even those with a history of colonial domination—were not immune to 

international accountability. 

The U.S. veto also reinforced the idea that the Security Council was not merely a tool for 

upholding the interests of the major powers, but could be used as a means to prevent 

military conflicts from escalating. It established a precedent for the U.S. to use its veto power 

not only to safeguard its interests but also to uphold broader global stability in situations 

where war would have disastrous consequences. 

In the years that followed, the veto power would continue to be an essential instrument of 

diplomacy in the Security Council, but the Suez Crisis remained a key turning point in the 

history of international relations. It highlighted the power of the United States to block 
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actions in the UN that were not aligned with its interests and demonstrated the capacity of the 

United Nations to offer peacekeeping solutions in times of global crisis. 

The impact of the veto in this context set a long-lasting example of how the UNSC could 

become a forum where international disputes were debated, with the veto serving both as a 

barrier to action and, at times, a means of preventing military conflict. The Suez Crisis itself 

demonstrated the evolving nature of global politics and international intervention, marking 

the beginning of a new era of UN-centered diplomacy that would influence countless 

decisions in the years to come. 
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4.4 Global Reactions and the Aftermath 

The Suez Crisis not only reshaped the political landscape of the Middle East but also 

marked a pivotal moment in global diplomacy, international power dynamics, and the role 

of the United Nations in peacekeeping and conflict resolution. The crisis led to significant 

reactions from world leaders, and the aftermath of the conflict deeply affected the 

international order, revealing the shifting power balance between the United States, 

European powers, and the Soviet Union. 

4.4.1 The U.S. and Soviet Union's Unified Stance 

One of the most significant outcomes of the Suez Crisis was the alignment between the 

United States and the Soviet Union on the need for peaceful resolution and international 

cooperation. The U.S. government, led by President Eisenhower, and the Soviet Union, 

under Nikita Khrushchev, were rivals in the Cold War, yet both were in agreement over the 

need to bring an end to the military intervention by Britain, France, and Israel in Egypt. 

The U.S. and Soviet Union's shared stance during the crisis illustrated that, despite their 

ideological differences, both superpowers had a common interest in preventing the Middle 

East from becoming a hotbed of Cold War confrontation. The cooperation between the 

two superpowers was crucial in forcing Britain and France to cease hostilities, as both the 

U.S. and Soviet Union used their positions in the UN Security Council to ensure that 

diplomatic solutions took precedence over military escalation. 

However, this rare moment of superpower unity did not erase the underlying tensions 

between the two. The Soviet Union, while criticizing the invasion of Egypt as an act of 

imperialism, used the crisis to further its own geopolitical ambitions in the Middle East, 

presenting itself as a champion of Arab nationalism and gaining political influence among 

Arab states. The United States, for its part, was able to assert its dominance in the region by 

standing against its European allies and using its veto power to prevent the conflict from 

escalating into an international crisis. 

4.4.2 Reactions from the Middle East 

The Suez Crisis deeply influenced the politics of the Middle East, particularly in terms of 

Arab sentiment toward the West. In the aftermath of the military intervention, Egyptian 

President Gamal Abdel Nasser emerged as a hero in the Arab world, having successfully 

resisted the forces of Britain, France, and Israel. The U.S. and Soviet Union’s involvement 

in the crisis further demonstrated to Arab nations that the Western powers were not 

invulnerable, and that their interests were subject to the will of the United Nations and 

international diplomacy. 

While Nasser’s victory bolstered his political influence, the events also set the stage for 

deeper Arab nationalism in the region. The Suez Crisis galvanized many Arab countries' 

opposition to European colonialism and foreign influence in the region, particularly by 

Western powers. This would lead to further conflicts, including the Six-Day War in 1967, 

as well as shifts in alliances as Soviet influence in the Middle East grew in the following 

decades. 
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However, despite Nasser's rise in stature, the UN peacekeeping mission (UNEF) also left a 

lasting mark. The peacekeeping operation would prove to be a mixed legacy for Egypt and 

the wider Arab world. While the peacekeeping force helped end the immediate conflict, it 

also symbolized the internationalization of the Suez Canal—a point that Nasser and others in 

the Arab world would come to resent as it was viewed as an infringement on Egypt’s 

sovereignty. Thus, the crisis set in motion a new phase of Egyptian foreign policy, one that 

would prioritize regional alliances and military preparedness, particularly as Nasser sought 

to modernize Egypt's military in the following years. 

4.4.3 Britain and France’s Declining Influence 

For Britain and France, the aftermath of the Suez Crisis was marked by significant political 

and diplomatic repercussions. The military failure of the invasion and the subsequent 

pressure from both the United States and the international community exposed the 

decline of European imperial power. The two countries were forced to reassess their role 

in global politics and their ability to act unilaterally in regions like the Middle East. 

The crisis illustrated that the U.S. had become the dominant superpower in the post-World 

War II era, and that it would no longer tolerate European intervention in regions critical to 

its strategic interests. Britain and France, still reeling from the economic and political 

costs of the Second World War, found themselves sidelined in the conflict by the UN and 

the United States, as their military intervention was thwarted by diplomatic pressure from 

Washington and Moscow. 

The Suez Crisis marked the end of British and French dominance in the Middle East, and 

both nations were forced to shift their foreign policies toward aligning more closely with the 

United States and acknowledging the reality of a bipolar world order. While Britain and 

France remained influential powers in the Western alliance, their ability to act independently 

on the global stage was significantly diminished, as seen in the long-term effects of the crisis. 

4.4.4 Long-Term Impact on the United Nations and Peacekeeping 

The aftermath of the Suez Crisis also had profound implications for the role of the United 

Nations in managing international conflicts and the role of the Security Council in shaping 

the global order. The deployment of UNEF, the first-ever UN peacekeeping force, 

established a precedent for UN involvement in conflict resolution. The UN's success in 

bringing about a ceasefire and averting an escalation of the conflict was a major diplomatic 

victory, signaling that the UN could play a key role in conflict prevention and the 

maintenance of international peace. 

However, the deployment of UNEF was also a double-edged sword. While it solidified the 

UN's peacekeeping role, it also revealed the limitations of the Security Council when it 

came to intervening in conflicts where the permanent members had competing interests. 

The veto power was exercised during the crisis, but the U.S. and Soviet Union’s 

intervention allowed the UN to provide a diplomatic solution, demonstrating that the veto 

power could sometimes be used to prevent conflict rather than prolong it. Despite the 

success of UNEF, the role of the UN in future conflicts would often be limited by the 

political realities of the Cold War and the competing interests of the UNSC’s permanent 

members. 
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The Suez Crisis also highlighted the complexities of global governance in the post-WWII 

world. While the UN emerged as an important actor in the crisis, the power dynamics 

between the superpowers continued to shape international relations. In the decades following 

the crisis, the UN would continue to face challenges in addressing conflicts in the Middle 

East and beyond, but the Suez Crisis demonstrated the potential of international 

diplomacy and the veto power to influence the outcome of global conflicts. 

Conclusion 

The Suez Crisis remains a significant turning point in the history of the United Nations and 

the international political order. It exposed the fragility of colonial powers in a post-war 

world, where global dynamics were shifting towards superpower rivalry and international 

cooperation. It also demonstrated the influence of the veto power in shaping international 

diplomacy and preventing further conflict. While Nasser's victory bolstered his regional 

standing, the crisis also highlighted the growing role of the United States and the UN in 

managing international crises. The Suez Crisis marked the end of one era and the beginning 

of another, where the world would increasingly turn to the UN as the primary mechanism for 

preventing and managing global conflicts. 
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Chapter 5: Case Study 2 - The 1979 Invasion of 

Afghanistan 

The 1979 Invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviet Union was a pivotal moment during the 

Cold War, and it had profound implications for both global geopolitics and the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC). The Soviet intervention sparked widespread 

international condemnation and was a critical point in the East-West rivalry, as well as the 

beginning of a prolonged military and diplomatic struggle that would eventually contribute to 

the Soviet Union's collapse. The veto power once again played a significant role in how the 

world responded to the crisis, particularly in relation to Soviet actions and the broader 

implications for the UNSC. 

5.1 Background to the Soviet Invasion 

The roots of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan can be traced back to the Soviet Union's 

long-standing interest in the region. Afghanistan, bordered by both the Soviet Union and 

Iran, was strategically important to the Soviets, particularly with the fear of Islamic 

fundamentalism and potential destabilization along its southern border. The Afghan 

government, under President Nur Muhammad Taraki, had been in power since a 1978 

coup, which brought the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) to power with 

close ties to the Soviet Union. 

However, the new government’s radical reforms alienated large parts of Afghan society, 

including tribal leaders, religious clerics, and other segments of the population. The 

PDPA's reforms were particularly controversial as they aimed to establish a socialist state, 

which created significant resistance from more conservative and rural factions. The Afghan 

communist government found itself increasingly unstable, facing widespread unrest, 

including insurgent movements led by the Mujahideen. In December 1979, after a failed 

coup and amidst growing instability, Soviet forces invaded Afghanistan to prop up the 

communist regime. 

5.2 The UNSC's Immediate Response 

The United States, along with its NATO allies, immediately condemned the Soviet invasion 

as an act of aggression and a violation of Afghan sovereignty. The U.S. led the Western 

bloc in pushing for a strong response through the United Nations Security Council. The 

response was marked by intense diplomatic activity, as both the Soviet Union and the United 

States maneuvered to shape the UNSC's position. 

In January 1980, the United States called for an emergency session of the Security Council 

to address the situation. The U.S. demanded that the Soviet Union immediately withdraw its 

troops from Afghanistan, and proposed that the UNSC condemn the invasion as a violation 

of international law. However, as expected, the Soviet Union vetoed the U.S. resolution. 

This was a typical move by the Soviets during the Cold War, where both superpowers 

wielded their veto power to block each other's resolutions in the UNSC. 

The Soviet veto marked the difficulty of the UNSC in addressing conflicts involving 

superpowers. It also exposed the limitations of the UN in enforcing peace when one of the 
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permanent members was directly involved in the conflict. Despite this, the UN General 

Assembly adopted a resolution calling for the immediate withdrawal of Soviet troops from 

Afghanistan, but the Security Council remained deadlocked due to the veto power. 

5.3 The U.S. and International Response 

The Soviet veto in the UNSC did not stop the United States from pursuing alternative 

avenues to confront the Soviet invasion. The Carter Doctrine, articulated by U.S. President 

Jimmy Carter in January 1980, stated that any attempt by the Soviet Union to gain control 

of the Persian Gulf region would be met with military force. The U.S. also placed economic 

sanctions on the Soviet Union, including a boycott of the 1980 Summer Olympics in 

Moscow. 

In response to the Soviet invasion, the U.S. provided significant military and financial 

support to the Mujahideen—Afghan rebels who were fighting the Soviet forces. The CIA 

provided weapons, training, and funding to the Mujahideen, effectively turning Afghanistan 

into a proxy battleground between the U.S. and Soviet Union. The Soviet Union, in turn, 

continued to receive diplomatic support from its Warsaw Pact allies, but the UNSC 

remained largely ineffective in dealing with the crisis due to the Cold War dynamics. 

Internationally, the Soviet invasion also led to a deepening of ideological divisions. While 

the U.S. and Western countries denounced the invasion, many non-aligned nations, as well 

as those in the Middle East, took a more nuanced or neutral stance. For example, countries 

such as India and Cuba expressed support for the Soviet Union, while Pakistan and China 

provided support to the Mujahideen forces, recognizing the geopolitical stakes involved in 

the conflict. 

5.4 The Role of the Veto Power in Blocking Diplomatic Solutions 

The veto power in the Security Council played a central role in preventing any significant 

UN intervention during the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The Soviet Union's veto 

effectively blocked any measures that could have led to a UN-led military intervention or 

an enforcement of peace. This again highlighted the power of the permanent members of 

the UNSC in shaping the UN's ability to act, particularly in situations where superpowers 

were directly involved. 

The veto by the Soviet Union not only blocked a resolution condemning the invasion but 

also led to an absence of meaningful UN action. The Soviet Union was able to continue its 

military intervention without fear of UN-sanctioned intervention, further underscoring the 

disparity in power within the UNSC. While the UN could not take action, the Carter 

Administration and Western countries led a coalition of non-Soviet states to provide 

military aid to the Afghan rebels and impose sanctions on the Soviet Union, escalating the 

Cold War in the process. 

5.5 Global Reactions and the Aftermath 

The invasion and the veto power's role in blocking UNSC resolutions set the stage for 

further escalation of the conflict, which would drag on for nearly a decade. The Soviet-

Afghan War became a defining conflict in the Cold War, drawing in multiple international 
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actors. The Soviet Union faced increasing challenges from both the Mujahideen forces and 

the growing international pressure. 

The conflict became a draining war for the Soviet Union, and it was widely considered one 

of the key factors that contributed to the collapse of the Soviet system in the 1980s. The 

Carter Doctrine and the U.S. intervention also laid the groundwork for the Afghan War of 

the 1980s, which would later contribute to the rise of Islamic extremism in the region. 

On the international stage, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan further strained U.S.-Soviet 

relations, leading to an arms race and a prolonged military standoff. It also heightened 

tensions in the Middle East, as regional powers like Pakistan, Iran, and Saudi Arabia 

became embroiled in the conflict. The U.S. support for the Mujahideen sowed the seeds for 

future instability, as many of the rebel factions that fought the Soviets would later become 

part of the Taliban and other militant groups. 

Conclusion 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and its aftermath demonstrated the limitations of the 

UNSC in resolving conflicts involving superpowers. The Soviet veto effectively paralyzed 

the Security Council, preventing meaningful action to address the invasion. The episode also 

showed how veto power could be used to block diplomatic efforts and highlight the dangers 

of Cold War politics in the realm of international governance. The legacy of the Soviet-

Afghan War continues to shape Afghanistan’s political landscape and the broader Middle 

East, influencing global politics and the ongoing struggle for peace and security in the 

region. 
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5.1 The Soviet Invasion and the International Response 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 was a dramatic escalation of tensions 

in the Cold War. It not only triggered a direct military confrontation between the Soviet 

Union and the United States, but it also had widespread ramifications for the global 

geopolitical landscape. The Soviet move to deploy military forces into Afghanistan was 

ostensibly to prop up the Afghan communist government, which was struggling against a 

growing insurgency. However, it was viewed by many in the West as a blatant attempt to 

expand Soviet influence in Central Asia, thus threatening the balance of power in the 

Middle East and South Asia. 

This invasion posed several critical questions about the nature of international relations and 

the role of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) in addressing conflicts involving 

superpowers. The Soviet Union’s military intervention and the international response 

revealed the fragility of global institutions in times of heightened ideological warfare. This 

section will examine the initial reactions to the invasion, the U.S.-led Western response, and 

the role of the United Nations in addressing the crisis. 

The Immediate Soviet Actions 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan occurred in December 1979 after the Afghan communist 

government, led by President Hafizullah Amin, had become increasingly unstable. The 

Soviets, fearing the collapse of a regime aligned with their interests, decided to intervene 

militarily to secure Moscow’s sphere of influence in Central Asia. The Soviet leadership, 

under Leonid Brezhnev, portrayed the invasion as a move to support a legitimate 

government against insurgents and Islamic extremists who had begun to destabilize 

Afghanistan. 

The Soviet forces quickly captured the Afghan capital, Kabul, and installed a more pro-

Soviet leader, Babrak Karmal, in power. Despite these swift military actions, the situation 

in Afghanistan remained dire for the Soviets. The Mujahideen, a coalition of anti-communist 

rebel groups, mounted a fierce resistance against Soviet occupation, with significant support 

from both regional and global actors. 

The United States and Western Response 

The United States immediately condemned the Soviet intervention. U.S. President Jimmy 

Carter characterized the invasion as an act of aggression that could not go unpunished, and 

he invoked the Carter Doctrine in early 1980, which warned that any attempt by the Soviets 

to gain control over the Persian Gulf would be met with U.S. military force. This doctrine 

was particularly significant because it marked a shift in U.S. foreign policy towards a more 

aggressive stance against Soviet expansionism in the Middle East and Central Asia. 

To demonstrate its opposition to Soviet actions, the United States took a number of decisive 

steps: 

1. Economic Sanctions: The U.S. imposed economic sanctions on the Soviet Union, 

including trade restrictions and the cancellation of grain exports to the USSR. 
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2. Olympic Boycott: The United States led a boycott of the 1980 Summer Olympics in 

Moscow, a significant cultural and diplomatic gesture meant to highlight the Soviet 

Union’s aggression. Many Western nations followed suit, increasing the international 

isolation of the Soviet regime. 

3. Support for the Mujahideen: Perhaps the most significant aspect of the U.S. 

response was its covert support for the Mujahideen insurgents. The CIA, under the 

Covert Action Program, funneled weapons, financial aid, and training to Afghan 

rebels through Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI). This support turned 

Afghanistan into a proxy war between the United States and the Soviet Union, with 

the U.S. aiming to bleed the Soviet Union financially and militarily. 

The United States was not alone in its condemnation of Soviet actions. Western European 

nations, including Great Britain, Germany, and France, joined the U.S. in condemning the 

invasion and participating in the Olympic boycott. NATO, the military alliance formed to 

counter Soviet influence, also took a united stance against Soviet aggression, though NATO 

countries did not engage in direct military action in Afghanistan. 

The Role of the United Nations 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan posed a significant challenge to the UN system, 

particularly to the Security Council, where the Soviet Union held a permanent veto power. 

Initially, the United States called for the UNSC to intervene and take a strong stand against 

the invasion. The U.S. proposed a resolution condemning the Soviet Union and calling for the 

immediate withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan. 

However, the Soviet Union quickly vetoed the U.S. resolution, as it had done countless 

times before when its own interests were threatened. This veto demonstrated the limits of the 

Security Council in situations where a permanent member was directly involved in a 

conflict. Despite the U.S. and other Western countries’ desire for strong UN action, the 

Security Council remained paralyzed due to the Soviet veto. 

While the Security Council was unable to pass any resolutions condemning the Soviet 

actions, other UN bodies and international organizations took a stand. The UN General 

Assembly was less constrained by the veto and passed several resolutions calling for the 

immediate withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan, although these resolutions were not 

legally binding. The UN's failure to act effectively demonstrated the difficulty of addressing 

conflicts in the context of superpower rivalry within the UN system. 

International Reactions Beyond the UNSC 

While the UN struggled to take concrete action, the Soviet invasion was met with a strong 

international outcry. Non-aligned countries and those in the Global South were divided 

on the issue, with some expressing support for the Soviet Union, citing the Soviet Union’s 

role in the anti-colonial struggles of the previous decades. Countries such as India, Cuba, 

and some Arab states supported the Soviet intervention, viewing it as part of the Soviet 

Union’s historical role in supporting revolutionary movements. 

On the other hand, Pakistan and China, both bordering Afghanistan, were particularly 

alarmed by the Soviet intervention and began to support the Mujahideen. Pakistan’s 

involvement was especially significant because it served as a hub for the flow of U.S. 
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weapons to the Mujahideen fighters. Saudi Arabia also contributed significant financial 

support to the Afghan resistance, alongside the U.S., seeking to undermine Soviet influence 

in the region. 

The Soviet invasion thus galvanized a broad coalition of anti-Soviet forces, ranging from 

the U.S. and China to Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, all of whom feared the consequences of a 

Soviet-dominated Afghanistan in close proximity to key regional powers. 

The Implications of the Veto Power 

The Soviet veto in the UN Security Council was a critical moment that illustrated the power 

dynamics within the UN system and the challenges of achieving international consensus in 

cases where a superpower had a direct stake in the outcome. The veto effectively blocked 

any meaningful action in the UNSC, leaving the international community with few tools to 

address the Soviet occupation. The veto power, which was designed to maintain stability and 

ensure that the major powers had a voice in the Council’s decisions, ultimately led to 

impasse and frustration in this case. 

By preventing the UN from taking any substantial action, the Soviet veto underscored the 

flaws in the UN's architecture when dealing with conflicts involving the great powers. This 

inability to act in Afghanistan also highlighted the limits of diplomacy in the face of 

ideological Cold War politics. 

Conclusion 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the international response, including the Soviet 

veto in the Security Council, marked a defining moment in Cold War diplomacy. It 

revealed the challenges of securing UN consensus in situations where superpowers were 

directly involved. Despite efforts from the United States and its allies, the veto power 

effectively paralyzed the UN Security Council, and the conflict in Afghanistan became 

another arena in the superpower rivalry. Ultimately, the Soviet intervention would escalate 

into a long-lasting conflict that would contribute to the Soviet Union's decline and become a 

key chapter in the broader history of Cold War proxy wars. 
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5.2 U.S. and Western Attempts to Use the UNSC 

In the wake of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the United States and its Western allies 

attempted to leverage the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to address the crisis, 

but the effort was largely thwarted by the Soviet Union's veto power. The failure to achieve 

a substantive UNSC resolution highlights the complexities of UN diplomacy during the Cold 

War, particularly when the interests of the superpowers were at stake. 

This section explores the U.S. and Western attempts to use the UNSC to counter Soviet 

actions in Afghanistan, as well as the broader implications of these efforts for the 

international political system. 

The U.S. Strategy: Diplomatic Pressure on the Soviets 

Following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the United States was quick to condemn the 

military intervention and sought to rally the international community in opposition to 

Soviet aggression. President Jimmy Carter and his administration were particularly focused 

on presenting a unified front against Soviet actions, hoping to diplomatically isolate the 

Soviet Union and demonstrate the West’s commitment to international peace and security. 

One of the primary tools in this diplomatic arsenal was the UN Security Council. Given that 

the UNSC was charged with maintaining international peace and security, the United 

States believed that the Council was the most appropriate forum for condemning Soviet 

aggression and coordinating a multilateral response. The Carter administration made it 

clear that it was seeking UNSC action in a number of key areas, including: 

1. Condemnation of the Soviet invasion: The United States and its Western allies 

sought to pass a resolution that would officially condemn the Soviet military 

intervention and call for the immediate withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan. 

2. Sanctions on the Soviet Union: The U.S. pushed for economic sanctions or other 

punitive measures within the UN framework to penalize the Soviet Union for its 

actions in Afghanistan, hoping to create pressure on Moscow to change its course. 

3. Increased international support for Afghanistan: The U.S. and its allies were also 

keen to use the UNSC to galvanize global support for the Mujahideen insurgents 

fighting the Soviet occupation, providing the Afghan rebels with much-needed 

military and financial assistance. 

The Soviet Veto: Paralyzing the UNSC 

Despite these efforts, the Soviet Union wielded its veto power in the Security Council to 

block any substantive action. The veto, a key feature of the UNSC’s decision-making 

process, grants the five permanent members of the Council—the Soviet Union (later 

Russia), the United States, China, France, and the United Kingdom—the ability to 

prevent the adoption of any resolution. In the case of Afghanistan, the Soviet Union’s veto 

effectively blocked the United States and its allies from achieving any significant UNSC 

action against the Soviet invasion. 

The first U.S. resolution introduced to the UNSC in the aftermath of the invasion called for 

the immediate withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan. This resolution was met with 
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predictable opposition from the Soviet Union, which argued that the invasion was necessary 

to support the legitimate government of Afghanistan, thereby justifying its actions. The 

Soviet Union’s veto ensured that no binding UNSC resolution was passed. 

While the U.S. and Western powers continued to push for strong action, the Soviet veto 

rendered the Security Council ineffective. The UNSC’s failure to take action underscored 

the power asymmetry in the decision-making process of the United Nations, where the veto 

power could essentially paralyze the Council in situations involving the superpowers. 

The Role of the General Assembly 

Although the Security Council was blocked by the Soviet veto, other elements of the UN 

system—particularly the General Assembly—provided a forum where the United States and 

its allies could take action. The General Assembly, unlike the Security Council, is not 

subject to the veto power, and its resolutions, while not legally binding, can serve as 

significant diplomatic statements. 

In the case of Afghanistan, the General Assembly passed several resolutions condemning the 

Soviet intervention. For instance, in 1980, the General Assembly called for the immediate 

withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan, signaling widespread international disapproval 

of the invasion. However, these resolutions were symbolic and had little practical impact on 

the Soviet Union's actions. 

Despite the General Assembly's resolutions, the Soviet Union continued to resist calls for 

withdrawal and maintained its position of support for the Afghan communist government. 

This reflected the broader ineffectiveness of the UN system in dealing with conflicts 

involving the superpowers during the Cold War. 

The Limitations of the UNSC in Cold War Conflicts 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan demonstrated the limitations of the UN Security 

Council in addressing conflicts involving the superpowers. The veto power—intended to 

ensure that the major powers had a stake in the UNSC’s decisions—was a double-edged 

sword. While it could prevent actions perceived as detrimental to the interests of the 

permanent members, it also paralyzed the UNSC in cases where those very powers were 

engaged in military conflict. 

The failure to secure UNSC action in Afghanistan also exposed the inability of the UN to 

respond effectively to crises in which the great powers had competing national interests. 

The Soviet veto in the Security Council blocked any meaningful response to Soviet actions, 

revealing the fundamental flaw in the structure of the UN Security Council—that 

superpowers, if directly involved, could simply use the veto to protect their interests, often 

leaving the UN as a mere diplomatic forum rather than an effective tool of conflict 

resolution. 

This crisis was not an isolated example. The Cold War era was marked by a series of UNSC 

impasses, where the superpowers used the veto power to block resolutions that were 

contrary to their national interests. As a result, the Security Council often failed to meet the 

expectations of the international community to provide a robust and impartial response to 

global conflicts. 
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The Broader Impact on U.S. Foreign Policy 

The failure of the UNSC to respond to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan also had long-

term implications for U.S. foreign policy. Faced with the UN's paralysis, the United States 

turned to alternative means to combat Soviet influence, including: 

1. Covert Operations: The U.S. increased its covert support for the Mujahideen, 

providing military aid through Pakistan, which became the primary conduit for 

Western support to the Afghan resistance. This approach bypassed the UN and 

involved direct U.S. military and financial assistance to the rebels, which contributed 

to the Soviet Union's eventual withdrawal in 1989. 

2. Economic and Diplomatic Pressure: The United States and its allies also imposed 

economic sanctions on the Soviet Union and led efforts to diplomatically isolate 

Moscow. These measures were aimed at forcing the Soviets to reconsider their actions 

in Afghanistan and ultimately contributed to the long-term deterioration of Soviet 

power. 

3. Increased Military Spending: The Soviet invasion reinforced the U.S. resolve to 

confront Soviet aggression not just in Afghanistan but across the globe. In response, 

the U.S. increased its military spending and began to escalate its involvement in other 

Cold War flashpoints, further intensifying the arms race and the global struggle 

between the two superpowers. 

Conclusion 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was a critical moment in the history of the United 

Nations Security Council and the broader Cold War. The U.S. and Western attempts to 

use the UNSC as a means of countering Soviet aggression were frustrated by the Soviet veto, 

which highlighted the inherent limitations of the UN system when superpowers were 

involved in conflicts. While the General Assembly provided some diplomatic support for the 

U.S. position, the Security Council’s impotence in the face of the Soviet veto underscored 

the power imbalance within the UN system, leaving the U.S. and its allies to pursue other 

means, including covert operations and economic sanctions, to achieve their objectives. 

This case study exemplifies the ongoing tension between international diplomacy and 

superpower politics during the Cold War, where the veto power often ensured that the 

UNSC was rendered ineffective when it was needed most. 
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5.3 Soviet Veto: A Symbol of Cold War Tensions 

The Soviet veto in the UN Security Council during the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

was not just a diplomatic maneuver; it became a symbol of the deep ideological and 

geopolitical rift that defined the Cold War. The veto, used by the Soviet Union to block any 

substantive action or resolution against its actions in Afghanistan, illustrated the power 

dynamics of the time and the ways in which the UNSC was often paralyzed by the Cold 

War’s superpower rivalry. 

This section explores how the Soviet veto in the context of Afghanistan was a reflection of 

the broader Cold War tensions and the geopolitical struggle between the United States and 

the Soviet Union, as well as the impact of these tensions on UN diplomacy. 

The Soviet Union’s Strategic Interests in Afghanistan 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 was motivated by a combination of 

strategic, ideological, and security concerns. The Soviet Union feared the spread of 

Islamic extremism along its southern border and saw Afghanistan as a critical buffer state in 

the Soviet sphere of influence. Additionally, the Soviet leadership, under Leonid Brezhnev, 

believed that maintaining a pro-Soviet government in Kabul was vital to safeguard the 

USSR’s strategic interests in the region. 

The invasion was a direct challenge to the U.S. and its allies, who were quick to condemn 

the Soviet actions and to press for a global response through the United Nations Security 

Council. The Soviet veto effectively blocked any resolution within the UNSC calling for the 

withdrawal of Soviet troops, reinforcing the USSR's belief that it had the right to influence 

and control the fate of countries within its sphere of influence. 

Veto as a Political Weapon 

During the Cold War, the veto power held by the five permanent members of the UN 

Security Council became one of the most significant political tools in the global arena. It 

allowed the Soviet Union, along with the United States, to protect its interests by 

preventing any UNSC action that could threaten its geopolitical position. 

The Soviet veto on the Afghanistan issue was emblematic of how the veto was often used not 

to protect peace, but to shield the superpowers' national interests from international 

scrutiny or censure. In the case of Afghanistan, the veto ensured that no international 

condemnation could be leveled against the Soviet invasion, despite the fact that the invasion 

was widely seen as a violation of international law and an aggression against a sovereign 

state. 

The Cold War power struggle was thus reflected in the UNSC, where both superpowers 

used their veto powers to block any attempts to resolve conflicts that threatened their 

dominance. The Soviet veto in Afghanistan demonstrated how the Security Council, rather 

than being an impartial body for conflict resolution, had become a forum for geopolitical 

struggle between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 

The Global Impact of the Soviet Veto 
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The Soviet veto had significant consequences, both for Afghanistan and for the broader 

international community. By blocking any action in the UN Security Council, the Soviet 

Union effectively demonstrated its willingness to act unilaterally, disregarding the norms of 

international law. This unilateralism was a characteristic feature of the Cold War rivalry, 

where superpowers often acted in their own self-interest, regardless of the consequences for 

global peace. 

Internationally, the Soviet veto in the UNSC led to a heightened sense of frustration with 

the effectiveness of the United Nations in addressing major global crises. It exposed the 

limitations of the UNSC system—specifically, the veto power—in dealing with issues 

where the interests of the superpowers were directly involved. The veto rendered the UN 

largely ineffective in dealing with conflicts where both superpowers had entrenched 

positions, as each could use their veto to block any action they saw as detrimental to their 

own national interests. 

Diplomatic Responses to the Soviet Veto 

In the wake of the Soviet veto, the United States and its allies pursued alternative diplomatic 

strategies to oppose the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. While the UN Security Council was 

deadlocked, the U.S. and Western nations turned to other diplomatic and military 

measures to confront the Soviet Union. These included: 

1. Economic Sanctions: The United States imposed economic sanctions on the Soviet 

Union, restricting trade and technology transfers, particularly in the field of energy 

resources. The aim was to economically pressure the Soviet Union into withdrawing 

from Afghanistan and to weaken its position globally. 

2. Covert Military Support: The United States began providing military aid to the 

Mujahideen, the Afghan resistance fighters. The CIA’s covert program to support the 

Mujahideen became a significant aspect of U.S. foreign policy during the 1980s. 

The CIA, along with Pakistan, helped to arm the Mujahideen with advanced 

weaponry, including Stinger missiles, which played a key role in countering Soviet 

air superiority. 

3. Diplomatic Isolation: The United States and its allies worked to diplomatically 

isolate the Soviet Union by rallying international opposition to the invasion. The 

Carter Doctrine, which stated that any attempt by the Soviet Union to gain control of 

the Persian Gulf region would be met with military force, also reinforced the U.S. 

stance on Afghanistan. 

4. Boycotts of International Events: In a further diplomatic protest, the United States 

led a boycott of the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow. This was part of a broader 

strategy to isolate the Soviet Union diplomatically, although the Soviet Union 

continued its military presence in Afghanistan. 

While these measures did not result in an immediate Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, 

they contributed to the Soviet Union’s eventual defeat in the Afghanistan conflict, as the 

Mujahideen proved to be a formidable force against the Soviet military. 

The Soviet Veto and the Decline of the USSR 

The Soviet Union’s use of the veto in the UN Security Council was also a symbol of the 

broader decline of the Soviet system during the Cold War. The failure of the UN Security 
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Council to respond to the invasion of Afghanistan highlighted the ineffectiveness of the 

international system in confronting superpower aggression. By continuing its intervention 

in Afghanistan despite widespread global condemnation, the Soviet Union not only damaged 

its international reputation but also strained its internal resources. The Afghanistan conflict 

drained the Soviet economy and contributed to the eventual collapse of the USSR in 1991. 

The Soviet Union’s use of the veto in the Security Council during this period represented 

not just a temporary political maneuver, but a sign of the geopolitical and ideological 

standoff that would define global relations until the end of the Cold War. It was a reflection 

of the limits of the UN system in dealing with conflicts involving the superpowers and the 

way that Cold War tensions shaped international diplomacy during that era. 

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Soviet Veto 

The Soviet veto in the case of Afghanistan was one of the most significant demonstrations of 

how Cold War rivalries shaped the functioning of the United Nations Security Council. It 

symbolized the difficulty of achieving international consensus when superpower interests 

were at stake and illustrated how the veto system often paralyzed the UN in addressing 

critical global issues. While the U.S. and its allies were able to pursue alternative 

strategies, the Soviet veto was a potent reminder of the limitations of the UN system and the 

enduring influence of the superpowers on the course of international diplomacy. 
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5.4 Consequences for UN Decision-Making 

The Soviet veto during the 1979 invasion of Afghanistan had profound consequences for 

both the UN Security Council (UNSC) and the broader UN system, reshaping the way the 

international community approached decision-making and the role of the superpowers in the 

UN. The deadlock created by the veto exposed the limitations of the UNSC as a mechanism 

for addressing global conflicts and highlighted the dangers of ideological and geopolitical 

divisions within the world’s primary body for maintaining international peace and security. 

1. Highlighting the Paralysis of the UNSC 

The most immediate consequence of the Soviet veto was the paralysis of the UNSC in its 

ability to address a major global crisis. As the Soviet Union used its veto power to block any 

action against its intervention in Afghanistan, it became increasingly apparent that the UN 

Security Council was ineffective in responding to conflicts where the interests of the 

permanent members were directly involved. This crisis, like many others during the Cold 

War, exposed the inability of the UNSC to take decisive action when the superpowers were 

on opposite sides of a conflict. 

The veto also served to highlight the structural weaknesses of the UNSC. While the 

Security Council was designed to address matters of international peace and security, its 

reliance on the veto power allowed the superpowers to block any meaningful intervention, 

regardless of the urgency of the situation. The Soviet veto demonstrated the fragility of 

collective security under the existing system, especially when key global players were in 

direct opposition. 

This paralysis was not unique to the Afghanistan crisis but became a recurring issue 

throughout the Cold War, leading many to question the legitimacy and effectiveness of the 

UNSC as a whole. The failure to act on Afghanistan was symbolic of a broader problem: the 

UNSC could not effectively mediate conflicts when the primary global actors were 

entrenched in ideological conflict. 

2. Erosion of Trust in the UNSC’s Ability to Maintain Global Peace 

The veto also undermined the trust of many member states in the UNSC’s ability to 

effectively maintain global peace. Countries that were directly affected by the Soviet 

invasion, such as those in the Middle East and South Asia, saw the UNSC’s impotence in 

the face of blatant aggression as a failure of the international system. The inability of the 

UNSC to act against the Soviet Union reinforced the notion that the Security Council was 

more of a political tool for the superpowers than a global institution working for collective 

security. 

The consequences of this erosion of trust were far-reaching. The UN and its peacekeeping 

mandates were increasingly sidelined in favor of alternative forms of diplomacy, economic 

sanctions, and military alliances. Regional security arrangements began to gain prominence 

as countries sought ways to protect their interests without relying on the UN system. 

The Soviet veto was a key event in a series of moments throughout the Cold War that 

contributed to the growing belief that the UNSC could not be counted on to maintain global 
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peace when superpower rivalry was involved. This perception would lead to a shift in 

international diplomacy, with regional powers and coalitions of states playing more 

prominent roles in peacekeeping and conflict resolution, often outside the UNSC framework. 

3. The Shift Toward Alternative Diplomacy 

In response to the paralysis of the UNSC, countries increasingly turned to alternative 

diplomatic strategies to address issues that were blocked by the veto system. The 1979 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan spurred a variety of diplomatic efforts outside the UN, most 

notably: 

1. Coalitions of the Willing: The U.S. and its allies formed informal coalitions to take 

collective action against the Soviet invasion. These coalitions worked outside the UN 

framework to provide military aid to the Mujahideen in Afghanistan, as well as 

impose economic sanctions on the Soviet Union. These efforts showcased the 

increasing irrelevance of the UNSC when superpower interests were at stake. 

2. Economic Sanctions: The United States led international efforts to sanction the 

Soviet Union through a global economic boycott. The U.S. leveraged its position in 

international finance to impose sanctions that targeted the Soviet economy and its 

access to critical technologies, particularly in the energy sector. These measures were 

largely outside of the UN and often went unchallenged by the Soviet Union, which 

was preoccupied with the invasion. 

3. Military and Proxy Conflicts: The Cold War superpowers often bypassed the UN 

to engage in proxy wars or covert military actions. The U.S. support for the 

Mujahideen was one example, as was the ongoing arms race and military buildups 

in other parts of the world. These alternative diplomatic strategies continued to bypass 

the UNSC’s control over international peacekeeping. 

The Afghanistan conflict demonstrated that global diplomacy could continue to function 

outside of the UNSC, which led to a more fragmented and multipolar world order. As the 

Cold War progressed, the Soviet veto increasingly became a symbol of the UN’s declining 

influence in global decision-making. 

4. The Long-Term Impact on the UN Security Council 

The Soviet veto in 1979 and similar incidents during the Cold War led to significant 

discussions about the reform of the UN Security Council and the veto system. Many 

countries, particularly those in the Global South, saw the Soviet veto as evidence of the 

undemocratic nature of the UNSC. They argued that the permanent members—the U.S., 

Soviet Union (now Russia), China, France, and the UK—held disproportionate power 

over international peace and security, often to the detriment of smaller nations and regional 

actors. 

Efforts to reform the veto system or expand the permanent membership of the UNSC 

gained momentum in the years following the Afghanistan crisis. Countries such as Germany, 

Japan, and India began lobbying for permanent membership, arguing that the Security 

Council’s existing structure no longer reflected the realities of a post-Cold War world. 

Although these reforms have not been fully realized, the debate about the relevance and 

fairness of the veto power remains central to discussions about the future of the UN. 
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The Soviet veto also led to the emergence of more regional diplomatic solutions. Countries 

increasingly sought to address crises through regional organizations and alliances, 

bypassing the UN altogether. This shift continued into the post-Cold War era, where 

organizations such as the European Union (EU), the African Union (AU), and the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) took on more active roles in regional 

peacekeeping and conflict resolution. 

Conclusion: A Moment of Reckoning for the UNSC 

The Soviet veto during the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan revealed the inherent 

limitations of the UN Security Council in maintaining peace during Cold War superpower 

conflicts. The paralysis that resulted from the veto led to a decline in trust in the UN’s 

ability to act decisively on critical global issues. This moment served as a turning point in the 

evolution of global diplomacy, leading to the rise of alternative diplomatic efforts and 

regional solutions. 

The enduring consequence of the Soviet veto and its impact on UN decision-making is still 

felt today, as the UNSC’s effectiveness continues to be called into question, particularly in 

light of modern global power shifts and the changing nature of international conflict. 
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Chapter 6: Case Study 3 - The Gulf War (1990-

1991) 

The Gulf War (1990-1991), also known as Operation Desert Storm, was a pivotal conflict 

in the history of the United Nations and the Security Council (UNSC). The war was initiated 

when Iraq, under the leadership of Saddam Hussein, invaded Kuwait in August 1990, 

triggering a swift international response. This chapter examines the role of the UNSC in the 

Gulf War, focusing on the veto power and the political dynamics that shaped the Council’s 

actions during this critical period in world history. 

6.1 Background to the Gulf War 

The Gulf War was precipitated by the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq on August 2, 1990. 

Saddam Hussein’s government claimed that Kuwait was historically part of Iraq and accused 

Kuwait of exceeding oil production limits imposed by the Organization of Petroleum 

Exporting Countries (OPEC). Hussein’s forces swiftly overwhelmed Kuwaiti defenses and 

took control of the small Gulf nation. 

The invasion of Kuwait posed a serious threat to the stability of the Middle East, as Iraq, 

with its significant military strength, could potentially disrupt the region’s oil supplies and 

undermine regional security. Saddam Hussein's actions also violated international law, 

leading to an immediate global outcry. 

In response to the invasion, the UN Security Council took action almost immediately. 

Resolution 660, passed on August 2, 1990, condemned the invasion and demanded the 

immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. This marked the 

beginning of the UN’s involvement in the conflict. 

6.2 The Role of the United Nations Security Council 

The UN Security Council’s role in the Gulf War was significant because it marked a 

moment where the Council was able to unite and act decisively, despite the veto power. 

The involvement of the permanent members—especially the United States, Russia, and 

China—was crucial in ensuring that the UNSC could take swift action in the face of 

aggression. 

In this section, we’ll explore the key UNSC resolutions and the diplomacy that allowed the 

UN to take effective steps in addressing the situation: 

 Resolution 660 (August 2, 1990) condemned Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and called for 

the immediate withdrawal of Iraqi forces. 

 Resolution 661 (August 6, 1990) imposed economic sanctions on Iraq, including an 

embargo on trade and the freezing of Iraq’s assets. 

 Resolution 678 (November 29, 1990) authorized the use of military force against 

Iraq if it did not withdraw from Kuwait by January 15, 1991. 

Unlike many other situations where the veto power paralyzes decision-making, the Security 

Council was able to function effectively during the Gulf War. This was in part due to the 
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changing global political landscape after the Cold War. The end of the Cold War saw a 

temporary thaw in relations between the United States and the Soviet Union, allowing for 

cooperation within the UNSC. 

The Soviet Union, under Mikhail Gorbachev, was a key player in supporting the UN’s 

resolution for military intervention, despite Iraq’s alliance with the USSR during the Cold 

War. This marked a significant departure from previous Cold War-era vetoes and 

demonstrated that the UNSC could reach a consensus even on major military interventions. 

6.3 The Veto Power and International Politics 

Despite the remarkable unity achieved within the UN Security Council, the Gulf War was 

not entirely without political maneuvering, especially regarding the veto power. While the 

Soviet Union (and later Russia) was largely cooperative during this crisis, there were still 

significant moments when the veto was at the center of global politics. 

 The Role of the Soviet Union: The Soviet Union, now transitioning under Mikhail 

Gorbachev, had historically been a supporter of Iraq, but the Gorbachev 

government was eager to prevent any escalation of the conflict in the Gulf. The 

Soviet Union thus agreed to the use of military force, although its support was largely 

symbolic in the UNSC context. 

 China’s Position: While China was not as directly involved in the conflict, it was 

part of the permanent members of the UNSC. During the negotiations, China’s 

position was one of non-intervention, but it ultimately abstained from using its veto 

power, allowing the resolution for military action to pass. 

 The U.S. and Western Influence: The United States played a leading role in shaping 

the UNSC resolutions. President George H.W. Bush was a central figure in the 

diplomacy leading up to Resolution 678. The U.S. was committed to maintaining its 

dominance in the Middle East and ensuring the stability of the region’s oil supplies. 

Washington’s ability to bring along the Soviet Union and other key members of the 

Security Council demonstrated the political clout of the U.S. within the UN. 

6.4 The Military Action: Operation Desert Storm 

After the passage of Resolution 678, a coalition of forces, led by the United States, 

launched Operation Desert Storm on January 17, 1991, following the expiration of the 

deadline for Iraq’s withdrawal. The military action aimed to liberate Kuwait and neutralize 

Iraq’s military capabilities. 

In this section, we’ll explore the military campaign and the role of the UN Security Council 

during the operation: 

 The coalition forces included a broad range of countries, from the United States 

and United Kingdom to Saudi Arabia, France, and several Arab nations. 

 The use of advanced military technology such as precision-guided munitions 

played a significant role in the swift victory of the coalition forces. 

 Iraq’s defeat was swift, with coalition forces liberating Kuwait by February 28, 

1991, after just six weeks of fighting. 
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The UNSC’s role during the military phase was largely one of oversight and legitimization, 

as the Council had already authorized the use of force. However, the aftermath of the war 

raised important questions about the future role of the UN in post-conflict situations, 

particularly concerning peacekeeping and reconstruction in the Middle East. 

6.5 The Aftermath of the Gulf War and UNSC's Role 

While the Gulf War ended in a decisive victory for the coalition forces, its aftermath created 

new challenges for the UN Security Council. Some of the key issues and consequences 

included: 

 The Sanctions on Iraq: The UN Security Council imposed severe sanctions on Iraq 

following the war, which remained in place for over a decade. These sanctions were 

aimed at preventing Iraq from rebuilding its military capabilities and acquiring 

weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). However, the sanctions led to significant 

humanitarian suffering in Iraq and were increasingly criticized for their long-term 

effects on the civilian population. 

 The No-Fly Zones: The UNSC also authorized the establishment of no-fly zones in 

Iraq, which were enforced by the United States and its allies to protect the Kurdish 

and Shia populations from attacks by the Iraqi government. 

 The Rise of Regional Diplomacy: The Gulf War highlighted the growing importance 

of regional actors in addressing Middle Eastern issues. The Arab League, for 

instance, played a pivotal role in the coalition against Iraq, and regional cooperation 

was crucial in the aftermath of the war. 

 Long-Term Impact on the Middle East: The Gulf War had a lasting impact on the 

Middle East, shaping the geopolitics of the region for years to come. The war’s 

aftermath contributed to the rise of Islamic extremism and the eventual Iraq War in 

2003, which would lead to another series of UN Security Council challenges. 

Conclusion: The Gulf War and the UN’s Veto Power 

The Gulf War marked a significant moment in the history of the UN Security Council, 

where effective cooperation among the permanent members allowed for a decisive and 

united response to a major international crisis. The war showcased the ability of the UNSC to 

take action when the Cold War divisions were no longer in place and demonstrated the 

power of U.S. diplomacy within the UN framework. 

However, the aftermath of the war and the sanctions imposed on Iraq raised difficult 

questions about the UN’s role in ensuring both peace and stability in the Middle East and in 

addressing the long-term consequences of its actions. The Gulf War remains a defining 

moment in the history of the UN Security Council and provides valuable lessons for 

understanding the limitations and strengths of the UN’s veto power in the face of global 

conflicts. 
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6.1 The Build-Up to the Gulf War 

The Gulf War (1990-1991), also known as Operation Desert Storm, was a critical moment 

in international relations and a defining conflict in the history of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC). The events that led up to the Gulf War were driven by a combination of 

regional tensions, geopolitical maneuvering, and economic factors that ultimately culminated 

in Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. This section will explore the series of developments leading to 

the war and the role that the UN played in addressing the emerging crisis. 

6.1.1 The Context of the Middle East in the 1980s 

The Middle East in the 1980s was a region marked by instability, ongoing regional conflicts, 

and shifting alliances. In the years following the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), which had 

devastated both countries, Iraq, under Saddam Hussein, emerged as a major regional power 

with aspirations to assert dominance in the Gulf region. 

 Iraq’s War with Iran: The Iran-Iraq War had been one of the deadliest conflicts of 

the 20th century, with millions of casualties and significant economic destruction for 

both nations. Despite the war ending in a stalemate, Iraq had accumulated a huge 

debt—reportedly over $80 billion—largely due to its military expenditures during the 

conflict. The end of the war left Saddam Hussein seeking to reassert Iraq’s position as 

the dominant power in the region. 

 Kuwait’s Oil Reserves: Iraq’s post-war economic recovery was hindered by the 

burden of debt. In this context, Saddam Hussein turned his attention to Kuwait, a 

small but wealthy country on Iraq's southern border, with large oil reserves. Iraq’s 

relations with Kuwait had been strained for some time, primarily over economic 

issues such as Kuwait’s alleged overproduction of oil and its historical ties to Iraq. 

Kuwait’s oil wealth and its influence in OPEC were seen as obstacles to Iraq's 

economic recovery. 

 Iraq’s Economic and Political Pressures: Facing economic crisis and a growing 

debt burden, Iraq sought ways to stabilize its economy. Iraq’s government viewed 

Kuwait as an economic rival, and Saddam Hussein believed that annexing Kuwait 

would not only relieve Iraq's debt but also provide it with greater oil reserves and 

influence over the Gulf region. Iraq’s internal problems and its desire to assert 

regional leadership played a significant role in the decision to invade Kuwait. 

6.1.2 The Invasion of Kuwait 

On August 2, 1990, Iraq launched a sudden and full-scale invasion of Kuwait. The invasion 

was swift and overwhelming, as Iraqi forces quickly captured Kuwait City, the capital of 

Kuwait. The primary justifications given by Saddam Hussein were: 

 Historical Claims to Kuwait: Saddam Hussein argued that Kuwait was historically a 

part of Iraq, dating back to the Ottoman Empire. He claimed that Kuwait was created 

by the British in the 20th century to undermine Iraq’s territorial integrity. 

 Accusations of Kuwaiti Oil Overproduction: Hussein accused Kuwait of violating 

OPEC production quotas and illegally drilling oil from the Rumaila oil field that 

straddles the border between Iraq and Kuwait. Iraq’s leaders argued that these actions 

harmed Iraq’s economy by pushing down oil prices. 
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 Economic Motivations: In addition to Iraq’s claims of territorial rights, the invasion 

was driven by economic imperatives. Saddam Hussein believed that by controlling 

Kuwait, Iraq could significantly increase its oil revenues, reduce its debt burden, and 

gain a stronger geopolitical position in the Gulf. 

The invasion was a direct challenge to international law and the principles of sovereignty 

enshrined in the United Nations Charter. The international community responded quickly 

to the aggression, with the United States and other Western nations expressing outrage at 

Iraq’s actions. 

6.1.3 The International Response and UN Security Council Actions 

In the immediate aftermath of the invasion, the international community, particularly the 

United States and Western Europe, condemned Iraq’s actions and called for immediate 

action. The UN Security Council, in response, took several significant steps to address the 

crisis: 

 Resolution 660 (August 2, 1990): The UN Security Council issued Resolution 660 

on the day of the invasion, which condemned Iraq’s aggression and demanded the 

immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. This marked 

the beginning of the UN’s involvement in the crisis. However, the resolution did not 

yet authorize the use of force, instead opting for diplomatic measures. 

 Economic Sanctions: In Resolution 661 (August 6, 1990), the UN Security Council 

imposed economic sanctions on Iraq, which included a trade embargo, the freezing 

of Iraqi assets, and a ban on arms exports to Iraq. These sanctions were designed to 

pressure Saddam Hussein into withdrawing his forces from Kuwait. 

 Global Diplomatic Efforts: As the situation developed, diplomatic efforts by 

countries such as the United States and members of the Arab League gained 

traction. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was seen not only as a violation of international 

law but also as a potential threat to the stability of the Gulf region, which was vital to 

the global oil supply. 

 Arab League Response: The Arab League was divided initially, with some 

members supportive of Iraq, while others, particularly Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 

states, opposed Iraq’s actions. Eventually, the Arab League called for collective 

action against Iraq, with many member states aligning with the UN Security Council 

position. Saudi Arabia, in particular, saw the invasion as a direct threat to its own 

security and opened its borders to international forces, facilitating their deployment in 

the region. 

6.1.4 The Escalation to Military Action 

As diplomatic efforts to resolve the crisis faltered, the UN Security Council began to 

consider more forceful measures. The United States, under President George H.W. Bush, 

was determined to prevent Iraq from consolidating its control over Kuwait and to maintain 

the stability of the Gulf region. 

 U.S. and Coalition Building: The United States quickly assembled a coalition of 

forces, which included the United Kingdom, France, Saudi Arabia, and other Arab 

nations. These countries saw Iraq’s actions as a direct threat to regional stability and 
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global oil supplies and recognized the need for collective action to expel Iraqi forces 

from Kuwait. 

 Resolution 678 (November 29, 1990): The UN Security Council passed Resolution 

678, which gave Iraq a deadline of January 15, 1991 to withdraw from Kuwait. If 

Iraq failed to comply, the resolution authorized the use of military force to remove 

Iraqi troops. This was a significant step, as it signaled the UN’s willingness to use 

force to enforce its resolutions. 

 International Support for Military Action: The U.S., with the backing of the UN 

Security Council, began to mobilize an extensive military campaign. The U.S. 

military, along with allied forces, began Operation Desert Shield, which focused on 

building up forces in Saudi Arabia and preparing for a potential offensive. 

6.1.5 The Role of the Veto and Diplomatic Maneuvering 

During the build-up to the Gulf War, the veto power played a critical role in shaping the 

UNSC’s actions. Unlike earlier moments in history when Cold War tensions often paralyzed 

the Security Council, the end of the Cold War allowed for greater cooperation between the 

U.S. and Soviet Union, the two permanent members of the UNSC who wielded veto power. 

 Soviet Support for Military Action: Under Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet Union, 

despite its previous support for Iraq, became a strong backer of the UN’s response. 

The Soviet Union’s support for military action was pivotal in ensuring that the UN 

Security Council could move forward with authorizing the use of force against Iraq. 

 China and the Abstention: China, another permanent member of the UNSC, did not 

veto military action but chose to abstain from the vote on Resolution 678. This 

absence of a veto was critical in securing unanimous support for military 

intervention and ensured that the UN’s authority was upheld. 

The combination of diplomatic maneuvering, international consensus, and the effective use of 

the veto power in the UNSC allowed for swift and coordinated action against Iraq. The 

successful mobilization of the international community marked the beginning of a military 

campaign that would soon become one of the defining conflicts of the 1990s. 

Conclusion: A Precursor to Military Action 

The build-up to the Gulf War was a complex process shaped by economic, geopolitical, and 

diplomatic factors. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait triggered a strong international response, 

culminating in the UN Security Council’s authorization for military action. The use of the 

veto power and unprecedented diplomatic cooperation between the permanent members 

of the UNSC allowed for decisive action, which would eventually lead to Operation Desert 

Storm. The global consensus forged in the lead-up to the war demonstrated the UNSC’s 

ability to act effectively in the face of aggression and established a new precedent for 

international military intervention. 
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6.2 The UN’s Involvement and the Veto Threats 

The United Nations played a crucial role in the Gulf War, with the Security Council acting 

swiftly to address the Iraq-Kuwait crisis. However, as the UN Security Council (UNSC) 

deliberated over how best to respond, the veto power held by the five permanent members 

(the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom) presented a 

significant challenge to the decision-making process. This chapter explores the UN’s 

involvement in the conflict and the threats of veto that influenced the course of action. 

6.2.1 UN Security Council Resolutions 

The UN Security Council responded quickly to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, moving through a 

series of resolutions aimed at addressing the crisis. The use of the veto played a significant 

role in shaping the UN’s response to the conflict, as each permanent member brought its own 

political and strategic interests to the table. 

 Resolution 660 (August 2, 1990): The first step taken by the UNSC was to issue 

Resolution 660, which condemned Iraq’s aggression and called for the immediate 

withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. This resolution was passed without any 

vetoes, showing an early consensus within the Security Council. 

 Resolution 661 (August 6, 1990): In response to Iraq’s continued occupation of 

Kuwait, the UNSC imposed a comprehensive economic embargo on Iraq through 

Resolution 661. This included sanctions on oil exports, military imports, and 

freezing Iraq’s assets. However, while the sanctions were significant, they failed to 

immediately end Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait, leading the UN to take more decisive 

action. 

 Resolution 678 (November 29, 1990): The passage of Resolution 678 marked a 

critical moment in the UNSC’s involvement. It set a deadline of January 15, 1991, 

for Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait, warning that failure to comply would result in 

military action. This resolution authorized the use of force to expel Iraqi forces, 

effectively giving the U.S.-led coalition the green light to intervene militarily. The 

resolution passed by a wide margin, with only one abstention from China. 

6.2.2 The Role of the Veto in the Decision-Making Process 

The threat of veto was a powerful factor in shaping the UNSC's decisions throughout the 

Gulf War. While the U.S. led the charge for military intervention, the veto power of the 

permanent members prevented an easy path to approval of certain resolutions. 

 The U.S. and the Soviet Union’s Cooperation: The end of the Cold War had 

created a unique diplomatic environment in which the United States and the Soviet 

Union were no longer ideologically opposed in every instance. During the Gulf War, 

the Soviets, under Mikhail Gorbachev, supported the U.S.-led coalition's efforts to 

remove Iraq from Kuwait, marking a significant shift from their previous support for 

Iraq. This cooperation between the U.S. and the Soviet Union was critical in securing 

UNSC resolutions that otherwise might have been blocked by the veto of either of 

the superpowers. 

 China’s Veto Threat: Although China did not directly veto Resolution 678, the 

country’s position remained a key factor in the diplomatic calculations of the Security 
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Council. As the only permanent member with a somewhat uncertain stance, China’s 

absence of a veto in this instance reflected the changing dynamics of global politics, 

especially considering the UN’s desire for international unity. However, the 

Chinese threat to veto military action was a reminder of how geopolitical 

considerations impacted decision-making within the UNSC. 

 France and the United Kingdom’s Support: Both France and the United 

Kingdom were firmly in support of military action against Iraq. These two permanent 

members, with a shared history of involvement in the Middle East, helped broker 

consensus within the Security Council. Their support for Resolution 678 was crucial 

in ensuring that the military intervention was not blocked by a veto. While the U.S. 

had the most significant influence, these European powers were key in framing the 

international coalition and pushing for a swift response. 

6.2.3 The Risk of Veto Deadlock 

Despite the cooperation between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, there was still the looming 

threat of veto deadlock that could have paralyzed the Security Council’s decision-making 

process. The prospect of a veto from either the Soviet Union, China, or other members was a 

constant concern. 

 Soviet Vetoes: Prior to the end of the Cold War, Soviet vetoes had often been an 

obstacle to U.S. interests. However, by 1990, the Soviet Union had shifted its 

position, largely due to its domestic economic issues and the desire to prevent Saddam 

Hussein from gaining further regional influence. This marked a rare instance when 

U.S. and Soviet interests aligned, and the Soviet Union did not block U.S.-led 

efforts in the Security Council. 

 China’s Political Calculations: China’s stance was more complicated. While it 

initially showed support for the UN’s condemnation of Iraq, it was wary of giving 

the U.S. too much influence in the region. As a permanent member with veto power, 

China would have had significant leverage to block action if it felt that the U.S. was 

overstepping its bounds. However, due to shifting diplomatic pressures and the 

realities of international cooperation, China abstained from vetoing the use of military 

force. Its position reflected the complexities of balancing national interest with 

international norms. 

 France and the U.K. as Mediators: Both France and the U.K. played a key role in 

mediation to ensure that the UNSC would remain united in the face of the crisis. 

They were instrumental in ensuring that the U.S. did not act unilaterally and that any 

military action would have a broad international mandate. By aligning with the 

U.S. and the Soviet Union, these countries were able to prevent a deadlock in the 

Security Council that might have given Iraq more time to solidify its position in 

Kuwait. 

6.2.4 The Gulf War and the Future of the Veto 

The Gulf War marked a pivotal moment in the history of the UN Security Council and the 

use of veto power. The UN’s decisive response demonstrated that, when the major powers 

are able to cooperate, the veto can be overcome, and the Security Council can take effective 

action. The alignment of the U.S. and the Soviet Union, combined with the strategic 

maneuvering of other permanent members, led to a swift military intervention that expelled 

Iraqi forces from Kuwait. 
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 A New Era of Cooperation: The Gulf War demonstrated that the UNSC could 

function effectively even when the veto power was at stake. This was a significant 

shift from the Cold War era, when superpower rivalries frequently blocked UN 

action. The war set a precedent for future international interventions, showing that 

multilateral action was possible despite the veto system. 

 Increased Influence of the U.S. and Western Powers: While the veto system was 

not rendered obsolete, the U.S. and its European allies had emerged as dominant 

players in shaping UNSC decisions. Their ability to build international coalitions 

and convince other permanent members to cooperate highlighted the influence of 

Western powers in the post-Cold War world. 

 The End of the Cold War and the Changing Dynamics of Vetoes: With the end of 

the Cold War, the traditional East-West divide within the UN Security Council was 

gradually dismantled. The Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991 and the rise of Russia as a 

new global player altered the dynamics of the veto system. The shift in geopolitical 

realities in the 1990s made it increasingly important for permanent members to 

cooperate to maintain the credibility and effectiveness of the UN Security Council. 

Conclusion 

The Gulf War highlighted the intricate dynamics of the UN Security Council’s decision-

making, where the threat of vetoes could have derailed UNSC action, but was ultimately 

mitigated by diplomatic cooperation between key powers. The veto remained a powerful 

tool in the Security Council, but the Gulf War demonstrated that it was not always an 

insurmountable obstacle to achieving consensus. The crisis marked the UNSC’s ability to 

take action in a world that was no longer dominated by the ideological divides of the Cold 

War, setting the stage for future UN interventions. 
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6.3 Strategic Use of the Veto by Permanent Members 

The strategic use of the veto by the permanent members of the UN Security Council (P5: 

United States, Russia, China, France, and United Kingdom) has been a defining feature of 

the UNSC decision-making process, particularly during high-stakes crises such as the Gulf 

War. The veto power allows each of these five nations to block any substantive resolution, 

giving them immense influence over the actions of the United Nations. This chapter explores 

how the permanent members strategically employed the veto during the Gulf War, 

considering their respective national interests, regional alliances, and broader geopolitical 

strategies. 

6.3.1 The United States and the Strategic Veto Threat 

The United States emerged as the central actor during the Gulf War, driving the UNSC's 

response to Iraq's invasion of Kuwait. With its military might and significant political 

influence, the U.S. utilized its veto power to push for a strong, multilateral approach to 

military intervention. However, the U.S. also faced the veto power of other members, 

particularly from nations that may have had opposing views on the use of force or had 

competing geopolitical interests. 

 The Use of Veto as Leverage: Throughout the Gulf War, the U.S. strategically used 

the threat of veto to ensure that the Security Council remained focused on its goals. 

In the early stages, the U.S. had to convince other permanent members of the 

Security Council of the need for military action. The U.S. was able to exert 

considerable pressure on allies, ensuring that they were aligned with its objectives. 

 Pushing for UN Military Authorization: The U.S. sought to pass Resolution 678, 

which would authorize military action against Iraq if it failed to withdraw from 

Kuwait. The United States used its influence to secure broad consensus among 

other permanent members of the Security Council, including Russia and France. 

The veto threat helped to emphasize the U.S.'s resolve in terms of military 

intervention. 

However, the U.S. also recognized that the veto system provided a necessary check on 

unilateral action, which is why they worked within the framework of the UNSC to achieve 

multilateral legitimacy. The strategic use of veto was, therefore, not about blocking 

resolutions, but ensuring that the right resolutions were passed in accordance with U.S. 

interests. 

6.3.2 The Soviet Union and Russia’s Evolving Position 

At the time of the Gulf War, the Soviet Union had just undergone significant political 

changes with Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika policies, and the Cold War 

was nearing its end. The Soviet Union, which had previously supported Iraq as part of its 

broader Middle Eastern strategy, found itself in a more cooperative position with the U.S. 

during the crisis, largely due to shifting political dynamics. 

 Soviet Shift from Support for Iraq to Support for Military Action: Initially, the 

Soviet Union was reluctant to authorize military intervention due to its historical 

support for Iraq, but as the Gulf War progressed, Moscow adjusted its stance. The 
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Soviets understood that a U.S.-led military intervention was inevitable, and their 

strategic veto threat was used less to block action but more to ensure that the UN's 

response had international support. The Soviets' approval of the UN resolutions 

marked a significant shift in international relations, as they chose to align themselves 

with Western powers to avoid regional instability. 

 Russian Interests in the Middle East: After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

Russia, the successor state, found itself in a position where it could no longer afford 

to completely block Western-led initiatives in the Middle East. Russia, now having 

fewer strategic ties to Iraq, sought to maintain its influence in the region but also 

desired to be seen as a constructive international player, especially in the post-Cold 

War world. This geopolitical shift greatly diminished the Soviet Union's role as an 

obstacle in the Security Council and reflected the changing nature of veto politics. 

6.3.3 France and the Role of Veto in Protecting National Interests 

France, a permanent member of the UN Security Council, has historically used its veto 

power to pursue its national interests, particularly in Africa and the Middle East. The Gulf 

War presented France with a strategic opportunity to demonstrate its alignment with the 

West while protecting its global interests. 

 Alignment with U.S. Military Objectives: Unlike the Soviets, France was generally 

more amenable to a U.S.-led military intervention. President François Mitterrand 

and Foreign Minister Roland Dumas were active participants in the diplomatic 

efforts to support the UN coalition against Iraq. France believed that it had a 

strategic interest in ensuring that Iraq did not become a regional power capable of 

threatening its allies and Middle Eastern interests. 

 Balancing National Interests and Regional Stability: While France supported the 

UN’s military intervention, it used its veto power during earlier negotiations to 

ensure that the French national interests were considered. France was concerned 

about the possibility of regional instability in the Middle East and the effect it might 

have on its African colonies. Thus, France used its position to ensure that any 

intervention would be measured and would not result in greater instability. 

6.3.4 The United Kingdom and the Veto as a Tool of Diplomacy 

The United Kingdom (U.K.), a long-time ally of the United States, found itself playing a 

supportive role in the Gulf War. Although its own interests in the Middle East were not as 

directly threatened as those of the U.S., the U.K. used its veto power strategically to align 

itself with its major ally and ensure that the UN Security Council remained united in its 

response to Iraq’s aggression. 

 The U.K.'s Role in Coalition Building: The U.K. was instrumental in building the 

international coalition that would fight Iraq in the Gulf War. At the same time, it 

also used its veto power behind the scenes to ensure that the U.S. would not act 

unilaterally and that any military intervention had UN legitimacy. 

 Diplomatic Maneuvering: The U.K. used its veto power strategically in the Security 

Council by emphasizing the importance of international consensus and UN-backed 

action. The U.K. understood the significance of maintaining the UN’s credibility and 

the role that veto power played in achieving that goal. 
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6.3.5 China’s Role in Veto Threats and Diplomacy 

China, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, maintained a more cautious 

stance during the Gulf War. While it did not exercise its veto power, China strategically 

positioned itself to ensure its interests in the region were not sidelined by the U.S. and its 

Western allies. 

 China’s Reluctance to Endorse Military Action: China was deeply concerned 

about the prospect of U.S. military dominance in the Middle East. Beijing also had 

strong economic ties with Iraq and thus preferred to avoid direct military 

confrontation. While it did not veto the intervention, China utilized its diplomatic 

influence to push for a more measured response and to ensure that its economic and 

strategic interests were protected. 

 A Softened Stance on Veto Use: As the Cold War ended and China’s influence 

grew on the global stage, it recognized the importance of maintaining good relations 

with both Western powers and Middle Eastern countries. While China abstained 

from exercising its veto, it emphasized the need for a diplomatic solution to avoid 

military escalation in the region. 

Conclusion 

The strategic use of the veto by the permanent members of the UN Security Council during 

the Gulf War demonstrated how geopolitical interests, national security concerns, and 

diplomatic maneuvering shaped global decision-making. While the U.S. largely led the 

charge for military intervention, each permanent member of the Security Council used its 

veto power to ensure that their national interests were addressed, from Russia’s pivot to the 

West to France and the U.K.’s role as regional stabilizers, and China’s cautious diplomacy. 

Ultimately, the Gulf War marked a period when the UNSC was able to overcome the 

traditional obstacles of veto politics and act in a unified way to address a critical regional 

crisis. 
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6.4 The Path to a Coalition and a Ceasefire 

The path to a coalition and a ceasefire during the Gulf War (1990-1991) was marked by 

extensive diplomacy, the formation of an international coalition, and the strategic use of veto 

power within the UN Security Council (UNSC). While military action was being planned, a 

political and diplomatic effort aimed at achieving a ceasefire was also underway. This 

chapter delves into how the UNSC helped shape the coalition response, the negotiation of a 

ceasefire, and the diplomatic efforts that ultimately led to Iraq’s withdrawal from Kuwait. 

6.4.1 The Formation of the International Coalition 

The formation of a broad, international coalition was a critical element in securing both 

military success and the legitimacy of the UNSC's actions. The coalition included Western 

powers, Middle Eastern nations, and other global actors, united by the common goal of 

reversing Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and restoring regional stability. 

 U.S. Leadership and Coalition Building: The United States played a central role in 

rallying support for the UN-backed military intervention. Under the leadership of 

President George H. W. Bush, the U.S. worked tirelessly to secure the support of 

various countries for a multilateral response to Iraq's aggression. The U.S. was able to 

form a coalition that included NATO members, Arab states (such as Saudi Arabia, 

Egypt, and Syria), and other international allies. 

The Security Council authorized the use of force through Resolution 678 once 

diplomatic efforts failed, underscoring the legitimacy of the operation. The UNSC's 

role in providing legitimacy to the military coalition helped ensure that the 

intervention was seen as a multilateral effort rather than a unilateral action by the 

United States. 

 Global Consensus and the Role of the Veto: Despite the diversity of interests in the 

coalition, the use of the UNSC veto was largely sidelined during the lead-up to 

military action. Soviet Union and France supported the military intervention, while 

China and Russia were largely content to back the broad UN mandate, even if they 

had reservations about the specifics of military action. The strategic use of veto by 

these nations was limited due to the international consensus around the need to 

confront Iraq’s aggression and to avoid further regional destabilization. 

6.4.2 Diplomatic Efforts for Ceasefire and Iraq’s Withdrawal 

Even as military operations were progressing, efforts were ongoing to secure a peaceful 

resolution and prevent an escalation of the conflict. The UNSC played an essential role in 

diplomatic efforts to negotiate a ceasefire and secure Iraq's withdrawal from Kuwait. Several 

key diplomatic milestones occurred during the build-up to military action. 

 The Role of the UNSC in Ceasefire Negotiations: As the ground war against Iraq 

was set into motion, the UN continued to push for diplomatic negotiations. UN 

Special Envoy James Baker, U.S. Secretary of State, led efforts to engage with Iraq 

diplomatically. At the same time, the UNSC sought to limit the duration and scope of 
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military operations to ensure minimal damage and casualties, and to speed up the 

resolution of the conflict through diplomatic channels. 

The UNSC's position remained clear—Iraq had to fully withdraw from Kuwait. If 

Iraq failed to comply, military action would continue. This line of action helped 

maintain unity within the coalition and prevented major fractures among member 

states. 

 The Soviet Union’s Influence on Ceasefire Efforts: During the Gulf War, the 

Soviet Union, under Mikhail Gorbachev, was undergoing significant reforms and 

was keen to maintain its global diplomatic standing. Despite being a previous ally of 

Iraq, the Soviet Union showed a willingness to cooperate with the U.S. and the UN to 

bring about a ceasefire. Soviet support for the UNSC’s military efforts reflected a 

desire to demonstrate solidarity with Western powers and to be part of a post-Cold 

War international order that emphasized diplomacy and multilateralism. 

Gorbachev’s diplomatic efforts helped push Iraq to the table, providing leverage to 

the UN's insistence on a peaceful resolution before further military escalation could 

occur. While the Soviet Union refrained from vetoing military action, it used its 

diplomatic influence to push for a peaceful settlement, helping to ensure the coalition 

did not lose momentum. 

 Saddam Hussein’s Stance and the Road to Ceasefire: The Iraqi President 

Saddam Hussein, faced with the military superiority of the coalition and UNSC 

resolutions, was under increasing pressure to negotiate a ceasefire. Despite early 

defiance, Iraq's military forces were unable to withstand the coalition’s offensive, and 

by February 1991, a ceasefire agreement became increasingly likely. 

Iraq, under U.S. and UN pressure, eventually agreed to conditions for a ceasefire, 

including the full withdrawal of its troops from Kuwait, the release of prisoners, 

and compliance with UN sanctions. The UNSC, in tandem with other diplomatic 

efforts, helped to orchestrate the terms of the ceasefire and laid the groundwork for 

post-conflict reconstruction and disarmament efforts. 

6.4.3 The Aftermath: Lessons from Coalition Building and Ceasefire 

The Gulf War demonstrated both the potential and the limitations of the UNSC in 

maintaining international peace and security. The Security Council’s actions during the war 

served as a reminder of the importance of multilateral cooperation, the strategic use of the 

veto, and the necessity of a strong coalition of member states when confronting serious 

breaches of international law. 

 Strength of International Cooperation: The ability of the UNSC to unite countries 

with varying interests into a cohesive coalition was a significant achievement. The 

Gulf War was one of the few instances in history where the Security Council 

successfully passed resolutions with unanimous backing from the P5 members and 

other states. Despite some reservations and strategic differences, the coalition 

displayed remarkable unity and resolve. The UN’s legitimacy and the UNSC's 

collective decision-making process helped to consolidate international support for 

military intervention. 
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 Diplomatic Pressure on Iraq: The UNSC’s diplomacy, aided by continuous 

pressure from the U.S., Soviet Union, and other members, contributed to bringing 

Iraq to the negotiating table. The ceasefire negotiations were crucial in preventing a 

broader and more prolonged conflict. The UN’s role in achieving a ceasefire, 

combined with its authority, helped avoid further escalation and ensured Iraq’s 

eventual compliance with the international community’s demands. 

Conclusion 

The path to coalition building and the ceasefire in the Gulf War was an intricate dance of 

military strategy and diplomatic negotiation. The UNSC and the P5 members played a 

central role in ensuring that military action was legitimized and supported by the 

international community, while diplomatic channels continued to work to bring about a 

peaceful resolution. The use of veto power, although largely sidelined in this instance, 

remained an essential tool in the UNSC’s decision-making process, and the lessons learned 

from the Gulf War continue to shape global responses to future crises. 
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Chapter 7: The Role of the Veto in Modern Conflicts 

The role of the veto in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has evolved significantly 

as the world has faced increasingly complex and multifaceted conflicts. The veto power, held 

by the five permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the 

United Kingdom—remains a powerful tool in shaping the direction and outcomes of UNSC 

decisions. This chapter will explore the continued use of the veto in modern conflicts, 

examining its implications for global security and the ability of the UNSC to act effectively 

in the 21st century. 

7.1 The Veto and its Continued Relevance in the 21st Century 

The veto power has long been a cornerstone of the UNSC’s decision-making process, but its 

use and significance have shifted as global geopolitics have changed. While the Cold War 

saw frequent use of the veto by the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet 

Union, modern conflicts are influenced by a more diverse range of actors and interests. 

 Contemporary Global Power Dynamics: In the post-Cold War era, the global 

power balance has become more multipolar, with emerging economies like China 

and regional powers such as India and Brazil seeking greater influence within the 

UN. Despite this, the P5 retains its dominance, with the veto continuing to grant 

these five countries unparalleled power in preventing the passage of resolutions. 

 The Changing Nature of Conflicts: Modern conflicts, ranging from civil wars and 

terrorism to humanitarian crises, often involve non-state actors and asymmetric 

warfare, which complicates the UNSC’s ability to address them. This has raised 

questions about the relevance of the veto power in handling contemporary conflicts 

where no single country or actor is directly responsible for the violence. 

 Evolving Geopolitics and Veto Power: Today, countries like Russia, China, and 

the United States frequently use the veto to protect their national interests, 

especially in situations where they feel their strategic, political, or economic concerns 

are at risk. This leads to more deadlocks and impasses within the UNSC, 

undermining the body’s ability to take effective action on urgent global crises. 

7.2 The Veto in Humanitarian Crises: A Key Barrier to Action 

Humanitarian crises, such as those seen in Syria, Yemen, and Myanmar, have highlighted 

the limitations of the veto power in situations where international intervention is seen as 

necessary to protect human rights and prevent mass atrocities. 

 The Syrian Civil War: One of the most prominent examples of the veto’s role in 

modern conflict is the ongoing Syria conflict. The Russian veto has repeatedly 

blocked UNSC resolutions aimed at addressing the violence in Syria, particularly 

those seeking to impose sanctions on the Assad regime or authorize international 

intervention. Russia’s strategic interests in the region, including its military presence 

and support for the Assad government, have made it a steadfast defender of the 

Syrian regime, leading to repeated vetoes of resolutions that could have escalated 

the conflict or imposed international sanctions. 
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The Syria case underscores the paradox of the veto system—while it was designed to 

prevent unilateral actions by any single power, in practice, it has often been used by 

Russia, the U.S., and other P5 members to block measures that might directly impact 

their national interests, even when the global community demands action to stop 

widespread suffering. 

 The Yemeni Civil War: Similarly, the Yemeni Civil War has become another 

battleground for vetoes. The Saudi-led coalition’s involvement in Yemen has led to 

significant civilian casualties, and while the UNSC has passed some resolutions, it has 

struggled to hold any party accountable due to the United States' veto in support of 

Saudi Arabia and its strategic interests in the Middle East. This has paralyzed efforts 

to prevent the humanitarian disaster in Yemen and perpetuated the suffering of 

millions. 

7.3 The Impact of the Veto on Peacekeeping Missions 

The veto’s impact extends beyond the realm of sanctions and military intervention; it also 

affects the deployment of peacekeeping missions and efforts to stabilize post-conflict states. 

In situations where the UN Peacekeeping Forces could play a crucial role in maintaining 

security and overseeing reconciliation efforts, the veto power often shapes the scope and 

mandate of these operations. 

 The Role of the Veto in Peacekeeping Deployment: In many cases, the deployment 

of peacekeeping missions requires the approval of the UNSC, and the veto is crucial 

in determining the mission’s mandate. A veto can restrict the scope of peacekeeping 

mandates, preventing them from undertaking necessary operations like disarmament, 

monitoring human rights abuses, or engaging in proactive protection of civilians. 

 The 2007-2008 Darfur Conflict: During the Darfur conflict, despite widespread 

international calls for action and the need for a strong UN peacekeeping force, the 

U.S. veto (in support of its ally Sudan) blocked efforts to send a more robust 

peacekeeping presence. As a result, the scale of violence in the region grew 

significantly, and the Sudanese government continued its campaign of violence and 

displacement without facing international intervention. 

 The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC): The UN mission in the DRC, known 

as MONUSCO, has been significantly constrained due to political factors and the 

veto power. Despite its mandate, peacekeepers have faced challenges in stabilizing 

the region due to ongoing violence and interventions by neighboring states, along 

with UNSC member states’ political calculations about how much influence they 

should exert in Central Africa. 

7.4 Veto Use in the Face of New Global Threats 

The veto power has not only been a factor in traditional conflicts but has also impacted the 

UNSC’s response to newer threats, such as terrorism, cybersecurity, and climate change. 

As these issues emerge as global priorities, the role of the veto becomes even more 

contentious, as permanent members of the Security Council may be more focused on their 

national interests than on collective action. 

 Global Terrorism and Counterterrorism Efforts: In the wake of the September 11 

attacks and the rise of ISIS, the veto has often been used to block initiatives aimed at 
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creating comprehensive counterterrorism strategies. Nations like Russia and China 

have occasionally used their vetoes to protect state sovereignty and prevent the 

imposition of international norms on their own handling of domestic security issues. 

This has led to a lack of consensus on how to address terrorist groups like ISIS, Al-

Qaeda, and others within the UNSC. 

 Climate Change as a Security Threat: The UNSC has been increasingly called upon 

to address climate change as a global security threat, with many countries urging 

stronger action on the issue. However, vetoes from certain members, particularly 

those with economic interests tied to fossil fuels, have stalled any progress on robust 

climate action in the Security Council, despite growing evidence that climate change 

exacerbates existing conflicts and leads to instability in fragile states. 

 Cybersecurity and Global Governance: As cyber threats continue to escalate, the 

veto has played a key role in hindering the development of international norms and 

treaties designed to combat cyberattacks and improve global governance in the cyber 

domain. Efforts to establish cybersecurity frameworks have been delayed or 

blocked by geopolitical interests, particularly those of the U.S., China, and Russia, 

who each seek to control the cyber landscape in ways that suit their national 

strategies. 

7.5 Reform Proposals: Moving Beyond the Veto System 

As modern conflicts become more complex and the global balance of power shifts, the 

continued use of the veto power has raised concerns about the efficacy and legitimacy of the 

UNSC. Calls for reform have been growing, with some proposing changes to the veto 

system to allow for more equitable and democratic decision-making in the face of urgent 

global challenges. 

 Proposal for a Limitation on Veto Power: One common proposal is to limit the use 

of the veto in cases involving mass atrocities or humanitarian crises. This could 

involve creating exceptions that allow for intervention in cases of genocide, war 

crimes, or crimes against humanity, regardless of vetoes by any of the permanent 

members. 

 Expansion of the P5: Another suggestion is to expand the Security Council by 

including additional permanent members from emerging powers like India, Brazil, 

and Germany. This would dilute the power of the current P5 and potentially prevent 

deadlocks on issues of global importance. 

Conclusion 

The veto in the UNSC remains a critical tool in shaping global security and decision-making. 

However, its use has increasingly become a barrier to effective action, particularly in the 

context of modern conflicts and emerging global threats. As the nature of global power 

dynamics continues to evolve, the international community will likely face increasing 

pressure to reconsider the structure of the Security Council and find ways to move beyond 

the impasse created by the veto system. Whether through reform or other means, the veto’s 

future will play a central role in determining how the UN responds to the challenges of the 

21st century. 
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7.1 Changing Global Politics and the Veto 

The veto power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been a significant 

tool used by the five permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, France, 

and the United Kingdom—to influence the direction of global governance and international 

security. However, the global political landscape has evolved dramatically since the 

establishment of the UN in 1945, and so too have the implications of the veto in shaping 

UNSC decisions. In this section, we will explore how changing global politics, including the 

rise of emerging powers, new geopolitical alliances, and shifting economic influences, has 

impacted the role and usage of the veto power in the UNSC. 

The Rise of Emerging Powers 

In the decades following the Cold War, there has been a clear shift in global power 

dynamics, with countries such as China, India, Brazil, and others becoming more assertive 

on the world stage. While the five permanent members of the UNSC continue to hold the 

veto power, the rising influence of these new powers has shifted the way international 

relations are conducted, leading to debates over whether the existing veto system is still fit for 

purpose. 

 China’s Growing Influence: As China has rapidly expanded its economic and 

military capabilities, it has become a significant player in global politics. The Chinese 

government has been known to use its veto power to protect its strategic interests, 

particularly in cases that involve Taiwan, human rights issues, or economic 

competition. The Belt and Road Initiative has further strengthened China’s presence 

in developing regions, and its growing influence within the UN has raised questions 

about how to balance the interests of traditional powers with those of emerging states. 

 India’s Call for Reform: India has increasingly advocated for a reform of the UNSC 

to reflect the multipolar nature of the modern world. India’s economic rise, 

combined with its strategic position in South Asia, has fueled calls for the country to 

gain permanent membership in the UNSC. This has become an important element of 

the discourse on the future of global governance, with proponents arguing that a 

more inclusive UNSC would make the organization more representative of the 

changing global landscape. 

 Brazil and the Global South: Similarly, Brazil has advocated for greater 

representation of developing countries in the UNSC. As the largest country in Latin 

America, Brazil's push for reform reflects a broader movement from the Global 

South that seeks to challenge the dominance of the P5 and ensure that the Security 

Council reflects the geopolitical realities of the 21st century. This growing influence 

of emerging economies has prompted discussions on how the UNSC can adapt to 

new realities. 

Geopolitical Shifts: East vs. West 

While the Cold War polarized the world into two blocs led by the United States and the 

Soviet Union, the post-Cold War era has witnessed multipolarity and the rise of new 

geopolitical challenges. This shift has affected the way veto power is wielded in the UNSC, 

especially as regional rivalries and new alliances play a more significant role in global 

decision-making. 
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 The Return of Russia: With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia initially 

experienced a period of reduced influence, but it has since reasserted itself as a global 

power, particularly in Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia. Russia’s use of the 

veto has been critical in blocking resolutions related to issues such as Ukraine, Syria, 

and Georgia, where it has significant national interests at stake. This resurgence of 

Russia as a veto-wielding power has once again placed the UNSC at the center of 

geopolitical tensions between East and West. 

 The United States and NATO: The United States remains the dominant military 

power in the world and continues to use its veto power in the UNSC to defend its 

strategic interests, particularly those related to its alliance with NATO and its 

leadership in the Middle East. The U.S. veto has been instrumental in blocking 

initiatives that it perceives as contrary to its national security interests, such as in 

cases involving Iran and North Korea. The dynamics between the U.S. and Russia, 

as well as between the U.S. and China, have shaped the veto decisions on issues like 

arms control, sanctions, and regional conflicts. 

Shifting Economic Influence and the UNSC 

As the global economy has become more interconnected and countries like China and India 

have emerged as economic powerhouses, economic interests have taken on greater 

significance in global politics. This economic shift has influenced how veto power is used, 

particularly in decisions related to sanctions, trade, and economic cooperation. 

 Economic Leverage: China and Russia have increasingly used their economic clout 

to shape UNSC decisions, especially when it comes to imposing or lifting sanctions. 

For instance, China’s veto of sanctions against North Korea is often cited as a 

reflection of its economic interests and its desire to maintain stability in the region, 

particularly in its relations with its neighbor. Similarly, Russia’s veto on issues like 

Syria and Ukraine is often driven by its broader geopolitical and economic goals, 

including the protection of its energy interests in Europe and the Middle East. 

 Global Economic Shifts and UNSC Reform: As countries like Brazil and South 

Africa have become increasingly important economic players, there is a growing 

argument for reforming the UNSC to better reflect the changing global economic 

landscape. This would involve rethinking the composition of the Security Council, 

as many argue that it should be expanded to include permanent members from regions 

such as Latin America, Africa, and Asia. The global economic shift towards 

emerging markets has put pressure on the UN to adapt to new economic realities and 

ensure that decision-making is more representative of the world’s current economic 

order. 

The Role of Multilateralism and Global Governance 

In recent years, there has been a significant push for greater multilateralism and cooperative 

global governance, particularly in areas such as climate change, human rights, and global 

health. However, the veto power often stands in the way of progress on these global 

challenges, especially when it comes to finding consensus among the P5 on pressing issues. 

 Global Governance Challenges: Issues like climate change, pandemics, and 

nuclear disarmament require collective action, yet the veto system has led to 

frequent deadlocks. For example, efforts to pass comprehensive climate agreements 
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or to address nuclear proliferation have often been blocked by one or more P5 

members using the veto, arguing that such measures conflict with their national 

interests. This has led to frustration among non-permanent members and other 

countries that seek stronger, more unified action on these issues. 

 The Push for Reform: Given the challenges posed by global governance issues, there 

has been increasing pressure for UN reform, particularly to limit or abolish the veto 

in cases of humanitarian crises or when human rights violations are at stake. Some 

have suggested creating exceptions for situations that demand urgent international 

action, such as interventions in cases of genocide or large-scale violence. The rise of 

global civil society, including non-governmental organizations and grassroots 

movements, has also intensified calls for greater transparency and accountability 

within the UNSC. 

Conclusion: The Veto and the Future of the UNSC 

The changing global politics of the 21st century have posed significant challenges to the 

traditional veto system within the UNSC. As emerging powers rise, new geopolitical 

alliances form, and the global economy shifts, the role of the veto power has become more 

complex and contentious. While the veto remains an essential tool for the P5 to protect their 

strategic interests, it has increasingly become a source of deadlock and impasse in the face 

of modern challenges. 

The future of the veto system will likely depend on the ongoing debates about UN reform 

and how the international community can balance the interests of traditional powers with 

those of rising economies and global institutions. As the world confronts pressing issues like 

climate change, pandemics, and global security, finding a way to move beyond the 

deadlocks created by the veto will be critical for the UN’s legitimacy and effectiveness in the 

21st century. 
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7.2 Regional Conflicts and the UNSC’s Stalemate 

One of the most significant limitations of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is 

its ability to address regional conflicts in an effective and timely manner. The veto power, 

held by the five permanent members of the UNSC (the United States, Russia, China, 

France, and the United Kingdom), often causes deadlocks in situations where action is 

urgently needed to resolve conflicts that impact regions of the world. This stalemate, driven 

by the diverging interests of the P5 members, has been a persistent issue in addressing some 

of the most critical and prolonged regional conflicts in the modern era. 

In this section, we explore how the veto system has contributed to the inefficiency and 

paralysis of the UNSC when it comes to resolving regional conflicts, including issues related 

to humanitarian crises, territorial disputes, and ethnic or religious violence. The 

geopolitical interests of the permanent members, often aligned with their national security or 

economic concerns, play a central role in shaping the decisions (or lack thereof) made by the 

UNSC in these contexts. 

The Middle East: A Veto-Blocked Region 

The Middle East is perhaps the region most frequently impacted by the veto system’s 

paralysis. The conflict in this region spans a wide array of issues—territorial disputes, 

ethnic conflicts, religious divides, and the involvement of multiple external powers. The 

UNSC, as the body responsible for maintaining international peace and security, has found 

itself repeatedly blocked from taking effective action in the region due to vetoes cast by P5 

members. 

 Israel-Palestine Conflict: The ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a prime 

example of how the UNSC’s attempts to intervene and create peace have been 

impeded by the veto system. The United States, a key ally of Israel, has often used 

its veto power to block resolutions critical of Israel, particularly those that involve 

settlement building in the occupied territories or the recognition of Palestinian 

statehood. On the other hand, Russia and China have voiced strong support for 

Palestinian rights, although their vetoes have been less frequent. As a result, efforts to 

bring about a resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict through the UNSC have 

frequently stalled, leaving the matter largely unresolved. 

 Syria’s Civil War: The ongoing conflict in Syria has similarly been marked by the 

veto politics of the UNSC. Since the onset of the civil war in 2011, the UNSC has 

been unable to take decisive action due to the divergent interests of the P5 members. 

Russia, a staunch ally of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, has consistently used 

its veto power to block resolutions that call for the removal of Assad or impose 

sanctions on the Syrian government. Meanwhile, the United States, along with 

several European countries, has been critical of Assad’s regime and its use of 

chemical weapons, but the veto power has prevented a unified response to the 

humanitarian catastrophe in the country. The veto system has left the UNSC 

powerless to end the conflict, resulting in massive casualties and the displacement of 

millions. 

 Yemen: The Yemen conflict also provides a stark example of how the veto system 

has stalled efforts to bring about peace. The Saudi-led coalition backing the Yemeni 

government has Western support, while Iran has been accused of supporting 

Houthi rebels. As a result, Saudi Arabia and Iran, both key players with significant 
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influence on UNSC members, have used the veto system as leverage to block 

resolutions that could lead to an arms embargo or humanitarian relief efforts in 

Yemen. Despite widespread reports of human rights abuses and a humanitarian crisis, 

the veto system has prevented decisive action by the UNSC. 

Africa: The Struggle for Peace in Fragile States 

In Africa, regional conflicts have become a central concern for the UNSC. From Somalia 

and Sudan to South Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Africa has seen 

a multitude of crises that have required international intervention. However, the veto power 

has often hindered meaningful action by the Security Council, with regional powers and 

global superpowers having conflicting interests in the outcome of the interventions. 

 Darfur and Sudan: The Darfur crisis in Sudan was one of the most significant 

humanitarian crises of the 21st century. In 2005, the UNSC attempted to refer the 

situation to the International Criminal Court (ICC) for investigation, which would 

have enabled prosecution of those responsible for war crimes and genocide. However, 

China, a key ally of Sudan, used its veto power to block any meaningful international 

action that might have affected Sudan’s government. This contributed to the 

continuation of violence and impunity, with the Sudanese regime largely avoiding 

accountability for its role in the atrocities. 

 South Sudan: The conflict in South Sudan, which began in 2013 following the 

country’s independence from Sudan, has resulted in widespread violence and 

displacement. The UNSC was reluctant to intervene decisively in the conflict, with 

China and Russia blocking stronger measures, such as imposing an arms embargo or 

pressuring the warring factions to negotiate peace. The regional dynamics in South 

Sudan, with neighboring Sudan and other African powers having their own interests, 

further complicated the situation. Despite the fact that the UN had deployed a 

peacekeeping force, the deadlock within the Security Council continued to impede 

efforts for lasting peace. 

Asia: Territorial Disputes and Strategic Interests 

Asia has also been the site of several longstanding territorial disputes, many of which have 

been shaped by the use of the veto within the UNSC. The complex geopolitical dynamics of 

the region, with the involvement of major powers like the United States, China, and Russia, 

have often resulted in the stalemate of UNSC action. 

 The North Korean Crisis: The North Korean nuclear crisis is another example of 

how the veto has stymied efforts to take decisive action in a regional conflict. North 

Korea’s nuclear weapons program has been a central issue in the UNSC for 

decades, with multiple rounds of sanctions imposed against the country. However, 

China, as North Korea’s main economic partner, has consistently vetoed more 

stringent measures that would directly threaten North Korea’s survival. The US, on 

the other hand, has used its veto to block any efforts to ease sanctions without 

significant concessions from North Korea. This has resulted in a deadlock where the 

UNSC has been unable to reach a consensus on how to address the growing threat 

posed by North Korea’s nuclear capabilities. 

 South China Sea Disputes: The South China Sea disputes, involving territorial 

claims by several countries, including China, Vietnam, the Philippines, and 
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Malaysia, have remained a source of tension. China’s growing military presence in 

the region, including the construction of artificial islands, has led to increased concern 

among other nations. The UNSC has been largely ineffective in addressing this issue, 

partly due to China’s veto power, which prevents any intervention that would 

challenge its territorial claims. This has left smaller countries in the region feeling 

vulnerable to the actions of a major global power, while the UNSC has failed to 

address a situation with serious geopolitical implications. 

The Veto Paradox: A Double-Edged Sword 

While the veto power was designed to ensure that the P5 members could prevent actions they 

deemed detrimental to their national interests, it has often proven to be a double-edged 

sword. In regional conflicts, the veto not only prevents meaningful international responses 

but also exacerbates the humanitarian crises, leading to increased suffering, loss of life, 

and prolonged instability. It can also perpetuate regional power imbalances, as the vetoing 

nations tend to protect the interests of certain regimes and governments that align with their 

political and economic agendas. 

In conclusion, the UNSC veto system, while intended to preserve the balance of power and 

maintain international peace, has often been a major obstacle in addressing regional conflicts. 

The divergence of interests between the P5 members, especially as emerging powers assert 

themselves, continues to paralyze the Security Council, preventing it from acting decisively 

to resolve conflicts. This ongoing stalemate raises questions about the effectiveness of the 

UNSC in the 21st century and whether reforms are necessary to ensure that global 

peacekeeping efforts are not held hostage by geopolitical interests. 
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7.3 The Veto’s Impact on Humanitarian Interventions 

Humanitarian crises, whether stemming from armed conflicts, natural disasters, or 

genocides, often require swift and decisive action from the international community. The 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC), as the body responsible for maintaining 

international peace and security, is typically the first avenue through which the global 

community seeks to address such crises. However, the use of the veto power by the 

permanent members of the UNSC has frequently hindered the ability of the organization to 

take effective action in these situations. 

This section explores the impact of the veto system on humanitarian interventions, 

examining how the political interests of the P5 members often obstruct the Security 

Council’s ability to implement resolutions aimed at alleviating human suffering. Through 

historical examples and analysis, we will examine how the veto has complicated efforts to 

prevent atrocities, provide humanitarian aid, and protect civilian populations in situations 

of crisis. 

The Paradox of Humanitarianism and National Interests 

At the heart of the veto's impact on humanitarian interventions is the contradiction between 

the moral imperative to address human suffering and the political reality of international 

relations. While humanitarian needs often require swift action, the political interests of the P5 

members frequently result in deadlocks that prevent action in the face of atrocities or 

emergencies. The veto power gives the P5 members the ability to block any intervention they 

perceive as detrimental to their national interests, even when that intervention would save 

lives and protect vulnerable populations. 

For example, when it comes to intervening in civil wars or genocidal actions, one or more 

of the P5 members may have strategic alliances or economic interests that make them 

unwilling to support specific actions. China, for instance, has been reluctant to support 

interventions that could undermine its economic and political relationships with certain 

regimes, such as those in Sudan and Syria. Russia has similarly used its veto power to shield 

its allies, notably Syria and Venezuela, from international sanctions or peacekeeping forces. 

Rwanda (1994): The Failure to Intervene 

One of the most tragic and well-known examples of the veto’s impact on humanitarian action 

is the Rwandan Genocide. In 1994, as ethnic violence between the Hutus and Tutsis 

spiraled into a genocide, the UN Security Council failed to take decisive action, even though 

the international community had the capacity to intervene. While the UN peacekeeping force 

in Rwanda (UNAMIR) had been deployed to monitor the peace agreement, it was under-

resourced and unable to act decisively. 

During this time, the United States, France, and other members of the Security Council 

were hesitant to intervene, in part due to the perceived geopolitical insignificance of Rwanda 

and the lack of national interest. Additionally, there was reluctance to label the violence as 

genocide, as this would have triggered a legal obligation for international intervention under 

the Genocide Convention. The United States, fearing entanglement in another costly and 

complex conflict like Somalia, used its influence to limit intervention and reduce the scope 
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of UN peacekeeping efforts, ultimately leaving hundreds of thousands of Rwandans to 

suffer. 

The failure to act during the Rwandan Genocide stands as one of the most glaring examples 

of the consequences of veto-driven paralysis in the UNSC. The lack of swift action led to 

the loss of an estimated 800,000 lives, and the international community’s failure to stop the 

genocide has been criticized as one of the greatest humanitarian tragedies in recent history. 

Darfur (2003-2011): The Role of China and Russia 

The Darfur conflict in Sudan offers another example of the veto’s negative impact on 

humanitarian interventions. Beginning in 2003, the conflict in Darfur saw brutal violence 

perpetrated by Sudanese government forces and militia groups against ethnic African 

tribes, resulting in the deaths of over 300,000 people and the displacement of millions. The 

UNSC was called upon to intervene and address the human rights violations and genocide 

occurring in Darfur. 

However, the intervention was blocked by the veto power of China and Russia, two key 

allies of Sudan’s president Omar al-Bashir. Both countries had significant economic and 

political interests in Sudan, including oil and trade relations, which made them reluctant to 

support international sanctions or military intervention. China, in particular, had strong ties 

to Sudan’s government due to its reliance on Sudanese oil, while Russia had close military 

and diplomatic relations with Bashir’s regime. 

Despite growing international calls for action, including a referral to the International 

Criminal Court (ICC) for war crimes, the P5 members were unable to reach consensus on a 

resolution, and the Sudanese government continued to act with impunity. In this case, the 

veto system served to protect a dictatorial regime from international justice, enabling the 

continuation of atrocities that could have been prevented by a robust UNSC intervention. 

Syria (2011-Present): Russia and the Protection of Assad 

The ongoing Syrian Civil War provides one of the most complex and long-standing 

examples of the impact of the veto on humanitarian interventions. Since the outbreak of the 

civil war in 2011, the UNSC has been largely paralyzed in its response to the Syrian 

government’s actions, including the use of chemical weapons and widespread violations of 

human rights. While Western nations have consistently pushed for stronger action, such as 

military strikes against the Assad regime and the imposition of sanctions, Russia has used 

its veto power to block such measures. 

As a close ally of Syria, Russia has repeatedly vetoed resolutions aimed at holding the Assad 

government accountable for the use of chemical weapons and other human rights abuses. 

This has left the UNSC unable to act decisively, and civilian populations in Syria continue 

to suffer, with millions displaced and hundreds of thousands killed. Russia’s use of the 

veto to shield Assad from international pressure has also had broader implications, including 

undermining efforts to broker a peace agreement and exacerbating regional instability. 

The Syria crisis highlights how the veto system can empower nations to block interventions 

that would otherwise protect vulnerable populations, in this case, preventing the UNSC from 

mounting an effective response to one of the worst humanitarian crises of the 21st century. 
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The Path Forward: Reforming the Veto System 

The veto’s impact on humanitarian interventions has raised important questions about the 

effectiveness and relevance of the current UNSC structure. Given the globalized nature of 

modern conflicts and the evolving nature of humanitarian crises, there is a growing call for 

reforming the veto system to ensure that the Security Council can act in a timely and 

decisive manner in response to emergencies. Proposals for UNSC reform include 

expanding the permanent membership to better reflect the current geopolitical landscape, 

limiting the use of the veto in cases of humanitarian intervention, or creating 

accountability mechanisms for the P5 to prevent their blocking of critical actions. 

The challenge, however, remains that the P5 members themselves hold the power to veto 

any such reforms. While reforming the veto system could lead to more effective humanitarian 

responses, achieving such reform requires overcoming the very political interests that have 

contributed to the current impasse. 

In conclusion, the veto power in the UNSC has had a significant and damaging impact on 

humanitarian interventions. By allowing the P5 members to block resolutions aimed at 

addressing humanitarian crises, the veto system has perpetuated injustice and suffering, 

particularly in conflicts where the interests of the major powers align with oppressive 

regimes. The international community must confront the limitations of the current system 

and explore reforms that will enable more effective action to address humanitarian crises in 

the future. 
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7.4 The Need for UNSC Reform 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), in its current form, has long been criticized 

for its inability to adapt to the changing dynamics of global politics and for its paralysis in 

addressing urgent issues that require international cooperation. The system of the veto 

power, exercised by the five permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, 

France, and the United Kingdom—has often undermined the Security Council’s ability to 

function effectively, particularly in cases where human rights abuses, armed conflicts, and 

humanitarian crises demand swift action. While the veto power was originally designed to 

prevent the escalation of tensions between the major powers after World War II, the 

changing political landscape of the 21st century and the multipolar world have made it 

increasingly clear that reform is necessary. 

This section explores the pressing need for reform within the UNSC, particularly regarding 

the veto power, and examines potential pathways for ensuring that the Council can act 

decisively and in a timely manner in addressing the complex security and humanitarian 

challenges of today. 

The Veto: A Double-Edged Sword 

The veto power was introduced as a means to ensure that the major powers would have a 

central role in maintaining international peace and security after World War II. The idea 

was to prevent the Council from taking actions that might antagonize or alienate any of the 

most powerful states. In theory, the veto ensures that decisions made by the UNSC reflect the 

consensus of the leading global powers, preserving the balance of power and avoiding hasty 

or rash decisions. 

However, in practice, the veto system has often become a tool of political maneuvering 

rather than a safeguard for international stability. The P5 members have regularly used their 

veto power to protect their national interests or those of their allies, even when such actions 

run counter to international law, humanitarian principles, or the well-being of affected 

populations. The result is deadlock, with the Council unable to take meaningful action in 

critical situations. 

For instance, the Syria conflict, which has resulted in hundreds of thousands of deaths and 

millions of displaced people, remains unresolved largely due to the use of the veto by Russia 

and China, both of whom are allies of the Assad regime. Similarly, the international 

community’s inability to act decisively during the Rwandan Genocide or Darfur illustrates 

how the veto has often shielded abusive regimes from accountability. 

Thus, while the veto system was intended to prevent conflicts between the great powers, it 

has instead resulted in inefficiency, injustice, and an inability to respond to the most urgent 

crises. 

Calls for Reform: Voices from the International Community 

Over the years, there has been growing pressure from within the United Nations and the 

global community for reforming the UNSC and its veto system. The primary criticisms 

center around the lack of representation of the global South, the disproportionate influence 
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of the P5 members, and the paralysis that the veto has caused in addressing pressing issues 

such as human rights violations, terrorism, climate change, and global health crises. 

Developing countries, in particular, have called for greater representation within the Security 

Council, as they argue that the current structure does not reflect the realities of the modern 

world. Emerging powers such as India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan have lobbied for 

permanent membership, claiming that their growing economic and political influence 

warrants a seat at the table. Similarly, regional powers like South Africa and Nigeria have 

advocated for a more equitable and representative UNSC. 

The call for reform has also gained traction due to the globalization of challenges that cannot 

be solved by any one country or group of countries alone. Issues such as climate change, 

pandemics, and cybersecurity require global cooperation and a more agile UNSC that can 

act quickly and decisively. In such scenarios, the use of the veto by any of the P5 members to 

block collective action is seen as not just an inconvenience, but a dangerous impediment to 

addressing threats that are of global concern. 

Proposals for UNSC Reform 

Several proposals have been put forward in recent years to address the deficiencies of the 

current UNSC structure and to mitigate the negative impact of the veto system. Some of the 

most common reform proposals include: 

1. Expansion of Permanent Membership One of the most common proposals for 

reform is to expand the number of permanent members on the UNSC. Currently, the 

P5 members are the only permanent members, with the remaining members rotating 

every two years. Various proposals have suggested adding more permanent members 

to reflect the political realities of the 21st century. For example, countries like India, 

Brazil, Germany, and Japan have long called for permanent membership, arguing 

that their economic and political influence warrants inclusion in the decision-making 

process. 

2. Limiting the Use of the Veto in Certain Situations Another significant reform 

proposal is to limit the use of the veto in cases of mass atrocities or humanitarian 

crises. This proposal would reduce the ability of a single P5 member to block 

resolutions aimed at stopping genocides, war crimes, and other severe human rights 

violations. Such a reform would make it possible for the UNSC to act more decisively 

in the face of widespread suffering, without being held hostage by the political 

interests of a single state. 

3. Regional Representation Another proposal is to introduce a regional rotation 

system for permanent members, which would grant rotating permanent membership 

to regional powers such as Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Arab world. This 

would ensure that the UNSC reflects the geopolitical landscape and that diverse 

perspectives are considered in the decision-making process. 

4. Changing the Voting System In some proposals, the veto power would be removed 

entirely or replaced with a more democratic voting system. This could involve 

requiring a supermajority of the members of the UNSC (rather than just the P5) to 

approve a resolution. Such a system would prevent any single member from holding 

the entire Council hostage, and would allow the UNSC to act more effectively in 

addressing global challenges. 
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5. Establishing Accountability Mechanisms Reforming the UNSC may also involve 

introducing accountability mechanisms for the permanent members. This would 

involve creating safeguards to ensure that vetoes are not used to obstruct the 

implementation of international law or UN resolutions and that members use their 

veto power responsibly and transparently. 

The Challenges of Reform 

Despite the growing calls for reform, achieving meaningful change within the UNSC remains 

a significant challenge. The P5 members, who hold the veto power, have no incentive to 

relinquish or limit their influence. Any reforms that would limit the power of the P5 members 

or expand membership must be approved by the P5 themselves, a process that is inherently 

resistant to change. 

Moreover, the competing interests of the emerging powers and the global South have made it 

difficult to reach a consensus on what reform should look like. There are also concerns about 

how an expanded Security Council would function, as adding more permanent members or 

rotating membership could lead to further fragmentation and deadlock rather than 

increased efficiency. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the veto power in the UNSC has long been a source of frustration for those 

who seek greater international cooperation and timely action in addressing global crises. 

While the veto was created with the intent of preserving peace among the world’s most 

powerful nations, it has become a tool for political maneuvering and inaction. The 

international community must confront the realities of the 21st-century world, where 

challenges like climate change, pandemics, and human rights abuses demand collective 

action. The need for UNSC reform has never been more urgent, and finding ways to make the 

Council more representative, efficient, and accountable will be key to ensuring that it remains 

an effective body for maintaining international peace and security in the future. 

You said: 
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Chapter 8: Case Study 4 - The Syrian Civil War 

The Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011, stands as one of the most devastating and 

complex conflicts in modern history. The war has not only caused immense human suffering 

and displacement but has also revealed the limitations of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) in addressing large-scale conflicts where superpower interests and 

regional dynamics are deeply entangled. Throughout the conflict, the veto power has played 

a central role in preventing the UNSC from taking decisive action, resulting in a deadlock 

that has allowed the Syrian regime to continue its brutal crackdown on opposition forces 

and civilians. This chapter will explore how the veto system has been used to block 

interventions and the broader implications for international peacekeeping and human 

rights protection. 

 

8.1 The Onset of the Syrian Civil War 

The Syrian Civil War erupted in March 2011 as part of the wider wave of protests known 

as the Arab Spring. What began as peaceful demonstrations against the regime of President 

Bashar al-Assad quickly escalated into a full-scale conflict after the Syrian government 

responded with violent repression. By 2012, the conflict had become an internationalized 

civil war, with various international powers becoming involved, each supporting different 

factions. The war has involved a multitude of actors, including opposition groups, Islamist 

extremists, foreign military powers, and regional players such as Iran, Turkey, and the 

Gulf States. 

As the war escalated, the humanitarian toll became staggering. According to various reports, 

by 2021, over 500,000 people had died, and millions more had been displaced. The war also 

triggered a refugee crisis that affected neighboring countries and Europe, and it remains one 

of the most significant geopolitical challenges of the 21st century. 

 

8.2 The Internationalization of the Syrian Conflict 

The international community’s response to the Syrian Civil War has been deeply influenced 

by the veto power exercised by the permanent members of the UNSC. As the conflict 

unfolded, the UNSC became a site of intense diplomatic struggle, particularly between the 

United States and Russia, both of whom had vested interests in the outcome of the conflict. 

 Russia has been a staunch ally of President Assad, providing military and diplomatic 

support, including the use of its veto to block any attempts at UN-mandated military 

intervention or sanctions against the Assad regime. 

 On the other hand, the United States and its allies have supported various opposition 

groups, advocating for measures to pressure Assad to step down. This has included 

attempts at UN sanctions and the imposition of a no-fly zone, which would have 

been aimed at preventing further attacks on civilians. 
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This geopolitical standoff has created a significant stalemate within the UN Security 

Council, as both sides used their veto powers to block any resolution that did not serve their 

interests. This is not just a reflection of the divisions between the global powers, but also a 

failure of the UNSC’s framework to effectively address modern, complex conflicts where 

humanitarian concerns are often sidelined in favor of strategic and political interests. 

 

8.3 The Role of Russia’s Veto Power 

From the very beginning of the Syrian Civil War, Russia used its veto power to block any 

UNSC resolution that called for action against the Syrian government. Russia’s interests in 

Syria are multifaceted: 

1. Strategic Military Interests: Syria is one of Russia’s few remaining allies in the 

Middle East, and the Russian government views its relationship with the Assad 

regime as vital to maintaining influence in the region. Russia also maintains a military 

presence in Syria, including a naval base in Tartus and an airbase in Latakia, making 

the region strategically significant. 

2. Defending Sovereignty: Russia has consistently framed its support for Syria in terms 

of defending the sovereignty of states. Moscow has argued that foreign intervention 

in Syria would set a dangerous precedent for international law, undermining the 

principle of non-interference in sovereign states. This argument resonates with 

several other countries, particularly China, which shares similar concerns about 

external interference in domestic affairs. 

3. Preventing Regime Change: Russia’s position also reflects its broader skepticism 

about Western-backed regime change efforts, particularly after the 2011 NATO 

intervention in Libya, which it views as an example of the unintended consequences 

of military intervention. Moscow’s use of the veto has thus been consistent with its 

long-standing policy of preventing regime change by external actors. 

As a result of Russia’s consistent vetoes, the UNSC has been unable to take any meaningful 

steps to end the conflict or impose accountability for war crimes committed by the Assad 

regime. While Russia has also used its veto to block attempts to refer the situation in Syria to 

the International Criminal Court (ICC), it has continued to support the Syrian government 

militarily, contributing to the continuation of the war. 

 

8.4 The Impact of the Veto on Humanitarian Aid and Accountability 

The Syrian Civil War has also been marked by grave humanitarian violations, including 

chemical weapon attacks, siege warfare, and attacks on civilian infrastructure. The 

UNSC’s inaction has meant that international bodies have been unable to respond with the 

urgency that the situation demands. 

The veto system has hindered the delivery of humanitarian aid to the millions of Syrians in 

need. Russia and China have regularly blocked resolutions that would have extended 

humanitarian assistance to areas outside the control of the Assad regime, arguing that such 

measures could violate Syria's sovereignty. In addition, Russia has used its veto to prevent 
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sanctions on the Assad government and to block investigations into the use of chemical 

weapons by the Syrian military. 

The inability of the UNSC to act effectively in Syria has led to a moral and legal vacuum in 

which international norms surrounding the protection of civilians and the accountability of 

war criminals are ignored. As the war drags on, the lack of progress at the UN has led to 

growing frustration with the international order’s ability to address human rights violations 

and war crimes, leading to calls for reform of the UNSC and its veto system. 

 

8.5 Conclusion: Lessons from the Syrian Civil War 

The Syrian Civil War offers a stark illustration of how the UNSC veto system can be a 

major obstacle to effective international action in the face of severe humanitarian crises. 

The war has underscored the flaws in a system designed to prevent conflict but which now 

often perpetuates suffering by allowing great powers to use their vetoes for strategic gains 

at the expense of civilian lives. 

While the conflict has seen some efforts by the UN to broker peace, the lack of consensus 

among the permanent members of the Security Council has ensured that resolutions aimed 

at ending the war or holding perpetrators accountable have been blocked. The lessons of 

Syria highlight the urgent need for reform of the UNSC to make it a more effective body for 

managing the complex challenges of the modern world. The veto system, in particular, must 

be reexamined if the UN is to fulfill its mandate of maintaining international peace and 

security. 
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8.1 The Conflict and the International Response 

The Syrian Civil War (2011-present) emerged as one of the most complex and devastating 

conflicts in modern history. It began as a part of the Arab Spring uprisings, with peaceful 

protests demanding democratic reforms escalating into a brutal civil war. By 2011, what 

started as unrest against the Bashar al-Assad regime quickly spiraled into a violent 

confrontation that drew in multiple regional and global powers. 

The international response to the Syrian conflict has been both fragmented and highly 

influenced by the UN Security Council (UNSC). The role of the UNSC and the use of veto 

power by its permanent members—particularly Russia and China—have played a pivotal 

role in shaping the course of the war and the global community's involvement. 

 

The Emergence of the Conflict 

The conflict began in March 2011 when pro-democracy protests broke out in Syria as part 

of the broader wave of Arab uprisings. These protests were initially directed at the Assad 

regime’s repression of political dissent and its policies of economic inequality. However, the 

Syrian government responded to the protests with violent suppression, including the use of 

military force, which intensified the unrest and led to a full-scale civil war by mid-2011. 

By 2012, the situation had rapidly escalated, with various factions—ranging from secular 

opposition groups to Islamist extremists—joining the conflict. The Assad regime, 

meanwhile, sought support from Iran, Russia, and Hezbollah, while the opposition was 

backed by a mix of Western nations and regional actors like Turkey and Saudi Arabia. 

The war has been characterized by extreme violence, including the widespread use of 

chemical weapons by the Syrian regime, siege tactics, indiscriminate bombings of civilian 

areas, and the targeting of hospitals and schools. The Syrian conflict has led to an immense 

humanitarian crisis, with over 500,000 deaths, and more than 13 million displaced, 

including millions who fled the country. 

 

The Internationalization of the Syrian Conflict 

As the war intensified, the international community began to take a more active role, but 

responses were divided due to competing geopolitical interests. The United States, 

European Union, and Arab League supported various opposition groups and imposed 

sanctions on Syria. Meanwhile, Russia and Iran stood firmly behind the Assad regime, 

providing military, diplomatic, and economic support. 

1. U.S. and Western Involvement: The United States, along with its European allies, 

expressed concern about Assad’s brutality and the human cost of the conflict. 

Western powers sought to support Syrian rebels through military aid, although they 

refrained from direct intervention. Calls for military intervention, including the 

imposition of a no-fly zone and the use of force to protect civilians, were made at 
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various points, but these efforts failed to gain traction in the UN Security Council 

due to the vetoes of Russia and China. 

2. Russia and Iran’s Support for Assad: The Russian Federation has been one of the 

most critical actors in the Syrian conflict. Russia’s vested interests in Syria include 

its military presence in the region, with naval and air bases, and its longstanding 

alliance with the Assad regime. Moscow has repeatedly used its veto power in the 

UNSC to block resolutions calling for sanctions, military intervention, or 

accountability for war crimes committed by the Assad regime. For Russia, defending 

Assad is part of maintaining regional influence in the Middle East and preventing a 

perceived Western-backed regime change. 

Iran also played a significant role in supporting the Assad government by providing 

military and financial assistance to the Syrian regime, including deploying forces such 

as the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and Hezbollah to fight 

alongside Assad’s troops. For Iran, maintaining Assad in power is crucial to 

preserving its Shia political axis in the region and ensuring its influence in Lebanon 

and Iraq. 

3. Turkey’s Role: Turkey has supported various Syrian opposition groups, including 

both moderate and Islamist factions, and has engaged in military operations in 

northern Syria, particularly against Kurdish groups, which it views as terrorist 

organizations. Turkey’s involvement has been driven by its desire to counter 

Kurdish autonomy in Syria and to ensure that Islamist forces do not take control of 

areas near its borders. Turkey has also played a significant role in hosting the millions 

of Syrian refugees who fled the conflict. 

4. Arab League and Gulf States: The Arab League initially called for Assad’s 

removal from power, suspending Syria’s membership in 2011, and has supported 

opposition forces in a variety of ways. Gulf States such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar 

provided substantial financial and military support to Syrian opposition groups. 

These countries have been deeply concerned about the Assad regime’s ties to Iran, 

and they view the conflict as part of a broader regional struggle for Shia-Sunni 

dominance. 

 

The Role of the United Nations and the Security Council 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), tasked with maintaining international peace 

and security, has been largely ineffective in addressing the Syrian Civil War. Several key 

factors explain the failure of the UNSC to act decisively: 

1. Veto Power: The veto power held by the five permanent members (P5) of the 

UNSC—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—has 

paralyzed the Council. In particular, Russia and China have exercised their vetoes to 

block any attempts to impose sanctions on Syria or to refer the situation to the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) for war crimes investigations. Both countries 

have maintained that the conflict is a matter of sovereignty and that foreign 

intervention is unwarranted. 

2. Humanitarian Aid and Diplomacy: Despite the ongoing humanitarian crisis and 

calls for peaceful negotiations, the UNSC has failed to pass resolutions that could 
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bring about a lasting ceasefire or provide humanitarian relief. Russia, in particular, 

has used its veto to block resolutions that would have mandated cross-border 

humanitarian aid or imposed measures to end chemical weapon use by the Syrian 

regime. 

3. Lack of Consensus: The UNSC’s inability to reach a consensus reflects the 

geopolitical divisions over the Syrian conflict. The rivalry between Western powers, 

who support opposition forces, and Russia, which defends the Assad regime, has led 

to a deadlock. This standoff is exacerbated by the competing interests of other 

regional players, such as Iran and Turkey, which have their own influence on the 

outcome of the war. 

 

Conclusion 

The international response to the Syrian Civil War has been defined by a lack of unity, 

deep geopolitical divides, and the failure of the UNSC to address the crisis effectively. The 

veto power has played a pivotal role in blocking international efforts to intervene in the 

conflict, and as the war has dragged on, the humanitarian suffering has deepened. The Syria 

case underscores the significant limitations of the UN system and the veto mechanism in 

resolving complex, multi-layered conflicts in the modern world. As the war enters its second 

decade, the prospects for UNSC reform and a more effective international response remain a 

topic of intense debate. 
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8.2 The Russian and Chinese Vetoes: Protecting Allies 

The use of veto power by Russia and China in the UN Security Council (UNSC) has been a 

defining feature of the international response to the Syrian Civil War. These two permanent 

members of the Security Council have consistently exercised their vetoes to block any 

resolutions aimed at holding the Assad regime accountable or imposing sanctions and 

military interventions. Their actions have been motivated by strategic alliances and 

geopolitical interests, as well as their broader objectives in shaping the international order. 

This chapter explores the underlying reasons behind Russia's and China's vetoes and their 

impact on the course of the Syrian conflict. 

 

Russia’s Role in Syria 

Russia’s involvement in the Syrian conflict is deeply tied to its long-standing strategic 

partnership with the Bashar al-Assad regime, and its vested interests in maintaining a 

foothold in the Middle East. Since the start of the civil war, Russia has positioned itself as 

one of Syria’s closest allies, providing military and diplomatic support to Assad’s 

government. This relationship is driven by several key factors: 

1. Geopolitical Interests: 

For Russia, Syria is of strategic importance. It is the only Russian ally in the region 

with a military base on the Mediterranean (the Tartus naval base) and access to 

important ports. The Russian government views maintaining Assad in power as 

essential for preserving its military presence and influence in the region, particularly 

in the face of the United States and its Western allies’ increasing presence. 

2. Opposition to Western Hegemony: 

Russia has long been critical of Western interventionism, especially in the Middle 

East, which it views as part of a broader pattern of U.S. and NATO interference in 

sovereign states. The 2011 NATO-led intervention in Libya is frequently cited by 

Russian officials as a warning against similar actions in Syria. By vetoing UNSC 

resolutions calling for sanctions or military action against Syria, Russia has 

positioned itself as a defender of sovereignty and a counterbalance to what it sees as 

Western imperialism. 

3. Preserving the Syrian Regime: 

Russia’s vetoes have been driven by the desire to protect the Assad regime from 

international accountability for human rights abuses and war crimes. Moscow has 

consistently blocked any attempts to refer Syria to the International Criminal 

Court (ICC) for alleged chemical weapons attacks, massacres, and attacks on 

civilian infrastructure. Russia’s defense of Assad is based not only on military and 

political calculations but also on its ideological commitment to supporting 

authoritarian regimes as part of its broader worldview. 

 

China’s Role in Syria 
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While China’s involvement in the Syrian conflict is more diplomatic than military, its vetoes 

have also played a crucial role in ensuring the survival of the Assad regime. China, as a 

permanent member of the Security Council, shares several similar interests with Russia in 

blocking UNSC resolutions related to Syria. These include: 

1. Non-Interference Doctrine: 

China’s foreign policy is strongly grounded in the principle of non-interference in 

the internal affairs of sovereign states, which it views as a fundamental element of 

international law. China has been a vocal critic of foreign military interventions, 

especially those justified under the banner of humanitarian concerns. This principle 

has been a key driver behind China’s repeated vetoes of UNSC resolutions calling 

for international intervention in Syria. China's stance is aligned with the view that 

military action in Syria, particularly actions like regime change, would set a 

dangerous precedent. 

2. Strategic Economic and Political Interests: 

Though China does not have a direct military presence in Syria, it has a growing 

economic and diplomatic interest in the region, particularly in its Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). By supporting the Assad regime, China secures its place as a key 

partner in Syria’s post-conflict reconstruction. Additionally, maintaining strong 

relations with Syria offers China leverage over regional powers and strengthens its 

global influence by aligning with Russia in the context of the US-China rivalry. In 

this regard, China’s vetoes are a reflection of its broader goal of supporting non-

Western, authoritarian states and countering the global leadership of the United 

States. 

3. Support for Russia’s Position: 

While China has its own motivations for vetoing resolutions in Syria, it often aligns 

with Russia on key issues, forming a unified front against the West in the UNSC. 

This strategic alignment is particularly significant in the context of the Syria conflict, 

where both countries view Assad’s survival as critical to their broader geopolitical 

goals. China’s vetoes, in conjunction with Russia’s, ensure that resolutions which 

would undermine Assad or call for international intervention are blocked, maintaining 

a status quo favorable to both nations. 

 

Vetoes and the Impact on Global Politics 

The Russian and Chinese vetoes in the context of the Syrian civil war have had profound 

consequences for UNSC decision-making and the international community’s ability to 

address the crisis. Their joint opposition has illustrated the limitations of the UN Security 

Council as a mechanism for addressing modern conflicts, particularly those involving great 

power rivalry. 

1. Undermining the Credibility of the UNSC: 

The repeated use of veto power by Russia and China has led to widespread frustration 

within the international community. Many countries, particularly those in the 

European Union, United States, and Arab League, have expressed disillusionment 

with the UNSC’s inability to take decisive action on Syria. The blocking of 

humanitarian aid, the failure to impose sanctions, and the inability to address war 



 

117 | P a g e  
 

crimes have raised concerns about the relevance and credibility of the UNSC in 

dealing with major global conflicts. 

2. Strengthening Authoritarian Alliances: 

By using their vetoes to block action against Assad, Russia and China have helped 

solidify their role as key defenders of authoritarian regimes worldwide. This has 

also reinforced their strategic alliance with other autocratic governments, both in the 

Middle East and globally. Their united front against Western intervention has 

strengthened their diplomatic leverage, particularly in forums such as the BRICS 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) and the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO). 

3. Humanitarian Consequences: 

The blocking of resolutions aimed at ending the Syrian conflict or addressing its 

humanitarian toll has had dire consequences for the civilian population. Millions of 

Syrians have been displaced, and thousands have died from chemical weapons 

attacks, bombings, and starvation. The inability of the UNSC to act has left the 

international community with limited options for addressing the humanitarian crisis 

within Syria, underscoring the failure of the existing global governance structure. 

 

Conclusion 

The Russian and Chinese vetoes in the UN Security Council have been pivotal in shaping 

the course of the Syrian Civil War and in protecting the Assad regime from international 

consequences. Their actions have been driven by a combination of strategic, ideological, 

and economic interests, as well as a desire to counterbalance Western influence in the 

Middle East. The repeated use of the veto power has underscored the limitations of the 

UNSC in managing conflicts in the modern era, particularly when great power interests are at 

stake. The Syrian conflict, in this sense, serves as a stark example of how the veto system can 

stymie international efforts to address human rights abuses, war crimes, and the 

humanitarian suffering that result from such conflicts. 
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8.3 The Consequences for Humanitarian Aid 

The Syrian Civil War has led to one of the most devastating humanitarian crises in recent 

history, and the UN Security Council's (UNSC) veto power has played a critical role in 

shaping the international community's response to the crisis. The Russian and Chinese 

vetoes have had significant consequences for the provision of humanitarian aid in Syria, as 

they have consistently blocked UNSC resolutions designed to facilitate aid access, ensure 

protection for civilians, and address the dire humanitarian situation. This section explores 

the implications of the vetoes for humanitarian assistance, particularly in terms of access to 

vulnerable populations, the politicization of aid, and international frustration. 

 

Blocking Humanitarian Access 

One of the most immediate consequences of the Russian and Chinese vetoes in Syria has 

been the blockage of critical humanitarian aid to regions controlled by opposition groups 

or areas heavily affected by the conflict. Several UNSC resolutions have attempted to 

authorize cross-border humanitarian convoys, facilitate aid delivery to besieged areas, and 

ensure unhindered access for humanitarian organizations. However, these resolutions 

have often been vetoed by Russia and China due to concerns about sovereignty and political 

alignment with the Assad regime. 

1. Cross-Border Aid Delivery: 

The UN Security Council has been asked multiple times to approve cross-border 

humanitarian assistance without the Syrian government’s permission, particularly to 

areas outside the regime’s control. Russia and China have blocked these efforts, 

arguing that such actions would violate Syria’s sovereignty. This has left millions of 

Syrians trapped in areas besieged by the conflict, unable to receive vital aid such as 

food, medicine, and medical supplies. For example, the vetoes have directly 

prevented cross-border aid deliveries from Turkey and Iraq to opposition-held areas 

in Idlib and other regions, exacerbating the suffering of civilians. 

2. Aid for Civilians in Regime-Controlled Areas: 

Even in regime-controlled areas, where the Assad government has more control over 

aid distribution, the veto power has impeded efforts to ensure that humanitarian 

assistance is distributed fairly. Russia and China have often blocked attempts to 

enforce international standards for aid delivery, which would require the Assad 

government to guarantee access for UN agencies and independent aid groups. As a 

result, Syria's government has at times restricted international aid organizations, 

using humanitarian assistance as a tool for political leverage. 

 

Politicization of Humanitarian Aid 

The Russian and Chinese vetoes have also contributed to the politicization of 

humanitarian aid, particularly by framing it as a tool of international influence. This has 

resulted in the manipulation of aid distribution for political and military purposes, 

undermining the effectiveness of relief efforts and further entrenching divisions. 
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1. Aid as a Leverage Point: 

Humanitarian aid has frequently been used as leverage in the geopolitical struggle 

over the future of Syria. For instance, the Syrian government and its allies, 

particularly Russia, have been accused of weaponizing aid, selectively allowing aid 

to flow to areas that are politically aligned with Assad or strategically important, 

while blocking access to opposition-controlled areas. In such cases, aid has not been 

delivered solely based on humanitarian need but rather on the political alignments of 

local populations. 

2. Aid as a Bargaining Chip: 

The Russian and Chinese vetoes have reinforced the perception that humanitarian 

aid is tied to diplomatic negotiations. Russia’s vetoes, for example, are often tied to 

political compromises with the Assad regime, or they are used to secure Russian 

interests in other areas, such as Syria’s reconstruction or its involvement in the Belt 

and Road Initiative. The politicization of aid has created deep frustrations within the 

international community and among humanitarian organizations, as aid delivery 

becomes increasingly contingent on diplomatic maneuvering rather than a pure focus 

on saving lives. 

3. The Role of the Assad Regime in Humanitarian Access: 

In tandem with Russia and China’s vetoes, the Assad regime itself has also played a 

role in the politicization of aid. The regime has been accused of obstructing aid 

delivery to certain areas as part of its military strategy. For example, it has besieged 

cities and towns, cutting off vital supplies and preventing international agencies from 

accessing people in need. This tactic, coupled with Russia and China’s support, has 

made the international humanitarian effort increasingly difficult, with limited success 

in reaching the most vulnerable populations. 

 

Humanitarian Agencies and the UNSC Deadlock 

The repeated blocking of humanitarian resolutions by Russia and China has created a 

disastrous situation for humanitarian organizations working inside Syria. With the UNSC 

deadlocked, these agencies are forced to navigate a difficult landscape where their 

operations are subject to political constraints, the shifting frontlines of the conflict, and the 

unwillingness of certain actors to cooperate. 

1. Increased Humanitarian Costs: 

Due to the inability of the UNSC to authorize cross-border aid operations and 

establish safe corridors, many organizations have been forced to work with limited 

resources and in unsafe conditions. For example, NGOs often rely on local actors or 

seek alternative routes for humanitarian supply chains, which increases operational 

costs, risks to staff safety, and delays in delivering critical aid. The lack of a 

coordinated international response due to UNSC impasses has meant that agencies 

are often working in silos, leading to inefficient use of resources. 

2. Compromised Neutrality: 

Humanitarian organizations have also faced challenges in maintaining their neutrality 

in the face of UNSC deadlock. With certain areas of Syria being under regime 

control and others under opposition forces, agencies often have to work with the 

approval of the Syria government or various armed groups, which undermines their 
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neutrality. This has made it difficult for international organizations to act as impartial 

parties, further complicating the delivery of aid. 

3. Reliance on Bilateral Agreements: 

In the absence of UNSC support, some nations have turned to bilateral agreements 

to address the humanitarian crisis. However, these efforts often lack the scale and 

coordination necessary for addressing the full scope of the crisis. Furthermore, these 

efforts can be limited by political agendas, leading to accusations of favoritism or 

bias, and the exclusion of certain vulnerable groups, particularly those in opposition-

controlled areas. 

 

International Frustration and Calls for Reform 

The continued vetoing of humanitarian resolutions has generated significant frustration 

among the international community, particularly within organizations such as the European 

Union (EU), United States, and Arab League, which have pushed for greater action in 

Syria. Several nations have condemned the UNSC’s failure to act, calling for reforms to the 

veto system to allow for more effective responses to humanitarian crises. 

1. Calls for Veto Reform: 

The Syrian crisis has been a key example used by critics to argue for reform of the 

UNSC and its veto power. Many have proposed reforms to either limit the use of the 

veto or create mechanisms for majority voting on resolutions concerning 

humanitarian aid or peacekeeping efforts. Some have even suggested the possibility of 

using the General Assembly or alternative diplomatic channels to bypass the 

Security Council in cases where the veto system is paralyzing action. 

2. Accountability and International Norms: 

The use of the veto to block humanitarian action in Syria has also raised concerns 

about the accountability of UNSC members. Many critics argue that Russia and 

China’s repeated use of the veto undermines the principles of international law and 

the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), a doctrine designed to prevent mass atrocities 

and ensure that states do not use their sovereignty as a shield to prevent international 

intervention in cases of severe human rights abuses. 

 

Conclusion 

The Russian and Chinese vetoes have had a profound impact on humanitarian aid in 

Syria, leaving millions of Syrians without the assistance they urgently need. These vetoes 

have blocked cross-border aid efforts, allowed for the politicization of humanitarian relief, 

and placed humanitarian agencies in a difficult position. As the international community 

continues to grapple with the Syrian conflict, the consequences of these vetoes underscore 

the need for reform within the UN Security Council, particularly in its approach to 

addressing global humanitarian crises. Without such reforms, the future of humanitarian 

assistance in Syria and beyond will remain uncertain, with dire consequences for vulnerable 

populations caught in the crossfire of global politics. 
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8.4 Global Outrage and the Limits of the UNSC 

The Syrian Civil War has been a major test for the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC), exposing the deep fractures in international governance, particularly the limitations 

of the Security Council’s decision-making process. As Russia and China repeatedly vetoed 

resolutions aimed at alleviating the humanitarian crisis and promoting international 

intervention, the global outrage grew louder. This section explores the frustration and 

disillusionment expressed by various actors within the international community and 

examines how the UNSC's inability to act on Syria has highlighted its structural 

weaknesses and limitations in dealing with global conflicts, especially those involving great 

power politics. 

 

International Outrage and Criticism 

The Syrian conflict has prompted widespread global outrage, particularly in Western 

democracies and among humanitarian organizations, due to the UNSC's inability to 

address the situation effectively. As Russia and China consistently vetoed resolutions on 

Syria, many nations voiced their frustration at the Council’s inaction and its failure to 

uphold its mandate to maintain international peace and security. The most visible 

manifestations of this outrage have been through diplomatic protests, public statements, and 

widespread condemnation. 

1. Protests from Humanitarian Organizations: 

Humanitarian groups, including the International Committee of the Red Cross 

(ICRC) and Doctors Without Borders, expressed deep concerns about the UNSC’s 

failure to act in the face of what was one of the worst humanitarian crises in 

modern history. These organizations lamented the UNSC’s paralysis and repeatedly 

called for action to protect civilians, enable humanitarian aid, and ensure 

accountability for violations of international law. Their voices, however, were often 

drowned out by the geopolitical standoff between the great powers. 

2. Diplomatic Frustration from Western Powers: 

Many Western countries, including the United States, United Kingdom, and 

France, were frustrated by the repeated vetoes of resolutions aimed at stopping the 

violence and facilitating aid. These nations, particularly after the 2013 chemical 

attacks and the continued siege tactics employed by the Assad regime, pushed for 

stronger action through the UNSC, but were stymied by Russia and China’s steadfast 

support of the Syrian government. As a result, they turned to alternative strategies, 

including sanctions and military coalitions, but these efforts often lacked the 

legitimacy and international coordination that UNSC-backed action could have 

provided. 

3. The Role of the Arab League: 

The Arab League, composed of many countries directly impacted by the conflict, 

was particularly vocal in its condemnation of the UNSC’s inability to intervene. 

Countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Turkey — all of whom have been 

actively involved in Syria’s political and military landscape — criticized the UNSC's 

failure to prevent the conflict's escalation and demanded greater international 

involvement. These nations, frustrated by the gridlock, began to pursue their own 
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interests and diplomatic channels, sometimes bypassing the UNSC altogether in 

favor of regional interventions. 

 

The Limits of the UNSC in Addressing Humanitarian Crises 

The Syrian crisis exposed critical structural flaws within the UNSC and illustrated its limits 

in addressing humanitarian crises, particularly those where great power interests are at 

stake. The Council, designed to be the central authority in international peacekeeping, has 

been rendered largely ineffective in cases where superpowers use their veto power to protect 

national interests and allies. 

1. The Veto as a Paralyzing Tool: 

The use of the veto by Russia and China has made it clear that the UNSC can be 

effectively paralyzed by the interests of its permanent members. In Syria, these two 

countries were unwilling to compromise on their strategic alliance with the Assad 

regime, which meant that resolutions calling for military intervention, sanctions, or 

even humanitarian aid were consistently blocked. This has raised serious questions 

about whether the veto system can still serve its intended purpose of ensuring that the 

Security Council is able to act in times of international crises, or if it has become a 

tool for powerful states to obstruct action and maintain the status quo. 

2. Lack of Effective Peacekeeping Mechanisms: 

The inability of the UNSC to mandate peacekeeping operations in Syria, despite the 

escalating violence, further demonstrated the limits of its authority. While 

peacekeeping forces are typically deployed to prevent further conflict and protect 

civilians, their deployment requires the approval of the Security Council. In Syria, 

however, the political divisions within the UNSC made it impossible to establish a 

peacekeeping mission that could address the escalating humanitarian disaster and 

the large-scale displacement of people. 

3. Inability to Address War Crimes and Accountability: 

The Syrian government has been accused of committing war crimes, including the 

use of chemical weapons, targeting civilians, and besieging population centers. The 

UNSC has been unable to take action to hold the Assad regime accountable due to 

the Russian and Chinese vetoes, which prevented the establishment of an 

international tribunal or even sanctions against Syrian leaders. The international 

community’s failure to bring justice to the victims of these crimes is one of the most 

profound consequences of the veto power in Syria. 

 

The Impact on Global Trust in the UNSC 

The Syrian crisis has caused widespread disillusionment with the UNSC and has weakened 

global trust in its ability to manage international peace and security. Many nations and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have begun to question the legitimacy of an 

organization whose permanent members can block action on issues that threaten international 

stability. 
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1. A Crisis of Legitimacy: 

The UNSC's inaction in Syria has led to a crisis of legitimacy, with critics arguing 

that the Council is no longer an effective institution for conflict resolution or 

humanitarian intervention. The perception that the UNSC is more focused on the 

political interests of its members rather than the protection of civilians or the 

prevention of atrocities has undermined its credibility in the eyes of the global 

public. 

2. Calls for UNSC Reform: 

The Syrian crisis has spurred calls for reform of the UNSC, especially regarding the 

veto system. Many argue that the veto — which was designed in the aftermath of 

World War II to prevent another global conflict — is now an outdated mechanism 

that allows powerful states to block action that is in the interest of global peace. 

Various proposals for reform have included reducing the veto power, introducing 

majority voting for humanitarian issues, or even expanding the permanent 

membership to better reflect modern geopolitical realities. 

3. Rise of Alternative Diplomatic Platforms: 

Frustration with the UNSC has led to the emergence of alternative diplomatic 

platforms for addressing global crises. For example, coalitions of willing nations 

have increasingly bypassed the UNSC to take unilateral or multilateral action, such as 

imposing sanctions or conducting military interventions. While these actions are 

often less coordinated and can lack the legitimacy of a UNSC-backed resolution, they 

reflect the growing distrust in the ability of the UNSC to address international 

problems effectively. 

 

Conclusion 

The Syrian conflict has illuminated the fundamental weaknesses of the UN Security 

Council in dealing with humanitarian crises and has highlighted the limitations of the veto 

system. As Russia and China have used their vetoes to block efforts to address the crisis, the 

world has witnessed a dramatic decline in global trust in the UNSC’s ability to fulfill its 

mandate. The global outrage over the UNSC’s inaction has sparked calls for reform, and 

the limitations of the current system have pushed alternative diplomatic channels into 

prominence. The Syrian crisis may ultimately serve as a turning point for the UNSC, 

demanding a reevaluation of the role and function of the veto and the need for a more 

effective and accountable global institution. 
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Chapter 9: Case Study 5 - The Israel-Palestine 

Conflict 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has been one of the most intractable and long-standing 

geopolitical disputes in modern history, and the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

has been at the center of numerous attempts to resolve or at least mitigate the situation. The 

UNSC’s involvement has been marked by frequent vetoes, particularly from the United 

States, a staunch ally of Israel, and at times by Russia and other members with varying 

degrees of political involvement. This chapter explores how vetoes have played a crucial role 

in shaping the UNSC’s inaction and ineffectiveness in addressing the conflict, despite 

decades of international diplomatic efforts. 

 

9.1 The Israel-Palestine Conflict and the UNSC’s Role 

The Israel-Palestine conflict is one of the most deeply entrenched territorial and political 

disputes in the world, with roots stretching back to the early 20th century. The conflict 

revolves around the competing national identities of Israelis and Palestinians over the land 

that both groups claim as their own. Since the 1948 creation of Israel, the UNSC has been 

deeply involved in attempts to resolve the dispute, often through resolutions, peace 

initiatives, and calls for ceasefires. However, despite its prominent role, the UNSC has 

struggled to come up with a lasting solution due to the political divides and vetoes by its 

permanent members. 

 

9.2 The Veto Power and the United States’ Role 

The United States has consistently used its veto power in the UNSC to block resolutions 

that it perceives as being too critical of Israel or detrimental to Israel’s security. The U.S. 

has been a staunch ally of Israel since its founding and has repeatedly supported Israeli 

actions, both in the form of military aid and diplomatic backing. As a result, any UNSC 

resolution that calls for a halt to Israeli military actions, the settlement of Palestinian 

territories, or international sanctions against Israel has been vetoed by the U.S., leading to 

frustration among Arab nations and the Palestinian Authority. 

1. The U.S. Vetoes: 

Over the years, the U.S. vetoes in the UNSC have been a consistent feature of the 

Israel-Palestine issue. Whether it’s condemning Israeli settlements in the West 

Bank, calling for a two-state solution, or pressuring Israel to end military 

occupation, the U.S. has often used its veto to block resolutions it considers biased or 

one-sided against Israel. This dynamic has significantly limited the UNSC’s ability to 

engage effectively in the conflict. 

2. The U.S. as an Ally of Israel: 

The U.S. considers Israel a vital strategic ally in the Middle East, and this 

relationship is underpinned by deep military, economic, and political ties. 

Consequently, the U.S. has acted as Israel’s primary defender in the UNSC, 
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ensuring that the Security Council does not take steps that would undermine Israel’s 

position in the conflict. This strategic alliance has, however, led to widespread 

criticism from the Arab world, which views the U.S. as complicit in Israel’s actions. 

3. The Impact on the Peace Process: 

The American veto power has hampered the international community’s ability to act 

as an impartial mediator and has contributed to the perception that the U.S. is not an 

honest broker in the conflict. Efforts to create a two-state solution have been 

repeatedly blocked or undermined, and the U.S. has been accused of providing 

diplomatic cover for Israeli policies that many in the international community 

consider illegal or illegitimate. 

 

9.3 The Role of Other Veto-Holding Powers 

While the U.S. veto is perhaps the most prominent in shaping the UNSC’s stance on the 

Israel-Palestine conflict, Russia, China, and other members of the Security Council have 

also used their influence to shape the Council’s approach to the issue. While these vetoes 

have been less frequent, they have still been significant in the geopolitical calculus 

surrounding the conflict. 

1. Russia’s Veto and Support for the Palestinian Cause: 

Russia, a historic ally of Arab states and a vocal supporter of Palestinian rights, has 

frequently used its position in the UNSC to push for resolutions that support 

Palestinian sovereignty and challenge Israeli policies in the Occupied Territories. 

Russia has been especially active in condemning Israeli settlement expansion and 

calling for the recognition of Palestinian rights. However, Russia’s vetoes have often 

been counterbalanced by U.S. vetoes, leading to deadlock. 

2. China’s Position on the Israel-Palestine Conflict: 

China, while less directly involved in Middle Eastern affairs than the U.S. or Russia, 

has supported Palestinian statehood in principle. China has often voted in favor of 

resolutions that support the Palestinian cause and has been a strong critic of Israeli 

policies that it views as violations of international law. While China has not used its 

veto power as frequently as Russia or the U.S., its diplomatic influence in the region 

has grown, particularly in the context of its expanding role in global diplomacy. 

3. Divisions Among the UNSC’s Permanent Members: 

The divergent positions of the permanent members of the UNSC — particularly the 

U.S., Russia, and China — have contributed to the lack of consensus within the 

Council. These divisions reflect the broader geopolitical interests of the major 

powers, which often overshadow the humanitarian and legal aspects of the conflict. 

 

9.4 Global Reactions and the Failure to Resolve the Conflict 

The veto power and the geopolitical gridlock within the UNSC have led to widespread 

frustration around the world, particularly in the Arab world, Europe, and among 

humanitarian organizations. The failure of the UNSC to act decisively on the Israel-

Palestine conflict has resulted in a sense of ineffectiveness and distrust in the UNSC’s 
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ability to address international crises involving human rights abuses and territorial 

disputes. 

1. Global Protests and Diplomatic Tensions: 

The UNSC’s paralysis on the Israel-Palestine issue has led to protests and 

diplomatic tensions across the world, especially in Middle Eastern and North 

African countries. Nations such as Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon have repeatedly 

called for stronger action from the UNSC, while European Union nations have been 

divided, with some pushing for stronger condemnation of Israel and others 

supporting Israel’s right to defend itself against perceived threats. 

2. Civil Society and NGOs: 

Non-governmental organizations and civil society groups worldwide have also 

expressed disillusionment with the UNSC’s inability to take meaningful action to 

protect Palestinian civilians and bring an end to the occupation. These groups have 

often turned to alternative diplomatic channels, such as the International Criminal 

Court (ICC) and civil disobedience movements, to hold Israel accountable for its 

actions. 

3. Calls for UNSC Reform: 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has been a key catalyst for calls to reform the UNSC, 

particularly regarding the veto power. Critics argue that the current system of 

decision-making, which gives permanent members disproportionate influence, is ill-

suited to resolving complex, protracted conflicts like that of Israel and Palestine. 

Proposals for reform include limiting or eliminating the veto power on issues related 

to human rights and international law. 

 

Conclusion 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has highlighted the significant challenges and limitations of the 

UN Security Council in addressing conflicts where great power interests are at stake. The 

U.S. veto has consistently blocked international action that would pressure Israel into 

complying with international law and respecting Palestinian rights, leading to a perception 

of UNSC bias and inaction. Despite the efforts of Russia and China to support Palestinian 

aspirations, the geopolitical stalemate has effectively paralyzed the UNSC. This case study 

underscores the need for reform in the UNSC, especially in terms of the veto power, to 

ensure that the Council can more effectively address international conflicts and protect 

human rights without being stymied by political interests. 
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9.1 The Longstanding Division in the UNSC 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has laid bare a longstanding division within the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC), a division primarily shaped by the geopolitical interests 

of its permanent members. The Security Council, created to maintain international peace 

and security, has found it exceedingly difficult to take effective action on this issue due to the 

veto power wielded by the five permanent members — the United States, Russia, China, 

France, and the United Kingdom. This division has often rendered the UNSC paralyzed 

and ineffective in addressing one of the most critical and complex disputes in modern 

history. Understanding the source of this division is key to analyzing the UNSC's inability 

to resolve the conflict or enforce decisions related to the Israel-Palestine issue. 

 

9.1.1 The Role of the United States and Israel 

The United States has been a consistent ally of Israel since the latter's creation in 1948. 

This longstanding alliance is rooted in shared strategic, political, and cultural interests, 

which have heavily influenced the U.S. stance within the UNSC. The U.S. has often been the 

primary defender of Israel in the Security Council, using its veto power to block resolutions 

that criticize Israeli policies or call for action against Israeli actions in the Occupied 

Palestinian Territories. This unwavering support for Israel has created a geopolitical divide 

in the UNSC, especially with countries that have historically supported the Palestinian 

cause. 

For the U.S., Israel is seen not only as an important strategic partner in the Middle East but 

also as a democratic ally in a region marked by instability. This close relationship has 

translated into a near-automatic veto in favor of Israel, regardless of the substance of the 

resolutions. For instance, in the face of UNSC resolutions calling for the end of settlement 

expansion or criticizing Israeli military actions in Gaza, the U.S. has often vetoed such 

measures, leading to a perception of the UNSC’s partiality toward Israel. 

 

9.1.2 The Russian and Chinese Stance: Support for Palestinian Rights 

On the other side of the divide, Russia and China have historically aligned themselves with 

Arab states and Palestinian aspirations for self-determination. Both nations, as permanent 

members of the UNSC, have consistently voiced support for the Palestinian cause in their 

public statements and diplomatic actions. Russia, due to its ties with Arab countries, and 

China, with its broader strategy of cultivating relationships with developing nations, have 

used their positions within the UNSC to advocate for Palestinian sovereignty. 

While neither Russia nor China has wielded its veto power as frequently as the United States, 

they have nonetheless been strong proponents of Palestinian statehood and have supported 

resolutions calling for Israeli withdrawal from occupied territories. Their actions, while 

often aligned on the Palestinian issue, have not been enough to overcome the U.S. veto, 

especially when Western-backed resolutions are introduced to address the situation in a 

way that benefits Israel. This alignment has contributed to the persistent division in the 
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UNSC on the Israel-Palestine issue, with the permanent members unable to unite behind a 

common approach to resolve the conflict. 

 

9.1.3 The Impact on the UNSC’s Decision-Making Process 

The veto power has had a profound impact on the decision-making process of the UNSC, 

especially in the case of the Israel-Palestine conflict. The U.S. veto — in defense of Israeli 

interests — has consistently blocked resolutions and initiatives that might compel Israel to 

make significant concessions or engage more seriously in peace negotiations. In contrast, 

Russia and China have often used their veto power, though less frequently, to support 

Palestinian rights, creating a situation in which the Security Council remains divided and 

unable to address the root causes of the conflict or find a path to peace. 

This division has led to repeated deadlock on key issues like Israeli settlement 

construction, the status of Jerusalem, refugee rights, and the two-state solution. As a 

result, the UNSC has failed to play the role it was designed for: a body capable of making 

binding decisions that address international crises and promote peace and stability. Instead, 

the conflict has remained frozen within the political dynamics of the UNSC, with limited 

progress on key resolutions, often due to the vetoes of the permanent members. 

 

9.1.4 The Larger Geopolitical Context 

The Israel-Palestine conflict also exists within the broader context of global geopolitics, 

which further complicates the UNSC’s ability to take action. The Middle East has long been 

a region of strategic interest for global powers, including the U.S., Russia, and 

increasingly China. The involvement of these powers in the conflict reflects their larger 

ambitions in the region, where issues of oil, security, military presence, and regional 

influence are central. 

For example, the U.S. sees its relationship with Israel as part of its larger Middle East 

strategy, while Russia and China see supporting the Palestinian cause as a way to enhance 

their influence in the Arab world and to counterbalance U.S. influence in the region. These 

larger strategic considerations influence the way in which each country approaches the 

Israel-Palestine issue, often complicating efforts to broker a peaceful resolution and 

contributing to UNSC paralysis. 

 

Conclusion: A Paralyzed UNSC 

The longstanding division within the UNSC on the Israel-Palestine conflict reflects 

broader geopolitical and strategic interests of its permanent members. The veto power, 

while intended to preserve the interests of the major powers, has often led to deadlock and 

inaction on one of the world’s most contentious issues. The U.S.-Israel alliance, in 

particular, has blocked resolutions critical of Israeli actions, while Russia and China have 

been consistently aligned with the Palestinian cause. This division has highlighted the 
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limitations of the UNSC in addressing issues of international peace and security when the 

interests of its permanent members are at odds, thus leading to frustration and 

disillusionment in the international community. 
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9.2 US Vetoes: Defending Israel 

The United States’ veto power in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has played 

a critical role in shaping the international response to the Israel-Palestine conflict. As 

Israel’s closest ally, the U.S. has consistently used its veto power to block UNSC resolutions 

that it perceives as unfavorable to Israel. This pattern of vetoing resolutions in defense of 

Israel has become one of the most prominent and contentious aspects of the UNSC’s handling 

of the Israel-Palestine conflict, often rendering the council ineffective in resolving key 

issues surrounding the conflict. 

 

9.2.1 The Historical Context of the U.S. Veto in Israel-Palestine 

The U.S. has been a strong supporter of Israel since the establishment of the state in 1948. 

This relationship has been rooted in shared strategic, political, and cultural interests, 

including a commitment to democracy, and the U.S.'s need to maintain influence in the 

Middle East. However, the veto power that the U.S. holds as a permanent member of the 

UNSC has been a double-edged sword. On one hand, it has allowed the U.S. to protect 

Israel’s security interests, but on the other hand, it has exacerbated tensions within the 

UNSC and made it difficult for the council to take meaningful action on the Israel-Palestine 

issue. 

Since the 1960s, the U.S. has exercised its veto power on numerous occasions to block 

resolutions critical of Israel. These vetoes have been employed in situations where 

resolutions addressed issues such as Israeli settlement expansion, military actions in Gaza 

and the West Bank, and violations of international law. For example, the U.S. has vetoed 

resolutions calling for the condemnation of Israeli settlement policies in the Occupied 

Palestinian Territories, despite widespread international criticism. These vetoes have often 

been justified by the U.S. as a means of ensuring Israel's security and protecting its right 

to self-defense. 

 

9.2.2 Vetoes and the Expansion of Israeli Settlements 

One of the most significant issues on which the U.S. has repeatedly used its veto power is 

Israeli settlement expansion in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. The UN Security 

Council has passed several resolutions over the years that have condemned Israeli settlement 

activity as illegal under international law, citing the Fourth Geneva Convention, which 

prohibits the transfer of an occupying power's population into the territory it occupies. 

Despite widespread international condemnation, the U.S. has consistently vetoed resolutions 

that aim to halt or reverse Israeli settlements. 

For instance, in 2011, the U.S. vetoed a UNSC resolution that called for a freeze on Israeli 

settlements in the West Bank, arguing that the resolution was one-sided and would 

undermine efforts to revive peace talks between Israel and Palestine. This veto prompted 

widespread international criticism, particularly from Arab countries and Palestinians, who 

viewed it as a blatant defense of Israel's policies and a major obstacle to peace. The U.S.'s 
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use of the veto in this context has contributed to the perception that the UNSC is biased 

toward Israel and unable to take decisive action on issues that directly affect the Palestinian 

people. 

 

9.2.3 The Gaza Conflict and the U.S. Veto 

Another area where the U.S. has used its veto power in defense of Israel is during conflicts in 

the Gaza Strip, particularly during periods of military escalation between Israel and 

Hamas. Over the years, the UNSC has attempted to address the humanitarian crisis in Gaza 

by proposing ceasefires, condemnations of violence, and calls for Israel to halt military 

operations. However, the U.S. has frequently vetoed these resolutions, asserting that they are 

imbalanced and fail to recognize Israel’s right to self-defense against rocket attacks from 

Gaza. 

For example, during the 2008-2009 Gaza War (also known as Operation Cast Lead), the 

U.S. vetoed a UNSC resolution that called for an immediate ceasefire and a halt to Israeli 

military operations in Gaza. The U.S. argued that the resolution did not sufficiently address 

the threat posed by Hamas, which had been launching rockets into Israel. Similarly, during 

the 2014 Gaza War, the U.S. again vetoed resolutions that sought to call for an immediate 

ceasefire and an end to Israeli airstrikes in Gaza. The U.S. justification for these vetoes was 

consistent: they believed that Israel was acting in self-defense and that the focus should be 

on stopping Hamas rocket attacks. 

The U.S. vetoes in these instances have been highly controversial, particularly because of the 

severe humanitarian toll on Palestinian civilians. The death tolls, the destruction of 

infrastructure, and the widespread displacement of Palestinians in Gaza have prompted calls 

for greater international intervention, but the U.S. veto power has undermined these 

efforts, leaving the UNSC unable to take action to end the violence or address the root 

causes of the conflict. 

 

9.2.4 The U.S. Veto and the Palestinian Statehood Bid 

The issue of Palestinian statehood has also seen the U.S. exercise its veto power in the 

UNSC. In 2011, the Palestinian Authority formally sought full membership for Palestine 

in the UN. However, the U.S. opposed this move and threatened to veto any Security 

Council resolution that would recognize Palestine as a full member state. The U.S. argued 

that Palestinian statehood should come through negotiations with Israel rather than 

unilateral actions in the UN. 

The U.S. position was rooted in its desire to prevent the delegitimization of Israel and to 

maintain the peace process. However, many countries, including European nations and the 

Arab League, argued that the U.S. veto was a major obstacle to Palestinian self-

determination and the broader goal of peace in the Middle East. The U.S. veto of the 

Palestinian statehood bid in the UNSC was seen by many as an example of how U.S. foreign 

policy has been shaped by its strategic alliance with Israel, and how this alliance has 

constrained the UNSC’s ability to address the Palestinian issue in a meaningful way. 
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Conclusion: The Veto and Its Consequences 

The U.S. veto has been a powerful tool in defending Israel’s security and political interests 

within the UN Security Council. However, its frequent use to block resolutions critical of 

Israeli policies has had significant consequences for the UNSC’s effectiveness and its 

credibility in addressing the Israel-Palestine conflict. The U.S. stance has perpetuated the 

division within the UNSC and has often paralyzed the council’s ability to take meaningful 

action on the conflict. As a result, the Israel-Palestine issue remains a longstanding and 

unresolved conflict, with little hope of UNSC intervention without a fundamental shift in 

the geopolitical dynamics and a reevaluation of the role of the U.S. veto in the international 

system. 
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9.3 Global Political and Diplomatic Impasses 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has been one of the most enduring and complex issues in global 

diplomacy, marked by a series of political and diplomatic impasses that have frustrated 

efforts toward a lasting resolution. The vetoes exercised by the United States in defense of 

Israel have played a significant role in perpetuating these deadlocks, but they are only one 

part of the larger puzzle. The UN Security Council’s inability to act decisively has been 

compounded by geopolitical rivalries, ideological divisions, and strategic interests that 

hinder international consensus. These factors, coupled with the historical baggage of the 

conflict, have resulted in a cycle of failed peace efforts, leading to a stagnation in diplomacy. 

 

9.3.1 Divisions Within the UNSC 

The UN Security Council has been paralyzed by deep divisions over how to address the 

Israel-Palestine conflict, and the U.S. veto is just one manifestation of these divisions. As 

the primary protector of Israel in the UNSC, the United States’ repeated use of its veto 

power has prevented the adoption of any UNSC resolutions that could have placed 

significant pressure on Israel to change its policies on settlements, military actions, and its 

stance toward Palestinian statehood. However, the U.S. position is not uncontested. 

Other permanent members, notably Russia and China, have at times taken positions that 

support Palestinian statehood and condemn Israeli actions, but they have not had the same 

veto power or influence in shaping outcomes as the U.S. The European Union and Arab 

states have also been significant players in shaping the narrative around the conflict, though 

they often lack the leverage necessary to counterbalance the U.S. influence within the UNSC. 

This disunity among the permanent members (P5) has caused a deadlock, preventing the 

Security Council from issuing a unified statement or taking decisive action to end the 

conflict or even alleviate its consequences. 

This polarization is not confined to the UNSC; it reflects a broader global political divide 

between Israel’s supporters and those who advocate for Palestinian rights, creating 

significant diplomatic impasses that hinder progress. As a result, the UNSC has become 

irrelevant in brokering any major changes, leaving the responsibility for conflict resolution 

largely to bilateral negotiations or regional actors. 

 

9.3.2 The Role of the U.S. and Israel in Diplomatic Impasses 

The United States has been a central figure in the diplomatic impasse surrounding the 

Israel-Palestine conflict. As the primary ally of Israel, the U.S. has not only shielded Israel 

from international condemnation in the UNSC but has also played an active role in shaping 

peace processes like the Oslo Accords and the Camp David Summit. However, while the 

U.S. has been instrumental in brokering certain peace talks, its alignment with Israel’s 

security priorities has created a significant diplomatic imbalance. 
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The U.S. stance has often been perceived by the Arab world and Palestinian advocates as 

one-sided and heavily biased in favor of Israel. This has led to a profound mistrust of U.S.-

led diplomatic efforts and a perception that the United States is more focused on ensuring 

Israel’s security than promoting a fair and equitable solution for Palestinians. The U.S. has 

been unwilling to apply real pressure on Israel to end settlement expansion or halt military 

actions in Gaza, further cementing its role in the diplomatic impasse. 

Moreover, the U.S. has used its veto power to block UNSC resolutions critical of Israeli 

policies, creating a diplomatic deadlock that leaves other nations unable to influence 

outcomes effectively. For instance, in 2011, the U.S. vetoed a UNSC resolution calling for a 

freeze on Israeli settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, which many saw as a 

critical step toward reviving peace talks. By continually siding with Israel, the U.S. has been 

accused of undermining the UN’s credibility and leaving Palestinians with few options for 

international recourse. 

 

9.3.3 The Role of Regional Actors in Perpetuating the Impasse 

In addition to the great powers, regional actors also play a significant role in the diplomatic 

impasse surrounding the Israel-Palestine conflict. Arab states, particularly those in the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) and the Arab League, have long supported Palestinian 

aspirations for statehood and have condemned Israeli occupation policies. However, the 

Arab world’s inability to present a unified front has complicated efforts to advance a peace 

settlement. 

In recent years, Arab states have taken more pragmatic positions on the issue, with 

countries like Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates pursuing closer ties with Israel, 

particularly in the context of shared concerns over Iran’s influence in the region. This shift 

has created a new dynamic, in which regional politics have become increasingly intertwined 

with the Israel-Palestine conflict. The Abraham Accords—agreements normalizing 

relations between Israel and several Arab states—are a prime example of how geopolitical 

considerations have sometimes trumped the Palestinian cause in regional diplomacy. 

Meanwhile, Iran has emerged as a vocal supporter of the Palestinian cause, backing militant 

groups like Hamas and Hezbollah while criticizing Arab states that normalize ties with 

Israel. This competition between regional powers further complicates diplomatic efforts, as 

Arab states are often torn between their longstanding commitments to Palestinian rights 

and their own strategic interests in a changing Middle East. 

The Palestinian Authority (PA) itself has also contributed to the diplomatic impasse. 

Divisions between the PA (based in the West Bank) and Hamas (based in Gaza) have 

weakened the Palestinian position in international diplomacy. The lack of unity within the 

Palestinian leadership has made it difficult to present a cohesive strategy to the world and 

has allowed Israel to exploit the divisions to maintain its position. The failure of the Oslo 

Accords and other attempts at a two-state solution, in part due to Palestinian fragmentation, 

has led to a situation where diplomatic engagement becomes increasingly difficult. 
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9.3.4 The Stalemate: A Global Diplomatic Failure 

The global diplomatic impasse surrounding the Israel-Palestine conflict is one of the most 

enduring failures of international diplomacy. Despite decades of negotiations, peace 

proposals, and attempts at mediation, the conflict has remained unresolved, with little hope 

for a comprehensive settlement. The U.S. veto has been a major factor in this diplomatic 

gridlock, but it is not the only obstacle. The geopolitical complexities, ideological divides, 

and competing interests of both global and regional powers have ensured that the conflict 

continues to defy resolution. 

Ultimately, the Israel-Palestine conflict remains entrenched in a cycle of violence, 

diplomacy, and failed resolutions, as the UNSC is unable to break the deadlock. While the 

U.S. veto is a key factor, the broader international political dynamics, including regional 

rivalries, shifting alliances, and fragmented Palestinian leadership, continue to prevent 

any meaningful breakthrough toward peace. The diplomatic impasse shows how deeply the 

conflict is woven into the fabric of global politics, where it remains one of the most 

intractable issues in modern international relations. 
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9.4 The Failure of Peace Talks at the UNSC 

The failure of peace talks at the UN Security Council in addressing the Israel-Palestine 

conflict highlights the deep structural challenges within the UNSC and the global 

diplomatic system. Despite numerous attempts to use the Council as a forum for resolving 

the conflict, the process has repeatedly stalled due to political deadlock, veto use, and 

competing geopolitical interests. The UNSC, with its inherent flaws in structure and 

operation, has proven incapable of effectively mediating one of the most enduring and 

volatile conflicts in modern history. 

 

9.4.1 Stalemate in Peace Initiatives 

Over the years, various peace initiatives have been put forward through the UNSC in an 

effort to resolve the Israel-Palestine conflict. Notable attempts include Resolutions 242 

(1967) and 338 (1973), which call for Israeli withdrawal from occupied territories and a "just 

settlement" for refugees. However, these efforts have faced consistent resistance, especially 

due to the U.S. veto in defense of Israel’s positions, preventing the adoption of resolutions 

critical of Israeli actions. 

While the Oslo Accords and other peace talks brokered outside the UNSC framework have 

led to some limited agreements, the UNSC’s role has been largely symbolic. The veto power 

of the P5 members, particularly the U.S., has effectively blocked any forceful resolution 

that could pressure Israel into complying with international demands. This deadlock reflects 

a fundamental flaw in the UNSC’s ability to address issues that are heavily influenced by the 

interests of its permanent members. 

For example, when Resolution 2334 was proposed in 2016, calling for a halt to Israeli 

settlement expansion in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, it garnered overwhelming 

international support. However, the U.S. abstained from vetoing the resolution, but its 

political influence was evident. Despite the passage of the resolution, Israel continued its 

settlement expansion without significant consequence, showing the limits of UNSC 

decisions when not backed by effective enforcement or political will. 

 

9.4.2 The U.S. Veto and Its Impact on Negotiations 

The U.S. veto has been the most significant obstacle in peace negotiations at the UNSC. 

Historically, the United States has consistently exercised its veto power to block resolutions 

that it believes could harm Israel’s security interests or question Israeli policies, particularly 

regarding settlements and the status of Jerusalem. This unwavering stance has created an 

imbalance within the UNSC, where resolutions that aim to address the Palestinian right to 

self-determination or criticize Israeli actions are often blocked, despite international 

consensus supporting Palestinian rights. 

The use of the veto by the U.S. has undermined the credibility of the UNSC as an impartial 

body capable of facilitating meaningful negotiations. By preventing resolutions that would 
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pressure Israel to engage in dialogue with the Palestinian Authority, the U.S. has 

inadvertently prolonged the conflict and made it more difficult for other nations to offer 

solutions. This one-sided approach has also contributed to Palestinian frustration with the 

UN and its perceived inability to hold Israel accountable for its actions. 

In parallel, the failure to secure a UNSC-backed resolution has allowed Israel to continue 

its policies of military occupation and settlement expansion, while Palestinians have been 

left without a strong international advocate. This gap in global support has stifled 

meaningful diplomatic solutions and reinforced the status quo of occupation. 

 

9.4.3 Geopolitical Interests and the UNSC’s Inability to Act 

The UNSC has long been a forum where geopolitical interests of its permanent members 

(the P5) have shaped the outcomes of any discussions concerning the Israel-Palestine 

conflict. The U.S., Russia, China, France, and the U.K. all have their respective strategic 

interests that intersect with the dynamics of the Middle East. For example: 

 The U.S. views Israel as a key ally in the Middle East, supporting it militarily, 

economically, and diplomatically. This alliance is rooted in shared security interests 

and values, as well as a commitment to maintaining Israeli regional superiority in 

the face of perceived threats from Iran and other state actors. 

 Russia and China, on the other hand, have often taken the Palestinian side, 

supporting Palestinian aspirations for an independent state and criticizing Israeli 

occupation policies. However, these powers often lack the diplomatic leverage or 

military influence in the region to challenge U.S. policy effectively. 

This geopolitical division creates an environment in which the UNSC is unable to act with 

unity, as each permanent member aligns its veto power with its own political and strategic 

objectives. In the case of Israel and Palestine, the lack of consensus between the P5 and the 

absence of unified action on both sides of the conflict has meant that the UNSC cannot 

provide a meaningful platform for resolving the conflict. The international community 

remains fragmented, and efforts to push for peace are often reduced to diplomatic gestures 

rather than substantial progress. 

 

9.4.4 The Limitations of the UNSC in Enforcing Peace 

Even when the UNSC has passed resolutions related to the Israel-Palestine conflict, it has 

often been unable to enforce them effectively. Without the support of the P5 members or 

international consensus, the UNSC lacks the political will and resources to enforce its 

decisions on the ground. Resolutions calling for a two-state solution, the recognition of 

Palestinian statehood, or a halt to settlement activity are often ignored or undermined by 

the actions of Israel or other international players. 

The lack of enforcement mechanisms within the UNSC makes it difficult for resolutions to 

have a tangible impact. While the UN has been involved in humanitarian aid efforts, 

peacekeeping operations, and peace talks through various agencies, it has had little success 
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in changing the realities on the ground in Israel and Palestine. Without the backing of the 

U.S. or other P5 members, there is little political leverage to compel Israel to comply with 

the Security Council’s decisions. 

 

9.4.5 The Path Forward: Reform or Continued Impasse? 

The failure of peace talks at the UNSC underscores the urgent need for reform of the UN 

Security Council and its approach to the Israel-Palestine conflict. The veto power and the 

paralysis caused by geopolitical rivalries have led to a diplomatic deadlock that has made 

it increasingly difficult for the UNSC to play a constructive role in resolving the conflict. 

Some have suggested that reforming the UNSC—such as by expanding the number of 

permanent members or altering the veto system—could help break the gridlock and allow 

the Council to act more effectively. However, these reforms face significant opposition from 

the P5, who benefit from the status quo. 

Without a fundamental shift in the global diplomatic landscape and a willingness from the 

P5 to act in the interest of global peace, the UNSC is unlikely to overcome the veto-driven 

impasse that has hampered its ability to address the Israel-Palestine conflict. Until these 

structural barriers are addressed, the failure of peace talks at the UNSC will continue to 

hinder any meaningful progress toward a lasting resolution of one of the most intractable 

conflicts in the world today. 
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Chapter 10: Case Study 6 - The 2011 Libya 

Intervention 

The 2011 Libya intervention, which led to the NATO-led military action against the 

regime of Muammar Gaddafi, is a pivotal example of how UNSC decisions are shaped by 

geopolitical considerations, the use of veto power, and the pressures of global politics. The 

intervention, authorized by UN Security Council Resolution 1973, marked a turning point in 

international relations and the role of the UN in military interventions. While the action was 

widely seen as an effort to protect civilians from Gaddafi’s brutal crackdown, it also 

highlighted the complexities of UNSC decision-making, the use of the veto, and the 

political consequences of military intervention. 

 

10.1 The Background of the Libyan Crisis 

The conflict in Libya began in February 2011 as part of the larger wave of protests during 

the Arab Spring. Initially, peaceful demonstrations in cities like Benghazi escalated into 

armed clashes between anti-government protesters and forces loyal to Muammar Gaddafi, 

who had ruled Libya for over four decades. As the violence worsened, Gaddafi’s forces 

launched a brutal crackdown against the opposition, including airstrikes on civilian areas, 

which led to widespread international condemnation. 

The UN initially called for peaceful negotiations and an end to violence, but as the situation 

deteriorated, the UNSC was forced to take action. On February 26, 2011, the Security 

Council imposed sanctions on Libya and referred the situation to the International 

Criminal Court. The conflict continued to escalate, however, and by March 2011, 

Gaddafi’s forces had made significant advances, threatening to annihilate the opposition in 

Benghazi, a stronghold of the rebel forces. This created a humanitarian crisis, with fears of 

mass atrocities similar to those seen in Bosnia or Rwanda. 

 

10.2 UNSC Resolution 1973 and Authorization for Intervention 

Faced with mounting evidence of atrocities and the potential for a massacre, the UNSC 

convened to consider a resolution authorizing military action to protect civilians. On March 

17, 2011, the Security Council passed Resolution 1973, which authorized a no-fly zone over 

Libya and the use of all necessary measures to protect civilians from the violence 

perpetrated by Gaddafi’s forces. 

The passage of Resolution 1973 was a rare moment of international unity within the 

UNSC, with the P5 members not exercising their veto powers. This decision effectively 

paved the way for NATO forces to carry out military operations in Libya, including airstrikes 

against Gaddafi’s military infrastructure, aimed at halting the government’s advances on 

rebel-held territories. The resolution also called for the protection of civilian areas and the 

enforcement of an arms embargo on the country. 
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While the resolution’s initial goal was to protect civilians, it also opened the door for regime 

change. The broader military objectives, which included the eventual removal of Gaddafi 

from power, were not explicitly outlined in the resolution but were interpreted as part of the 

"all necessary measures" mandate. 

 

10.3 The Role of the UNSC and Veto Dynamics 

The Libya intervention of 2011 was a critical moment in understanding the role of the 

UNSC in global military actions. For the most part, the intervention appeared to be a success 

in terms of international support and the immediate goals of protecting civilians. However, it 

also exposed the political dynamics within the Security Council and the complexities of 

interpreting international law and the use of force. 

The absence of a veto from any of the P5 members during the passage of Resolution 1973 

was significant. This consensus was unusual, as Russia and China, two permanent members 

of the UNSC, had been known to oppose military interventions and often used their veto 

power to block actions they deemed contrary to their national interests. In this case, Russia 

and China chose to abstain rather than veto the resolution, likely due to concerns about the 

growing international outcry over the violence in Libya and the fear of being seen as 

complicit in Gaddafi’s actions. 

However, the subsequent actions taken by NATO and the escalation of military efforts led 

to concerns about the mission’s original mandate. Some critics argued that NATO had 

exceeded the scope of the UNSC resolution by pursuing regime change, which was not part 

of the original mandate. This shift in goals led to a division of opinion within the UN and 

among various member states, with some accusing NATO of using the resolution to pursue 

political interests rather than solely focusing on humanitarian objectives. 

 

10.4 The Consequences of the Intervention 

The 2011 Libya intervention had significant and lasting consequences, both for the country 

itself and for the broader international system. While the removal of Gaddafi from power 

initially appeared to be a victory for the anti-Gaddafi forces and the international community, 

the aftermath of the intervention was marked by a collapse of state institutions, civil war, 

and a continued power vacuum that led to further instability in the region. 

Libya descended into chaos, with various militias and factions vying for control of the 

country, resulting in a prolonged period of violence and political disintegration. The UNSC’s 

decision to intervene in Libya without a clear post-Gaddafi strategy left the country without 

the support structures needed for nation-building and reconciliation. As a result, Libya has 

struggled with ongoing instability, including the rise of extremist groups such as ISIS and 

continued clashes between rival factions. 

Internationally, the intervention also raised important questions about the future use of the 

"responsibility to protect" (R2P) doctrine, which was cited as a rationale for the 

intervention. The Libya case led to a debate about the potential for military intervention 
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under the auspices of the UN. While the intervention was hailed by some as a success in 

preventing a massacre in Benghazi, others criticized it as an example of overreach by NATO 

and a failure by the UNSC to adequately consider the long-term implications of regime 

change. 

Furthermore, the intervention created a rift between major global powers. Russia and China 

condemned the military escalation, accusing NATO of overstepping its mandate and 

violating Libya’s sovereignty. This contributed to the growing disillusionment with the 

UNSC and the effectiveness of the Security Council in managing international interventions. 

 

10.5 The Legacy of the 2011 Libya Intervention 

The 2011 Libya intervention serves as a cautionary tale about the complexities of UNSC 

action, the role of the P5 veto, and the challenges of international intervention in conflict 

zones. While it demonstrated the potential for UNSC-backed military action to address 

humanitarian crises, it also highlighted the dangers of unintended consequences and the 

challenges of ensuring long-term stability after regime change. 

In addition, the intervention raised broader questions about the role of global powers in 

shaping international policy and the extent to which geopolitical interests can influence 

UNSC decisions. As the world continues to grapple with the balance between sovereignty 

and the responsibility to protect, the Libyan case remains a critical example of the 

challenges faced by the UNSC in navigating global conflicts in an increasingly complex 

geopolitical landscape. 

While the intervention in Libya may have succeeded in its immediate goal of protecting 

civilians, the long-term failure to restore peace and stability continues to resonate in 

discussions about the future of UNSC interventions and the role of the international 

community in addressing global crises. 
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10.1 UN’s Authorization of Military Force in Libya 

In the early months of 2011, as the situation in Libya rapidly escalated, the international 

community faced a critical decision: should military intervention be authorized to protect 

civilians from the brutality of Muammar Gaddafi’s regime? The UN Security Council’s 

response to this question would not only shape the outcome of the conflict in Libya but also 

set a precedent for future UN-backed military actions. 

 

The Growing Crisis in Libya 

By February 2011, Libya was engulfed in widespread protests against the Gaddafi regime. 

Inspired by the broader Arab Spring movements, Libyans took to the streets demanding an 

end to Gaddafi’s 42-year rule. Initially, the protests were peaceful, but as government forces 

cracked down on demonstrators, the situation escalated into full-scale conflict. By February 

17, Benghazi, the second-largest city and a center of opposition to Gaddafi, had become a 

focal point for rebel forces. 

In response to the opposition’s resistance, Gaddafi’s forces launched aggressive military 

actions against protesters, including bombings and airstrikes on civilian areas. The 

international community condemned these acts of violence, with many warning that they 

could spiral into a humanitarian disaster. By the end of February 2011, the UN had imposed 

sanctions on Libya, including travel bans and asset freezes against Gaddafi and his inner 

circle. 

 

The International Community’s Response 

As the violence escalated, the United Nations began to discuss possible interventions. On 

March 17, 2011, after weeks of increasing violence and mounting international pressure, the 

UN Security Council unanimously passed Resolution 1973. This resolution authorized 

military force to protect civilians in Libya, calling for a no-fly zone over the country and the 

use of all necessary measures to prevent further violence against civilians. 

While Resolution 1973 was intended to prevent mass atrocities, it also allowed for the use of 

military force in a broad sense, giving the international community a mandate to act if 

civilian lives were at risk. The resolution's language emphasized the protection of civilians 

as its primary goal, though the use of “all necessary measures” was seen by some as a green 

light for broader intervention, including efforts aimed at removing Gaddafi from power. 

 

The Legal Basis for Military Action 

Resolution 1973 cited the “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) principle, which asserts that 

the international community has a responsibility to intervene when a government is unable or 

unwilling to protect its own people from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, or crimes 
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against humanity. In this case, the escalating violence against civilians was seen as a violation 

of human rights and a justification for intervention under international law. 

The resolution explicitly allowed for the enforcement of a no-fly zone, which aimed to 

prevent Gaddafi’s air forces from carrying out bombings of opposition-held areas, especially 

Benghazi. In addition to the no-fly zone, the resolution authorized member states to take “all 

necessary measures” to protect civilians, which was interpreted by many as authorization for 

military action, including airstrikes against Gaddafi’s military assets. 

 

The Role of the UNSC’s P5 Members 

One of the most remarkable aspects of the Libya intervention was the unanimity with 

which Resolution 1973 was passed. The five permanent members of the UNSC—the 

United States, Russia, China, the United Kingdom, and France—agreed to support the 

resolution without any vetoes, despite differing geopolitical interests. This was significant, as 

the P5 members had often clashed over military interventions, with Russia and China 

frequently vetoing resolutions they perceived as infringing on state sovereignty. 

The lack of a veto from Russia and China indicated a broader concern about the unfolding 

situation in Libya. While both countries traditionally opposed the use of military force in 

internal conflicts, the evidence of mass atrocities and the threat to civilians outweighed their 

concerns over the potential for regime change. However, Russia and China both abstained 

from voting on the resolution, signaling that while they agreed on the need for action, they 

remained cautious about the potential scope of military intervention. 

 

The Aftermath of UNSC Resolution 1973 

Following the adoption of Resolution 1973, a NATO-led coalition launched Operation 

Unified Protector, which included a no-fly zone over Libya, arms embargo enforcement, 

and military strikes against Gaddafi’s forces. NATO’s air campaign successfully disabled 

much of Gaddafi’s military infrastructure and prevented the full-scale assault on Benghazi, 

where rebel forces were facing imminent defeat. 

However, as the conflict progressed, NATO’s military efforts went beyond the initial intent 

of protecting civilians. While Resolution 1973 did not explicitly call for regime change, 

NATO’s support for the opposition forces and continued airstrikes led to Gaddafi’s eventual 

overthrow and death in October 2011. 

 

The Debate over Regime Change and Unintended Consequences 

The intervention in Libya became controversial due to the unintended consequences of 

regime change. While the UNSC resolution authorized the protection of civilians, it did not 

outline a clear strategy for Libya’s post-Gaddafi future. As NATO forces pressed forward, 

Gaddafi’s regime collapsed, and the country was left in a power vacuum. This resulted in 
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ongoing instability, leading to armed conflict between rival factions, the rise of militant 

groups like ISIS, and a collapse of the state that continues to plague Libya to this day. 

Moreover, the intervention raised important questions about the legitimacy and effectiveness 

of the UNSC in sanctioning military interventions. Critics of the intervention argued that 

NATO had overstepped its mandate and that the military action in Libya was essentially a 

disguised effort for regime change rather than a purely humanitarian mission. 

This controversy also affected future UNSC decisions on military intervention, as it 

contributed to the growing reluctance of countries like Russia and China to support UN-

backed military actions in countries where they have strategic interests. The Libya 

intervention remains a pivotal example of how UNSC authorization of military force can be 

shaped by geopolitical calculations and the practical limitations of post-conflict stabilization 

efforts. 

 

In conclusion, the UN’s authorization of military force in Libya was a landmark decision 

that demonstrated the potential of international cooperation in responding to humanitarian 

crises. However, the aftermath of the intervention also raised critical questions about the 

scope and limits of UNSC-backed military action, highlighting the challenges of ensuring 

long-term stability after regime change. The intervention in Libya set a complex precedent 

for future military interventions, showing the difficulties in balancing the protection of 

civilians with the political and strategic interests of the international community. 
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10.2 Russia and China’s Abstention and Subsequent 

Criticism 

The 2011 Libya intervention marked a rare moment of near-unanimity within the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC), as Resolution 1973 was passed to authorize the use of 

military force in the form of a no-fly zone and “all necessary measures” to protect civilians. 

However, despite the resolution’s passage with unanimous support, the permanent 

members of the UNSC, particularly Russia and China, abstained from voting. While they 

refrained from exercising their veto power, they did so with significant reservations, which 

would later lead to harsh criticisms of the intervention and the actions that followed. 

 

The Abstention: A Sign of Caution and Diplomacy 

Both Russia and China, long-standing critics of foreign military intervention in sovereign 

countries, chose to abstain from voting on Resolution 1973, signaling their recognition of the 

humanitarian crisis unfolding in Libya, but also expressing deep concerns about the scope 

and potential consequences of the resolution. Their abstention was not a full endorsement of 

the intervention but rather a diplomatic maneuver that allowed for the intervention while 

preserving their influence over the outcome. 

In the months leading up to the vote, both countries had closely monitored the situation in 

Libya and, despite initially being skeptical about military involvement, had acknowledged the 

brutal crackdown by Muammar Gaddafi's regime on opposition protesters, which was seen 

as a violation of international human rights. However, both Russia and China believed that 

the UN Security Council had overstepped its role by authorizing military intervention that 

went beyond the protection of civilians and could pave the way for regime change, a 

possibility that was neither explicitly authorized nor endorsed by the UNSC resolution. 

By abstaining rather than vetoing, Russia and China avoided being seen as obstructing 

action on what was an urgent and severe humanitarian crisis. Their decision was aimed at 

maintaining some level of influence on the trajectory of the intervention while avoiding the 

diplomatic fallout that would have resulted from vetoing a widely supported resolution. 

 

The Russian Perspective: Concerns Over Sovereignty and Precedent 

From the Russian viewpoint, the UNSC resolution to intervene militarily in Libya raised 

important concerns about state sovereignty and the potential for future interventions under 

the guise of “responsibility to protect” (R2P). Russia was particularly wary that the 

intervention in Libya would set a dangerous precedent for the use of military force in 

situations where sovereign governments were accused of internal repression, especially in 

regions where Russia had strategic interests. 

For Russia, the principle of non-interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states 

was crucial to maintaining international stability and upholding the sanctity of national 

sovereignty. The decision to go beyond Resolution 1973’s mandate to engage in regime 
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change in Libya—through NATO’s continued military action against Gaddafi’s forces—was 

viewed by Russia as an overreach that violated the intended limits of the resolution. 

Furthermore, Russia’s abstention reflected its fear that the UNSC’s intervention in Libya 

would provide Western powers, led by NATO, with a justification to engage in future 

interventions in countries where Russia had influence or interests. Moscow’s long-standing 

distrust of NATO and its actions in countries like Kosovo and Iraq had already created a 

strong sense of skepticism about the West’s use of military force. In Libya, the Russian 

government was concerned that the West’s agenda would be used to topple governments 

that were deemed unfavorable to Western interests. 

After the intervention, Russia became vocal in its criticism, arguing that NATO had 

exceeded its mandate under UNSC Resolution 1973. Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov 

stated that the military campaign was never meant to lead to regime change but that NATO’s 

actions effectively disregarded the spirit of the resolution. Moscow believed that NATO’s 

disregard for the UN’s role in overseeing the conflict set a precedent for unchecked military 

action without a clear end goal, fueling global instability. 

 

China’s Perspective: Protecting Sovereignty and Political Interests 

Similarly, China expressed concerns about the potential long-term implications of UN-

backed military interventions on state sovereignty and its own geopolitical interests. As a 

rising global power with a vested interest in maintaining a stable international system, China 

was especially wary of interventions that could potentially weaken its ability to protect its 

domestic policies from external criticism or interference. 

China has long been a staunch advocate for the principle of sovereignty, especially in 

relation to its own internal issues such as Tibet and Taiwan, where foreign involvement or 

external support for independence movements is viewed as a direct challenge to its 

sovereignty. China’s abstention in Resolution 1973 reflected a pragmatic approach: while 

acknowledging the dire situation in Libya, Beijing did not want to appear as though it was 

impeding international action to prevent human suffering. However, just like Russia, China 

was also concerned that the intervention would be used as a precedent for broader 

interventions under the guise of humanitarian action, undermining the sovereignty of 

states across the world. 

In the aftermath of the intervention, China’s criticism centered around NATO’s expanded 

mandate, which they believed had gone beyond what was authorized by the UNSC. China 

joined Russia in expressing dissatisfaction with the fact that the resolution was interpreted as 

a green light for regime change rather than a focused mission to protect civilians. This view 

was particularly problematic for China, which was watching the intervention closely given its 

own sensitivity to issues of sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

 

Criticism of NATO’s Actions 
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Both Russia and China were not only critical of the UNSC’s authorization but also of 

NATO’s actions in Libya after the resolution was passed. They argued that NATO had gone 

beyond the framework of the UN resolution and pursued a broader objective of regime 

change. NATO’s prolonged military campaign, which included airstrikes targeting 

Gaddafi’s forces and eventually leading to his overthrow, was seen as a breach of the limited 

scope set out by Resolution 1973. 

While the Libyan rebels and the international community welcomed the removal of 

Gaddafi, many critics, including Russia and China, argued that the military intervention 

had destabilized Libya and created a power vacuum that plunged the country into ongoing 

conflict. Libya became a failed state, with rival factions and militant groups competing for 

control, including the rise of ISIS in the region. 

Russia and China’s criticism of NATO’s actions was not merely political but also had a 

strategic dimension. The two countries were deeply concerned that NATO’s actions could 

embolden Western countries to act in similar ways in other parts of the world, particularly in 

regions where Russia and China had strategic alliances or economic interests. They feared 

that Libya could set a precedent for interventions in other countries, potentially affecting 

their own interests. 

 

In conclusion, Russia and China’s abstention from the vote on Resolution 1973 was a 

strategic decision that allowed for the Libyan intervention while simultaneously reserving 

the right to criticize its aftermath. Both countries were concerned that the intervention, 

though initially framed as a humanitarian mission, had been hijacked by NATO to pursue 

broader political goals, such as regime change. Their subsequent criticism reflected broader 

concerns about international sovereignty, the unilateral use of military power, and the 

potential abuse of UNSC-backed interventions in the future. The Libyan experience has 

since been cited by Russia and China as a cautionary tale when discussing the use of military 

force under the auspices of the UN Security Council, especially when the intervention may 

be driven by the political agendas of powerful states. 
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10.3 The Aftermath and the Debate on Humanitarian 

Intervention 

The 2011 Libyan intervention had far-reaching consequences that continue to shape global 

discussions on humanitarian intervention, the responsibility to protect (R2P), and the role 

of the UN Security Council in authorizing military action. While the immediate effect of the 

intervention was the toppling of Muammar Gaddafi’s regime, the longer-term 

consequences revealed the complexities and dangers of using military force under the guise 

of humanitarian objectives. The aftermath of the Libyan intervention has become a critical 

case study for understanding the limits and risks of military interventions authorized by the 

United Nations. 

 

The Fallout in Libya: A Divided Country 

One of the most immediate and devastating consequences of the intervention was the 

collapse of state authority in Libya. After Gaddafi’s death, the country descended into a 

protracted civil war, with various militant groups, local militias, and rival political factions 

fighting for control over key regions. Libya’s infrastructure was severely damaged, and the 

country became a failed state, unable to provide basic services or maintain law and order. 

The NATO-led intervention, which had initially aimed to protect civilians from Gaddafi’s 

violent crackdown, ultimately led to the unintended consequence of creating a power 

vacuum. Without the strong leadership of Gaddafi, Libya descended into chaos, with no clear 

path to reconciliation or post-conflict stabilization. Militant groups, including those 

affiliated with ISIS, took advantage of the power vacuum, further destabilizing the region 

and complicating international efforts to bring peace and order. 

The Libyan aftermath has been seen as a cautionary tale about the complexities of military 

intervention. Despite its stated humanitarian objectives, the intervention failed to deliver 

long-term stability to Libya and left the country in a state of civil conflict that persists to this 

day. 

 

Criticism of the Intervention: Unintended Consequences 

The 2011 intervention in Libya sparked a heated debate about the true motivations behind 

military action under the guise of humanitarian intervention. Russia, China, and a number 

of African Union (AU) states expressed concern that the intervention was not solely about 

protecting civilians but was in fact a pretext for regime change and Western influence in 

North Africa. Critics of the intervention argue that NATO’s actions were driven by broader 

geopolitical interests, such as securing access to Libya’s oil reserves and undermining a 

non-Western government. 

Furthermore, the R2P principle, which was intended to guide interventions in cases of 

extreme human rights abuses, came under scrutiny after the Libyan case. While the world 

witnessed horrific atrocities committed by Gaddafi’s forces against civilians, the resulting 
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intervention created a humanitarian crisis of its own. Libya became a haven for arms 

trafficking, human trafficking, and the spread of extremist groups, further destabilizing 

the Sahel and North Africa regions. 

The Libyan experience made it clear that military intervention could have unintended 

consequences, and humanitarian goals could become overshadowed by military 

objectives, leading to outcomes that were far from what was originally intended. 

 

The Debate on Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

The Libyan intervention revived the global debate on the responsibility to protect (R2P)—

a principle that holds the international community responsible for preventing genocide, war 

crimes, and crimes against humanity when a state is either unwilling or unable to protect its 

own citizens. The UN Security Council, with the endorsement of Resolution 1973, set a 

precedent for the use of force to protect civilians, but Libya’s aftermath raised significant 

questions about the limits and ethical implications of such interventions. 

Supporters of R2P argue that the intervention was a necessary and justified action in response 

to Gaddafi’s brutal repression of opposition forces. They assert that the intervention 

prevented even greater atrocities and was a demonstration of the international community’s 

commitment to human rights and the protection of civilians. 

However, critics of R2P, including Russia, China, and various African leaders, argue that 

the principle of humanitarian intervention can easily be manipulated for geopolitical gain. 

They believe that military interventions under the guise of R2P can result in regime change 

and undermine state sovereignty, often with devastating consequences for the country in 

question. The Libyan experience showed how R2P could be misused, especially when the 

intervention leads to chaos and instability rather than peace and security. 

The debate on R2P remains deeply divided, with supporters calling for clearer guidelines 

and better safeguards to prevent abuses of the principle, while opponents warn of the risks of 

international powers using R2P as a tool for political interference in the internal affairs of 

sovereign states. 

 

Calls for Reform: Strengthening the UN and Preventing Future Failures 

The Libyan intervention and its aftermath have triggered renewed calls for reform within 

the UN Security Council and the global system of humanitarian intervention. Russia and 

China, in particular, have called for more rigorous oversight of military interventions 

authorized by the UNSC and have advocated for a more restrained approach to 

humanitarian interventions. 

One of the central arguments for reform is the need to ensure that military action is genuinely 

aimed at addressing humanitarian needs rather than pursuing the strategic interests of 

powerful states. The use of the veto power in the UN Security Council continues to be a 

contentious issue, with permanent members using their vetoes to block or shape interventions 
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that they see as counter to their national interests. This often leads to deadlock on important 

issues, leaving the UNSC unable to respond effectively to global crises. 

In the wake of Libya, there have been growing calls for reforming the UNSC to make it more 

representative, transparent, and accountable. Proposals include changes to the composition 

of the Security Council, such as expanding the number of permanent members, as well as 

rethinking the veto power that allows a single member to block action on critical issues. 

 

The Broader Implications: A New Era of Humanitarian Intervention? 

The Libyan intervention raised fundamental questions about the future of humanitarian 

interventions in the 21st century. While the international community has made strides in 

promoting human rights and the protection of civilians, the reality is that military 

interventions, even with UN authorization, can have devastating consequences. Libya 

demonstrated that the path from humanitarian intervention to regime change is fraught 

with complications, and even well-intentioned interventions can create more problems than 

they solve. 

Looking forward, the debate over humanitarian intervention will continue to be shaped by 

the lessons learned from Libya. The key challenge for the international community will be 

to find ways to ensure that military action is taken only when absolutely necessary and with 

careful consideration of the long-term impacts. Multilateral diplomacy, conflict resolution, 

and peace-building efforts will need to be at the forefront of global strategies to prevent 

atrocities and ensure that the sovereignty of states is respected while protecting the most 

vulnerable populations. 

 

In conclusion, the 2011 Libya intervention was a pivotal moment in the debate over 

humanitarian intervention and the role of the UN Security Council in responding to global 

crises. The aftermath of the intervention underscores the complexities and risks of military 

action in the name of humanitarianism and highlights the need for careful consideration and 

reform in how such interventions are authorized and carried out. The lessons of Libya will 

continue to shape the future of global governance, humanitarian law, and international 

relations for years to come. 
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10.4 The Libya Case and Future UNSC Challenges 

The Libya case of 2011 serves as a pivotal moment in the evolution of the UN Security 

Council’s (UNSC) approach to military intervention under the guise of humanitarian action. 

While the immediate military objective—protecting civilians from Muammar Gaddafi’s 

violent crackdown—was met with initial success, the longer-term consequences of the 

intervention have raised profound concerns about the role of the UNSC in authorizing 

military action. This case highlights the challenges facing the UNSC, especially in its ability 

to maintain legitimacy, avoid unintended consequences, and adapt to the changing dynamics 

of global power politics. 

 

The Fragility of UN Authorizations 

One of the most significant lessons learned from the Libya intervention is the fragility of 

UN Security Council authorizations. Resolution 1973, which authorized the use of force, 

was initially seen as a robust and legitimate response to the situation in Libya, invoking the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) framework. However, the failure of post-conflict 

stabilization revealed the limitations of UNSC actions once military intervention 

transitioned from peacekeeping to nation-building, a domain beyond the capacity of the 

UNSC to manage effectively. 

This raises a critical challenge for the UN Security Council in future crises: the gap between 

military interventions and the long-term commitment needed to rebuild and stabilize war-

torn countries. The Libya case demonstrated that while the UNSC can authorize military 

force, it lacks the structures and mechanisms to ensure that peace is maintained after the 

conflict is over. 

Furthermore, the Libyan intervention illustrated the difficulty in transitioning from 

humanitarian intervention to post-war governance, which often requires sustained 

international cooperation, resources, and expertise that are outside the UNSC's current 

framework. This gap between short-term military action and long-term political and 

economic rebuilding remains one of the key challenges for the UNSC in future 

interventions. 

 

The Role of the Veto in Shaping Outcomes 

The Libya case also highlighted the continuing relevance of the veto power in shaping the 

outcomes of UNSC resolutions. While Russia and China initially abstained from voting on 

Resolution 1973, their subsequent opposition to NATO’s actions in Libya pointed to a 

fundamental concern: the potential misuse of the UNSC mandate. Both countries argued 

that the resolution, initially focused on protecting civilians, had been used to justify regime 

change and a NATO-led campaign that went far beyond the original mandate. 

The veto power, as exercised by the five permanent members of the UNSC, remains a 

double-edged sword. While it serves as a safeguard against hasty or politically motivated 
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military action, it can also contribute to deadlock, preventing the UNSC from taking decisive 

action in situations that require a swift and united response. The Libya intervention 

highlighted the potential for the veto power to prevent effective multilateral action and to 

undermine the credibility of the UNSC when it is divided along geopolitical lines. This 

continues to raise questions about whether the current veto system serves the interests of 

global peace or reinforces the geopolitical interests of a few powerful states. 

 

Reform and the Future of Military Intervention 

The Libya intervention has sparked calls for reform within the UNSC, particularly 

regarding the authorization of military force and the use of the veto power. One of the 

major critiques is that military interventions have become increasingly politicized and are 

often shaped by the strategic interests of the permanent members rather than the broader 

humanitarian concerns the UNSC was designed to address. 

The failure to secure long-term stability in Libya has fueled ongoing debates about whether 

the UNSC should be reformed to better address modern security challenges. Proposals for 

reform include: 

1. Expansion of Permanent Membership: Some countries advocate for the expansion 

of the UNSC’s permanent membership to include emerging powers like India, 

Brazil, or Germany. This would make the UNSC more representative of the current 

geopolitical landscape and could, in theory, reduce the concentration of power in the 

hands of a few states. 

2. Limiting the Veto: Another key proposal is the reform of the veto power. Some 

argue that the veto system should be restructured so that it cannot be used to block 

action in cases of mass atrocities, such as genocide or ethnic cleansing. Others 

advocate for a mandatory review of vetoed resolutions to ensure transparency and 

accountability in its use. 

3. Clearer Guidelines for Humanitarian Interventions: The Libya case highlighted 

the importance of having clear guidelines for what constitutes a humanitarian 

intervention and when military force is warranted. Some experts suggest creating a 

more rigorous legal framework for interventions under the R2P doctrine to prevent 

future cases of overreach and unintended consequences. 

4. Improved Post-Conflict Resolution: Given the failure of post-intervention 

governance in Libya, future reforms could focus on strengthening post-conflict 

reconstruction efforts. This could involve better coordination between the UN, 

regional organizations, and international financial institutions to ensure that 

countries emerging from conflict are provided with the necessary support to rebuild 

institutions and promote political stability. 

 

Global Political Dynamics and Power Shifts 

The Libya case also underscored the shifting power dynamics within the UN Security 

Council and the wider international system. The rise of China and Russia as global powers, 

alongside the increasing influence of regional players, has created a more complex and less 
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predictable geopolitical environment. The Libya intervention was a reminder that great 

power rivalries continue to influence UNSC decisions, especially when interests diverge 

between Western and non-Western states. 

The Libyan intervention is particularly significant because it was conducted under the 

auspices of a NATO-led coalition, with the United States playing a leading role. This raised 

concerns in parts of the Global South about the unilateral tendencies of Western powers 

and the potential abuse of UNSC resolutions for geopolitical objectives. As such, future 

interventions authorized by the UNSC may face increasing scrutiny and opposition from 

non-Western powers that fear the misuse of UNSC authority for regime change or 

interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states. 

 

Lessons for Future UNSC Interventions 

As the world confronts an increasingly complex and volatile geopolitical landscape, the 

Libya case offers several lessons for future UNSC interventions: 

1. Comprehensive Planning: The Libya intervention demonstrated the importance of 

planning for both the military intervention and the post-conflict phase. Future 

interventions should incorporate clear and comprehensive strategies for post-

conflict recovery, including political reconciliation, economic rebuilding, and 

institutional strengthening. 

2. Preventing Abuse of Mandates: The UNSC must take steps to prevent the abuse of 

humanitarian interventions as a means to pursue regime change or political 

interests. Clear guidelines for the use of force and stronger accountability 

mechanisms could help mitigate the risk of mission creep. 

3. Greater Global Consensus: The UNSC must work toward greater consensus-

building among its members to ensure that decisions are made based on the collective 

good rather than national self-interest. This requires more transparent decision-

making processes and better mechanisms for resolving differences among the 

permanent members. 

 

In conclusion, the 2011 Libya intervention remains a landmark event in the history of the 

UN Security Council and its role in humanitarian intervention. While it succeeded in its 

immediate goals, its aftermath has left a legacy of unintended consequences, fueling debates 

about reform, accountability, and the use of military force in the name of protecting 

civilians. The Libya case will continue to shape the future of UNSC interventions and calls 

for reform, highlighting the need for the Council to adapt to the changing realities of global 

politics and to balance humanitarian objectives with the risks of unintended consequences. 
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Chapter 11: The Challenges of the Veto System in 

Addressing Global Crises 

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

(UNSC) is one of the most unique and debated features of international governance. While 

the veto ensures that the major powers of the world maintain a central role in the decision-

making process, it has also become a source of significant paralysis and inefficiency in the 

face of global crises. This chapter explores the various challenges posed by the veto system in 

addressing contemporary crises such as armed conflicts, humanitarian disasters, and 

climate change, and considers whether the current system is capable of effectively 

addressing the complex challenges of the 21st century. 

 

11.1 The Paradox of Power and Inaction 

At the heart of the UNSC veto system is a paradox. While the veto was designed to prevent 

unilateral military action and ensure that global peace and security decisions reflect the will 

of the major powers, it also risks undermining the effectiveness of the UN Security Council. 

The veto system has become a bottleneck, stalling action on crises where global consensus is 

necessary for decisive action, but where great power rivalry and political interests prevent 

agreement. 

The five permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the 

United Kingdom—each hold the ability to veto any substantive resolution. This means that 

a single member, acting in its own national interest, can prevent the Council from intervening 

in international conflicts or providing critical humanitarian support. 

In the face of global crises, such as mass atrocities or emerging threats to international peace, 

the veto power has often led to inaction, leaving the UNSC unable to act decisively. This 

challenge has been evident in many high-profile conflicts, such as in Syria, Ukraine, and the 

Middle East, where the veto system has repeatedly blocked international intervention and 

resolution efforts. 

 

11.2 The Impact on Humanitarian Interventions 

One of the most profound challenges of the veto system is its impact on humanitarian 

interventions. When mass atrocities, including genocide, ethnic cleansing, and war crimes, 

are occurring, there is often a pressing need for immediate international action to protect 

civilians and provide humanitarian aid. However, the veto power often prevents timely and 

effective responses, leaving vulnerable populations at the mercy of regimes or armed groups. 

The Syrian Civil War (2011-present) is perhaps the most glaring example of how the veto 

has obstructed efforts to end humanitarian suffering. The Russian and Chinese vetoes have 

repeatedly blocked UNSC resolutions aimed at applying pressure on the Syrian government 

or facilitating aid to the country’s civilians. Despite widespread evidence of chemical weapon 
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use, barrel bomb attacks, and human rights violations, Russia's support for the Assad regime 

has prevented effective action by the UNSC. 

The challenge is not just about halting violence or ensuring humanitarian access but also 

addressing the complex political dynamics within the Council. When great power interests 

become entangled with issues of national sovereignty and strategic alliances, the UNSC is 

often paralyzed by vetoes, unable to intervene in situations where immediate action could 

save lives. 

 

11.3 The Political Manipulation of the Veto 

Another issue with the veto system is the potential for political manipulation. The veto 

power allows the P5 to exercise their interests over the principles of international justice, 

human rights, and global peace. A permanent member may use its veto not necessarily 

because it believes an action would endanger peace or security, but rather to advance its 

strategic or economic interests. 

For example, the U.S. veto has often been used in defense of Israel in the context of the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict, despite international condemnation of actions that many view as 

violations of international law. Similarly, Russia's veto has been used to block resolutions 

aimed at sanctioning or condemning the actions of regimes with which it has strategic 

alliances, such as in Syria or Venezuela. 

The result of this manipulation is a compromised UNSC, where political calculations often 

take precedence over the global common good. In some cases, this leads to the continuation 

of global conflicts and humanitarian crises that could otherwise be addressed through 

coordinated international action. The veto system thereby risks turning the UNSC into a 

forum where international diplomacy and realpolitik trump humanitarian concerns. 

 

11.4 The Crisis of Credibility: A Threat to Global Governance 

The veto system's limitations in addressing global crises contribute to a credibility crisis for 

the United Nations as a whole. When the UNSC fails to act in the face of pressing 

international problems—whether they be conflicts, humanitarian disasters, or threats to 

global stability—the credibility of the organization itself is undermined. 

For instance, the ongoing conflict in Yemen has drawn attention to the ineffectiveness of the 

UNSC in managing regional conflicts. Despite widespread human rights violations and the 

involvement of international actors, the Saudi-led coalition’s actions have been shielded by 

U.S. vetoes in the UNSC, effectively preventing meaningful resolution efforts. The 

international community has expressed frustration at the UNSC’s failure to impose 

sanctions, facilitate peace talks, or even hold violators accountable. 

The credibility crisis exacerbates the divide between the UNSC and the broader 

international community. Countries and non-governmental organizations often look for 

alternative solutions outside the UN framework, including regional diplomatic efforts, 
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coalitions of the willing, or ad-hoc peacekeeping missions. These alternatives, while often 

well-intentioned, can lack the legitimacy and scope that come with UN-backed action. The 

credibility crisis undermines the very legitimacy of the UNSC as the primary global body for 

conflict resolution, peacekeeping, and humanitarian aid. 

 

11.5 Calls for UNSC Reform 

As the world faces increasingly complex and interconnected challenges—such as climate 

change, pandemics, regional conflicts, and terrorism—there are growing calls for 

reforming the UNSC’s veto system. Critics argue that the current system is outdated and 

ineffective, particularly in light of the geopolitical changes since the founding of the United 

Nations. The veto power disproportionately reflects the interests of a small number of states, 

while emerging powers and regional actors have little to no say in major security decisions. 

Proposals for reform include: 

1. Limiting the Scope of the Veto: Some suggest that the veto should be limited to 

certain areas or that the use of the veto in cases involving mass atrocities or 

humanitarian interventions should be suspended. This would prevent great power 

rivalries from stalling action on critical issues. 

2. Expanding the Permanent Members: There are calls for the addition of new 

permanent members to reflect the political and economic realities of the 21st 

century. Countries like India, Brazil, and Germany have long pushed for inclusion 

as permanent members, arguing that they represent large populations and growing 

economies but are underrepresented in the decision-making process. 

3. Reforming the Voting System: Some propose a weighted voting system or changes 

to the consensus-based voting system in the UNSC to ensure that the interests of 

major powers do not completely dominate global governance. This would allow for 

greater input from a broader range of states while still maintaining the influence of the 

permanent members. 

4. Strengthening Humanitarian Mandates: Reforms could also include creating more 

clear-cut frameworks for humanitarian action and intervention, ensuring that these 

responses are swift and coordinated in the face of humanitarian disasters. 

 

11.6 Conclusion: The Veto's Enduring Legacy 

The veto system remains a cornerstone of the UNSC’s decision-making process, but it also 

represents one of the most significant challenges to its effectiveness in addressing 

contemporary global crises. The paralysis induced by the veto power, particularly in 

situations requiring swift action to prevent humanitarian disasters, undermines the credibility 

and legitimacy of the UN as a whole. 

While the veto power serves the interests of great powers, it often comes at the expense of 

global cooperation and the ability to resolve crises that demand collective action. Moving 

forward, the UNSC will need to grapple with the limitations of the veto system and consider 

reforms that better align its decision-making processes with the complexity of modern 
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global challenges. Without such changes, the veto may continue to be a barrier to effective 

international governance, leaving the world without the tools needed to tackle the crises of 

the 21st century. 
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11.1 Humanitarian Crises and the Paralyzing Veto 

Humanitarian crises, which often involve widespread suffering and massive human rights 

violations, are some of the most urgent challenges faced by the international community. 

However, the veto system in the UN Security Council (UNSC) has often prevented effective 

global responses to these crises, especially when political interests of the permanent 

members (P5) are at stake. This section explores how the veto power has become a 

significant barrier to addressing humanitarian emergencies, leaving millions of people 

vulnerable to atrocities, displacement, and death. 

 

The Human Cost of Inaction 

Humanitarian crises are typically characterized by emergency situations where civilians are 

caught in the midst of armed conflict, natural disasters, or state-sponsored repression. 

These situations often require immediate and coordinated international responses to protect 

civilians, provide humanitarian aid, and restore peace. Unfortunately, the veto power held 

by the P5 members of the UNSC has frequently blocked such actions, resulting in 

devastating consequences for affected populations. 

The most significant impact of the veto power is the paralysis it causes when there is 

disagreement among the permanent members over the appropriate response. While some 

permanent members may push for action, others may use their vetoes to prevent the UNSC 

from intervening, either because of political, economic, or strategic interests. This delay in 

response allows crises to escalate and prolongs the suffering of vulnerable populations. 

 

The Case of the Syrian Civil War 

One of the most glaring examples of the veto system's impact on humanitarian crises is the 

Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011. Over the course of the conflict, the United Nations 

was largely unable to take effective action to protect civilians or provide adequate 

humanitarian aid. This was primarily due to Russian and Chinese vetoes blocking multiple 

resolutions aimed at pressuring the Assad regime to cease its attacks on civilians or allow 

humanitarian access to besieged areas. 

For example, Russia—a close ally of the Syrian government—used its veto power to block 

efforts that would have held the Syrian government accountable for its use of chemical 

weapons and other atrocities against its own people. This intransigence allowed the conflict 

to persist for years without meaningful international intervention, causing the deaths of over 

half a million people and the displacement of millions more. 

At the same time, China's support for Russia's vetoes was seen as an endorsement of the 

Syrian government's actions. These vetoes not only prevented the UNSC from addressing the 

humanitarian disaster but also weakened the credibility of the UN as a whole in its ability to 

prevent or respond to mass atrocities. 
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The Blocked Humanitarian Aid 

Another dimension of the problem is the blocking of resolutions that aim to ensure 

humanitarian aid reaches those in need. In conflicts like the Syrian Civil War, where entire 

cities have been under siege for months or even years, the need for humanitarian convoys 

to deliver food, medicine, and shelter is critical. However, the veto system has repeatedly 

obstructed UN efforts to organize such aid, leaving millions of people without access to 

essential services. 

The Russian veto has, in particular, been a barrier to resolutions that would have allowed for 

cross-border aid deliveries into Syria, bypassing government-controlled areas to reach those 

trapped in opposition-held regions. Similarly, in Yemen, the U.S. veto has blocked 

resolutions calling for a ceasefire and the cessation of Saudi-led airstrikes, which have 

inflicted extensive damage on civilian infrastructure and worsened the humanitarian situation. 

The delayed or obstructed delivery of aid results in needless suffering, hunger, and disease, 

contributing to humanitarian emergencies that continue to spiral out of control. These 

delays are especially dangerous in situations where time-sensitive medical supplies or 

emergency evacuation are critical. 

 

The Veto's Role in Perpetuating Humanitarian Disasters 

The use of the veto does not just block immediate responses; it often contributes to the 

prolongation of humanitarian crises. In instances like the Syrian Civil War, where vetoes 

have shielded certain regimes from international pressure, it becomes more difficult for the 

UN to press for diplomatic solutions or negotiate peace. As a result, prolonged conflicts lead 

to long-term displacement, proliferation of extremist groups, and the destabilization of 

entire regions. 

The failure of the UNSC to intervene in such crises creates a vacuum in which non-state 

actors, including terrorist groups and militias, can thrive. This further exacerbates the 

humanitarian impact, making it even harder for future interventions to bring about peace. 

 

The Moral Dilemma: Vetoes vs. Human Lives 

The veto power represents a moral dilemma: Should the political interests of a few 

override the humanitarian needs of millions? This issue is particularly contentious when 

one considers that UN peacekeeping missions and humanitarian actions are often framed 

as efforts to uphold human dignity, international justice, and human rights—principles 

that the UN Charter enshrines. 

The moral and ethical question becomes particularly stark in situations like genocides or 

large-scale atrocities, where failing to act means allowing further loss of life. For example, 

Rwanda's genocide in 1994 was one of the most significant failures of the UN to intervene 
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in a timely manner. While the Security Council did not have a veto involved in this case, the 

lack of decisive action and the inability to provide effective peacekeeping left the 

international community with a long-standing legacy of shame. Had the UNSC acted sooner, 

it is possible that thousands of lives could have been saved. 

 

The Need for a Reform in the Veto System 

The blockages caused by the veto system have prompted growing calls for reform, 

particularly in the context of humanitarian action. Critics argue that the current veto system 

not only undermines the UNSC’s ability to prevent and mitigate humanitarian disasters but 

also erodes the credibility of the UN as a whole. 

A proposed solution is to limit the use of the veto in cases involving mass atrocities, such 

as genocide, war crimes, or ethnic cleansing. Some reformists argue that humanitarian 

intervention should not be subject to veto if it is aimed solely at protecting civilians and not 

at pursuing the strategic interests of P5 members. This would ensure that the UN can 

respond swiftly and effectively in the face of large-scale human suffering. 

Another potential reform could involve the creation of a humanitarian override 

mechanism, allowing the General Assembly to step in if the Security Council is paralyzed 

by a veto. This would shift the power from the veto-wielding states to a broader global 

consensus in cases of extreme humanitarian need. 

 

Conclusion 

The veto power in the UNSC remains a double-edged sword: it ensures that the major 

powers have a central role in global governance but often comes at the expense of timely 

action in humanitarian crises. The Syria and Yemen conflicts are just two of many examples 

where the use of the veto has had devastating consequences for civilian populations, stalling 

humanitarian aid, prolonging violence, and deepening global suffering. 

If the UNSC is to remain relevant and effective in the face of modern humanitarian crises, 

reforms are essential. The world must find a way to balance the political interests of the P5 

with the needs of vulnerable populations, ensuring that the UN can act swiftly, fairly, and 

decisively to address the growing challenges of the 21st century. 
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11.2 The Influence of National Interests on the UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), as the primary international body 

responsible for maintaining international peace and security, was created to address global 

conflicts and crises impartially. However, the political dynamics of the P5 members—the 

United States, Russia, China, France, and United Kingdom—play a significant role in 

shaping the outcomes of UNSC decisions. These five permanent members hold veto power, 

which often results in the blocking of resolutions or interventions when their national 

interests are threatened or do not align with the broader international community’s goals. 

This section explores how the national interests of the P5 members influence UNSC 

decision-making, often resulting in inefficiency, partiality, and paralysis when it comes to 

addressing global crises. The political calculus of the permanent members is crucial in 

understanding why certain humanitarian interventions, peacekeeping missions, and conflict 

resolutions are either delayed or blocked altogether. 

 

The Strategic Influence of Major Powers 

The P5 members' influence on the UNSC is often linked to their strategic interests, which 

can be economic, military, or political in nature. Since these members are also the world’s 

largest military powers and possess nuclear weapons, their interests often take precedence 

over broader international objectives when they conflict with national priorities. 

 The United States has historically used its veto power to protect its allies, such as 

Israel in the Israel-Palestine conflict, and to ensure its global leadership role is not 

compromised by international efforts that challenge its policies. For instance, the U.S. 

vetoed resolutions that called for international sanctions against Israel, particularly 

concerning settlement expansion in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. 

 Russia has used its veto power to defend the interests of its allies (notably Syria) 

and to assert its own influence over former Soviet territories. Russia’s vetoes in the 

Syrian Civil War and its strong stance on maintaining the Assad regime’s power 

reflect its broader geopolitical ambitions in the Middle East and its desire to maintain 

military bases and strategic alliances in the region. 

 China has similarly used its veto power in line with its strategic interests, 

particularly concerning regional stability in East Asia. For example, China has used 

its veto to prevent the UNSC from taking action against North Korea in response to 

its nuclear tests, largely because of its economic and diplomatic ties with the North 

Korean regime. Additionally, China’s veto on issues related to human rights abuses, 

such as in Myanmar, has been motivated by concerns about regional stability and 

the avoidance of foreign interference in what it considers to be internal matters. 

 France and the United Kingdom also utilize their vetoes to align with national and 

historical interests. For example, France’s veto on issues related to its former 

colonial territories (such as Africa) or its role in European security often reflects its 

desire to maintain influence in post-colonial regions. Similarly, the UK has exercised 

its veto in situations where its economic interests or diplomatic relations with the 

U.S. might be threatened. 
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Case Study: The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 

One of the most well-documented examples of national interests affecting the UNSC's ability 

to act is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For decades, the United States has consistently 

used its veto power to block resolutions critical of Israel, particularly those related to Israeli 

settlement activity in Palestinian territories. The U.S. government has long seen Israel as a 

crucial ally in the Middle East and as a strategic partner in its broader geopolitical 

objectives in the region, including efforts to combat terrorism and counterbalance Iran’s 

influence. 

This vetoing behavior has meant that the UNSC has been unable to hold Israel accountable 

for its actions, despite widespread international condemnation of its settlement policies. The 

U.S. has maintained this stance regardless of the impact on Palestinian civilians, creating an 

enduring impasse at the UNSC on this issue. The exercise of the veto based on national 

alliances and geopolitical interests demonstrates how national interests can dominate and 

obstruct the global will to address pressing humanitarian issues. 

 

The Economic and Military Dimensions of National Interests 

In addition to strategic alliances, economic interests and military considerations play 

significant roles in shaping the behavior of P5 members. For example: 

 China's veto of certain UNSC resolutions related to its economic relations with 

African countries has raised concerns about its growing influence on the continent. 

China has extensive trade partnerships and investment interests in several African 

countries, and it has been accused of blocking UN actions that could harm its 

interests, such as efforts to address human rights violations in countries where it has 

significant economic interests. 

 Similarly, Russia's vetoes in the Middle East can be partly explained by its desire to 

maintain access to key oil and gas reserves. Its alliances with regimes like that of 

Syria ensure that it maintains a foothold in Eastern Mediterranean energy markets. 

The Russian veto on resolutions calling for action in Syria often reflects a desire to 

safeguard these economic and strategic benefits. 

 The United States' vetoes are also often linked to its military interests, particularly 

its desire to maintain global military dominance. This has influenced U.S. decision-

making in various peacekeeping missions and military interventions, where U.S. 

interests in maintaining stability in key regions (such as Europe, East Asia, and the 

Middle East) have taken precedence over broader humanitarian concerns. 

 

The Paradox of the UNSC’s Mandate 

The UNSC’s original mandate was to ensure global peace and security, but the veto 

power—when exercised in pursuit of national interests—often turns the council into a forum 

for power politics rather than a neutral body for global governance. This creates a paradox: 
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the UNSC is meant to represent all nations, but the veto system grants disproportionate 

influence to a handful of countries that prioritize their own interests over the collective good. 

For example, when the United States, Russia, or China exercise their veto powers to block a 

resolution aimed at addressing a human rights crisis or a regional conflict, they undermine 

the UN’s legitimacy and its ability to effectively fulfill its mandate. The perception that the 

UNSC is unable or unwilling to take action due to national interests has led to 

disillusionment with the UN system and, in some cases, the rise of regional organizations 

or coalitions to address crises outside the UNSC framework. 

 

The Need for a Balanced Approach 

The growing influence of national interests on the UNSC's decisions raises the question of 

whether the veto system is outdated or in need of reform. Given the global challenges of 

the 21st century, including climate change, pandemics, global terrorism, and mass 

migration, there is an increasing call for greater fairness and transparency in UNSC 

decision-making. 

Reform proposals include: 

 Reforming the veto power to limit its use in situations where mass atrocities are 

being committed or human rights are being violated. 

 Establishing clear guidelines for when a veto can be exercised, particularly in cases 

where humanitarian needs should take precedence over political agendas. 

 Strengthening the role of the General Assembly in situations where the UNSC is 

deadlocked, potentially allowing for greater democratic oversight. 

Ultimately, addressing the influence of national interests on UNSC decision-making 

requires a balance between state sovereignty and the global common good, ensuring that the 

UNSC can act effectively to address the most pressing challenges of our time. 

 

Conclusion 

The influence of national interests on the UNSC is a significant factor that often leads to 

deadlock, inaction, and the prioritization of power politics over global cooperation. While 

it is understandable that the P5 members will protect their strategic, economic, and military 

interests, this should not come at the cost of human lives or global stability. The UNSC 

needs to evolve and adapt to a changing world, ensuring that the priorities of the 

international community—such as peace, human rights, and humanitarian aid—are not 

overshadowed by the political needs of the few. Reforming the veto system, establishing 

clearer guidelines, and empowering global governance mechanisms are essential steps in 

ensuring that the UNSC remains capable of fulfilling its mission to promote global peace 

and security. 
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11.3 Global Governance and the Question of Legitimacy 

The legitimacy of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been a point of 

contention since its inception. As the primary international body entrusted with maintaining 

peace and security, the UNSC's ability to act impartially and effectively in global crises is 

paramount to its legitimacy. However, the veto power exercised by the five permanent 

members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—has 

often led to a perceived imbalance in the UNSC's decision-making process. This imbalance 

raises important questions about the legitimacy of the UNSC in the context of global 

governance, particularly in a world where the geopolitical landscape is increasingly 

multipolar and interconnected. 

This section will explore the relationship between global governance and the legitimacy of 

the UNSC, focusing on how the exercise of veto power, the dominance of the P5, and the 

failure of the UNSC to address contemporary global issues have led to challenges in 

maintaining legitimacy and credibility on the world stage. The section will also discuss the 

implications for global governance, and potential solutions to strengthen the credibility and 

effectiveness of the UNSC in a rapidly evolving world. 

 

The Foundations of UNSC Legitimacy 

The legitimacy of any international body hinges on its ability to act in the best interest of 

the global community, making decisions that are viewed as fair, just, and representative. 

The UNSC, established in the aftermath of World War II, was designed to be the primary 

mechanism for preventing global conflicts, with the P5 members holding veto power to 

ensure that decisions would reflect the interests of the most powerful nations. 

However, this very structure has led to criticisms that the UNSC’s legitimacy is 

compromised by the disproportionate influence of the P5. While the UNSC’s original 

intent was to represent the international community’s collective will, the reality is that its 

ability to address global crises is often stymied by the competing national interests of its 

permanent members. This situation calls into question whether the UNSC can genuinely 

claim to represent the broader global community, or whether it merely reflects the power 

dynamics of the post-World War II order. 

 

The Problem of Veto Power and Global Representation 

At the heart of the legitimacy issue is the veto power. While the veto system was created to 

maintain peace and security by ensuring that the interests of the most powerful states 

would be respected, it has also led to deadlock and paralysis in the UNSC. The veto allows 

any of the P5 members to block resolutions, regardless of the broader international 

consensus, thus preventing the UNSC from taking decisive action on critical issues, such as 

humanitarian interventions, conflict resolution, and international law enforcement. 
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For instance, the use of the veto in cases such as the Syria crisis, where the Russian and 

Chinese vetoes repeatedly blocked action against the Assad regime, has led to accusations 

that the UNSC is more concerned with protecting the interests of its permanent members 

than with fulfilling its mission to maintain international peace and security. Similarly, the 

U.S. veto of resolutions addressing Israeli policies in the occupied Palestinian territories 

raises questions about whether the UNSC is truly representing the will of the international 

community, or whether it is simply serving the interests of a few powerful states. 

This issue is compounded by the fact that the permanent members of the UNSC represent 

only a small fraction of the world’s population and geopolitical realities. Many developing 

countries feel that the UNSC does not adequately represent their interests or concerns, and 

that the P5 members act as if they are above the rule of law, using their veto power to 

maintain their dominance over international affairs. The failure of the UNSC to represent the 

broader global community has eroded its legitimacy and its ability to lead in addressing 

contemporary challenges. 

 

The Influence of National Interests on Global Governance 

The influence of national interests on the UNSC’s decision-making is a fundamental issue 

that challenges its legitimacy as a global governance body. The P5 members exercise their 

veto power to defend their geopolitical, economic, and strategic interests, often at the 

expense of humanitarian concerns or the broader global interest. 

 Russia and China have frequently used their veto power to block resolutions that 

would challenge the sovereignty of their allies or their interests in regional stability. 

For instance, Russia has vetoed resolutions aimed at sanctioning the Syrian regime 

due to its close strategic relationship with President Bashar al-Assad. Similarly, 

China has vetoed measures that would have criticized its domestic policies in regions 

like Xinjiang or its actions in Hong Kong, often citing concerns over sovereignty 

and non-interference in internal matters. 

 The United States often uses its veto power to protect its alliance with Israel, even 

when it means blocking international action on human rights abuses and violations 

of international law in the Middle East. The U.S. has also vetoed resolutions related 

to climate change and trade regulations that conflict with its domestic interests, 

particularly when these issues challenge its economic supremacy or global 

leadership position. 

This tendency to prioritize national interests over global governance undermines the 

credibility and effectiveness of the UNSC, raising the question of whether the current 

structure of the UNSC is capable of addressing the complex, interconnected issues of the 21st 

century, such as climate change, global inequality, pandemics, and cybersecurity. 

 

The Decline of the UNSC’s Global Authority 

The failure of the UNSC to take effective action in a growing number of international crises 

has resulted in a decline in its authority and credibility as the primary institution for global 
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governance. The rise of regional organizations and ad-hoc coalitions—such as the 

European Union (EU), the African Union (AU), and the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN)—has provided an alternative means of addressing regional conflicts and 

humanitarian crises, often outside the purview of the UNSC. 

In some cases, coalitions of the willing have bypassed the UNSC entirely, leading to 

unilateral interventions or military actions without UN authorization. The 2011 NATO 

intervention in Libya, which took place under the guise of a UN mandate but quickly 

devolved into regime change, is an example of how the UNSC’s inability to act in a coherent 

and unified manner has led to alternative governance frameworks that challenge the UN’s 

role as the world's primary authority on peace and security. 

 

The Legitimacy Crisis and the Call for Reform 

The legitimacy crisis of the UNSC has prompted widespread calls for reform. Many nations, 

particularly from the Global South, argue that the UNSC needs to reflect the geopolitical 

realities of the 21st century, with greater representation for emerging powers such as India, 

Brazil, and South Africa, and a fairer decision-making process that limits the use of the 

veto. The G4 nations—Germany, India, Japan, and Brazil—have been at the forefront of 

efforts to expand the P5 membership, advocating for greater inclusivity and democratic 

representation. 

Additionally, there are growing calls to limit the veto power, especially in cases where 

humanitarian interventions or international law are at stake. Some propose reforms such 

as: 

 Veto restriction: Limiting veto power in cases of genocide, war crimes, or 

humanitarian crises to prevent the paralysis of the UNSC. 

 Expansion of permanent membership: Increasing the number of permanent 

members of the UNSC to better reflect the global power balance and give emerging 

economies a seat at the table. 

 Greater role for the General Assembly: Strengthening the General Assembly’s 

role in areas where the UNSC is unable to act, allowing for broader participation 

and democratic oversight. 

 

Conclusion: Rebuilding Legitimacy for Global Governance 

The legitimacy of the UNSC is at a crossroads. The veto power and the political influence 

of the P5 members have rendered the UNSC increasingly ineffective in addressing the 

world’s most pressing issues. As the global landscape continues to shift, with rising powers 

and new challenges, the need for reform is undeniable. The legitimacy crisis facing the 

UNSC must be addressed through inclusive decision-making processes and greater 

representation of the global community in the governance of international peace and 

security. Only by evolving and adapting to the changing world order can the UNSC reclaim 

its legitimacy and become a true force for global governance. 
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11.4 Proposals for Reforming the Veto System 

The veto power held by the five permanent members (P5) of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC)—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—

has long been a point of contention. While originally designed to prevent the recurrence of a 

global conflict like World War II, the veto system now contributes to gridlock and paralysis, 

often preventing the UNSC from addressing urgent international issues such as 

humanitarian crises, regional conflicts, and climate change. Over the years, the call for 

reforming the veto system has grown louder, with numerous proposals put forward by 

countries, think tanks, and policy makers aimed at making the UNSC more effective, 

representative, and legitimate in the face of 21st-century challenges. 

This section will explore various reform proposals aimed at modifying or limiting the veto 

system, addressing both the structural flaws of the current system and the geopolitical 

realities that shape international governance today. These reforms focus on limiting veto 

power, expanding representation in the UNSC, and enhancing the ability of the international 

community to act in a timely and decisive manner. 

 

1. Limiting the Use of the Veto in Specific Circumstances 

One of the most prominent proposals for reforming the veto system involves limiting the use 

of the veto in specific circumstances, particularly in matters involving humanitarian crises, 

war crimes, or genocide. The argument for this reform is rooted in the belief that the veto 

power should not be used to prevent action when the international community is facing dire 

situations that threaten global peace and security. 

 Humanitarian Interventions: Proposals suggest that the veto should be restricted in 

cases where the UNSC is called to authorize interventions in situations where 

human rights abuses are occurring on a large scale, such as genocide or ethnic 

cleansing. For instance, in the case of the Syrian Civil War, where Russia and China 

repeatedly vetoed resolutions aimed at addressing the crisis, a proposal could be made 

to limit the veto when there is overwhelming evidence of crimes against humanity. 

 International Law and Accountability: The veto could also be restricted when 

dealing with issues concerning international law violations, such as the use of 

chemical weapons or terrorism. This would make it harder for individual permanent 

members to protect allies or block action in cases where there is widespread 

consensus about the violation of international norms. 

 Protection of Civilians: A key proposal is to ensure that the right to protect 

civilians is not thwarted by one country’s veto when the international community is 

united on the need for action. Such reforms could also align with the Responsibility 

to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which holds the international community responsible for 

intervening when a state fails to protect its population from serious harm. 

 

2. Expanding the Membership of the UNSC 
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A more drastic reform proposal calls for expanding the number of permanent members of 

the UNSC, thus increasing the representation of emerging powers and giving more states a 

stake in the decision-making process. Currently, the P5 represents the interests of a limited 

group of countries, and critics argue that the UNSC no longer reflects the geopolitical 

realities of the 21st century, with major emerging economies like India, Brazil, Germany, 

and Japan excluded from the permanent membership. 

 G4 Proposal: The G4 nations—India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan—have long 

advocated for an increase in the number of permanent members. Their proposal calls 

for adding four new permanent seats to the UNSC, potentially expanding the P5 to 

nine permanent members. This would make the UNSC more representative of the 

global power balance and give emerging powers a greater voice in international 

governance. 

 Regional Representation: Another proposal calls for allocating permanent seats 

based on regional representation, ensuring that each geographic region—Africa, 

Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East—has a seat at the table. This would 

address concerns that the current P5 structure reflects the interests of the West and 

Cold War powers, while overlooking the needs and aspirations of other regions. 

 Term Limits for Permanent Members: A related idea is the introduction of term 

limits for permanent members, ensuring that new nations could rotate in and out of 

permanent membership, allowing more nations to participate actively in shaping 

global security policy. 

 

3. Redefining the Veto System: Moving Toward Consensus-Based Decision-Making 

Rather than eliminating the veto entirely, some proposals focus on redefining the veto 

system to move the UNSC toward a more consensus-based decision-making model. This 

would involve modifying the way vetoes are exercised to reduce their negative impact on 

the ability of the UNSC to act. 

 Double Veto: One idea is to require that a double veto be exercised, meaning that 

two permanent members of the P5 would have to veto a resolution for it to be 

blocked. This would prevent a single permanent member from unilaterally blocking a 

resolution, forcing more collaboration among the P5 and reducing the potential for 

individual members to act in their national interest at the expense of global peace. 

 Veto for Major Powers Only: Another proposal calls for the veto power to be 

restricted to the five largest military powers, while other countries in the P5 could 

lose their veto. This would reflect the fact that the P5 nations are not only the most 

militarily powerful but also the most likely to be involved in global security 

decisions. Smaller powers, which still wield substantial economic or diplomatic 

influence, could also play a more meaningful role in decision-making. 

 Automatic Veto Suspension: A more radical suggestion is to automatically suspend 

the veto when the UNSC is acting under the responsibility to protect or in cases of 

humanitarian interventions. This would prevent the veto from being used to block 

action on behalf of civilians facing dire circumstances. 
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4. Strengthening the Role of the General Assembly 

Another proposal is to empower the General Assembly (GA) in situations where the UNSC 

is deadlocked. The GA, where all 193 member states have equal representation, could be 

granted greater decision-making authority in cases where the UNSC is unable to act due to 

the use of the veto. 

 Unifying Global Consensus: The GA could be given the authority to pass 

resolutions or issue declarations of condemnation on international crises when the 

UNSC is unable to act due to vetoes. This would increase the legitimacy of 

multilateral decision-making by allowing a greater diversity of voices to influence 

global governance. 

 General Assembly Authorization of Military Interventions: Some have proposed 

that the GA should be able to authorize military interventions in situations where 

the UNSC fails to act. This would allow for military action to proceed under 

international law, even if the UNSC remains paralyzed. 

 

5. Limiting the Veto Power for Specific Types of Resolutions 

Rather than eliminating the veto altogether, another approach would be to restrict its 

application to certain types of resolutions. For example, the veto could be limited to military 

interventions or decisions involving the use of force, while non-enforcement actions—

such as sanctions, peacekeeping mandates, or humanitarian missions—could be decided 

by a simple majority vote. 

 Sanctions: The use of sanctions has become one of the primary tools of the UNSC in 

enforcing international law. Sanctions could be exempt from the veto system, 

allowing the international community to impose penalties on nations that violate 

international norms, such as economic sanctions on rogue states or parties involved 

in terrorism. 

 

Conclusion: The Path Forward for UNSC Reform 

The reform of the veto system is a complex and contentious issue, and no single proposal 

will satisfy all parties. However, as the global political landscape continues to evolve, it is 

clear that the current structure of the UNSC—and its reliance on the veto—must be 

reassessed to ensure that the UNSC remains a credible and effective institution in 

addressing the challenges of the 21st century. 

The proposals outlined above reflect the growing consensus that the veto system needs to 

evolve. Whether through limiting veto power in specific circumstances, expanding 

membership, or empowering the General Assembly, reforming the UNSC is essential for 

ensuring that the United Nations can continue to serve as the central institution for global 

peace and security in an increasingly interconnected world. 
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Chapter 12: The Veto and the Rise of Regional 

Powers 

In recent decades, the international system has seen a significant shift in the distribution of 

power, with the rise of regional powers challenging the dominance of the traditional great 

powers in the international order. Countries such as India, Brazil, South Africa, Turkey, 

Iran, and Saudi Arabia have emerged as influential players in their respective regions, often 

shaping regional politics, economics, and security dynamics. However, the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC), with its structure of permanent members possessing veto power, 

has been slow to adapt to this changing global landscape. 

This chapter explores the relationship between the veto power of the UNSC and the rise of 

regional powers. It discusses how the veto system impacts the ability of these powers to 

shape global and regional security, and examines the broader implications for the future of 

international governance. 

 

12.1 The Changing Global Order and the Emergence of Regional Powers 

The global balance of power has been undergoing a transformation since the end of the 

Cold War, with emerging economies gaining influence on the world stage. The rise of 

regional powers has been particularly evident in regions such as Asia, Latin America, 

Africa, and the Middle East. 

 Economic Growth: Many of these countries have experienced significant economic 

growth, positioning them as key players in global trade, investment, and development. 

For example, India has become the world’s largest democracy and one of the 

fastest-growing major economies, while Brazil has emerged as the leader of South 

America and a major global exporter of commodities. 

 Military Power: Along with economic development, many regional powers have 

been expanding their military capabilities, enhancing their ability to project power in 

their respective regions. This has made countries like India, Turkey, and Iran critical 

players in regional security affairs. 

 Diplomatic Influence: Regional powers are also wielding greater diplomatic 

influence, seeking to shape regional governance structures, influence global policy 

discussions, and assert their independence in the international system. For instance, 

South Africa has been a leading voice in Africa, while Turkey plays a pivotal role in 

the Middle East and broader European security. 

Despite their increasing influence, regional powers often find themselves constrained by the 

current global governance structure, particularly the UNSC veto system. 

 

12.2 The Veto as an Obstacle to Regional Powers’ Influence 
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The veto power of the five permanent members (P5) of the UN Security Council has been a 

central feature of the post-World War II international system. However, it also creates 

significant challenges for regional powers that seek a greater voice in global governance. 

 Lack of Representation: Many regional powers argue that the current structure of 

the UNSC fails to adequately represent their interests. The P5 (comprising the United 

States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom) are seen by many as relics of 

a bygone era, where power was concentrated in a handful of states, and they hold veto 

power over all substantive resolutions. The G4 nations—India, Brazil, Germany, 

and Japan—have been vocal about their desire to reform the UNSC, particularly to 

include more permanent members to reflect the current global power distribution. 

 Inability to Influence Key Decisions: Even as regional powers gain strength 

economically and militarily, their inability to shape global security decisions remains 

a critical challenge. Countries like India, Brazil, South Africa, and Indonesia find 

themselves unable to influence important UNSC resolutions, especially when 

permanent members wield their veto power. For instance, India’s strategic interests in 

South Asia and its desire to expand its influence in global decision-making have 

been thwarted by the inability to secure a permanent seat on the UNSC. 

 Geopolitical Frustrations: Many regional powers feel frustrated by the veto power, 

especially when their national interests conflict with those of the permanent members. 

For instance, countries like India and Brazil have been unable to act on global issues 

like climate change and peacekeeping missions, despite having significant influence 

in these areas. 

 

12.3 The Veto and Regional Security Concerns 

The veto power of the P5 not only affects global governance but also has a direct impact on 

regional security dynamics. Regional powers often face security threats that are not always 

prioritized by the UNSC, leading to feelings of disempowerment and frustration. 

 Regional Security Dilemmas: In regions with ongoing security challenges, such as 

the Middle East and South Asia, the inability of regional powers to influence UNSC 

decisions can exacerbate security dilemmas. For instance, in the Middle East, the 

Iranian nuclear program and the ongoing conflicts in Syria and Yemen have been 

the subject of UNSC debate, but the use of the veto by permanent members like 

Russia and the United States often limits effective intervention and resolution. Iran 

and Saudi Arabia, as major regional players, are unable to directly influence 

decisions in the UNSC despite their role in shaping the regional security environment. 

 The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is another 

example where the veto system has reinforced geopolitical divisions. Despite the 

consistent support for Palestinian statehood by Arab and Muslim-majority 

countries (including regional powers such as Egypt, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia), the 

US veto has consistently protected Israel’s interests in the UNSC. This situation has 

led to significant regional dissatisfaction and undermined the legitimacy of the 

UNSC in addressing conflicts in the Middle East. 

 The Role of Regional Organizations: In response to these frustrations, regional 

powers have sought to enhance their influence through regional organizations such 

as the African Union (AU), the South Asian Association for Regional 
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Cooperation (SAARC), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

and the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR). These organizations aim to 

create alternative frameworks for addressing security issues that are often ignored 

by the UNSC. 

 

12.4 The Challenge of Reforming the Veto System 

Given the rise of regional powers, the call for UNSC reform has gained momentum. 

However, any effort to change the veto system is highly complex, as it involves addressing 

geopolitical realities, national interests, and the entrenched power dynamics of the P5 

nations. Despite these challenges, the increasing frustrations of regional powers with the 

UNSC’s lack of responsiveness have made reform a critical topic in international 

diplomacy. 

 The G4 Proposal: As mentioned earlier, the G4 nations—India, Brazil, Germany, 

and Japan—have called for the expansion of the UNSC to include new permanent 

members. This would allow regional powers to gain a more significant voice in 

global governance. However, China and the United States, two key permanent 

members, have often blocked these efforts. 

 Regional Alternatives: Some regional powers have proposed strengthening regional 

governance structures as alternatives to the UNSC’s paralysis. India, for instance, 

has called for greater coordination among Asian countries on issues like regional 

security and economic development, bypassing the UNSC if necessary. 

 Reforming the Veto: As part of the reform agenda, several proposals suggest 

limiting the veto in cases of humanitarian crises and regional conflicts, which 

often concern regional powers more than they concern the P5 members. This would 

allow for quicker action on issues where the UNSC is paralyzed by the veto system. 

 

12.5 The Future of the Veto and Regional Powers 

As the global political landscape continues to evolve, the relationship between the veto 

power and the rise of regional powers will play an increasingly important role in shaping 

the future of international governance. While the veto system has served its purpose in 

maintaining global order since the end of World War II, it may no longer be suited to the 

demands of the modern world. 

The future of the UNSC will depend on how regional powers manage their growing 

influence and how the P5 responds to calls for reform. It is likely that a balance will have to 

be struck between maintaining the legitimacy and efficacy of the UNSC and ensuring that 

regional powers have a meaningful role in global decision-making. 

Ultimately, the question remains: Can the UNSC veto system evolve to accommodate the 

rise of regional powers, or will these powers forge new pathways to assert their influence 

in an increasingly multipolar world? 
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12.1 Emerging Regional Powers Challenging the Veto 

System 

The rise of regional powers has significantly altered the global balance of power, 

challenging the established structure of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and its 

veto system. As countries such as India, Brazil, South Africa, Turkey, Iran, and Saudi 

Arabia gain political, economic, and military strength, they have increasingly voiced 

concerns about their underrepresentation in global decision-making structures, particularly 

in the UNSC. These regional powers now seek greater influence in the global governance 

system, especially when it comes to the issues that directly affect their regions, including 

security, trade, and diplomacy. 

The veto power held by the five permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, 

China, France, and the United Kingdom—has long been a source of tension. While the P5 

remains entrenched in their power due to historical and geopolitical reasons, the global 

landscape has changed, and regional powers are increasingly questioning the fairness, 

legitimacy, and effectiveness of a system that enables a small group of states to control the 

outcomes of Security Council resolutions. 

This section explores how emerging regional powers are challenging the veto system in the 

context of their growing role in global politics and security. 

 

The Rise of Regional Powers: A Shifting Global Dynamic 

Over the last few decades, several countries have emerged as key players in their regions, 

both economically and politically. Their growing influence has placed them in direct 

competition with the traditional powers that have historically dominated global governance. 

 India, with its rapidly expanding economy and military, has become a dominant 

power in South Asia, advocating for reform in the UNSC to better represent the 

interests of developing countries. India has also been particularly vocal in its demand 

for a permanent seat at the UNSC, citing its population size, economic weight, and 

strategic importance in global affairs. 

 Brazil has long positioned itself as a leader in Latin America, pushing for greater 

representation of the Global South in international forums. With its economic power 

and diplomatic reach, Brazil has aligned itself with other emerging economies to 

challenge the existing UNSC structure, which it believes is outdated and unreflective 

of current global power dynamics. 

 South Africa has played a leading role in Africa, advocating for more inclusive 

global governance and using its influence to raise regional concerns at the 

international level. South Africa’s efforts to reform the UNSC are rooted in its 

commitment to multilateralism and human rights. 

 Turkey, strategically located between Europe and the Middle East, has gained 

significant regional influence due to its military, economic, and diplomatic activities. 

Turkey’s interests in the Middle East, Eastern Europe, and North Africa often 

place it in opposition to the established powers in the UNSC, particularly on issues 

like the Syrian conflict and regional security. 
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 Iran, with its geopolitical position in the Middle East and significant influence in the 

region, has increasingly pushed back against the Western-dominated global order. 

Iran’s growing power is reflected in its military capabilities and its role as a key 

player in regional conflicts. 

 Saudi Arabia, as a leading player in the Middle East, has leveraged its oil wealth 

and strategic alliances to assert its influence in global governance. Saudi Arabia has 

often found itself in opposition to the P5 on regional issues, particularly concerning 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Yemen, and Iran. 

These countries, among others, have led the push for UNSC reform, demanding more 

inclusivity and a fairer distribution of power. Their challenge to the veto system is not only 

a matter of seeking permanent seats on the UNSC, but also of challenging the structure that 

allows the P5 to hold disproportionate power over decisions that have global 

consequences. 

 

Regional Powers and the Call for UNSC Reform 

Emerging regional powers have repeatedly called for reforms that would reduce the 

dominance of the P5 and allow them greater influence in global decision-making. Their 

arguments for reform focus on three main areas: 

1. Increased Representation: Regional powers argue that the current system, with its 

five permanent members, is unrepresentative of the modern global power 

distribution. The G4 countries—India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan—have called 

for the expansion of the UNSC to include additional permanent members. This would 

ensure that rising powers from Asia, Africa, and Latin America have a seat at the 

table, ensuring their voices are heard on issues that affect their regions. 

2. Reducing the Veto’s Power: While some regional powers seek permanent 

membership, others call for a reduction in the influence of the veto power held by 

the P5. The veto, which allows any permanent member to block a substantive 

resolution, is often seen as a tool for maintaining the status quo at the expense of 

global cooperation. Some emerging regional powers advocate for reforms that would 

allow more collective decision-making, particularly in cases of humanitarian crises, 

where the veto can be used to block necessary action. 

3. Greater Influence on Global Security: Emerging regional powers argue that they 

are key players in regional security and should have a more prominent role in 

shaping global security policy. As countries that face direct security threats, such as 

Iran and Turkey, regional powers feel that their priorities are often sidelined by the 

P5, who focus on global rather than regional issues. Greater influence in the UNSC 

would allow these countries to better address security challenges within their 

regions. 

 

Challenges in Reforming the Veto System 

The push for reform, however, faces significant challenges. The P5 is deeply invested in 

maintaining their veto power, as it ensures their dominance in global decision-making. Any 
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effort to dilute or reform the veto system is seen as a direct challenge to their influence in 

international affairs. Key obstacles to reform include: 

 Geopolitical Resistance: The permanent members of the UNSC—the US, Russia, 

and China—are unlikely to relinquish or share their veto power. These countries have 

significant geopolitical interests and are reluctant to dilute their ability to control the 

outcomes of key international decisions. 

 Negotiation Stalemates: Proposals for reforming the UNSC, including the expansion 

of permanent seats and the reduction of veto power, have been stalled for years due to 

disagreements among UN members. While emerging regional powers like India and 

Brazil argue for more representation, the existing P5 members have resisted 

significant change. 

 Regional Conflicts: Some regional powers, such as Brazil and South Africa, face 

challenges in achieving regional consensus on reform. Divisions between countries 

in regions like Latin America or Africa sometimes impede collective action and 

proposals for UNSC reform, weakening their bargaining power. 

 Vetoed Reforms: Even when reform proposals make it to the UNSC floor, they are 

often blocked by the veto power of one or more permanent members. The reform 

process is thus inherently difficult, as any progress requires the consent of the P5, 

who are generally opposed to reforms that would reduce their influence. 

 

Implications of the Veto System for Regional Powers 

The entrenched veto system creates a power imbalance in the UNSC that disproportionately 

affects emerging regional powers. Their ability to shape global security policy is often 

undermined by the veto power, limiting their influence on issues that directly affect their 

national interests. 

For example, in the Middle East, regional powers like Turkey and Iran are often sidelined 

by the P5 on issues such as Syria or Yemen, where their security concerns are directly linked 

to the outcome. Similarly, India’s inability to influence decisions on Pakistan and 

Afghanistan, despite its growing power, highlights the challenges regional powers face in a 

system dominated by a small group of countries. 

Moreover, the veto system limits the UNSC’s effectiveness in addressing global crises, as 

decisions on humanitarian intervention, peacekeeping, and sanctions can be blocked by any 

one of the permanent members. This paralysis often leads to diplomatic impasses and 

inability to respond effectively to regional conflicts. 

 

Conclusion: The Road Ahead for Regional Powers and UNSC Reform 

The growing influence of regional powers presents a fundamental challenge to the veto 

system of the UNSC. While these countries have made significant strides in economic and 

military development, they continue to face limitations in global governance due to the 

dominance of the P5. Their push for reform aims to ensure a more equitable and 
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representative UNSC, one that can address global challenges in a more inclusive and 

effective manner. 

However, achieving meaningful reform will require overcoming the resistance of the P5 and 

navigating the complex geopolitical landscape of the 21st century. The question remains: 

Can the veto system evolve to accommodate the rise of regional powers, or will these 

powers pursue alternative strategies to shape global governance outside the traditional 

structures of the UNSC? The future of international security and diplomacy may hinge on the 

ability of the UNSC to adapt to a more multipolar world. 
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12.2 China’s Growing Influence and Veto Use 

China’s rapid rise as a global power has significantly transformed its role within the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC), particularly with regard to its veto power. As one of the 

five permanent members (P5) of the UNSC, China has increasingly leveraged its veto to 

assert its national interests and geopolitical strategies, especially in regions that are critical 

to its own security, economic growth, and global ambitions. 

This section examines how China’s growing influence on the global stage has shaped its use 

of the veto power in the UNSC, its strategic motivations behind veto decisions, and the 

broader implications of China’s stance for global diplomacy and security. 

 

China’s Ascension: A Brief Overview of Its Growing Influence 

Over the past few decades, China has become a dominant player in both global economics 

and geopolitics. The country’s economic transformation, from a largely agrarian society to 

the world’s second-largest economy, has been accompanied by a more assertive foreign 

policy and a growing military presence. As China’s global influence has expanded, so too 

has its role in shaping international institutions, including the UNSC. 

Historically, China’s foreign policy was more focused on economic development and 

domestic stability, with a limited presence in global diplomatic affairs. However, by the 

21st century, China had significantly increased its participation in international 

organizations, established strategic partnerships across the globe, and made key investments 

in regions such as Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia. 

As part of its increasing assertiveness, China has used its permanent seat on the UNSC to 

advance its strategic interests, particularly in areas like regional security, trade relations, 

and sovereignty issues. This has been most evident in its use of the veto power to protect its 

interests in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and the South China Sea. 

 

China’s Strategic Use of the Veto 

China’s veto power on the UNSC is a key instrument in its diplomatic toolkit, allowing the 

country to block resolutions that it perceives as harmful to its national interests, international 

standing, or regional influence. China’s use of the veto can be understood through several 

strategic lenses: 

1. Protecting Sovereignty and Territorial Integrity: One of China’s primary concerns 

is the protection of its sovereignty and territorial integrity. This has been 

particularly evident in the context of Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Xinjiang. For 

example: 

o Taiwan: China has consistently used its veto power to prevent any 

international recognition of Taiwan as a separate entity or state in the UN. 

Any efforts to address Taiwan in the UNSC, including debates or resolutions 



 

178 | P a g e  
 

about its political status or participation in international organizations, have 

been blocked by China. 

o Hong Kong: During the 2019 Hong Kong protests, China vetoed any 

international involvement in addressing the pro-democracy movement or 

alleged human rights violations. This use of the veto served to reinforce 

China’s stance on maintaining full control over Hong Kong, despite global 

criticism. 

o Xinjiang: China has successfully used its veto to block international 

resolutions on the alleged human rights abuses in Xinjiang, where the 

Chinese government has been accused of committing genocide against 

Uighur Muslims. China has vehemently opposed any efforts to hold it 

accountable for its actions in the region, framing such actions as an internal 

matter. 

2. Regional Security and Influence in the Asia-Pacific: China’s growing power in the 

Asia-Pacific region has prompted it to use its veto to shape security outcomes that 

directly affect its sphere of influence. This includes issues in the South China Sea, 

where China has disputed maritime claims with several countries, and North 

Korea, where China has a key role in maintaining regional stability. 

o South China Sea: China has used its veto power to block any UNSC 

resolution that would interfere with its territorial claims in the South China 

Sea or that would challenge its military activities in the region. Despite 

international opposition to its actions, particularly from Southeast Asian 

nations and the United States, China has defended its rights over the Paracel 

Islands, Spratly Islands, and surrounding waters. 

o North Korea: China has consistently wielded its veto to prevent any 

resolution that would impose severe sanctions or military action against North 

Korea, a key regional ally. While China has supported some sanctions in 

response to North Korea’s nuclear tests, it has opposed harsh measures that 

might destabilize the regime and lead to a humanitarian crisis on its borders. 

This delicate balance reflects China’s broader foreign policy strategy of 

maintaining stability on the Korean Peninsula while also safeguarding its 

geopolitical interests. 

3. Counteracting Western Influence: China’s veto use is also part of its broader 

strategy to counter Western influence in international institutions. The United 

States, in particular, has often led efforts at the UNSC to address issues that China 

perceives as aligned with Western values, such as human rights, democracy 

promotion, and intervention in sovereign states. 

o In cases where Western powers, especially the United States, have pushed 

for sanctions or military interventions, China has used its veto to protect 

countries or regimes that align with its interests, such as Syria, Iran, and 

Venezuela. 

o For instance, during the Syrian Civil War, China used its veto to block 

several UNSC resolutions aimed at sanctioning the Syrian government under 

Bashar al-Assad, despite widespread international condemnation. This was 

part of China’s broader approach to opposing Western-led interventions and 

promoting the idea of non-interference in the internal affairs of sovereign 

states. 

4. Promoting the Global South’s Interests: As part of its increasing role as a leader of 

the Global South, China has also used its veto power to advocate for the interests of 

developing countries. This has been particularly apparent in its opposition to 
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sanctions or military interventions in Africa, where China has substantial economic 

investments and strategic interests, particularly in Sudan, Zimbabwe, and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo. 

o In instances where Western powers sought to impose sanctions on African 

regimes, China often intervened to block resolutions that it believed would 

harm its interests or undermine economic cooperation with African nations. 

These actions are part of China’s broader soft power strategy in Africa, 

which includes extensive investments in infrastructure, energy, and trade. 

 

The Implications of China’s Veto Use for Global Diplomacy 

China’s use of its veto power has far-reaching consequences for global diplomacy, 

particularly in shaping the future of multilateralism and international institutions. Some 

key implications of China’s veto use include: 

1. Paralysis of the UNSC: China's frequent use of the veto to block resolutions that 

challenge its interests or those of its allies has contributed to the paralysis of the 

UNSC on several occasions. The inability of the UNSC to act decisively on issues 

such as human rights, conflict resolution, and peacekeeping has undermined the 

legitimacy and credibility of the UNSC, especially among developing countries who 

feel underrepresented in the system. 

2. Increased Geopolitical Tensions: The strategic use of the veto by China has 

contributed to geopolitical tensions between China and Western powers. As China’s 

global influence grows, its veto power becomes an important tool in challenging 

Western-led initiatives. This dynamic can result in more polarized decision-

making, with the UNSC often unable to address pressing international issues 

effectively. 

3. Impact on Global Governance: China’s growing influence and use of the veto have 

raised concerns about the future of global governance. As China asserts itself more 

in international affairs, especially through its Belt and Road Initiative and expanding 

military capabilities, the question arises whether the existing global governance 

structures—like the UNSC—can accommodate the rise of non-Western powers or 

whether they need to be reformed to reflect the changing global balance of power. 

4. Calls for UNSC Reform: China’s veto use has intensified calls for reforming the 

UNSC, particularly from countries that are seeking more representation in the 

decision-making process. While China itself has advocated for reforms to make the 

UNSC more representative of the modern world, its actions often reflect its desire to 

maintain the status quo of P5 dominance to safeguard its own interests. 

 

Conclusion 

China’s growing influence on the global stage has positioned it as a key player in shaping the 

future of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). Through its strategic use of the 

veto, China has defended its sovereignty, promoted regional stability, and pushed back 

against Western dominance in global governance. However, its actions also highlight the 

limitations and paralysis of the UNSC, particularly when it comes to addressing urgent 
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global crises. As China continues to rise as a global power, its role in the veto system will 

remain a critical factor in shaping the future of international diplomacy and security. 
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12.3 The Middle East and Africa: Regional Interests in the 

UNSC 

The Middle East and Africa have been central to the debates and decisions in the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC), particularly due to the complex and often volatile 

political, economic, and security dynamics in these regions. As global power shifts and 

regional alliances evolve, countries from these areas have increasingly used the UNSC to 

advance their interests. This section explores how regional powers in the Middle East and 

Africa have interacted with the UNSC, the role of the veto in these regions, and the 

implications for global security and diplomacy. 

 

The Middle East: A Region of Strategic Importance 

The Middle East has long been a focal point of international diplomacy due to its strategic 

location, energy resources, and complex web of political, religious, and ethnic conflicts. 

The region is home to some of the world’s most volatile conflicts, and the UNSC has 

frequently been called upon to address issues ranging from armed interventions and 

peacekeeping to human rights violations and sanctions. Key players in the region, such as 

Israel, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, as well as regional organizations like the Arab League, 

have increasingly used the UNSC to either push back against perceived threats or to gain 

international legitimacy for their actions. 

 

1. Israel and the Middle East Peace Process 

Israel’s relationship with the UNSC has been fraught with tensions, particularly due to its 

ongoing conflict with Palestine and the broader Israeli-Arab dispute. As the only permanent 

member of the UNSC with a history of close ties to the United States, Israel’s use of the 

veto and US support in blocking anti-Israel resolutions have been key to the stalemate in the 

Middle East peace process. 

 US Veto Power: The United States has repeatedly vetoed resolutions critical of 

Israel, particularly those that address settlement expansion in the West Bank or 

Gaza and the humanitarian situation in the Palestinian territories. For example, the 

US vetoed resolutions condemning Israel for its military actions during the 2014 

Gaza War, citing concerns about Israel’s right to self-defense. 

 Palestinian Efforts for Recognition: On the other side, Palestinian representatives 

have pushed for increased recognition within the UN and have sought to challenge 

Israel’s legitimacy through various resolutions in the UNSC. For example, 

Palestinian efforts to gain full membership in the UN have been blocked by the US 

veto. These dynamics often lead to diplomatic impasses, where the UNSC is unable 

to effectively address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

 Peace Process: The Middle East peace process itself, including key agreements like 

the Oslo Accords, has involved heavy UNSC engagement. However, the lack of 

progress on a two-state solution and the continued settlement building have led to 

repeated deadlocks in the UNSC, with neither side able to push for decisive 
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international action without encountering strong opposition from the other, often 

backed by veto-wielding members like the United States. 

 

2. Iran: Vetoing Sanctions and Regional Influence 

Iran has emerged as another central actor in the Middle East, with its influence stretching 

across much of the region. It plays a key role in regional conflicts in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, 

and Lebanon. Iran’s ability to shape the region has prompted both regional rivals and global 

powers to turn to the UNSC to either constrain or support Iran’s actions. 

 Sanctions: Iran’s nuclear program has been a central issue in the UNSC, leading to 

sanctions that were imposed under UNSC Resolution 1929 (2010), which aimed to 

curtail its nuclear ambitions. These sanctions were highly controversial, and Iran’s 

allies, particularly Russia and China, have often used their veto power to oppose 

additional sanctions or to weaken existing sanctions. For instance, Russia and 

China were instrumental in easing sanctions on Iran as part of the Iran nuclear deal 

(JCPOA), signed in 2015. 

 Proxy Conflicts and the UNSC: Iran’s influence in proxy wars, including its 

support for the Assad regime in Syria and the Houthi rebels in Yemen, has often led 

to clashes at the UNSC, with Saudi Arabia and other Sunni-majority countries 

advocating for sanctions or military action against Iranian-backed groups. Iran’s 

ability to leverage its veto power in the UNSC has kept many resolutions addressing 

its activities in Syria or Yemen from gaining traction. 

 The US-Iran Divide: Iran’s nuclear ambitions remain a critical point of contention 

in the UNSC, and while there have been efforts for diplomatic engagement and 

multilateral discussions, the ability of the United States to block any resolution 

critical of Israel or Iran often leads to deadlock, especially in the context of broader 

geopolitical rivalries in the Middle East. 

 

3. Saudi Arabia: Influence Through Alliances and Strategic Interests 

As one of the most influential Arab powers, Saudi Arabia plays a crucial role in the Middle 

East’s geopolitics. With its significant oil resources and strategic importance as a leader in 

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), Saudi Arabia has repeatedly sought to influence the 

UNSC to protect its security interests and regional influence. 

 Saudi Arabia and the Yemen War: Saudi Arabia’s military intervention in Yemen, 

starting in 2015, has been a source of controversy at the UNSC, with human rights 

organizations and some UNSC members calling for accountability for the 

humanitarian crisis. Despite international criticism of its actions in Yemen, Saudi 

Arabia has used its alliances and influence to prevent stronger UNSC action against it, 

often relying on support from other Gulf countries and the United States to block any 

resolutions that might threaten its interests. 

 Support for Anti-Iran Measures: Saudi Arabia has also used the UNSC to counter 

the growing influence of Iran in the region, particularly through proxy conflicts. This 

includes pushing for sanctions and military interventions aimed at curbing Iranian 
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influence in places like Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen. Saudi Arabia’s role in shaping 

the UNSC’s response to these crises has reinforced its position as a regional leader. 

 

4. Africa: A Continent with Diverse Interests and Concerns 

Africa, with its diverse political systems, cultural identities, and security challenges, 

presents a complex set of issues for the UNSC. African countries have become increasingly 

vocal about the need for better representation within the UNSC, both in terms of decision-

making and peacekeeping. 

 Peacekeeping and Humanitarian Interventions: African countries have 

consistently pushed for more robust UNSC intervention in ongoing conflicts in South 

Sudan, Somalia, Sudan, and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The 

UNSC’s peacekeeping efforts in these countries have been important, but they often 

lack sufficient resources or political will, exacerbating humanitarian crises. For 

example, despite UNSC mandates for peacekeeping operations in South Sudan, the 

UN mission has faced serious challenges in protecting civilians and delivering aid, 

and repeated vetoes from Russia or China have sometimes undermined efforts for 

tougher actions. 

 African Voices in the UNSC: Africa has long called for better representation in the 

UNSC, with the African Union (AU) advocating for permanent seats for African 

nations. As the continent’s geopolitical and economic power grows, African countries 

are increasingly asserting their regional interests on the global stage, often seeking 

support in the UNSC to address issues like conflict resolution, economic sanctions, 

and human rights. 

 Regional Influences and Alignments: The rise of African regional powers like 

Nigeria, South Africa, and Egypt has shifted the dynamic in the UNSC. South 

Africa, in particular, has taken a leading role in advocating for peacebuilding and 

democratic reforms across the continent, but it has also been a staunch critic of the 

UNSC’s handling of African conflicts, particularly when the P5 members do not 

act in the best interest of African states. 

 

Conclusion 

The Middle East and Africa represent two of the most challenging regions in global 

diplomacy, with geopolitical interests often clashing at the UNSC. While regional powers 

like Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Israel use the veto system to advance their own strategic goals, 

African countries continue to push for greater representation and a more equitable 

approach to international governance. The veto power in these regions reflects the deep-

seated tensions between national sovereignty, regional security, and global diplomacy, 

with significant consequences for humanitarian interventions, peacekeeping efforts, and 

international law. As global power dynamics continue to shift, the UNSC will remain a 

crucial battleground for regional influence and global peace and security. 
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12.4 Potential for New Coalitions and Alliances in the UN 

The evolving geopolitical landscape of the 21st century has created fertile ground for the 

emergence of new coalitions and alliances within the United Nations (UN), challenging the 

traditional power dynamics that have defined global diplomacy since the end of World War 

II. As regional powers grow in influence and global threats become more complex, the 

future of the UN—and particularly the UN Security Council (UNSC)—is likely to be shaped 

by the increasing importance of these new alliances. This section explores the potential for 

new coalitions in the UN, with a focus on how these alliances might reshape global 

governance and influence the UNSC’s decision-making processes. 

 

1. The Rise of Regional Alliances 

The rise of regional powers and their ability to form strategic alliances outside of the 

traditional frameworks of the UNSC is transforming the international order. Emerging 

powers from Asia, Africa, and Latin America are increasingly asserting their influence in 

global decision-making, often in opposition to or in cooperation with traditional Western 

powers. These regional alliances reflect shared interests, economic ties, and cultural 

affinities, and they are increasingly asserting themselves within the UN. 

 BRICS: The BRICS group—comprising Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 

Africa—has emerged as a major coalition that seeks to challenge the dominance of 

the Western powers (particularly the United States and European countries) in global 

governance. The BRICS countries have pushed for reforms to the UNSC, including 

the expansion of permanent seats to include their members. The coalition also 

advocates for more balanced global economic governance and has shown increasing 

solidarity in opposing Western interventions in regions like Syria and Libya. 

 African Union (AU): The African Union has been a leading voice in advocating for 

greater representation in the UNSC, pushing for an African permanent seat to 

reflect the continent’s growing economic and political importance. The AU’s 

influence is particularly strong on issues of peace and security, with regional powers 

like South Africa, Nigeria, and Egypt playing key roles in peacekeeping and 

conflict resolution efforts in Africa. The AU has also increasingly positioned itself 

as a unified bloc in global negotiations, particularly around issues like climate 

change, trade, and human rights. 

 ASEAN: The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) represents a 

potential new coalition that could influence UNSC decisions, particularly in the 

Indo-Pacific region. ASEAN’s collective voice has been increasingly important in 

addressing regional security issues like the South China Sea disputes, Myanmar’s 

political crisis, and North Korea’s nuclear program. While not yet a unified force 

in the UNSC, ASEAN could form more cohesive positions in the future as it seeks to 

balance the influence of China and the United States. 

 

2. The Changing Role of the United States and China 
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The United States and China, as two of the most powerful nations in the world, are at the 

center of emerging alliances within the UN. Their interactions within the UNSC, particularly 

with regard to the veto power, have the potential to reshape global decision-making. 

 The US-China Rivalry: The US-China rivalry is likely to be a defining factor in the 

UN’s future. Both countries hold permanent veto power on the UNSC and often find 

themselves at odds on issues such as trade, military interventions, and human 

rights. However, both are also trying to expand their influence by forming alliances 

with other nations. China, for example, has used its growing economic power to 

forge closer ties with Africa, Latin America, and Asia, pushing for greater 

representation of these regions in global governance structures. The US, on the other 

hand, continues to strengthen its alliances with NATO countries and other Western 

democracies. 

 Potential for US-China Cooperation: Despite their rivalry, there is also the 

possibility of cooperation between the US and China in the UN, especially in areas 

where shared interests exist, such as climate change, global health, and 

counterterrorism. The ability of these two powers to form temporary coalitions 

within the UNSC could provide opportunities for cross-bloc cooperation in 

addressing global challenges. 

 

3. Small and Medium Powers: Rising Influence Through Alliances 

Small and medium-sized countries are increasingly finding ways to assert their influence 

within the UN by forming strategic alliances. These countries may not have the same 

economic or military power as the P5 members, but they can have significant diplomatic 

influence when they unite in coalitions or act in concert to advance shared priorities. 

 Middle Powers: Countries like Canada, Australia, Mexico, South Korea, and 

Turkey have long played a key role in UN diplomacy, often bridging divides 

between larger powers. These nations frequently align with like-minded states to 

form coalitions of consensus on issues such as disarmament, human rights, 

peacekeeping, and sustainable development. As global challenges become more 

complex, these countries may seek to form alliances that allow them to leverage 

their diplomatic skills and regional leadership to affect UNSC decision-making. 

 The Influence of Small States: Countries like Switzerland, Norway, and New 

Zealand have used their status as neutral or non-aligned powers to promote 

peacekeeping, mediation, and conflict resolution within the UN. These countries 

often build coalitions around humanitarian concerns and multilateral approaches, 

working with both small and large states to secure UNSC support for their initiatives. 

 

4. The Role of New Actors: Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Civil Society 

The role of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society in global diplomacy 

is becoming increasingly significant, and their influence on the UN is likely to grow. Many 

NGOs have consultative status with the UN and play an important role in advocating for 

reforms, humanitarian issues, and human rights. 
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 Advocacy and Public Opinion: NGOs and civil society organizations often lobby 

UNSC members to take action on pressing global issues, such as human rights 

abuses, climate change, and refugee crises. These organizations may also serve as a 

bridge between the UN and local communities affected by global decisions. Their 

efforts can sometimes shift the balance of power within the UN, particularly when 

they mobilize public opinion or pressure governments to take action on issues like 

Syria, Yemen, or the Rohingya crisis. 

 Global Activism: The growing presence of global activism, particularly through 

social media, has given civil society groups an amplified voice in UN discussions. 

Activists can now directly engage with UNSC decisions, offering grassroots 

perspectives that can reframe traditional diplomatic narratives. 

 

5. The Push for UNSC Reform and New Coalitions 

There is widespread recognition that the UNSC is outdated and does not reflect the current 

balance of global power. As a result, new coalitions are advocating for reform of the 

UNSC, particularly in relation to the veto system and the composition of its members. 

 Expanding Permanent Membership: Many countries are advocating for expanding 

the permanent membership of the UNSC to include Brazil, India, Germany, and 

Japan, as well as African countries like Nigeria or South Africa. These countries 

argue that the current P5 structure no longer reflects the realities of global power, 

and an expanded council would increase legitimacy and effectiveness in addressing 

global issues. 

 Veto Reform: Another key issue for reform advocates is the veto. Some argue that 

the veto power held by the P5 members is a major obstacle to UN action in crises 

where global consensus is needed. Proposals have been put forward to limit or 

abolish the veto in certain circumstances, or to introduce a weighted voting system 

that reflects current global demographic and economic realities. 

 

Conclusion 

The rise of regional powers and the formation of new coalitions within the UN are poised to 

transform the future of global governance. These alliances are reshaping diplomatic 

strategies in the UNSC and challenging the traditional power structures that have 

governed international relations for decades. As countries from Asia, Africa, Latin 

America, and the Middle East continue to assert their influence, the UN must adapt to these 

changes to remain relevant and effective in addressing the world’s most pressing challenges. 

The potential for new alliances and reforms in the UNSC offers hope for a more inclusive, 

democratic, and responsive system of global governance in the future. 
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Chapter 13: The Future of the UNSC: Reforming 

the Veto System 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been the epicenter of global 

decision-making on matters of peace and security. However, as the world continues to evolve 

politically, economically, and socially, the UNSC’s structure, particularly the veto power 

held by its five permanent members (the P5: United States, Russia, China, France, and 

United Kingdom), has come under increasing scrutiny. Critics argue that the veto system, 

which allows any of the P5 to block resolutions regardless of majority support, is a 

significant obstacle to effective global governance and the resolution of international 

crises. This chapter will explore the future of the UNSC, the growing calls for reforming 

the veto system, and the challenges and opportunities that such reforms might present. 

 

13.1 The Current Veto System: A Double-Edged Sword 

The veto system was established in the aftermath of World War II as a means to ensure that 

the major powers of the day would have a strong say in the decisions of the UNSC. The idea 

was that, given the destructive potential of global conflicts, ensuring the cooperation of the 

most powerful nations would help maintain peace and security. However, the veto system 

has become increasingly controversial as it is often used to block resolutions that reflect the 

majority opinion of the UNSC members. 

 Advantages of the Veto System: 

o Stability and Peace: The veto system was designed to ensure that major 

powers would not feel marginalized in global decisions, helping to prevent the 

recurrence of the failures that led to the World Wars. 

o Balance of Power: By giving the P5 countries the ability to block decisions, 

the system prevents any single nation or bloc from dominating UNSC actions, 

thus maintaining a balance of global influence. 

 Drawbacks of the Veto System: 

o Gridlock and Ineffectiveness: The veto system has led to gridlock within the 

UNSC, where majority support for critical actions, such as military 

interventions or humanitarian assistance, is often overruled by the vetoes of 

one or two of the P5. 

o Disproportionate Power: The P5 hold disproportionate influence over global 

affairs, despite not necessarily representing the geopolitical realities of today’s 

world. The interests of these five nations sometimes outweigh the collective 

will of the 192 UN member states. 

o Humanitarian Crises: The veto has prevented meaningful action in instances 

like the Syria conflict, Rwandan genocide, and Yemeni civil war, where 

humanitarian needs were urgent, but political interests of the P5 countries led 

to inaction. 

 

13.2 Calls for Reform: A Growing Consensus 
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The question of reforming the veto system has been raised by a growing number of 

countries, scholars, and organizations. The veto power is increasingly seen as anachronistic 

in the modern world and as an impediment to the UN’s ability to respond effectively to 

global crises. 

 Calls for Expanding Permanent Membership: One of the key proposals is to 

expand the permanent membership of the UNSC to reflect the changing global 

power dynamics. Nations like India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan, as well as 

representatives from Africa and the Middle East, argue that the UNSC should be 

restructured to better represent the current global landscape. 

 Limits on the Veto: Several countries and advocacy groups have called for limits on 

the veto power. Proposals have been made for the veto to be applied only in certain 

situations, such as vetoing military action, while not extending to other matters like 

sanctions or humanitarian assistance. 

 Abolishing the Veto: Some reform advocates call for the abolition of the veto 

altogether, arguing that the veto system undermines the legitimacy of the UN and its 

ability to address global challenges. They propose a weighted voting system, where 

decisions are made based on the support of a majority of UNSC members or the 

General Assembly. 

 

13.3 The Political Challenges of Reform 

Despite the growing recognition of the need for reform, the path to altering the UNSC’s 

structure is fraught with challenges. The P5 nations, who hold the veto power, are 

understandably resistant to any changes that would diminish their political influence. 

 Veto Resistance by the P5: The P5 countries are unlikely to voluntarily relinquish 

their veto power. As the current system grants them the ability to block any reform 

proposal, they have an inherent conflict of interest in reform discussions. Russia and 

China have frequently expressed opposition to any expansion of permanent seats, 

particularly in regions where they do not wish to cede influence, such as in Asia and 

Africa. 

 Regional Rivalries: The proposal for reform also faces significant regional rivalries. 

For instance, the proposal to grant a permanent seat to India is contested by 

Pakistan, which argues that such a change would undermine the balance of power in 

South Asia. Similarly, the idea of granting an African seat has led to debate over 

which African nation should represent the continent. 

 Geopolitical Considerations: Geopolitical considerations also complicate reform 

efforts. Major powers like the United States and China often use their vetoes to 

safeguard their national interests, and any reform that would reduce their influence 

could be seen as a challenge to their dominance on the world stage. 

 

13.4 The Path Forward: Possible Models for Reform 
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Despite the significant obstacles, there are potential pathways forward for reforming the veto 

system. A variety of models have been proposed to address the systemic issues within the 

UNSC while maintaining the relevance of the P5. 

 Option 1: Expanding the P5 with New Permanent Members 
o The P5 could be expanded to include additional permanent members, such as 

India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan. While these new members would still 

hold veto power, the increased representation could provide a more 

inclusive and legitimate Security Council. 

 Option 2: Restricting the Veto 
o The veto could be restricted to certain types of decisions (such as military 

interventions), while other decisions (e.g., on humanitarian aid or 

sanctions) could be made by majority vote. This would allow the UNSC to 

act more swiftly and effectively in crises that demand urgent action. 

 Option 3: Abolishing the Veto 
o A more radical proposal is the complete abolition of the veto power. This 

could involve shifting to a majority-based voting system, where decisions 

are made by the consensus of the UNSC members or through delegated 

voting via the General Assembly. 

 Option 4: Creation of a Hybrid System 
o Another approach could involve creating a hybrid system where the veto 

power is retained for issues of core national interest (such as defense and 

security) but limited for matters like humanitarian interventions and 

environmental issues. This could allow for more flexible governance while 

respecting the sovereignty of the P5 members. 

 

13.5 The Future of Global Governance 

Reforming the veto system in the UNSC is not just a matter of altering a procedural 

mechanism; it is about rethinking the foundations of global governance. The increasing 

calls for reform reflect a broader demand for a more equitable and representative system 

that can address the complex challenges facing the world today, from climate change and 

global pandemics to conflicts and humanitarian crises. 

As the global power structure evolves, it is likely that the UNSC will have to adapt in 

order to remain relevant. Whether this means expanding the membership, limiting the 

veto, or abolishing it entirely, the debate surrounding UNSC reform is likely to intensify in 

the coming years, particularly as new regional powers assert their influence on the world 

stage. 

The future of the UNSC will be shaped by a delicate balance between maintaining the 

stability provided by the veto system and ensuring that the UN remains a credible and 

effective forum for addressing global challenges. As the world continues to change, so too 

must the UNSC, reflecting a world where multilateralism, inclusivity, and cooperation are 

more crucial than ever. 
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Conclusion 

The veto system in the UNSC is one of the most debated aspects of global governance. 

While it was designed to maintain peace and stability by giving major powers the ability to 

block action that threatens their national interests, it has become a source of inefficiency and 

paralysis in addressing contemporary crises. As global dynamics shift, the demand for 

UNSC reform grows louder. Reforming or even abolishing the veto system will require 

significant political will, cooperation, and a fundamental rethink of the global order, but it 

remains a necessary step toward ensuring that the UN can respond effectively to the 

challenges of the 21st century 
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13.1 Proposals for Limiting or Abolishing the Veto 

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

Council (UNSC)—the P5 (United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom)—

has long been a subject of debate and criticism. While it was originally designed to ensure the 

participation of major powers in global governance, the veto is increasingly seen as an 

obstacle to the UNSC's effectiveness, especially when dealing with global crises that require 

swift and decisive action. In light of this, there have been several proposals to limit or 

abolish the veto to make the UNSC more representative, democratic, and effective in 

responding to modern challenges. 

 

1. Limiting the Scope of the Veto 

One approach to reforming the veto system is to limit its application to certain types of 

decisions, while allowing for majority voting in other areas. The argument behind this 

proposal is that the P5 should not have the power to block resolutions on all matters, 

especially those that involve humanitarian assistance, peacekeeping, and sanctions, where 

the international community has broad consensus. 

 Humanitarian Interventions: Proponents of this reform argue that the veto should 

not be applicable to resolutions that authorize humanitarian interventions or provide 

aid to countries in crisis. The Syria conflict, where Russia and China repeatedly 

vetoed UNSC resolutions aimed at ending the violence, is often cited as an example 

of how the veto system can prevent the UN from taking action in the face of severe 

human suffering. 

 Sanctions and Human Rights: Another area where the veto could be limited is in the 

imposition of sanctions and the protection of human rights. The idea is that if the 

international community agrees on the need for sanctions against a country violating 

international law, the veto should not be able to block such resolutions. Limiting the 

veto on matters of human rights abuses or war crimes could lead to more decisive 

action in holding governments accountable. 

 Environmental Issues: The growing urgency of climate change and environmental 

degradation calls for global cooperation. Reform advocates argue that the veto 

should not be applicable to resolutions related to environmental protection or 

climate action, given the universal nature of the problem and the broad support for 

international cooperation. 

 Peacekeeping and Conflict Resolution: The UNSC's peacekeeping missions and 

efforts to mediate conflicts have often been delayed or blocked due to the use of the 

veto. Limiting the veto in the case of peacekeeping operations or conflict resolution 

could allow the UNSC to act more swiftly in protecting vulnerable populations and 

preventing conflicts from escalating. 

 

2. Abolishing the Veto Entirely 
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A more radical proposal is to abolish the veto power altogether. This would mean shifting to 

a majority-based voting system where decisions are made based on the support of a 

majority of UNSC members, potentially including the General Assembly in certain cases. 

Advocates of abolishing the veto argue that the system is outdated, undemocratic, and no 

longer reflects the global power structure of the 21st century. 

 Proportional Representation: Some proposals suggest that the veto power be 

replaced with a weighted voting system that takes into account the population or 

economic strength of countries, or perhaps regional representation. This would 

allow for more equitable representation in the decision-making process and reduce 

the undue influence of a few powerful countries. 

 General Assembly Involvement: Another proposal to abolish the veto is to grant the 

General Assembly more power in decision-making, particularly for matters related to 

peace and security. Under this model, a two-thirds majority in the General 

Assembly could be required for certain types of resolutions, bypassing the UNSC veto 

and allowing broader international consensus to prevail. 

 Increased Regional Representation: As part of the push to abolish the veto, there 

are suggestions to create regional blocs within the UNSC that would ensure fair 

representation for countries from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and other 

underrepresented regions. This could help balance the power of the P5 and ensure that 

decisions reflect the diversity of the global community. 

 Abolishing the Veto for Specific Types of Decisions: A more moderate proposal 

would be to completely abolish the veto for specific types of decisions, such as 

peacekeeping missions or humanitarian interventions, but retain it for others, such 

as military action. This would give the UNSC more flexibility to respond to 

international crises while preserving the P5's influence over matters of security. 

 

3. Introducing a Supermajority Voting System 

Rather than relying on the veto, another proposal is to introduce a supermajority voting 

system in the UNSC. This would require a higher threshold of approval than a simple 

majority, but not the unanimous approval required by the current veto system. For example, a 

two-thirds majority or a four-fifths majority could be required to pass significant 

resolutions. 

 Global Consensus Building: A supermajority system would encourage greater 

global consensus on decisions and ensure that a resolution is supported by a broad 

cross-section of nations. This could prevent the veto from being used to block 

actions on critical global issues where a large majority is in favor of intervention or 

action. 

 Reduction of Political Gridlock: By allowing the UNSC to make decisions with a 

supermajority, the system could reduce the political gridlock that has often paralyzed 

the Council. In cases where Russia, China, or the United States vetoes a resolution, 

a supermajority could still allow it to pass, reflecting broader global support for the 

issue at hand. 

 Safeguarding the Role of the P5: In this system, the P5 would still retain significant 

influence, but their ability to block decisions unilaterally would be diminished, 
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ensuring that no single country or group of countries can dominate the UNSC's 

decision-making. 

 

4. Reforming the P5 Membership and Veto Power 

Another approach to reforming the veto system is to address the composition of the P5 itself. 

As the geopolitical landscape has shifted since the end of World War II, the P5 no longer 

accurately represents the balance of power in the 21st century. Calls have been made to 

expand the permanent membership to include countries like India, Germany, Japan, and 

Brazil, as well as to consider permanent representation for Africa and the Middle East. 

 Expanding the P5: Proponents of expanding the P5 argue that it would make the 

UNSC more representative of current global realities. This could include adding 

new permanent members that reflect the economic, political, and military weight 

of nations that were not prominent at the end of the Second World War. 

 Restricting the P5’s Veto: One option is to restrict the veto power held by P5 

members. This could be done by requiring joint vetoes, where at least two or three 

P5 members must agree to exercise the veto, thereby reducing the likelihood that a 

single nation can block international action. Another possibility is to impose limits on 

how many times a nation can use the veto in a given period. 

 Regional Veto Systems: Another proposal is to create a system where vetoes are 

regional, with each region (e.g., Africa, Asia-Pacific, Europe) having the ability to 

veto decisions based on their regional interests. This would be a more democratic 

approach to ensuring that regions with significant stakes in a conflict or issue are 

heard, while also maintaining the P5's influence. 

 

5. The Challenges of Reform 

Reforming the veto system, whether by limiting its scope or abolishing it altogether, will face 

significant challenges: 

 Resistance from the P5: The P5 countries have a vested interest in maintaining 

their veto power and are likely to resist any attempt to limit or abolish it. This has 

been a major roadblock in previous attempts to reform the UNSC. 

 Geopolitical Rivalries: The addition of new permanent members could create new 

geopolitical tensions. For example, India’s bid for a permanent seat could face 

opposition from countries like Pakistan, while Germany’s inclusion might be 

contested by France or Italy. 

 Legal and Procedural Hurdles: Any changes to the veto system would require 

amendments to the UN Charter, which is a complex and lengthy process requiring 

the approval of two-thirds of the UN General Assembly and **ratification by the 

P5 members. 

 

Conclusion 
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The proposals for limiting or abolishing the veto power in the UNSC represent a significant 

shift in how global governance could be structured in the 21st century. Whether through 

restricting the veto's scope, expanding the P5 membership, or introducing a 

supermajority voting system, these reforms aim to make the UNSC more effective, 

representative, and accountable in addressing the critical issues facing the world today. 

However, the political challenges of reforming the veto system will require significant 

cooperation among UN members and P5 states, and the path to reform will likely be a long 

and contentious one. 
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13.2 The Role of Non-Permanent Members in Reforming 

the UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is composed of 15 members, including 5 

permanent members with veto power (P5) and 10 non-permanent members who serve for 

two-year terms. While the P5 members have significant influence due to their veto rights, the 

non-permanent members play a crucial role in the functioning and reforming of the 

UNSC. Although they do not hold veto power, their collective support and efforts can serve 

as a driving force for change, especially in the context of reforming the UNSC's decision-

making processes, including the veto system. 

1. Advocacy for a More Democratic UNSC 

Non-permanent members, often representing less powerful countries, have historically been 

vocal in advocating for a more democratic and inclusive UNSC. Many argue that the 

current system, which grants disproportionate power to the P5, does not reflect the political, 

economic, and demographic realities of the 21st century. Given their role as 

representatives of a wider array of countries, non-permanent members are well-positioned 

to push for reforms that could reduce the P5’s dominance and make the UNSC more 

equitable. 

 Expanding Membership: One of the most common proposals advanced by non-

permanent members is to expand the number of permanent members of the UNSC. 

Many non-permanent members support adding India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan 

as permanent members, reflecting the geopolitical shifts that have occurred since the 

Second World War. Non-permanent members also argue for the inclusion of Africa 

and the Middle East to ensure that the UNSC reflects the diverse interests of the 

global community. 

 Abolishing or Limiting the Veto: Non-permanent members have also been active in 

calling for reform of the veto power. Although they do not hold veto rights 

themselves, non-permanent members have consistently voiced concern about the P5's 

ability to block resolutions that enjoy wide international support, particularly in 

areas such as humanitarian interventions, climate action, and conflict resolution. 

Some non-permanent members have proposed limiting the veto to specific cases or 

abolishing it entirely, emphasizing the need for a UNSC that can act more swiftly 

and decisively in the face of global crises. 

2. Building Coalitions and Consensus 

Although non-permanent members do not have veto power, they have the ability to form 

coalitions and build broad consensus around particular reforms. By aligning with other 

like-minded members, non-permanent members can exert influence on the UNSC's 

decisions and push for changes in the way the Council operates. 

 Aligning with the Global South: Many non-permanent members represent countries 

in the Global South, which have often been underrepresented in the UNSC’s 

decision-making processes. By aligning with countries in regions such as Africa, 

Latin America, and Asia, non-permanent members can create a unified bloc that 

advocates for reforms aimed at ensuring the UNSC is more representative of the 
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world’s diverse interests. This includes expanding the membership, limiting the 

veto, or introducing new voting mechanisms. 

 Advocating for Transparency and Accountability: Non-permanent members often 

advocate for greater transparency in the UNSC’s decision-making process. Their 

involvement in the Security Council provides them with the opportunity to call for 

more accountability from the P5, particularly when the veto is used to block 

resolutions related to humanitarian crises or peacekeeping efforts. Through open 

debates and public statements, non-permanent members can raise awareness about 

the dangers of gridlock and the paralysis of the UNSC, making a strong case for 

reform. 

3. Challenging the Legitimacy of the Veto 

One of the key arguments for reforming the UNSC is that the veto system undermines the 

legitimacy of the Council, particularly when it is used to block resolutions that have 

widespread international support. Non-permanent members, often representing smaller or 

less powerful states, can challenge the legitimacy of the veto by pointing to the disconnect 

between the global consensus on issues and the P5's ability to block action. 

 Raising Global Awareness: Non-permanent members can use their position in the 

UNSC to raise awareness about the impact of the veto on global peace and security. 

They can call attention to instances where the veto has prevented the UNSC from 

taking action on critical issues, such as human rights violations or climate change. 

This helps build public support for reforming the veto system and makes the case for 

a UNSC that better represents the interests of the global community. 

 Building Alliances Outside the UNSC: Non-permanent members can also engage 

with other international bodies, such as the General Assembly, regional 

organizations, and civil society groups, to gain support for reforms. By working 

with like-minded countries and global stakeholders, non-permanent members can 

strengthen their position and create a wider coalition advocating for change within 

the UN system. 

4. Leveraging the Power of Public Opinion 

Public opinion can play an important role in pushing for UNSC reforms, particularly when 

the international community is outraged by the inaction or ineffectiveness of the Council. 

Non-permanent members can use public support to build pressure on the P5 to consider 

reforms. For instance, when the UNSC fails to take action on a humanitarian crisis or 

regional conflict, non-permanent members can align themselves with global civil society 

movements and advocacy groups to call for changes in the way the UNSC operates. 

 Pressure from Civil Society: Non-permanent members can work closely with NGOs 

and advocacy groups to pressure the P5 to act in the interest of global peace and 

security, rather than allowing national interests to dominate. By joining forces with 

these organizations, non-permanent members can elevate their voices in global 

debates about reforming the UNSC. 

 Media Engagement: Non-permanent members can use the media to amplify their 

calls for reform. By engaging in public diplomacy, international media outlets, and 

social media, non-permanent members can ensure that their efforts to reform the veto 
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system gain international attention. This can build momentum for reform and 

encourage global support for changes to the UNSC’s decision-making processes. 

5. The Limits of Non-Permanent Members’ Influence 

While non-permanent members can play a significant role in advocating for reform and 

pushing for change within the UNSC, they face important limitations: 

 Dependence on the P5: Ultimately, any reform of the veto system requires the 

approval of the P5, who have a vested interest in maintaining their privileged status 

within the Council. As such, non-permanent members must navigate the political 

dynamics of the P5 and may find it difficult to overcome their resistance to change. 

 Short-Term Membership: Non-permanent members serve only for two years, which 

means that their influence in the UNSC is often limited by the relatively short time 

frame of their tenure. This can make it difficult for them to build lasting coalitions or 

implement long-term reforms. 

 Internal Divisions Among Non-Permanent Members: Non-permanent members do 

not always share a common agenda on reforms, and regional interests and political 

differences can create divisions within this group. This can undermine their ability to 

form a cohesive bloc and effectively push for reform. 

 

Conclusion 

While the P5 remains the most influential group in the UNSC, non-permanent members play 

a crucial role in shaping the future of the UN Security Council. Through advocacy, 

coalition-building, and public pressure, they can help push for reforms that make the 

UNSC more inclusive, representative, and effective. The challenge remains in overcoming 

the resistance of the P5 and addressing the geopolitical complexities of the modern world, 

but non-permanent members have the potential to serve as key drivers of change in the 

UNSC's decision-making process, particularly in efforts to reform or abolish the veto 

system. 
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13.3 Global Consensus on UNSC Reform 

The question of reforming the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is one of the most 

contentious and enduring issues in global diplomacy. The UNSC is meant to be the 

international body that upholds peace and security, but its structure—especially the veto 

power held by the five permanent members (P5)—has been a source of significant 

criticism, particularly as global power dynamics have shifted over the decades. While reform 

is widely discussed, achieving global consensus on the matter has proven elusive, given the 

complex interplay of national interests, geopolitical rivalries, and institutional inertia. 

1. The Global Demand for Reform 

As the world has changed since the UN’s founding in 1945, many countries have argued that 

the UNSC does not adequately reflect the current international balance of power. The 

P5—comprising the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—

hold the lion's share of power and influence in the Security Council, despite many of these 

nations not representing the geopolitical realities of the 21st century. For example, 

emerging regional powers like India, Brazil, and South Africa, as well as the African 

Union and other regional groupings, argue that the current composition of the UNSC does 

not reflect the political, economic, and demographic diversity of today’s world. 

The global demand for reform is driven by several factors: 

 The Changing Global Order: The rise of China, the emergence of India, and the 

economic power of countries in Africa and Latin America have led to calls for more 

equitable representation. 

 The P5's Veto Power: Many nations argue that the veto power held by the P5 is 

undemocratic and results in a paralysis of the UNSC, particularly in times of 

humanitarian crises or when global consensus exists on issues. 

 Increased Regional Conflicts and Global Issues: The growing need for action on 

issues such as climate change, terrorism, pandemics, and human rights violations 

has underscored the importance of a more responsive and representative UNSC. 

While the desire for reform is widespread, achieving consensus on how to reform the 

UNSC remains a major challenge. 

2. Key Proposals for UNSC Reform 

There are several proposals for reforming the UNSC, with the goal of making it more 

representative, effective, and democratic. The most commonly discussed proposals include: 

 Expansion of Permanent Membership: One of the most widely discussed reforms is 

the expansion of the number of permanent members of the UNSC. Countries such 

as India, Brazil, Japan, and Germany have long been advocates for permanent 

membership, arguing that they represent the growing geopolitical weight of their 

regions. Adding new permanent members would be a step toward better 

representation for emerging powers and regions that have been historically 

underrepresented, particularly Africa and the Global South. 
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 Limiting or Abolishing the Veto: Another key proposal involves limiting the veto 

power held by the P5 or abolishing it altogether. Critics of the veto system argue 

that it has led to a deadlock in addressing urgent issues, especially in cases where a 

widespread consensus exists but a single P5 member uses its veto power to block 

action for political or strategic reasons. A reform proposal to limit the veto would 

involve making it harder for a single country to prevent Security Council action, 

especially in cases of humanitarian intervention or peacekeeping. 

 Reforming Voting Procedures: In addition to expanding membership and addressing 

the veto, there are proposals to reform voting procedures within the UNSC. 

Currently, a resolution requires the approval of at least 9 out of 15 members, 

including the P5 veto power. Some proposals suggest that a supermajority of votes 

from both the permanent and non-permanent members should be needed to pass 

certain types of resolutions, particularly those related to military interventions or 

sanctions. 

 Regional Representation: Another option for reform is the introduction of a regional 

rotation system for permanent membership. This would allow underrepresented 

regions—such as Africa, Latin America, or the Arab World—to have a periodic 

seat at the table. Some proponents suggest that this model could strike a balance 

between regional equality and global governance. 

3. Challenges to Achieving Consensus 

Achieving a global consensus on reforming the UNSC is difficult due to a range of political, 

economic, and diplomatic challenges. Key obstacles to reform include: 

 P5 Resistance: The P5 countries, particularly those with the most established 

geopolitical power, are resistant to any changes that might diminish their influence 

or veto power. They argue that the veto system is an essential safeguard for 

maintaining international peace and security, as it ensures that decisions made by 

the UNSC reflect the interests of the world’s most powerful countries. France, the 

US, China, Russia, and the UK have all expressed opposition to expanding 

permanent membership in a way that might dilute their authority. 

 Geopolitical Rivalries: The global geopolitical landscape is increasingly complex, 

and competition between major powers often makes consensus-building difficult. 

For example, China and Russia might resist India’s bid for a permanent seat due to 

concerns about regional influence. Similarly, the US and some European countries 

may be cautious about granting permanent membership to Brazil or South Africa, 

as this might shift power dynamics in the UNSC. 

 Regional Disagreements: While there is broad support for regional representation, 

divisions within regions also pose a challenge. For instance, in Africa, some 

countries advocate for a single permanent seat for the continent, while others argue 

for multiple seats. The lack of a unified regional position makes it harder to push for 

meaningful change in the UNSC. 

 Procedural Hurdles: UNSC reforms require amendments to the UN Charter, 

which means that any change would require the approval of two-thirds of the 

General Assembly and ratification by all five P5 members. This high bar makes it 

exceedingly difficult to pass significant reforms, as one veto from a P5 member can 

block any proposed change. 

4. The Role of Global Civil Society and Public Opinion 
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While governments are the primary drivers of UNSC reform, global civil society, NGOs, 

and public opinion can play an important role in shaping the debate and pressuring 

governments to act. Many civil society organizations argue that the lack of reform in the 

UNSC has led to disillusionment with the UN system and undermines its credibility. 

 Raising Awareness: Advocacy groups and media outlets can raise awareness about 

the inefficiencies and unrepresentative nature of the UNSC, galvanizing public 

opinion around the need for reform. As seen in campaigns surrounding climate 

change, human rights, and peacekeeping, public pressure can often push 

governments to reconsider their positions. 

 Grassroots Movements: Activists and global coalitions, such as the Group of 77, 

the African Union, and the Non-Aligned Movement, continue to play an active role 

in advocating for greater inclusivity in the UNSC, pushing for a structure that 

reflects the evolving global order. 

5. The Future of UNSC Reform 

Despite the many obstacles, there is a growing sense that the UNSC’s structure must 

change to meet the demands of a rapidly evolving world. Many analysts suggest that 

incremental changes, such as increasing the number of non-permanent members or 

introducing new procedural mechanisms, might be a starting point for reform. It is also 

possible that future global crises, such as pandemics, climate change, or nuclear 

proliferation, could galvanize the international community into seeking reform, especially as 

the veto system continues to be seen as a major obstacle to effective action. 

In conclusion, the issue of UNSC reform is deeply entrenched in geopolitical 

considerations, but there is a growing consensus that the UNSC must evolve to reflect the 

realities of the 21st century. The challenge will be finding a balance that addresses the 

interests of the P5, ensures global representation, and provides a more effective platform 

for tackling global challenges. 

You said: 
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13.4 The Political Will for Change 

The success or failure of any proposed reform to the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) largely depends on the political will of its member states, particularly the five 

permanent members (P5): the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United 

Kingdom. Political will refers to the willingness of governments to prioritize international 

cooperation over national interests and to take the necessary steps to implement change. 

Given the immense geopolitical stakes involved in UNSC reform, the question of whether 

there is sufficient political will to drive substantial change remains one of the most 

significant challenges. 

1. The Challenge of P5 Resistance 

One of the primary obstacles to UNSC reform is the resistance of the P5, whose permanent 

seats and veto power provide them with a privileged position in global governance. The P5 

countries have historically used their vetoes to block resolutions and decisions that would 

threaten their national interests or geopolitical standing. Given that any proposed reform 

requires the unanimous consent of the P5, their willingness to give up or dilute their power 

is often seen as highly unlikely. 

 Geopolitical Interests: Each of the P5 countries has a unique set of interests tied to 

the current structure of the UNSC. The US, for example, is unlikely to support any 

changes that might diminish its global influence or its ability to shape international 

security policy. Similarly, China and Russia have historically used their veto power 

to block actions that they perceive as counter to their strategic objectives, such as in 

the cases of Syria or Ukraine. France and the UK, while more willing to engage in 

reforms, are still hesitant to change a system that has historically guaranteed them 

influence. 

 National Sovereignty and Realpolitik: For many of the P5 members, the veto 

power is seen as a safeguard for their national sovereignty and a way to ensure that 

no major international action can be taken without their consent. Any effort to reform 

the veto system risks undermining their autonomy in global decision-making, which 

makes them reluctant to engage in meaningful negotiations on reform. 

2. Emerging Global Powers and Their Role in Reform 

While the P5 countries may be resistant to reform, there is growing pressure from emerging 

powers that have gained significant economic, political, and military influence. Countries 

such as India, Brazil, South Africa, Japan, and Germany have increasingly called for 

changes to the UNSC, particularly with regard to permanent membership and the veto 

system. These nations argue that their growing geopolitical stature warrants a more 

equitable representation in the UNSC and that the current system does not accurately 

reflect the global balance of power. 

 India’s Bid for Permanent Membership: India, with its growing economy and 

significant global influence, has been one of the most vocal proponents of UNSC 

reform, particularly the expansion of permanent membership to include countries 

like India and Brazil. India’s position has been bolstered by its role as a major 
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regional power in South Asia and its increasing involvement in global security and 

economic affairs. 

 Support from Regional Coalitions: Other regional powers, including countries in 

Africa and Latin America, have also voiced their support for UNSC reform. For 

instance, the African Union has called for permanent representation for Africa, a 

continent that remains largely underrepresented in the current UNSC structure. Brazil 

and Germany have made similar calls for permanent membership, arguing that their 

countries’ influence warrants a seat at the table when it comes to global security 

matters. 

However, the willingness of these emerging powers to pursue reform is conditional on a 

clear pathway to change that also addresses the concerns of the P5. Negotiations around 

reform often require a balancing act, where the emerging powers must navigate the complex 

web of interests among the P5 while pushing for greater representation. 

3. The Role of Non-Permanent Members and Global Civil Society 

In addition to the P5 and emerging powers, there is also significant pressure for reform from 

non-permanent members of the UNSC, as well as from global civil society. Non-

permanent members often find themselves in a precarious position, as they are subject to the 

will of the P5 and have limited power to influence UNSC decisions. The lack of a permanent 

seat at the table means that many non-permanent members are advocating for a 

restructuring that would provide more equitable representation and greater influence in 

global decision-making. 

 Non-Permanent Members: Many of the non-permanent members of the UNSC 

have expressed frustration with the dominance of the P5 and have actively advocated 

for a more inclusive decision-making process. However, the influence of non-

permanent members is often limited by the veto power of the P5, which makes it 

difficult for them to push for any meaningful reforms. 

 Global Civil Society and Public Opinion: In addition to governmental and regional 

actors, global civil society—including NGOs, activists, and think tanks—has 

played a significant role in advocating for UNSC reform. Civil society groups argue 

that the current system undermines democracy and global governance by giving 

disproportionate power to just five nations. Public opinion around the world is 

increasingly critical of the paralysis caused by the P5’s veto and the lack of action 

on issues like climate change, human rights abuses, and armed conflicts. 

Grassroots movements and international advocacy groups have pushed for reform 

by emphasizing that the current system fails to reflect the needs of the global 

community. 

4. Institutional Challenges and the Need for Consensus 

One of the biggest obstacles to political will for change is the institutional inertia within the 

UN system. The UN Charter, which outlines the structure and procedures of the UNSC, is 

incredibly difficult to amend. Any reform to the UNSC would require two-thirds approval 

from the General Assembly and unanimous consent from the P5. This high threshold 

makes it extremely difficult to build the necessary political will for meaningful change. 
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 The Veto Blockage: The veto power remains the greatest impediment to UNSC 

reform. Any P5 member can block changes to the UN Charter, and they have 

historically done so in defense of their own interests. This creates a paradox, where 

the very body responsible for international peace and security is unable to reform 

itself to better address global challenges. 

 Diplomatic Challenges: Achieving consensus on UNSC reform requires navigating 

complex diplomatic negotiations between countries with divergent interests. Even 

among the non-permanent members, there is no unified vision on what UNSC 

reform should look like. The absence of a clear and consistent proposal for reform 

makes it difficult to build the coalitions necessary to push for change. 

5. The Path Forward 

Despite these challenges, the growing recognition of the UNSC’s deficiencies has created 

some momentum for reform. To unlock the necessary political will for change, several steps 

could be taken: 

 Building Alliances: Countries and regional coalitions that support reform need to 

build alliances and lobbying efforts both within the UN General Assembly and 

outside of it. This includes reaching out to civil society organizations and other 

stakeholders to amplify the demand for reform. 

 Incremental Reforms: Given the resistance of the P5, incremental reforms might 

be a more achievable starting point. This could include expanding the non-

permanent membership or introducing greater transparency in decision-making. 

These changes could build momentum for more comprehensive reform over time. 

 Public Pressure and Global Advocacy: Global civil society can continue to play a 

vital role by pressuring governments to act. Public campaigns, global petitions, 

and media outreach can keep the issue of UNSC reform on the international 

agenda, ensuring that it remains a priority for decision-makers. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, the political will for UNSC reform will depend on the ability of both global 

powers and civil society to mobilize for change. While the P5’s resistance and institutional 

inertia remain formidable obstacles, the increasing demands from emerging powers, non-

permanent members, and global civil society for a more inclusive, effective, and 

democratic UNSC provide a glimmer of hope. Achieving a reformed UNSC will require 

diplomatic ingenuity, strategic alliances, and a long-term commitment to the principles of 

global justice, peace, and security. 
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Chapter 14: The Ethical and Moral Dimensions of 

the Veto 

The veto power exercised by the permanent members of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) has profound ethical and moral implications. While the veto system was 

established as a mechanism to maintain peace and order in the post-World War II 

international system, its impact on global governance and the ability of the UNSC to act 

effectively raises several key ethical dilemmas. This chapter explores the moral 

consequences of the veto, particularly in relation to humanitarian crises, human rights, 

and international peace. 

1. The Moral Responsibility of the P5 

The permanent members of the UNSC (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, France, and 

the United Kingdom—hold immense responsibility in maintaining international peace and 

security. However, the veto power grants them the ability to block any substantive action by 

the UNSC, regardless of the broader global consensus on the issue at hand. This ability to 

block action has raised ethical questions about the moral responsibility of these nations, 

particularly when their national interests directly conflict with the greater good of 

international peace or humanitarian efforts. 

 National Interests vs. Global Peace: The use of the veto often reflects the national 

interests of the P5 members, which can sometimes contradict the needs of the global 

community. For example, a veto may be used to protect an ally or to prevent the 

adoption of a resolution that could undermine a P5 member’s economic or political 

goals. From an ethical standpoint, this prioritization of national self-interest over 

global peace and security can be seen as morally questionable, especially when the 

veto prevents action that could alleviate suffering or save lives. 

 The Question of Justice: The moral legitimacy of the veto system is often 

questioned in situations where the global community agrees on a course of action 

(e.g., in cases of genocide, human rights abuses, or armed conflicts) but the veto 

power is used to block this action. The veto power can thus be seen as an injustice, as 

it allows a few countries to determine the fate of populations suffering from conflict, 

humanitarian disasters, or state repression, without considering the human cost of 

inaction. 

2. The Veto and Humanitarian Intervention 

One of the most significant ethical concerns surrounding the veto is its impact on 

humanitarian interventions. The right to protect (R2P) doctrine emerged in the early 21st 

century as a response to the failure of the international community to intervene in cases of 

genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. However, the veto power of the P5 

has often hindered the international community's ability to act on humanitarian grounds, 

particularly in cases where one or more P5 members have strategic interests in preventing 

intervention. 

 Syria and the Blocked Resolutions: In the case of the Syrian Civil War, repeated 

Russian and Chinese vetoes in the UNSC prevented the adoption of resolutions 
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calling for action to address the humanitarian crisis and the use of chemical 

weapons by the Assad regime. From an ethical standpoint, this raises questions about 

the moral cost of allowing a few powerful countries to block intervention that could 

have prevented thousands of deaths and alleviated the suffering of millions of 

civilians. 

 The Responsibility to Protect (R2P): The R2P doctrine advocates for international 

intervention in cases where governments are either unwilling or unable to prevent 

mass atrocities. However, the veto system has repeatedly undermined efforts to 

protect vulnerable populations, especially when the P5 members have conflicting 

interests. The moral dilemma lies in whether it is ethically justifiable for a handful of 

countries to prevent intervention that could prevent genocide or save countless lives, 

based purely on national interests. 

3. The Ethical Implications of Inequality in the UNSC 

The veto system also raises fundamental questions about the ethical legitimacy of the 

UNSC’s structure itself. The fact that only five countries hold the power to veto resolutions 

creates a highly unequal system in which the interests of smaller and less powerful 

countries are often subordinated to those of the P5. This raises concerns about the moral 

fairness of a system that privileges the decision-making power of a few nations over the 

global good. 

 Global Democracy and Fairness: The P5’s ability to block any substantive action in 

the UNSC, regardless of the views of the majority of member states, undermines the 

principle of global democracy. In an increasingly interconnected and multipolar 

world, many argue that unilateral decision-making by a small group of countries is 

morally indefensible, especially when the consequences of such decisions affect 

people in other parts of the world. 

 Equality of Representation: Critics argue that the veto system is inherently 

undemocratic because it concentrates power in the hands of a few nations. This not 

only undermines the UN’s credibility but also perpetuates historical inequalities in 

global governance. For example, Africa and Latin America remain 

underrepresented in the UNSC, despite the fact that these regions are often 

disproportionately affected by conflict and humanitarian crises. The absence of 

equitable representation and the ability to block resolutions on the part of the P5 is 

viewed as a moral failing of the UN system. 

4. The Veto and Global Human Rights 

The veto system is also implicated in the protection and promotion of human rights. The 

UNSC plays a crucial role in addressing violations of international law, including war 

crimes, crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing. However, the ability of the P5 to 

veto resolutions concerning human rights violations or accountability measures raises 

significant ethical concerns. In many cases, the veto power has prevented action that could 

have held perpetrators accountable or provided protection to victims of egregious human 

rights violations. 

 Accountability for War Crimes: The UNSC’s failure to authorize intervention in 

certain conflicts, such as the Rwandan Genocide in 1994, has led to widespread 

criticism of the veto system’s ethical shortcomings. The inability to act on behalf of 
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victims of war crimes or prevent future atrocities raises serious moral questions 

about the international community’s commitment to human rights and justice. 

 Vetoing Accountability: The P5’s veto power has also been used to block efforts to 

establish international tribunals or accountability mechanisms for those 

responsible for mass atrocities. This has been seen as a form of moral impunity, 

where powerful countries effectively prevent justice from being served, further 

entrenching the global inequality in the ability to demand justice. 

5. The Ethical Dilemma of Inaction 

One of the most profound ethical concerns surrounding the veto is its ability to prevent the 

UNSC from taking timely and decisive action in response to crises. The failure to act in 

situations of imminent violence, humanitarian disasters, or armed conflict often results in 

prolonged suffering for vulnerable populations. The ethical dilemma of the veto is, in 

essence, a question of moral responsibility—should a small group of nations be allowed to 

block action that could prevent suffering or save lives? 

 Moral Responsibility to Act: In cases of genocide or other mass atrocities, the 

international community faces a moral imperative to intervene. The ethical question 

arises when the veto power prevents the UNSC from fulfilling its responsibility to 

protect innocent lives. The moral argument is that the UNSC’s inaction, often 

driven by the veto system, fails to meet the ethical obligations of the international 

community. 

 The Cost of Inaction: The moral cost of inaction is seen in protracted conflicts and 

humanitarian crises where the UNSC’s inability to act quickly or effectively 

prolongs human suffering. The international community’s failure to intervene in 

crises like Syria, Darfur, or Myanmar has resulted in countless deaths, 

displacement, and human rights violations, raising serious ethical concerns about the 

legitimacy of the UNSC system as it stands. 

6. Ethical Considerations for Reform 

Given the ethical challenges posed by the veto, many have called for reform of the UNSC to 

make it more representative and democratic. Proposals include limiting the scope of the 

veto, creating a more equitable representation system, or even abolishing the veto 

entirely. From an ethical perspective, the goal of reform would be to ensure that the UNSC 

can act more effectively and fairly in addressing global challenges, protecting human 

rights, and ensuring international peace. 

 A More Inclusive System: Reform proposals that call for greater inclusion and 

more democratic decision-making are grounded in the belief that a more equitable 

UNSC would better reflect the moral obligations of the international community to 

protect vulnerable populations and address global challenges. 

Conclusion 

The ethical and moral dimensions of the veto system are complex and multifaceted. While 

the system was designed to maintain international stability, its implications for global 

governance raise profound questions about justice, fairness, and accountability. As the world 

faces increasingly complex global challenges, the debate over the ethics of the veto remains 
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a central issue in discussions about reforming the UN and ensuring that global governance 

systems are truly committed to human rights and international peace. 
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14.1 The Veto and Human Rights 

The veto power of the permanent members of the UN Security Council (P5)—the United 

States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—has significant implications for the 

protection and promotion of human rights around the world. While the UNSC was 

established to maintain international peace and security, the veto system has often been used 

to block interventions in situations where human rights are being grossly violated. This 

chapter explores the ways in which the veto power interferes with human rights protection, 

raises ethical concerns, and presents challenges to international efforts to hold perpetrators 

accountable. 

1. The Role of the UNSC in Protecting Human Rights 

The UN Security Council is one of the most important bodies in the United Nations system, 

with the mandate to address threats to international peace and security. This includes 

situations where human rights are under threat, such as in the cases of genocide, war crimes, 

ethnic cleansing, and other gross human rights violations. The UNSC has the authority to 

pass resolutions that could authorize peacekeeping missions, impose sanctions, or even 

approve military interventions to protect vulnerable populations. 

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, adopted by the UN in the early 2000s, 

emphasizes the international community's obligation to intervene in situations where 

governments fail to protect their citizens from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and 

crimes against humanity. The UNSC, however, plays a crucial role in determining whether 

intervention occurs. This role becomes problematic when the veto power prevents action in 

the face of urgent humanitarian crises. 

2. The Veto’s Impact on Human Rights Interventions 

One of the primary ethical concerns regarding the veto is its ability to block humanitarian 

interventions. Despite overwhelming evidence of human rights abuses, the veto power often 

enables one or more P5 members to prevent the UNSC from taking action to protect 

populations or ensure justice. The moral question here is whether it is ethically justifiable for 

a few powerful countries to block actions that could save lives or alleviate suffering based on 

national interests, rather than humanitarian needs. 

Examples of Vetoes Blocking Human Rights Protection: 

 Syria (2011–present): The Syrian Civil War is perhaps the most prominent example 

of the veto's impact on human rights. In response to the Assad regime’s brutal 

crackdown on protesters, and later the widespread use of chemical weapons against 

civilians, the UNSC was presented with several resolutions demanding action. 

However, Russia and China repeatedly used their vetoes to block these efforts, 

primarily because of their political and military alliances with the Syrian government. 

This vetoing of action by the P5 was widely condemned, particularly in light of the 

ongoing humanitarian disaster, which included hundreds of thousands of deaths, 

displacement, and the destruction of civilian infrastructure. 

 Rwanda (1994): During the Rwandan Genocide, the UNSC failed to act in a timely 

and effective manner to prevent the mass killing of Tutsi civilians. While not directly 

the result of a veto, the inaction of the international community, including a 
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reluctance to act decisively in the face of clear evidence of genocide, has been 

criticized as a failure of the UN. The tragedy highlighted the ethical failure of a 

global system that is supposed to uphold human rights but, in practice, allows 

powerful members to prevent interventions. 

 Darfur (2003–present): In Sudan, the government's campaign of violence against 

ethnic minorities in the Darfur region led to widespread atrocities, including mass 

killings, rape, and displacement. Despite calls for international intervention and the 

establishment of an international criminal tribunal, the UNSC was unable to act 

decisively because of Chinese and Russian opposition, driven by their interests in 

maintaining good relations with Sudan’s leadership. 

3. The Veto and Humanitarian Aid 

Another human rights issue stemming from the veto power is its impact on the delivery of 

humanitarian aid to regions affected by conflict. The UNSC is responsible for authorizing 

humanitarian relief operations, especially in cases where access is blocked by warring 

parties or governments. However, when a P5 member uses the veto to block sanctions or 

peacekeeping resolutions, the result is often the restriction of access to aid workers and 

relief supplies, which prolongs suffering. 

 Access to Humanitarian Aid: In cases where armed conflict disrupts supply chains 

or where parties to the conflict use humanitarian aid as a weapon, the UNSC is 

called upon to authorize measures such as peacekeeping missions, sanctions, or 

humanitarian corridors. A veto by any of the P5 members can block these efforts, 

which can have devastating consequences for civilians who depend on external aid to 

survive. 

In Syria, for example, the Russian veto has obstructed efforts to extend the reach of 

humanitarian aid to civilians in rebel-held areas of the country, exacerbating the 

crisis. Similarly, in conflicts such as those in Yemen and South Sudan, the inability 

of the UNSC to take swift action, due to the veto, has left millions of civilians without 

adequate aid. 

4. The Veto and Accountability for Human Rights Violations 

The veto system also hinders efforts to hold individuals accountable for serious violations of 

international law, including war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide. The 

UNSC has the authority to refer cases to the International Criminal Court (ICC), which 

can prosecute individuals responsible for these crimes. However, the veto power allows any 

of the P5 members to block such referrals, undermining the effectiveness of the international 

justice system. 

 Protection of Perpetrators: The use of the veto by the P5 has been criticized for 

protecting perpetrators of human rights violations. For example, Russia’s veto of 

UNSC resolutions aimed at referring the Syrian government’s actions to the ICC has 

been seen as shielding Bashar al-Assad and his regime from accountability. 

Similarly, China and Russia have used their veto powers to block resolutions that 

would have targeted war criminals in places like Sudan and Myanmar. These 

actions raise ethical questions about the legitimacy of the veto system in delivering 

justice and accountability for atrocities. 
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 Impunity and the Lack of Accountability: The repeated use of the veto to block 

justice for victims of human rights abuses contributes to a broader sense of impunity 

for leaders who commit atrocities. This undermines the moral authority of the 

UNSC and sends a message that those in power can evade consequences for their 

actions if they have the support of one or more P5 members. The result is a moral 

failure of the international system in its commitment to human rights. 

5. Ethical Dilemmas of Blocking Human Rights Protection 

The veto system presents a moral dilemma when the P5 members’ national interests clash 

with the moral obligation of the international community to act in the face of gross human 

rights violations. The ethical implications of these decisions are profound. When one or 

more P5 members use the veto to block humanitarian action or intervention, the 

consequences are often measured in human lives lost, suffering endured, and rights 

denied. 

 Prioritizing National Interests Over Human Lives: One of the most significant 

ethical issues surrounding the veto is the tendency of the P5 to prioritize national 

interests over human rights concerns. In many instances, the use of the veto is driven 

by political alliances, economic interests, or geostrategic considerations rather 

than a genuine concern for human rights. This creates an ethical contradiction, where 

the P5’s actions are seen as morally indefensible, particularly when innocent 

civilians are the victims. 

6. Calls for Reform: Human Rights and the Veto 

Given the ethical challenges posed by the veto, many advocates for UN reform argue that 

the veto system needs to be re-evaluated, especially in relation to human rights protection. 

Reform proposals often call for: 

 Limiting the use of the veto in situations involving gross human rights violations or 

mass atrocities. 

 Creating a more transparent and accountable UNSC process, where decisions are 

made based on the collective good rather than national interests. 

 Strengthening the role of the UN General Assembly or other bodies to ensure that 

actions can be taken in the face of human rights violations when the UNSC is 

deadlocked. 

Reforming the veto system would align the UNSC more closely with its humanitarian 

mandate and reduce the ethical contradictions inherent in a system that allows a small 

group of powerful nations to block actions aimed at protecting human rights. 

Conclusion 

The veto system in the UNSC is a deeply ethical issue when it comes to the protection of 

human rights. While the veto was originally intended to ensure global stability, its impact 

on the humanitarian mission of the United Nations has been detrimental. The use of the 

veto to block interventions that could protect lives or hold perpetrators accountable raises 

profound moral questions about the prioritization of national interests over human 

dignity. To align the UNSC with the fundamental human rights principles of the UN, there 
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is an urgent need to reconsider how the veto power is applied, particularly in cases of gross 

human rights violations. 
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14.2 Ethical Considerations in the Use of Power 

The use of power within the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), particularly by the 

permanent members (P5), carries significant ethical implications. The veto power, in 

particular, allows these five countries—United States, Russia, China, France, and United 

Kingdom—to unilaterally block any substantive resolution or action, even in the face of 

grave global crises. This immense influence raises critical ethical questions about the 

responsibility that comes with such power and the moral consequences of exercising it. 

This section delves into the ethical considerations surrounding the exercise of power within 

the UNSC, examining issues of justice, fairness, accountability, and global responsibility. 

1. The Legitimacy of Unequal Power Distribution 

At the heart of the ethical debate regarding the veto power is the inherent inequality in how 

power is distributed within the UNSC. The veto system gives disproportionate power to the 

P5 members, enabling them to block actions that could benefit the majority of UN member 

states. This creates an imbalance between the decision-making capacity of these powerful 

nations and the rest of the world. 

Ethical Issue: Inequity and Global Representation 

 The ethical question here is whether it is morally justifiable for five nations to have 

such disproportionate influence over global decision-making. Does the democratic 

principle of equal representation hold true when a small group of nations can thwart 

the collective will of the international community, particularly in situations involving 

global peace and security? 

 For example, when a permanent member uses its veto to block sanctions or 

peacekeeping missions in countries where human rights are being violated, it 

questions the legitimacy of a system that places the interests of a few countries above 

the well-being of the global population. 

2. The Morality of National Interests vs. Global Good 

One of the central ethical issues in the UNSC’s decision-making process is the tendency for 

the P5 members to use their veto power based on national interests rather than 

humanitarian needs or global security concerns. The use of vetoes driven by political, 

economic, or strategic calculations rather than the common good of the international 

community raises concerns about the moral justification for such decisions. 

Ethical Issue: National Interests at the Cost of Global Good 

 When Russia or China vetoes resolutions to protect human rights in countries like 

Syria or Myanmar, they are prioritizing their diplomatic and economic alliances 

over the protection of innocent lives. Similarly, the United States has used its veto 

power to protect Israel in the face of international criticism, even when human rights 

violations are involved. 

 This creates a moral dilemma: Is it ethically acceptable for any country, especially 

those with significant global influence, to prioritize national interests over global 

peace, security, and human welfare? The ethical consequences of such decisions can 
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include prolonged suffering, lack of accountability for perpetrators of atrocities, and 

failure to uphold the international rule of law. 

3. Accountability and Transparency in the Veto Process 

The lack of accountability and transparency in the veto process presents another ethical 

challenge. The exercise of veto power often occurs behind closed doors, with limited 

explanation of the rationale behind these decisions. While vetoes are made public, the 

reasons for their use are frequently opaque, especially when decisions are made in the 

context of human rights violations or conflicts that demand international attention. 

Ethical Issue: Lack of Accountability in Global Decision-Making 

 When the P5 members wield their veto power, there is often no clear explanation as 

to why they are blocking a resolution. This lack of accountability raises ethical 

concerns because it undermines the transparency of the UNSC’s decision-making 

process, leaving the global community to question whether these decisions are being 

made for the right reasons. 

 The absence of accountability can breed a perception of impunity, where powerful 

nations can act without justification and avoid scrutiny for decisions that have far-

reaching consequences for global peace and human rights. 

4. The Ethical Implications of Inaction in the Face of Human Suffering 

Perhaps the most pressing ethical issue related to the veto is the inaction that often results 

from its use in situations involving massive human suffering. The refusal to authorize 

intervention, humanitarian aid, or peacekeeping missions can lead to preventable deaths, 

displacement, and violence. 

Ethical Issue: The Failure to Act in the Face of Crisis 

 A key ethical concern is whether it is morally acceptable for a permanent member of 

the UNSC to block life-saving measures due to geopolitical considerations. For 

instance, the refusal to authorize action in response to genocide, ethnic cleansing, or 

chemical weapon attacks—as seen in cases like Syria, Sudan, and Myanmar—

raises the question: Should nations with such veto power be allowed to prevent 

humanitarian intervention based on their self-interest, when human lives are at 

stake? 

 Inaction in the face of atrocities challenges the ethical foundation of the UNSC. The 

moral imperative to protect vulnerable populations, uphold human dignity, and 

prevent mass atrocities should outweigh the strategic priorities of individual nations. 

5. The Ethics of Protecting Sovereignty vs. Humanitarian Intervention 

A significant ethical dilemma in the use of veto power concerns the principle of national 

sovereignty versus the need for humanitarian intervention. The right of countries to govern 

themselves without external interference is a fundamental principle of international law. 

However, when a government commits atrocities against its own people, the moral 

justification for intervention becomes more complicated. 
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Ethical Issue: Sovereignty vs. Humanitarian Intervention 

 The veto power can be used to protect a regime’s sovereignty, even in cases where 

that sovereignty is being used to perpetrate crimes against its population. For 

instance, Russia’s use of its veto to protect the Syrian regime in the face of human 

rights violations reflects an ethical tension between respect for sovereignty and the 

responsibility to protect vulnerable populations. 

 The ethical question here is whether it is more important to preserve the sovereignty 

of a government, or whether international actors, including the UNSC, have an ethical 

duty to intervene in the face of crimes that violate basic human rights. This dilemma 

often results in a moral conflict between the principles of non-intervention and the 

moral duty to prevent mass suffering. 

6. The Need for Ethical Standards in UNSC Decision-Making 

There is a growing recognition that the UNSC must operate within a framework of ethical 

standards that prioritize human rights and the common good over narrow national 

interests. This calls for a shift in how power is exercised within the UNSC and the way 

decisions are made. Ethical considerations must be incorporated into decision-making 

processes to ensure that the UNSC’s actions (or inactions) align with the moral principles of 

the United Nations. 

Ethical Issue: The Global Responsibility of the UNSC 

 The UNSC should be seen not just as a political body, but as a moral institution 

responsible for upholding the values of peace, security, and human dignity. This 

requires ethical guidelines that ensure decisions are made in the best interest of 

global peace and humanity, rather than to advance the narrow self-interests of a few 

powerful countries. 

 A reform of the UNSC, with a greater emphasis on ethical decision-making, would 

involve making the process of veto use more transparent, accountable, and aligned 

with human rights. Such reforms would reduce the ethical inconsistencies that 

currently plague the UNSC, where the exercise of power can result in preventable 

suffering. 

Conclusion 

The ethical considerations surrounding the use of power in the UNSC, particularly the veto, 

are complex and far-reaching. The moral dilemmas inherent in the veto system—ranging 

from inequality in decision-making to the prioritization of national interests over global 

good—raise important questions about the legitimacy of a system that allows a few countries 

to block international efforts to protect human rights and promote peace. Addressing these 

ethical concerns is crucial for ensuring that the UNSC serves its intended purpose as a global 

institution dedicated to the protection of human rights, peace, and justice for all nations. 
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14.3 The Political Cost of Blocking Humanitarian 

Interventions 

The blocking of humanitarian interventions by permanent members of the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC)—primarily through the exercise of the veto power—

carries significant political costs both for the nations involved in the veto and for the 

international community as a whole. While the veto is a tool designed to ensure that the 

interests of the P5 members are represented in global decision-making, its use to block 

action in the face of humanitarian crises can have profound political consequences. This 

section explores the political costs associated with the use of the veto to block 

humanitarian interventions, with a focus on both short-term and long-term ramifications. 

1. Erosion of Global Legitimacy and Trust in the UNSC 

When a permanent member of the UNSC vetoes a resolution aimed at addressing a 

humanitarian crisis, it can undermine the legitimacy of both the UNSC and the United 

Nations (UN) as a whole. The international community often looks to the UN as a source 

of moral authority and a mechanism for upholding international law, especially in crises 

involving genocide, ethnic cleansing, and human rights violations. 

Political Cost: Loss of Credibility 

 A veto that prevents action in the face of a humanitarian disaster risks diminishing 

the UNSC’s credibility as a legitimate body capable of responding to global 

challenges. For example, Russia’s repeated vetoes in the Syrian Civil War to block 

humanitarian intervention or sanctions against the Assad regime raised global 

concerns about the UNSC's ability to act in line with its core mandate of maintaining 

international peace and security. 

 This loss of credibility can lead to a decline in global trust in the ability of the UN to 

address pressing humanitarian concerns. Over time, this erodes the moral authority 

of the UNSC, causing countries and actors to seek alternative avenues for dealing 

with humanitarian issues outside of the United Nations framework. 

2. Damage to Diplomatic Relations and Alliances 

The exercise of the veto, particularly in cases of humanitarian crises, can strain diplomatic 

relations between the vetoing state and other members of the international community. 

Countries that block interventions often face backlash from both their allies and the broader 

global public. 

Political Cost: Diplomatic Fallout 

 Countries that exercise their veto to prevent humanitarian action often face 

international criticism and damage to their reputation on the global stage. For 

instance, when China and Russia vetoed a UNSC resolution condemning the Syrian 

government for its actions during the civil war, they faced significant diplomatic 

fallout from countries that supported the opposition and sought humanitarian 

assistance for the Syrian people. 
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 The political costs can extend to diplomatic ties between countries. Nations that 

block humanitarian interventions risk alienating countries with differing foreign 

policy objectives. For example, vetoing resolutions that would provide relief to 

suffering populations could create rifts in relations with countries that place greater 

value on human rights and international cooperation. 

3. Domestic Political Consequences 

While the veto power is primarily exercised at the international level, it can also have 

significant domestic political implications for the governments of the countries that wield it. 

The decision to block humanitarian interventions may be seen as a political move designed 

to protect certain national interests or strategic alliances. However, this can lead to domestic 

unrest and criticism from civil society, the media, and political opposition. 

Political Cost: Domestic Backlash 

 Leaders who block humanitarian intervention may face backlash from domestic 

groups that advocate for human rights and international solidarity. For instance, the 

United States’ veto of UNSC resolutions regarding Israel’s treatment of 

Palestinians has often faced domestic scrutiny, particularly from human rights 

organizations and civil society groups, who see such vetoes as prioritizing political 

and military alliances over humanitarian values. 

 The decision to block interventions can lead to a political cost within the vetoing 

country’s domestic arena. The government may face public criticism, particularly 

from groups that advocate for peace, humanitarian assistance, and global 

solidarity. In extreme cases, this can translate into electoral consequences, as voters 

express their dissatisfaction with leaders who appear to be protecting the interests of a 

few at the expense of the many. 

4. Reinforcement of Global Inequities 

The ability of a small number of countries to block action on humanitarian crises can also 

perpetuate existing global inequalities. The P5 veto system allows powerful nations to 

prioritize their strategic, economic, or geopolitical interests over the well-being of 

vulnerable populations. This often results in a disproportionate impact on less powerful 

countries or regions where conflicts are taking place, reinforcing the inequitable nature of 

the international system. 

Political Cost: Perpetuation of Global Inequities 

 The political cost of blocking humanitarian interventions includes the reinforcement 

of inequality in the global order. Nations whose interests are not aligned with those 

of the P5 often suffer the consequences when they are denied aid or protection 

because the UNSC fails to act. This can exacerbate existing regional disparities and 

perpetuate inequality on a global scale. 

 For example, the vetoes in response to the Rwandan Genocide in 1994, where the 

UNSC failed to take decisive action to protect civilians, highlighted the 

disproportionate influence of powerful states and their unwillingness to intervene in 

conflicts that did not directly serve their interests. The political fallout from such 



 

217 | P a g e  
 

failures can fuel resentment toward the international system and increase calls for 

reform of the UNSC. 

5. The Rise of Alternative Global Mechanisms 

As the UNSC remains paralyzed due to the veto system, alternative mechanisms to address 

humanitarian crises have begun to emerge. Regional organizations, coalitions of the 

willing, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) increasingly play a role in providing 

humanitarian assistance and advocating for global action, sometimes without the formal 

approval of the UNSC. 

Political Cost: The Marginalization of the UNSC 

 The marginalization of the UNSC in global governance represents a political cost of 

veto use. As powerful states block intervention in humanitarian crises, other actors 

may take matters into their own hands, undermining the UNSC’s relevance and 

authority. This trend can further weaken the ability of the UN to function as the 

primary body for managing international peace and security. 

 The rise of alternative coalitions, often outside the formal UN framework, 

diminishes the role of the UNSC in shaping global governance and responding to 

crises. It also raises concerns about the legitimacy of these alternatives, particularly 

when decisions are made outside the international legal system governed by the UN. 

6. The Ethical and Political Dilemma of "Responsibility to Protect" (R2P) 

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine emerged as a global norm advocating for 

intervention to prevent mass atrocities. The veto system, however, often conflicts with R2P 

principles, as permanent members may block action to protect vulnerable populations in 

favor of sovereignty or national interests. 

Political Cost: A Contradiction of International Norms 

 Blocking humanitarian interventions through the veto power presents a political 

contradiction to the principles of R2P, undermining efforts to create a more human-

centered international system. When powerful nations veto actions that would 

protect civilians from genocide or war crimes, they not only compromise the 

effectiveness of the UN but also contradict global commitments to human rights and 

the prevention of mass atrocities. 

 The political cost is that this contradiction weakens international norms, erodes 

public confidence in the ability of global institutions to protect vulnerable 

populations, and potentially opens the door for more unilateral action or regional 

interventions that are not bound by international law. 

Conclusion 

The political costs of blocking humanitarian interventions through the UNSC veto system are 

far-reaching and impact the credibility, legitimacy, and effectiveness of the United Nations. 

While the veto serves as a mechanism to ensure that the P5 countries' interests are taken into 

account, its use in blocking action in the face of humanitarian crises undermines the moral 

and ethical foundation of the UN system. Over time, this paralysis may lead to a diminished 
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role for the UNSC in addressing global peace and security, driving the international 

community toward alternative mechanisms that bypass the veto—but these alternatives may 

also come with their own political and legitimacy challenges. 
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14.4 The Veto as an Obstacle to Global Justice 

The veto power exercised by the permanent members of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) has long been a cornerstone of the international system. However, its use—

particularly in the context of humanitarian crises—raises significant ethical and political 

concerns, as it often acts as a substantial obstacle to global justice. This section delves into 

the moral and political dimensions of the veto's impact on the quest for justice in the 

international sphere, highlighting its role in perpetuating inequality, blocking 

accountability, and undermining efforts to create a just world order. 

1. The Veto’s Effect on Accountability for International Crimes 

One of the most significant obstacles to global justice presented by the veto is its ability to 

block accountability for international crimes, including genocide, war crimes, and crimes 

against humanity. When permanent members of the UNSC use their veto to prevent the UN 

from acting, they can shield perpetrators of such crimes from accountability and prevent the 

international community from intervening to protect vulnerable populations. 

Political and Moral Cost: Impunity for Violations 

 The veto allows certain states to shield atrocity perpetrators from international 

justice by blocking efforts to refer cases to the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

or to impose sanctions and peacekeeping missions that would protect civilians. For 

example, the use of the veto by Russia and China to prevent accountability for 

Syrian government actions during the Syrian Civil War has perpetuated a cycle of 

impunity, where perpetrators of mass atrocities are not held responsible for their 

actions. 

 The political cost of this blockage is twofold: it enables the continued suffering of 

innocent civilians and reinforces the notion of selective justice, where the powerful 

escape the consequences of their actions. This erodes trust in the global justice 

system and makes it difficult for international norms of accountability to gain 

traction. 

2. The Veto and the Denial of Human Rights Protection 

A core principle of global justice is the protection of human rights, especially in situations 

where individuals are at risk of suffering grave violations due to state-sponsored violence 

or armed conflict. The veto, however, often blocks UNSC interventions aimed at 

preventing or stopping human rights abuses, thereby directly undermining efforts to protect 

vulnerable populations. 

Political and Moral Cost: Human Rights Violations 

 The veto serves as a tool for the P5 members to prioritize geopolitical interests over 

the protection of human rights. By blocking resolutions that would allow for the 

deployment of peacekeeping forces or the imposition of sanctions on states 

committing abuses, the veto enables governments to continue violating their citizens' 

basic human rights with impunity. For instance, the US vetoing resolutions on 

Palestine has prevented the UNSC from acting on behalf of the Palestinian people 

despite widespread human rights abuses. 
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 This denial of justice not only has direct consequences for those suffering from 

human rights violations but also sends a powerful message that the UNSC is more 

concerned with political alliances than with fulfilling its mandate to uphold human 

dignity and peace. This undermines the international community's collective ability 

to respond to humanitarian needs and to enforce human rights protections 

universally. 

3. The Veto and the Inequitable Distribution of Power 

The veto system inherently creates a hierarchical structure within the UNSC, where a 

handful of states possess disproportionate influence over international decision-making. 

This structure reinforces existing global inequalities, as the interests of the P5 members—

often shaped by their national interests—are prioritized over the needs and rights of less 

powerful states and vulnerable populations. 

Political and Moral Cost: Global Inequality 

 The veto system entrench power imbalances, as the P5 members have the final say 

on matters of international peace and security, regardless of the broader global 

consensus. This system often leads to decisions that reflect the interests of powerful 

states, rather than the aspirations of the international community for global 

justice. For example, Russia's veto of UNSC resolutions on Syria has been driven by 

its strategic interests in maintaining its alliance with the Assad regime, rather than 

by the moral imperative to protect Syrian civilians. 

 The political cost of this imbalance is the marginalization of smaller and weaker 

states, which are left to face humanitarian disasters without adequate support from 

the international community. This reinforces a system where power and influence 

are concentrated in the hands of a few countries, which directly undermines the 

principle of equal sovereignty and the ideals of fairness and justice in global 

governance. 

4. The Veto and the Failure to Address Systemic Injustices 

The veto power often leads to the failure of the UNSC to address systemic injustices that 

require collective action for resolution. In many instances, the international community 

must act in unison to tackle root causes of global problems, such as poverty, inequality, and 

environmental destruction. The veto, however, often prevents the UNSC from pursuing 

long-term strategies aimed at addressing these underlying issues. 

Political and Moral Cost: Unaddressed Global Injustices 

 Many of the world’s most pressing global challenges, such as climate change, 

global poverty, and global health crises, require concerted international action to 

ensure equitable solutions. However, the veto power can prevent the UNSC from 

creating long-term plans to address these issues, as permanent members prioritize 

their economic or strategic interests over collective well-being. For example, vetoes 

related to climate action or sustainable development may stall efforts to confront 

environmental degradation, which disproportionately affects vulnerable populations 

in the Global South. 
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 By blocking efforts to address systemic injustices, the veto perpetuates a cycle of 

inequality, where powerful states can avoid taking responsibility for issues that they 

may be contributing to or benefitting from. This weakens the global justice 

framework and hampers efforts to create a more just and equitable world. 

5. The Ethical Dilemma of Sovereignty vs. Humanitarian Intervention 

One of the most contentious aspects of the veto system is the ethical tension it creates 

between state sovereignty and the international community's responsibility to intervene in 

cases of mass atrocities. While the principle of sovereignty emphasizes the right of states to 

govern without external interference, the humanitarian imperative demands that the 

international community act to prevent suffering when governments fail to protect their own 

citizens. 

Political and Moral Cost: Sovereignty vs. Responsibility 

 The use of the veto often upholds state sovereignty in cases where governments are 

actively perpetrating human rights abuses or failing to intervene in humanitarian 

crises. In such situations, the veto becomes an obstacle to fulfilling the Responsibility 

to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which argues that the international community has a 

duty to intervene when a state is unable or unwilling to protect its population from 

atrocities. The Russian veto in the Syria conflict is a prime example of a situation 

where sovereignty was prioritized over the humanitarian need for intervention. 

 The political cost here is significant, as it fosters an environment where sovereignty is 

used as a shield to protect governments from international scrutiny or accountability, 

undermining the moral integrity of the global order. This creates a moral paradox, 

where the protection of sovereignty leads to the protection of oppressive regimes, 

preventing the international community from taking steps to prevent genocide or 

other forms of mass violence. 

Conclusion 

The veto power remains one of the most contentious and divisive features of the UN 

Security Council, particularly when it obstructs efforts to address humanitarian crises and 

global injustices. By blocking actions that could protect human rights, ensure 

accountability, and confront systemic inequalities, the veto acts as a significant obstacle to 

global justice. While the veto was originally designed to ensure the participation of major 

powers in maintaining international peace and security, its use in the face of mass atrocities 

and humanitarian suffering exposes deep ethical and moral dilemmas. The challenge lies in 

reconciling the principle of sovereignty with the international community’s responsibility 

to protect vulnerable populations, a challenge that continues to undermine the legitimacy and 

effectiveness of the United Nations as a force for global justice. 
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Chapter 15: Conclusion: Reassessing the UNSC’s 

Role in Global Governance 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), established in 1945 to maintain international 

peace and security, has long been a central pillar of global governance. The structure of the 

UNSC, particularly the veto power granted to its five permanent members (P5), has shaped 

its ability to act decisively in the face of international crises. However, over the decades, the 

use of the veto has become a subject of intense debate, as its application often obstructs 

efforts to respond to humanitarian crises, prevent conflict, and uphold the principles of global 

justice. 

This chapter aims to reassess the UNSC’s role in contemporary global governance, 

considering the complexities, challenges, and potential pathways for reform. It will address 

the ongoing tensions surrounding the veto system, the impacts of UNSC decision-making 

on humanitarian action, and the evolving role of the UNSC in a multipolar world. 

Ultimately, the chapter will seek to outline the necessary reforms to ensure that the UNSC 

remains a relevant, effective, and ethical body capable of addressing the challenges of the 

21st century. 

15.1 The Legacy and Challenges of the UNSC’s Structure 

The UNSC was created in the aftermath of World War II to provide a forum for the world’s 

most powerful states to collaboratively manage international peace and security. The veto 

power was intended to prevent another global conflict by ensuring that no decision could be 

made without the consent of the most powerful states. However, over time, this structure has 

led to significant challenges: 

1. Paralysis in Crisis Response: The veto has often paralyzed the UNSC’s ability to 

respond to humanitarian crises, with permanent members using their vetoes to block 

resolutions that conflict with their national interests. This has led to inaction or 

delayed responses in critical moments, exacerbating human suffering and 

undermining the effectiveness of the UN in fulfilling its mandate. 

2. Inequity in Decision-Making: The P5’s disproportionate power in the UNSC has 

fostered a sense of inequity in international governance. Smaller and less powerful 

states often find themselves sidelined in crucial decisions, which has raised questions 

about the legitimacy of the UNSC as a representative body. 

3. The Politics of the Veto: The veto power often reflects the geopolitical interests of 

the P5 members, with their actions guided by national priorities rather than the 

collective good. This dynamic has caused discontent among many UN members, 

particularly in the Global South, where the veto’s misuse is seen as a form of neo-

imperialism or unilateral dominance. 

15.2 The Veto’s Impact on Global Governance 

The veto power remains a significant obstacle to effective global governance, particularly in 

addressing issues that require international cooperation and collective action, such as: 
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 Humanitarian Crises: The use of the veto has often blocked resolutions aimed at 

addressing humanitarian crises, ranging from Syria to Darfur to Palestine, where 

the protection of human rights and the prevention of atrocities have been 

compromised. 

 Peacekeeping and Conflict Resolution: The UNSC has historically failed to act 

swiftly in deploying peacekeepers or imposing sanctions in cases of conflict, as vetoes 

often prevent decisive action. 

 Global Challenges: The veto system impedes the UNSC’s ability to address global 

challenges, such as climate change, global health crises, and nuclear non-

proliferation, that require multilateral solutions and coordinated responses. The 

failure to act on these issues diminishes the legitimacy of the UN as a global 

governance body. 

15.3 Reforming the UNSC: Towards a More Inclusive and Effective System 

Given the challenges posed by the current UNSC structure, there have been numerous 

proposals for reform. These include: 

1. Expansion of the P5: There is a broad consensus that the UNSC should better reflect 

the multipolar nature of the modern world. Germany, India, Brazil, and Japan are 

often cited as potential new permanent members, which would bring more regional 

representation and a broader spectrum of interests into the decision-making process. 

2. Limiting the Veto: One of the most discussed proposals is to limit the use of the 

veto. Several suggestions have been put forward to either restrict its use to specific 

types of issues (e.g., not allowing it to block humanitarian interventions) or to require 

multiple vetoes for action, which would force the P5 members to find common 

ground. 

3. Accountability Mechanisms: Proposals also suggest introducing accountability 

mechanisms to ensure that the veto is not used irresponsibly or to block interventions 

in cases of clear violations of international law, such as genocide, war crimes, or 

crimes against humanity. This would provide a more robust framework for 

addressing humanitarian crises while ensuring the protection of human rights. 

4. Strengthening Non-Permanent Members: Another potential reform is to enhance 

the role of non-permanent members by allowing them a greater voice in decision-

making, perhaps by giving them a greater share of the vote or a more active role in 

shaping resolutions. This could help address concerns about the disproportionate 

influence of the P5 and provide greater legitimacy to the UNSC’s decisions. 

15.4 The Political Will for Change 

While there is broad recognition of the need for reform, achieving meaningful change 

remains a politically sensitive issue. The P5 members have historically resisted changes that 

would diminish their power, particularly regarding the veto. As a result, reforming the UNSC 

requires significant political will, not only from the P5 but also from other member states 

that would need to align around a shared vision for a more inclusive and effective system. 

 The political will for reform is closely tied to global power dynamics, and the rise of 

regional powers like China, India, and Brazil, as well as the growing influence of 

civil society organizations, will play a critical role in shaping the future of the UNSC. 
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 Moreover, multilateralism and collective action will continue to be central to 

addressing the complex global challenges of the 21st century, and the UNSC’s ability 

to adapt to these challenges will determine its relevance in the years to come. 

15.5 Conclusion: A Call for Global Justice and Inclusivity 

In conclusion, the UNSC remains a critical institution in global governance, but its ability to 

maintain international peace and security is increasingly compromised by the inequities 

and limitations of its current structure, particularly the veto power. The veto has consistently 

proven to be an obstacle to global justice, particularly in cases where collective action is 

needed to prevent humanitarian atrocities, protect human rights, and ensure peace. As 

global power dynamics continue to shift, the need for a more inclusive, accountable, and 

effective UNSC is ever more urgent. 

Reforming the UNSC requires a collective effort to ensure that the global governance 

system is fairer, more responsive, and better suited to address the pressing challenges of 

today’s world. Global justice demands a more equitable distribution of power, one that 

empowers all nations, not just the most powerful, to have a say in shaping the future of our 

world. The time has come for a reassessment of the UNSC’s role in global governance, with 

a focus on ensuring that it serves the needs of all humanity, rather than the interests of a 

select few. 
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15.1 The Veto as a Double-Edged Sword 

The veto power granted to the five permanent members (P5) of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) is one of the most distinctive features of the international system of 

governance. Intended as a safeguard to prevent the imposition of decisions against the will of 

the world’s most powerful nations, the veto serves both as a protective mechanism for the 

P5 and a potential obstacle to meaningful action in global peace and security. This dual 

nature of the veto—acting as both a shield and a sword—has earned it the characterization of 

being a double-edged sword. While the veto allows powerful states to safeguard their 

interests and prevent potentially harmful or biased actions, it also has significant downsides 

that hinder the capacity of the UNSC to respond effectively to international crises. 

1. The Shield of Sovereignty and National Interest 

At its core, the veto is designed to protect the sovereignty and national interests of the P5 

members—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—who 

hold permanent membership in the UNSC. The idea behind the veto is rooted in the notion 

that, given the size and influence of these states, they must have a say in decisions that could 

directly affect their security and strategic goals. Without the veto, it was believed that a 

majoritarian system could allow smaller, less powerful nations or blocs to impose decisions 

that might be detrimental to the interests of the P5. 

In this context, the veto acts as a protective tool, allowing the P5 to prevent unilateral 

actions by other members that could negatively affect their economic, political, or military 

interests. For example, the United States has used its veto power to block resolutions that 

could have been detrimental to its strategic alliances, particularly with Israel, or to maintain 

its own security interests. Similarly, Russia and China have employed the veto to shield their 

respective regional interests in areas such as Syria, where both countries have significant 

geopolitical stakes. 

2. The Sword of Impotence and Inaction 

While the veto is a critical tool for protecting the national interests of the P5, it is also a 

powerful weapon that often leads to impotence and inaction within the UNSC. The use of 

the veto to block resolutions—especially in the face of pressing humanitarian crises, 

conflict, or international law violations—often results in the UNSC being unable to take 

timely and decisive action. In these moments, the veto becomes a sword of paralysis, 

undermining the legitimacy and effectiveness of the United Nations as a whole. 

One of the clearest examples of this is seen in the Syrian Civil War, where the Russian and 

Chinese vetoes have repeatedly blocked UNSC resolutions aimed at addressing the 

humanitarian disaster and holding those responsible for war crimes accountable. Despite 

widespread international condemnation and the loss of countless lives, the UNSC’s efforts to 

intervene have been thwarted by the veto, leading to frustration and anger within the 

international community. Similarly, in the Israel-Palestine conflict, the United States has 

used its veto to block numerous resolutions aimed at pressuring Israel to cease actions 

considered violations of international law, which has led to disillusionment among many 

non-Western countries. 



 

226 | P a g e  
 

This gridlock caused by the veto system is not only seen as a failure of the UNSC but also 

undermines the very principles upon which the UN was founded—global cooperation, 

peace, and justice. When the veto prevents action on critical issues such as genocide, war 

crimes, or human rights abuses, it undermines the credibility of the UN as an institution 

committed to safeguarding the rights and dignity of all peoples. 

3. The Impact on Global Trust and Legitimacy 

The inconsistent application of the veto—driven by the strategic interests of the P5—has led 

to a crisis of legitimacy for the UNSC. Many states, particularly those in the Global South, 

view the veto as a form of neocolonialism, wherein the world’s most powerful countries 

dominate decision-making and prevent actions that align with the broader international 

consensus. In cases like Syria or Palestine, where there is wide agreement among non-

permanent members and the broader international community on the need for intervention 

or reform, the P5 veto often renders the UNSC ineffective and irrelevant. 

This legitimacy crisis extends beyond the realm of political and diplomatic dissatisfaction—

it impacts the moral authority of the UN. When the UNSC, the primary body tasked with 

maintaining global peace, is seen as unable or unwilling to act due to the veto power of the 

P5, it diminishes the credibility of the UN as an institution of justice and equity. The lack of 

action in the face of humanitarian atrocities erodes trust in the UN and fuels the perception 

that the UNSC is more concerned with protecting the interests of the powerful than 

promoting the welfare of humanity. 

4. The Call for Reform: Navigating the Double-Edged Sword 

While the veto system is unlikely to be abolished in the near future due to the political power 

of the P5, there is increasing pressure for reform. This reform could take various forms: 

 Limiting the Scope of the Veto: Proposals to limit the veto power, particularly in 

humanitarian interventions or cases involving mass atrocities, would make it more 

difficult for P5 members to block resolutions aimed at protecting human lives or 

upholding international law. 

 Expanding UNSC Representation: Adding new permanent members to the UNSC 

or empowering non-permanent members could reduce the concentration of power 

in the hands of the P5 and make the veto system more representative of global 

interests. 

 Transparency and Accountability in Veto Use: Introducing greater transparency 

and accountability in how vetoes are used—perhaps through mechanisms such as 

mandatory explanations for vetoes or the requirement of a supermajority—could 

enhance the credibility of the UNSC and reduce perceptions of unilateralism. 

Conclusion 

The veto power in the UNSC is undeniably a double-edged sword. On one hand, it ensures 

that the most powerful states have a say in international decisions, protecting their 

sovereignty and national interests. On the other hand, it often leads to inaction, inequity, and 

a failure to respond effectively to global crises, undermining the legitimacy of the UN 

system. 
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As the world continues to evolve and new global challenges emerge, the veto system must be 

reexamined to determine whether it remains fit for purpose. Balancing the interests of 

powerful states with the need for collective action, humanitarian intervention, and global 

justice is a complex challenge—but one that is essential for the future effectiveness of the 

UNSC in maintaining international peace and security. The veto may have been a necessary 

mechanism in the post-World War II order, but its ongoing utility in today’s multipolar world 

is increasingly questioned. Reform is not just desirable—it is necessary for the UNSC to 

remain relevant in the evolving landscape of global governance. 
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15.2 The Impact of Vetoes on Global Stability and 

Security 

The veto power held by the five permanent members (P5) of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) has profound implications for global stability and security. While the veto 

was originally designed to maintain peace by ensuring that the most powerful nations had a 

safeguard against unwanted decisions, its use—and often its abuse—has had a significant 

impact on international peace and security. The impact of vetoes on global stability can be 

seen in several key areas, including the prevention of intervention, the inability to resolve 

conflicts, and the long-term consequences for global governance. 

1. Prevention of Timely Interventions 

One of the most immediate and visible consequences of the veto system is the prevention of 

timely and effective interventions in crises. When the UNSC is unable to act due to a veto, 

it leads to delays or even a total lack of action in situations where intervention is desperately 

needed. In cases of genocide, mass atrocities, or ongoing wars, the UNSC’s paralysis can 

have devastating effects on the affected populations. 

For example, in the case of the Rwandan Genocide (1994), the UNSC was unable to take 

swift action due to a combination of factors, including a lack of political will and the absence 

of a clear veto threat by the P5. French vetoes and American reluctance contributed to the 

international community’s inaction as the genocide unfolded, resulting in the deaths of 

approximately 800,000 people. The failure to intervene early on, despite clear signs of mass 

killings, has been regarded as one of the most significant failures of international 

governance. 

Similarly, the Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011, has been marked by repeated 

Russian and Chinese vetoes in the UNSC, preventing the Council from taking meaningful 

action to address the humanitarian crisis and prevent atrocities committed by the Syrian 

government. The failure to act in both cases contributed to the escalation of violence, 

displacement of millions, and the ongoing instability in the affected regions. 

2. The Impact on Conflict Resolution and Peacekeeping Efforts 

The veto system also significantly impacts the UN’s ability to resolve conflicts. In situations 

where the UNSC is divided, as is often the case during conflicts with clear strategic interests 

for the P5 members, the vetoes often result in the collapse of peace initiatives. The divisions 

within the UNSC over the use of force, sanctions, or other diplomatic measures exacerbate 

existing conflicts and hinder the resolution of global crises. 

For instance, during the Israel-Palestine conflict, the US veto has consistently blocked 

resolutions aimed at placing pressure on Israel to halt its settlement activities and address 

violations of international law. This vetoing has resulted in the stagnation of peace talks, 

allowing the conflict to persist for decades without a resolution. The long-term instability in 

the Middle East, fuelled by the lack of a clear path to peace due to the UNSC’s inability to 

intervene decisively, has had broader implications for regional and global stability. 
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Additionally, in conflicts where peacekeeping missions are required, the veto system can 

also prevent the UN from deploying troops or resources to stabilize regions in crisis. In 

situations where peacekeeping efforts are vetoed or blocked by the P5, the inability to 

provide security forces means that humanitarian relief is delayed, and the prospects for 

peace become increasingly remote. 

3. Erosion of Trust in the UNSC’s Legitimacy and Effectiveness 

The ongoing use of the veto, particularly in the face of clear international consensus, has 

contributed to a significant erosion of trust in the UNSC’s legitimacy and effectiveness. 

When the veto is used to block resolutions, particularly those that address human rights 

violations, mass atrocities, or regional conflicts, it raises questions about the fairness and 

equity of the decision-making process within the UN system. Many countries, particularly 

from the Global South, see the veto as a reflection of historical power dynamics that 

disproportionately favor the interests of the P5, rather than prioritizing global peace and 

security. 

For example, countries in Africa and Latin America have long criticized the UNSC for 

being out of touch with the needs of the developing world, often blocking actions that could 

benefit those regions, such as humanitarian aid, peacebuilding efforts, and conflict resolution 

initiatives. The fact that a few powerful countries can override the collective will of the 

global community erodes the trust in the legitimacy of UNSC decisions, ultimately 

weakening the UN’s moral and political authority. 

This lack of trust also undermines global cooperation in addressing global security threats 

such as terrorism, nuclear proliferation, and pandemics. The perception that the UNSC is not 

a truly representative and effective body to resolve international conflicts diminishes its 

capacity to serve as a credible forum for peacebuilding, human rights advocacy, and 

diplomacy. 

4. Long-Term Consequences for Global Governance and the International Order 

The continued use of the veto and the resulting inability to address crises effectively has 

broader consequences for global governance. When the UNSC fails to act, it often leads to 

alternative responses outside the UN framework. Countries or groups of countries may seek 

to act unilaterally or in regional coalitions, bypassing the UN altogether. While these 

actions may seem effective in the short term, they undermine the multilateral framework of 

global governance and risk leading to fragmentation in the international system. 

For example, the Libya intervention in 2011, authorized by the UNSC but later criticized for 

exceeding the initial mandate, highlighted the dangers of unilateral actions in international 

conflict resolution. NATO’s subsequent military involvement led to the collapse of the 

Libyan state, creating a vacuum of power and instability that has continued to affect the 

region. The failure of the UNSC to establish clear boundaries for the use of force in Libya 

ultimately exposed the weaknesses of relying on a veto-driven consensus in addressing 

global crises. 

Moreover, the growth of regional organizations, such as the African Union (AU), the 

European Union (EU), and others, often reflects the growing sense that the UN is unable to 

provide effective global governance. This trend of regional powers seeking to address crises 
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independently or in smaller groups can lead to a fragmented and less cohesive global 

security architecture. While regional efforts are often necessary and important, the lack of 

centralized, global coordination can ultimately weaken international peace efforts and 

result in conflicting actions that undermine global stability. 

5. The Veto and the Call for Reform 

The ongoing impact of the veto system on global stability and security has sparked growing 

calls for reform of the UNSC. Advocates for reform argue that the veto system is an 

anachronism that no longer reflects the realities of the modern world. They contend that the 

P5 members should not have the power to block decisions that represent a broad 

international consensus, especially in cases involving humanitarian crises or regional 

stability. 

Proposals for reform include limiting the veto in specific cases, such as genocide or war 

crimes, allowing for quicker action by the UNSC when human lives are at stake. Another 

potential reform involves expanding the number of permanent members or creating a more 

inclusive voting system that reflects the multipolar nature of the current global order. 

These reforms aim to ensure that the UNSC can act more effectively in addressing global 

challenges, from climate change to conflict resolution, while maintaining the principles of 

global cooperation and justice. 

Conclusion 

The veto power in the UNSC, while initially designed to maintain balance and prevent 

unilateral actions, has become a significant barrier to global stability and security. The 

ability of the P5 members to block action in situations that demand swift and decisive 

intervention has led to increased instability, human suffering, and a crisis of legitimacy for 

the UN. As the world faces increasingly complex and interconnected challenges, the veto’s 

impact on global governance must be reassessed, and meaningful reforms are needed to 

ensure the UNSC can live up to its mandate to maintain international peace and security. 
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15.3 The Possibility of a More Effective UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), despite its pivotal role in maintaining 

international peace and security, has often been criticized for its inefficiency and inability to 

act decisively in the face of crises. The primary culprit behind this dysfunction is the veto 

system, which gives the five permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, 

France, and the United Kingdom—the power to block any substantive action by the 

Council, regardless of global consensus. This mechanism, designed to prevent unilateralism 

and ensure cooperation among the world’s most powerful nations, has instead contributed to 

gridlock, undermining the Council’s legitimacy and effectiveness. 

In response to the increasing challenges posed by a rapidly changing global landscape, there 

have been numerous calls for reform to make the UNSC more effective and responsive to 

today’s international crises. This section explores the possibility of a more effective UNSC, 

evaluating potential pathways for reform, key obstacles, and the implications for global 

governance. 

1. Reforming the Veto: A Key to a More Effective UNSC 

The veto system remains the central issue for reforming the UNSC. As it stands, a single veto 

from any of the P5 members can halt resolutions, even if they have wide international 

support. This has resulted in paralysis in addressing urgent matters such as human rights 

abuses, armed conflicts, and environmental crises. The possibility of making the UNSC 

more effective hinges significantly on finding a way to limit or abolish the veto. 

Several reform proposals aim to curtail the veto’s power in specific contexts. One such 

proposal suggests that the veto should be removed for humanitarian issues, especially in 

cases of genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. This would allow the UNSC 

to act more swiftly in response to such atrocities, without being hindered by the strategic 

interests of the P5. For example, if the UNSC has unanimous support for a humanitarian 

intervention, the veto should not be allowed to block the mission, ensuring that human life 

and human rights are prioritized. 

Alternatively, a conditional veto system could be implemented, whereby the P5 could only 

exercise their veto power if they are required to justify it based on specific criteria, such as 

adherence to international law or the protection of civilians. This would encourage more 

transparency in decision-making and force the P5 to justify their actions in front of the 

international community. 

2. Expanding the Membership: Inclusivity for a More Representative UNSC 

Another significant reform proposal is the expansion of the UNSC’s membership to better 

reflect today’s geopolitical realities. The current composition of the UNSC, with its five 

permanent members and ten elected members, has been widely criticized as outdated and 

unrepresentative of the multipolar world order. As global power dynamics have shifted, 

countries such as India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan have emerged as regional powers, 

while nations from the Global South continue to demand a seat at the table. 
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Expanding the number of permanent members would help make the UNSC more 

representative and increase its legitimacy. Some reform proposals advocate for including 

countries such as India, Germany, Japan, and one or more African nations, in the 

permanent membership. This would not only address longstanding demands from rising 

powers but also bring a more balanced perspective to decision-making on global issues. 

Additionally, the expansion of membership could introduce more regional diversity in 

decision-making, which would be especially important in regions such as Africa, where 

many conflicts often receive limited attention in the Council. A broader base of 

representation would help the UNSC act more in tune with global concerns, especially in 

cases where regional solutions to crises are essential. 

However, such expansion would also likely require amendments to the UN Charter, which 

may face resistance from the P5, as it would dilute their power and influence. Nevertheless, 

the inclusion of new members could also act as a counterbalance to the veto system, 

fostering greater collaboration and cooperation within the UNSC. 

3. The Role of Non-Permanent Members in Shaping UNSC Decisions 

Currently, the UNSC is made up of 15 members, with 5 permanent members and 10 elected 

non-permanent members. While the non-permanent members do not possess veto power, 

their role is often overshadowed by the influence of the P5. Nonetheless, these members can 

play a vital role in shaping the direction of UNSC resolutions, and reforms could enhance 

their power. 

Increasing the decision-making power of non-permanent members could lead to a more 

balanced and dynamic UNSC. One suggestion is to empower regional blocs, such as the 

African Union (AU), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and the 

European Union (EU), to play a larger role in shaping the UNSC’s decisions. These regional 

groups could act as a check on the power of the P5, ensuring that regional concerns are 

adequately addressed. 

Moreover, improving the election process for non-permanent members by introducing more 

transparent and democratic procedures could also enhance the legitimacy of the Council. If 

non-permanent members had more influence over UNSC decisions, it could foster a greater 

sense of ownership and responsibility, leading to more effective collective action. 

4. Strengthening the UNSC’s Capacity for Early Warning and Preventive Action 

One key way to make the UNSC more effective is by strengthening its capacity for early 

warning and preventive action. Often, the UNSC’s response to crises is reactive rather than 

proactive, and it intervenes only once a situation has escalated beyond control. A more 

effective UNSC would focus more on preventing conflicts before they erupt and addressing 

emerging threats before they destabilize entire regions. 

This could be achieved by establishing a stronger early warning system that draws on data 

from various sources, including UN agencies, regional organizations, and independent think 

tanks. By monitoring potential flashpoints and offering support to countries facing internal 

instability or governance challenges, the UNSC could take preemptive action to avert crises. 
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Strengthening the role of the UN Special Political Missions (SPMs), which work in areas of 

conflict prevention, peacebuilding, and mediation, would also be essential for this approach. 

5. Moving Towards a More Transparent and Accountable UNSC 

Transparency and accountability are essential elements for increasing the effectiveness of 

the UNSC. Currently, decisions made within the UNSC are often shrouded in secrecy, and 

the process by which vetoes are used is opaque. A more transparent process would enhance 

the accountability of P5 members and allow the international community to better 

understand why certain decisions are made or blocked. 

Public accountability mechanisms could be introduced, such as regular reporting to the 

UN General Assembly or open debates on the reasons for vetoes. This would allow for 

greater scrutiny of the decisions made by the P5 and offer alternative viewpoints from 

non-P5 members and civil society actors. In a world that increasingly values open 

governance and democratic decision-making, the UNSC’s operations must evolve to reflect 

these principles. 

6. Conclusion: A More Effective UNSC in the 21st Century 

The possibility of a more effective UNSC depends on bold reforms that address both the 

structural and procedural challenges facing the institution. These reforms should aim to 

limit the power of the veto, expand membership, empower non-permanent members, 

enhance early warning capabilities, and foster transparency and accountability. 

However, achieving such reforms will not be easy. The P5 members are unlikely to relinquish 

their veto power willingly, and the political will to implement significant changes is often 

lacking. Still, the growing dissatisfaction with the current system and the increasing demand 

for a more representative and effective UNSC provide hope that reforms could be 

implemented in the near future. 

Ultimately, the goal is to create a UNSC that can better respond to global crises, protect 

human rights, and maintain international peace and security in a rapidly changing world. 

Through thoughtful reform, the UNSC can regain its credibility and effectiveness, ensuring 

that it remains a central pillar of the global governance system in the 21st century. 
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15.4 Moving Forward: A Vision for the United Nations in 

the 21st Century 

As the world faces increasingly complex and interrelated challenges, the United Nations 

(UN), particularly the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), must evolve to remain 

relevant and effective. In the 21st century, the role of the UN is more critical than ever, as 

global issues such as climate change, cybersecurity, pandemics, and regional conflicts 

increasingly transcend national borders. The vision for the United Nations in this century 

must encompass both a reformed UNSC and a broader approach to addressing global 

challenges with multilateral cooperation, democratic governance, and sustainable peace. 

This section outlines a vision for the UN that ensures the organization adapts to modern 

realities, reinforces its core principles, and strengthens its capacity to respond to the 

evolving needs of the international community. 

1. Strengthening the Role of Multilateralism 

The foundation of the United Nations has always been built on multilateralism—the idea 

that international problems should be solved through cooperation among countries, rather 

than by unilateral action. In a rapidly globalizing world, multilateral solutions will be 

necessary to address the wide range of issues that no single nation can tackle alone. The UN 

must continue to be the anchor for multilateral diplomacy, fostering collaboration between 

states, civil society, and international organizations. 

The UN system must strengthen its role in addressing not only conflict resolution but also 

global public goods such as health, climate action, sustainable development, and human 

rights. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, including the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), is a cornerstone of the UN’s work and must be fully integrated 

into the UN’s operational framework, ensuring that global progress is made in all areas, 

especially in the fight against poverty and inequality. 

2. Reforming the Security Council for Greater Legitimacy and Effectiveness 

The UN Security Council (UNSC), while still the central institution for addressing 

international peace and security, must undergo comprehensive reform to meet the 

challenges of the 21st century. The veto system, in particular, remains the most significant 

obstacle to UNSC action and credibility. Proposals to limit or abolish the veto for specific 

issues such as humanitarian crises, climate security, and genocides are a critical step 

toward reforming the UNSC’s functioning. Ensuring that the UNSC can act decisively in 

addressing global threats is essential for maintaining peace and security in the face of 

growing global instability. 

The expansion of the UNSC’s membership, to include emerging powers such as India, 

Brazil, and African nations, is necessary to ensure that the UNSC reflects the changing 

global power dynamics. These regions and countries contribute significantly to global trade, 

security, and diplomacy, and their inclusion would enhance the legitimacy of the UNSC and 

provide a more inclusive approach to decision-making. 
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In parallel, strengthening the capacity of non-permanent members in the UNSC, and 

ensuring that their voices are better heard, will create a more democratic and representative 

system. Ensuring the transparent and accountable exercise of veto powers is critical to 

improving the legitimacy of the Council’s decisions and enhancing global trust in the 

UNSC’s ability to manage security threats. 

3. Enhancing the UN’s Capacity for Global Crisis Management 

A key element of the UN’s future success lies in its ability to respond swiftly and 

effectively to crises, ranging from armed conflict and displacement to climate-related 

disasters and pandemics. The UN must become a more agile, proactive and efficient actor 

in crisis management, both on the diplomatic and operational fronts. 

This vision requires the strengthening of the UN’s peacebuilding and preventive 

diplomacy tools, focusing on early warning systems, conflict prevention, and mediation 

efforts. By investing in conflict prevention through early interventions, the UN can prevent 

the escalation of tensions and minimize the human, economic, and social costs of conflict. 

The role of the United Nations Peacekeeping operations must also be modernized to ensure 

that missions are not only reactive but can anticipate and prevent conflict through more 

robust mandates and effective leadership. 

Additionally, the UN’s humanitarian aid and development programs must be fully 

integrated with conflict prevention and peacebuilding strategies. A whole-of-system 

approach, where the work of the UN Security Council, the UN Development Programme 

(UNDP), and the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) are synchronized, will be essential for 

tackling crises at their root and providing long-term stability. 

4. Strengthening the Role of Civil Society and Non-Governmental Actors 

The UN’s role in the 21st century must also include the empowerment and inclusion of non-

state actors, especially civil society organizations (CSOs), non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), and grassroots movements. These actors are critical to addressing 

issues of human rights, environmental protection, development, and peacebuilding. The UN 

should foster greater engagement with civil society in its decision-making processes and 

create more avenues for partnerships with a wide range of stakeholders. 

This collaborative model will not only strengthen the credibility and legitimacy of UN 

decisions but also ensure that the voices of marginalized communities, particularly women, 

youth, and indigenous peoples, are central to its policy making. The UN must embrace the 

idea that global governance is no longer solely the domain of states but should be a multi-

stakeholder enterprise that draws upon the expertise and resources of all sectors of society. 

5. Addressing the Climate Crisis and Global Sustainability 

Climate change is perhaps the greatest challenge facing humanity in the 21st century. The 

UN, through its Paris Agreement and Sustainable Development Goals, has made 

significant strides in addressing this issue, but much more remains to be done. Climate 

change is already driving conflict, displacement, and resource shortages, making it an 

issue that intersects with peace and security concerns. 
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The UN must place climate security at the heart of its operations, ensuring that climate-

related challenges are integrated into conflict prevention and peacebuilding efforts. The 

UNSC must be empowered to address the security dimensions of climate change, ensuring 

that climate-induced migration, environmental degradation, and resource competition are 

given the attention they deserve at the global level. 

At the same time, the UN must accelerate efforts to help countries adapt to climate change 

by expanding access to finance, technology, and capacity-building for climate adaptation. 

By aligning its peace, security, development, and climate agendas, the UN can help facilitate 

a global response to the climate crisis, which is interlinked with other existential challenges 

such as global health, social inequality, and economic development. 

6. Conclusion: A Vision of a More Inclusive, Dynamic, and Relevant United Nations 

The United Nations is poised at a critical juncture in its history. To remain effective and 

relevant in the 21st century, the UN must continue to evolve, embracing reform, inclusivity, 

and sustainability. This means transforming the UN Security Council into a more 

legitimate and efficient body, empowering non-state actors, ensuring the effective 

management of global crises, and addressing global challenges such as climate change and 

conflict prevention. 

By reinforcing its foundational principles of peace, security, human rights, and sustainable 

development, the UN can offer a new vision of global governance that addresses the 

challenges of a multipolar and interconnected world. A reformed, proactive, and 

inclusive UN can become the cornerstone of a more peaceful, just, and sustainable future 

for all. 

The future of the United Nations depends on the political will of its member states to make 

these changes, but with the right vision and leadership, the UN can be the institution that 

drives global cooperation toward solving the most pressing issues of our time. 
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