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The Cold War: A Divided World: Superpower Rivalry in the UNSC: As the only two nations with veto 

power in the UNSC, the U.S. and the Soviet Union wielded extraordinary influence over global peacekeeping 

efforts. However, this dominance also meant that the UNSC was often paralyzed by their ideological and 

political differences. Each superpower frequently used its veto to block resolutions that went against its 

interests or its allies. This deadlock made it impossible for the UNSC to act decisively in many crises. Proxy 

Wars: Cold War Conflicts Beyond the UNSC: Many of the most significant conflicts during the Cold War 

were not direct confrontations between the superpowers but rather proxy wars fought in third-party countries. 

These conflicts often played out in regions such as Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union supported opposing factions. The UNSC, due to the veto power and the superpowers' competing 

interests, was largely sidelined in these conflicts, leaving the resolution of these crises to bilateral negotiations 

or military intervention The UNSC and the Creation of Israel: A Divided Beginning:  The UNSC’s Role 

During the 1948 Arab-Israeli War: After Israel’s declaration of independence, the UNSC became involved 

in the conflict, calling for a ceasefire and later authorizing peacekeeping forces, the United Nations Truce 

Supervision Organization (UNTSO), to monitor the situation. However, the UNSC's efforts to intervene were 

hindered by the dynamics of the Cold War, with the U.S. providing strong diplomatic and military support to 

Israel, while the Soviet Union supported Arab states. This set the stage for a long-standing division within the 

UNSC over how to address the issue. The Srebrenica Massacre: A Turning Point in the UNSC’s 

Response: One of the most significant and tragic moments in the Bosnian conflict was the Srebrenica 

massacre, which occurred in July 1995. Srebrenica, a United Nations-designated “safe area,” was supposed 

to be protected by UN peacekeepers. However, in a devastating blow to the credibility of the UNSC, Bosnian 

Serb forces, led by General Ratko Mladić, overran the town, separated the men and boys from the women 

and children, and proceeded to execute approximately 8,000 Bosniak men and boys. This atrocity, widely 

considered the worst massacre in Europe since World War II, underscored the UNSC’s failure to protect 

civilians despite its declared commitment to their safety. How the Veto Blocks Action on Human Rights 

Violations: The use of the veto has often been a major obstacle to taking decisive action in situations where 

human rights violations are taking place. When members of the P5 use the veto, it prevents the UNSC from 

passing resolutions aimed at addressing crises such as genocide, ethnic cleansing, war crimes, or other 

atrocities. The Syrian Civil War (2011–Present): In the case of the Syrian Civil War, Russia and China 

have used their veto power to block any meaningful resolutions that would have imposed sanctions or referred 

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad to the International Criminal Court (ICC) for war crimes. Russia, a 

key ally of Syria, has consistently shielded the Assad regime from international accountability, even as the 

regime has committed atrocities against its own people. As a result, the UNSC has been unable to effectively 

intervene or broker a lasting peace agreement, leaving millions of Syrians to suffer. 
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Chapter 1: The UNSC and Its Role in Global Politics 

1.1 The Formation of the UNSC: Purpose and Mandates 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was established in 1945 as a key organ of the 

newly formed United Nations (UN), tasked with maintaining international peace and security. 

It was created in the aftermath of World War II, with the goal of preventing further large-

scale conflicts and providing a platform for diplomatic resolution of disputes. 

 Historical Context: The UNSC's formation stemmed from the failures of the League 

of Nations in preventing global conflict. The founding of the UN sought to avoid the 

devastating consequences of WWII. 

 Purpose: The UNSC’s primary responsibility is to respond to threats to international 

peace and security, taking action that may include sanctions, peacekeeping operations, 

or even military intervention. 

 Mandates: The UNSC operates based on the UN Charter, with the mandate to 

investigate disputes, recommend actions, and authorize military intervention when 

necessary. It is empowered to take enforcement action to prevent or resolve conflicts. 

1.2 Structure and Power Dynamics within the UNSC 

The UNSC is composed of 15 members, including 5 permanent members (P5) and 10 non-

permanent members. The structure is a reflection of global power dynamics, with the 

permanent members holding significant influence over decision-making. 

 Permanent Members (P5): The P5 are China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, 

and the United States. These five countries were granted permanent membership 

following WWII due to their leadership in defeating the Axis powers. Each of the P5 

members holds veto power, meaning they can block any substantive resolution or 

action. 

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

terms by the General Assembly, ensuring broader representation across different 

regions. They do not hold veto power but contribute to discussions and decisions on 

global issues. 

 Veto Power: The veto system ensures that any one of the P5 members can prevent a 

resolution from passing. While this system was meant to maintain stability by 

balancing power, it has also led to significant gridlock and inaction on many crucial 

issues. 

1.3 The Role of Permanent vs. Non-Permanent Members 

The difference in the roles of permanent and non-permanent members is central to the 

UNSC’s decision-making process and its often controversial outcomes. 

 The Influence of Permanent Members: The P5’s veto power means they can 

override any decision made by the majority of the council. This has given them 

disproportionate influence in the UNSC, often creating deadlocks when there is 

disagreement among them. For instance, vetoes have been used to block resolutions 

on issues like the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or the Syrian Civil War. 
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 Non-Permanent Members' Role: Non-permanent members, despite lacking veto 

power, play a crucial role in shaping discussions and building consensus. Their 

representation of regional interests ensures that diverse global perspectives are 

included in decision-making, but their influence is often limited by the vetoes of the 

P5. 

1.4 Criticisms and Challenges Faced by the UNSC 

Despite its intended purpose, the UNSC has faced significant criticism for its inability to 

effectively address many global conflicts, as well as its perceived lack of legitimacy in the 

modern geopolitical landscape. 

 Inefficiency and Inaction: The veto system, while designed to ensure balance and 

prevent hasty decisions, has often led to gridlock, preventing action on pressing 

issues. For example, the failure to act decisively during the Rwandan Genocide and 

the Syrian Civil War highlights the shortcomings of the UNSC. 

 Lack of Representation: The current composition of the UNSC is often criticized for 

reflecting outdated power dynamics. The dominance of the P5 and their limited 

representation of emerging powers (such as India, Brazil, and African nations) has led 

to calls for reform. Many argue that the UNSC does not represent the modern 

geopolitical order, which includes rising economies and global challenges such as 

climate change. 

 Bias and Double Standards: Some critics argue that the UNSC is often influenced 

by the geopolitical interests of the P5, leading to inconsistent decisions. For example, 

the different approaches taken towards conflicts in the Middle East versus Africa or 

Eastern Europe have raised questions about bias and the pursuit of national interests 

over global peace. 

 Reform Debate: Calls for UNSC reform include expanding the number of permanent 

members to better reflect current global realities, and addressing the use of the veto. 

However, due to the power vested in the P5, reform has been difficult to achieve. 

 

This chapter sets the stage for understanding the complexities of the UNSC’s structure and 

functions, highlighting both its strengths and its controversial aspects. It establishes the 

framework for analyzing the UNSC’s controversial decisions in later chapters, by showing 

how the council's unique structure and power dynamics influence global political outcomes. 
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1.1 The Formation of the UNSC: Purpose and Mandates 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was established in 1945, at the end of World 

War II, as part of the United Nations (UN) system, created with the primary goal of 

promoting and maintaining international peace and security. Its formation was intended to be 

a response to the failure of the League of Nations, the precursor to the UN, which had been 

ineffective in preventing the outbreak of global conflicts like World War II. The creation of 

the UNSC was a recognition of the need for a more robust, structured, and international 

framework for addressing global security concerns. 

Historical Context: 

The global destruction and human cost of World War II highlighted the necessity for a new 

international institution that could prevent future conflicts and provide a mechanism for 

international cooperation. The United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and 

China were key players in the creation of the UN and the UNSC, with these nations working 

together to shape the post-war world order. 

 Formation of the UN: The idea of the UN was formalized in 1944 during the 

Dumbarton Oaks Conference, where the Allied powers discussed the structure of the 

post-war international system. The UN Charter, which outlined the roles and 

responsibilities of the various organs of the United Nations, was adopted in 1945 at 

the San Francisco Conference and ratified shortly thereafter. 

 The UNSC’s Creation: As part of the UN, the Security Council was designed to be 

the principal body responsible for the maintenance of international peace and security. 

The decisions of the UNSC were intended to be binding on all UN member states. 

Purpose of the UNSC: 

The primary goal of the UNSC is to ensure the maintenance of international peace and 

security. To achieve this, the UNSC has several key functions and responsibilities: 

1. Peace and Security Maintenance: The UNSC’s most critical responsibility is to take 

action to prevent or address threats to international peace. This may include taking 

diplomatic, economic, and military measures to resolve conflicts, prevent the 

escalation of violence, or intervene in cases of international instability. 

2. Conflict Prevention and Diplomacy: The UNSC seeks to act as a forum for conflict 

prevention by facilitating negotiations, providing peacekeeping operations, and 

supporting the peaceful resolution of disputes. The council encourages member states 

to seek peaceful means of resolving conflicts before resorting to military force. 

3. Authorization of Military Action: The UNSC has the authority to authorize the use 

of force in order to respond to threats to international peace and security. Under 

Chapter VII of the UN Charter, the Security Council can call for military intervention, 

impose sanctions, or establish peacekeeping forces. This power is one of the most 

significant aspects of the UNSC’s mandate and is often subject to debate and 

controversy. 

4. Imposition of Sanctions: The UNSC can impose sanctions on member states or non-

state actors that threaten international peace and security. These sanctions can range 

from economic and trade restrictions to travel bans, arms embargoes, and asset 
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freezes. Sanctions are a non-military tool meant to compel a change in behavior or 

deter further violations. 

Mandates of the UNSC: 

The UNSC's actions are governed by the UN Charter, which provides the legal and political 

framework for its decision-making process. The Charter assigns the UNSC specific powers 

and mandates under several chapters. The most important of these are: 

1. Chapter VI: Pacific Settlement of Disputes 
This chapter emphasizes the UNSC’s role in promoting peaceful conflict resolution. 

The UNSC is authorized to encourage states to seek peaceful solutions to disputes 

through negotiation, mediation, and arbitration, or by referring the matter to the 

International Court of Justice. 

2. Chapter VII: Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, 

and Acts of Aggression 
This chapter grants the UNSC the authority to take more decisive actions in response 

to serious threats to international peace and security. Under Chapter VII, the UNSC 

can impose sanctions, establish peacekeeping missions, and, in extreme cases, 

authorize military action. This chapter provides the UNSC with its most significant 

enforcement powers. 

3. Chapter VIII: Regional Arrangements 
Chapter VIII outlines how the UNSC can work with regional organizations to address 

specific security concerns. The UNSC can authorize regional organizations (like 

NATO or the African Union) to undertake peacekeeping operations or interventions 

in line with the broader objectives of the UN. 

4. Chapter IX: International Economic and Social Cooperation 
While not directly related to security issues, this chapter allows the UNSC to address 

economic and social factors that may contribute to international instability. Economic 

development and cooperation are often linked to peace, and the UNSC can 

recommend actions to tackle these underlying causes of conflict. 

The Authority to Act: 

The UNSC has a wide range of tools at its disposal to fulfill its purpose, though its ability to 

take effective action is often constrained by the political dynamics of its members. The 

decisions made by the UNSC are binding on all UN member states, making it one of the most 

powerful international bodies. 

 Sanctions: The UNSC frequently uses sanctions as a diplomatic tool to influence 

behavior without resorting to military force. Sanctions can be targeted or broad, 

aiming to pressure governments or specific actors into compliance with international 

law and security norms. 

 Peacekeeping and Peacebuilding: The UNSC authorizes peacekeeping missions and 

provides support for post-conflict reconstruction. These operations are intended to 

stabilize regions after conflict and help implement peace agreements. 

 Military Interventions: The UNSC’s ability to authorize military interventions is one 

of its most contentious powers. Military action is generally seen as a last resort, only 

to be used when diplomatic and economic measures have failed, or when the threat to 

international peace is severe enough to require forceful intervention. 
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Conclusion: 

The formation of the UNSC was driven by the desire to create a more effective and 

coordinated response to global threats, and its mandates are designed to ensure that peace and 

security are maintained on a global scale. While the UNSC’s purpose and powers are clearly 

outlined in the UN Charter, its ability to act decisively has often been hindered by political 

disagreements, the veto power of the P5 members, and the complex nature of international 

relations. Nonetheless, the UNSC remains a cornerstone of the international system, tasked 

with confronting the world's most critical security challenges. 
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1.2 Structure and Power Dynamics within the UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is a complex body with a carefully designed 

structure that reflects global power dynamics. Its composition is central to how decisions are 

made, and understanding this structure is key to understanding the council's ability to address 

or fail to address international crises. The UNSC consists of fifteen members, but its true 

power is concentrated among a select group, which has led to both effectiveness and 

criticism. 

Composition of the UNSC 

The UNSC is made up of 15 members, each with a specific role and function. These members 

are divided into two main categories: permanent members (P5) and non-permanent members. 

The distribution of power between these two categories has profound implications for the 

UNSC’s decision-making process. 

1. Permanent Members (P5) 
o The five permanent members of the UNSC are China, France, Russia, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States. These countries were granted 

permanent membership following World War II, recognizing their leading 

roles in the global order at the time. 

o Veto Power: One of the most distinctive features of the UNSC is that each of 

the P5 members holds veto power. This means that any substantive resolution 

or decision can be blocked by any single permanent member, regardless of the 

majority opinion within the council. This power is meant to ensure that major 

global powers have a say in decisions that affect international peace and 

security, but it also contributes to gridlock and inaction in many cases. 

o Power Dynamics Among the P5: The P5 are often considered the “elite” 

within the UNSC, and their interests often drive discussions and outcomes. 

These five countries represent different geopolitical spheres of influence, 

which can result in competing interests. The ability of any one of them to veto 

resolutions often leads to divisions within the council and can undermine 

collective action. 

2. Non-Permanent Members 
o The ten non-permanent members of the UNSC are elected for two-year terms 

by the UN General Assembly, based on a regional rotation system. These 

members do not have veto power but are meant to represent the broader 

international community. 

o Regional Representation: The non-permanent members are chosen to 

represent different geographical regions. The ten non-permanent seats are 

allocated as follows: 

 Africa: 3 seats 

 Asia-Pacific: 2 seats 

 Eastern Europe: 1 seat 

 Latin America and the Caribbean: 2 seats 

 Western Europe and Others: 2 seats 

o Role in Decision-Making: While non-permanent members lack veto power, 

they still play a significant role in shaping discussions and advocating for 

regional concerns. Non-permanent members often influence the direction of 
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resolutions and negotiations, but their ability to influence major decisions is 

limited without the support of the P5. 

Veto Power and its Implications 

The most contentious aspect of the UNSC’s structure is the veto power held by the P5 

members. The veto grants each of these five countries the ability to block any substantive 

resolution, regardless of the support it may have from the rest of the council. 

 Historical Justification: The veto was included in the UNSC’s design to ensure that 

the major powers involved in the creation of the UN—those that had played a crucial 

role in the defeat of the Axis Powers—would have a safeguard against being 

overruled by a majority of other states. This was seen as essential for maintaining 

stability and ensuring that the P5 powers would participate in the UN system. 

 Challenges and Criticism: While the veto was intended to prevent unilateral actions 

by the UNSC, it has often been criticized for preventing the council from acting 

decisively in the face of crises. For example, vetoes have been used to block 

interventions in conflicts such as the Syrian Civil War or the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, where political and strategic interests of the P5 countries have been at odds. 

 Impact on Global Security: The veto system has sometimes paralyzed the UNSC, as 

it allows one country to block actions that the majority of the international community 

might support. This has led to frustration among member states and calls for UNSC 

reform, particularly with regard to the veto power. 

Decision-Making Process and Consensus Building 

The UNSC’s decision-making process is designed to encourage consensus but is often 

influenced by the interests of the P5. The structure and dynamics of the UNSC are such that 

decisions are not simply based on the majority vote of all 15 members, but rather on a 

complex interplay of diplomatic negotiations, regional interests, and the strategic priorities of 

the permanent members. 

1. Majority Voting: While decisions on procedural matters (such as the adoption of the 

agenda) can be made by a simple majority, decisions on substantive matters (such as 

authorizing military action or imposing sanctions) require the approval of at least nine 

of the fifteen members, including all five permanent members. If any of the P5 

members vetoes a decision, it cannot pass, even if it has majority support. 

2. Negotiation and Diplomacy: Due to the veto power, much of the UNSC’s work 

involves behind-the-scenes negotiation and compromise. The P5 often engage in 

bilateral or multilateral discussions to find common ground on resolutions. This 

process can delay or dilute actions, as each permanent member seeks to protect its 

national interests and influence the outcomes of resolutions. 

3. Role of Non-Permanent Members: Non-permanent members play a significant role 

in the UNSC’s decision-making process by representing broader international 

perspectives. While they cannot veto decisions, they can influence the content of 

resolutions and bring attention to issues of regional or global importance. Non-

permanent members often act as mediators or bridge-builders between the differing 

interests of the P5. 

Regional and Geopolitical Influence 
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The UNSC’s composition reflects both global power structures and regional dynamics, which 

can sometimes lead to competing interests among different parts of the world. 

1. Geopolitical Divisions: While the UNSC is designed to address global security 

concerns, the interests of the permanent members often align with their geopolitical 

and economic priorities. For example, the United States and its allies may prioritize 

actions against states that challenge Western influence, while Russia and China may 

advocate for actions that protect the sovereignty of states opposed to Western policies. 

2. Regional Power Struggles: The non-permanent members, particularly from 

developing nations, often advocate for resolutions that reflect the concerns of the 

Global South. However, these efforts can be undermined by the veto power of the P5 

members. The UNSC’s failure to address issues like the conflict in Yemen or the 

Israeli-Palestinian dispute is often seen as a result of competing regional interests and 

the political gridlock created by the veto system. 

The Need for Reform 

The structure and power dynamics within the UNSC have sparked debates about the council's 

legitimacy and effectiveness. Calls for reform have emerged from various quarters, including 

both member states and civil society organizations. Some of the key proposals include: 

1. Expansion of Permanent Membership: Many countries argue that the UNSC needs 

to be more reflective of contemporary global power dynamics. This could involve 

expanding the number of permanent members to include emerging powers such as 

India, Brazil, and Japan. 

2. Veto Reform: Another area of reform being discussed is the modification or 

elimination of the veto power, which some believe paralyzes the council and prevents 

effective action. Proposals include limiting the use of the veto or establishing rules for 

when it can be applied. 

3. Greater Representation for Developing Countries: There is also a push for greater 

representation of developing countries in the UNSC, as the current structure is seen as 

favoring the interests of the wealthier, more powerful states. 

Conclusion 

The structure and power dynamics within the UNSC are a reflection of the geopolitical 

realities of the post-World War II era. While the P5’s dominance and the veto system were 

intended to ensure stability and prevent the dominance of any one nation, they have also led 

to significant challenges in terms of the UNSC’s ability to act decisively. The role of non-

permanent members is crucial in shaping discussions, but their lack of veto power limits their 

ability to push through resolutions that might conflict with the interests of the P5. 

Understanding these dynamics is essential to analyzing the UNSC’s effectiveness in dealing 

with international crises and the controversy surrounding its decision-making. 
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1.3 The Role of Permanent vs. Non-Permanent Members 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) consists of fifteen members: five permanent 

members (P5) and ten non-permanent members. The roles of these two categories of 

members are distinct, and understanding the differences between them is crucial to analyzing 

the effectiveness of the UNSC in dealing with global crises. While the permanent members 

wield significant power, the non-permanent members also contribute in important ways, 

albeit with fewer privileges and responsibilities. 

1.3.1 The Permanent Members (P5) 

The five permanent members of the UNSC — China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, 

and the United States — are often referred to as the "P5." These countries hold permanent 

seats in the UNSC, a privilege granted to them after World War II due to their roles as the 

major Allied powers. Their position within the UNSC gives them outsized influence in 

shaping decisions related to international peace and security. 

1. Veto Power: The most significant advantage that the P5 members have over the non-

permanent members is their veto power. A single veto from any one of the permanent 

members can block any substantive resolution, even if the majority of the council 

supports it. This gives the P5 members enormous leverage in the decision-making 

process and ensures that they are never outvoted on critical issues. The veto is perhaps 

the defining feature of the UNSC’s structure and is a central point of both support and 

controversy. 

o Use of the Veto: The veto power ensures that the P5 nations maintain a major 

role in global security decisions. For example, during the Syrian Civil War, 

Russia and China used their veto power multiple times to block resolutions 

that would have imposed sanctions or authorized military interventions, while 

the United States and its allies had a different approach. 

o Criticism: The use of the veto often leads to inaction on pressing global 

issues, as a single P5 member can prevent action. This has led to calls for 

reform, as critics argue that the veto system disproportionately gives power to 

the five permanent members and hampers the UNSC's ability to address global 

security concerns effectively. 

2. Global Influence and Strategic Interests: The P5 members are the major global 

powers, and their interests often drive the agenda within the UNSC. Each of these 

countries has significant economic, military, and geopolitical influence, and their 

priorities frequently shape the council's decisions. These countries often protect their 

national interests through the UNSC, leading to tensions and disagreements when 

their positions diverge. 

o Geopolitical Competition: As global powers, the P5 frequently find 

themselves in competition with one another. For example, the United States 

and Russia, with their differing views on global security, have often found 

themselves at odds on issues like the conflict in Ukraine or Syria. 

o Economic and Military Interests: In many cases, the P5 use their veto power 

to protect their economic and military interests. These concerns often take 

precedence over broader global security considerations, especially when the 

UNSC’s actions may negatively affect one of their allies or strategic goals. 
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3. Initiation of Resolutions: While any UNSC member can propose resolutions, the 

permanent members play a dominant role in shaping the council's agenda. They often 

use their influence to initiate, promote, or block resolutions on key international 

issues. The P5 have the diplomatic power to rally support among non-permanent 

members and negotiate deals behind the scenes to achieve their objectives. 

o Diplomatic Leadership: The P5 countries are frequently the main actors in 

the UNSC’s diplomatic negotiations. For example, the United States and the 

United Kingdom have historically led efforts to pass resolutions related to 

counterterrorism, while Russia and China have taken the lead on issues related 

to non-intervention or protecting sovereignty. 

1.3.2 The Non-Permanent Members 

The non-permanent members of the UNSC are elected by the UN General Assembly for two-

year terms and do not hold veto power. While their role in the decision-making process is 

more limited than that of the P5, they still have important functions within the council. Non-

permanent members are expected to represent a broader range of interests and perspectives 

from the global community. 

1. Limited Influence on Major Decisions: While non-permanent members participate 

in all discussions and vote on resolutions, they are unable to block decisions using a 

veto. This often means that their ability to shape the outcome of major resolutions is 

limited, especially when the P5 members are divided. 

o Advocacy for Regional and Global Issues: Non-permanent members often 

serve as advocates for their regions or for issues that may not be a priority for 

the P5. For example, African nations may advocate for stronger international 

action on issues related to conflict in Africa, while Latin American nations 

may push for more action on human rights or climate change. However, the 

success of these efforts largely depends on garnering support from the P5 

members. 

2. Influence on Procedure and Dialogue: Although they cannot veto decisions, non-

permanent members play a critical role in shaping the procedural aspects of UNSC 

discussions. Their involvement can help to foster dialogue, compromise, and 

collaboration among members. By proposing resolutions, initiating debates, or 

building coalitions, non-permanent members can influence the direction of 

discussions and help push the council toward action on certain issues. 

o Bridging Gaps Between the P5: Non-permanent members often act as 

mediators between the P5 members, especially when the P5 are deeply divided 

on a particular issue. They can help broker compromises and ensure that 

resolutions reflect a wider range of interests. However, without the support of 

the P5, non-permanent members have limited power to achieve substantive 

outcomes. 

o Regional Representation: Non-permanent members are also able to represent 

the concerns of specific regions. They may be better positioned to speak to the 

unique needs of developing countries or to highlight regional tensions and 

conflicts that require international attention. Non-permanent members, 

through their regional representation, help broaden the UNSC’s focus beyond 

the interests of the P5. 

3. Creating Momentum for Action: Non-permanent members can bring critical issues 

to the forefront of the UNSC’s agenda. In some cases, the non-permanent members 
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have successfully lobbied for the council to take action on specific crises or 

challenges. For example, the push for stronger international sanctions on North Korea 

has often been driven by the concerns of non-permanent members, particularly those 

in East Asia who are directly impacted by the threat of North Korea's nuclear 

weapons program. 

4. Potential for Greater Representation and Influence: Although non-permanent 

members lack veto power, their participation in the UNSC allows for broader 

representation of the international community, which can lead to a more inclusive 

decision-making process. They also help ensure that the UNSC is not dominated 

solely by the interests of the P5. 

1.3.3 The Balance of Power and Its Challenges 

The power dynamics between permanent and non-permanent members are complex and often 

a source of tension. While the P5 hold significant authority through their veto power, the non-

permanent members play a crucial role in ensuring the UNSC is reflective of a wider set of 

interests and concerns. 

1. Inequities in Power: The dominance of the P5 over decision-making creates an 

inherent imbalance in the UNSC, with critics arguing that this system undermines the 

council’s legitimacy. Many feel that the P5 members are too entrenched in their 

power and that the UNSC should evolve to better reflect contemporary geopolitical 

realities. 

2. Reform Proposals: Various proposals have been put forward to address the power 

imbalance in the UNSC. Some advocate for expanding the number of permanent 

members to include emerging powers such as India, Brazil, or Japan. Others call for 

reforming the veto system to make it less susceptible to paralysis. These proposals 

have been met with resistance from the P5, who are unlikely to relinquish their 

privileged position in the council. 

3. Calls for Greater Inclusion: Many argue that the UNSC should better represent the 

voices of developing countries, particularly in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

Expanding the influence of non-permanent members and increasing their ability to 

push through resolutions could help to counterbalance the dominance of the P5. 

Conclusion 

The roles of permanent and non-permanent members of the UNSC are distinct yet 

interdependent. The permanent members hold substantial power through their veto, allowing 

them to block decisions and shape the direction of international diplomacy. Non-permanent 

members, while lacking the ability to veto, play a critical role in advocating for regional 

concerns and driving the procedural aspects of decision-making. However, the power 

dynamics between these two groups often lead to gridlock and frustration, with critics calling 

for reform to make the UNSC more representative and effective in addressing global security 

challenges. Understanding the roles of both permanent and non-permanent members is 

crucial for comprehending the complexities of UNSC decision-making and the controversies 

surrounding its actions. 
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1.4 Criticisms and Challenges Faced by the UNSC 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been a key institution for maintaining 

international peace and security, but it is not without its critics and challenges. As the global 

landscape has evolved, many argue that the UNSC has struggled to adapt to modern issues 

and dynamics. From the dominance of the permanent members (P5) to the council’s inability 

to effectively address certain crises, the UNSC faces significant criticisms and ongoing 

challenges that hinder its ability to function as intended. This chapter delves into the major 

criticisms and the obstacles the UNSC faces in its mission. 

1.4.1 The Issue of the Veto Power 

One of the most contentious aspects of the UNSC’s structure is the veto power held by the 

five permanent members (P5). The veto allows any of the P5 nations — the United States, 

Russia, China, the United Kingdom, and France — to block any substantive resolution, 

regardless of the support it has from the other members. While the veto was initially designed 

to ensure that the major powers maintained control over decisions regarding global security, 

it has often been cited as a source of dysfunction. 

1. Paralysis and Inaction: The veto system can lead to gridlock within the UNSC, 

especially when the P5 members are divided. For example, Russia and China have 

used their vetoes to block resolutions aimed at addressing conflicts in Syria, where the 

United States, the UK, and France were advocating for intervention. This often results 

in a failure to take decisive action on pressing global crises, leaving the international 

community without a clear course of action. 

o Syria Case Study: The ongoing civil war in Syria is a prime example of how 

the veto system has led to inaction. Despite mounting human suffering and 

international outcry, the UNSC was unable to agree on resolutions due to the 

opposing vetoes cast by Russia and China, which were aligned with the Syrian 

government. 

2. Power Imbalance: The veto power is seen by many as anachronistic and 

undemocratic. It gives the five permanent members disproportionate influence, with 

their national interests often taking precedence over global concerns. Critics argue 

that this leads to the protection of national interests rather than the pursuit of global 

peace and security. 

3. Calls for Reform: Over the years, there have been numerous calls to reform or 

abolish the veto system. Proposals include expanding the number of permanent 

members to include emerging powers like India, Brazil, and Japan or introducing 

mechanisms to limit the use of the veto. However, the P5 are unlikely to support any 

reform that weakens their influence, making significant change difficult to achieve. 

1.4.2 Lack of Representation and Inclusivity 

The UNSC’s structure, particularly its composition, has been heavily criticized for not 

adequately representing the broader global community. While the P5 reflect the political 

realities of the post-World War II order, the world has changed significantly since then. Many 

critics argue that the UNSC no longer reflects the geopolitical realities of the 21st century, 

leaving large swaths of the world’s population without a voice in global decision-making. 
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1. Geopolitical Shift: The rise of emerging powers, particularly from Asia, Africa, and 

Latin America, has made the UNSC’s membership increasingly out of step with 

current global dynamics. Nations like India, Brazil, and South Africa, which play 

significant roles in global economic and security affairs, are not permanent members 

of the UNSC and often find their voices marginalized. The inability of these nations 

to have a permanent seat on the council is viewed by many as an injustice to the 

changing balance of global power. 

o India’s Quest for a Permanent Seat: One of the most prominent examples of 

this criticism is India’s call for a permanent seat on the UNSC. India is the 

world’s largest democracy and one of the fastest-growing economies, yet it 

does not have a permanent seat at the decision-making table. India, along with 

other emerging powers, argues that the UNSC’s composition is outdated and 

should be reformed to reflect contemporary global realities. 

2. Underrepresentation of Developing Countries: The lack of permanent seats for 

developing countries is another significant concern. Many argue that the UNSC is 

dominated by the interests of a few major powers, often at the expense of smaller, 

developing nations. While non-permanent members are elected for two-year terms, 

their influence is limited, and they often struggle to push their agendas without the 

support of the P5. 

3. Calls for Inclusivity: There have been various proposals to make the UNSC more 

inclusive, such as expanding the number of permanent and non-permanent members. 

Some suggest that the council should include countries from regions that are currently 

underrepresented, such as Africa and Latin America. Others argue for reforms that 

would allow for a more democratic system of voting that is not overly reliant on the 

veto. 

1.4.3 Inability to Address Emerging Global Threats 

The UNSC was established to address global peace and security, but its traditional approach 

is often ill-suited to address contemporary challenges. Issues like climate change, cyber 

threats, and terrorism have emerged as global threats that transcend national borders, yet the 

UNSC has struggled to adapt to these new realities. 

1. Climate Change: Despite the growing recognition of climate change as a threat to 

international peace and security, the UNSC has been slow to act. While the UN 

General Assembly and other bodies have addressed climate change, the UNSC has 

largely remained focused on traditional security issues such as war and conflict. The 

absence of climate change as a central concern of the UNSC is seen as a failure to 

adapt to the evolving nature of global threats. 

o Climate Security: Some argue that climate change has the potential to 

exacerbate existing conflicts, particularly in regions that are already vulnerable 

to political instability. However, the UNSC has been reluctant to frame 

climate change as a security issue, despite evidence linking it to resource 

scarcity and conflict in areas like the Sahel region in Africa. 

2. Cybersecurity and Technological Threats: The rapid advancement of technology, 

especially in the realm of cyber warfare, poses a new and complex set of challenges to 

global security. Yet the UNSC has been slow to address the security implications of 

cyberattacks, which have the potential to disrupt critical infrastructure and undermine 

international stability. The council has struggled to develop effective mechanisms for 
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responding to cyber threats, highlighting its inability to adapt to new forms of 

warfare. 

3. Terrorism and Non-State Actors: While the UNSC has taken action against 

terrorism, particularly in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, it has faced 

challenges in dealing with non-state actors and transnational terrorism. The nature of 

modern terrorism — involving decentralized networks like ISIS and Al-Qaeda — 

requires more flexible and innovative approaches than traditional military 

interventions, but the UNSC has often been slow to adopt such strategies. 

1.4.4 Political Gridlock and Lack of Consensus 

Another major criticism of the UNSC is its inability to reach consensus on key issues, leading 

to political gridlock. The divide between the P5 members, as well as between the P5 and non-

permanent members, often results in inaction or delayed decision-making. 

1. Divisions Among the P5: The P5 members themselves are frequently at odds over 

how to approach various global crises. For example, Russia and China’s support for 

the Syrian government has led to deadlock on resolutions that would have authorized 

intervention or imposed sanctions on Syria. Similarly, the United States has clashed 

with Russia and China on issues related to North Korea and Iran, where the P5 

members have been unable to reach a common stance. 

2. Regional Divisions: In addition to the tensions among the P5, regional divisions 

among the non-permanent members also complicate the UNSC’s ability to act. For 

example, differing views on the Israel-Palestine conflict often create divisions within 

the council, preventing any meaningful action from being taken. 

3. Inefficiency and Delay: The political gridlock within the UNSC often leads to delays 

in responding to crises. As global security challenges continue to evolve, the UNSC's 

inability to act quickly and decisively on critical issues undermines its credibility and 

effectiveness. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC remains a cornerstone of the international system for maintaining peace and 

security, but it faces significant criticisms and challenges. The structure of the council, 

particularly the veto power held by the P5, has often resulted in paralysis and inaction. The 

council's lack of representation, especially from emerging powers and developing countries, 

is another major concern. Additionally, the UNSC has struggled to adapt to emerging global 

threats such as climate change, cyber warfare, and terrorism. Finally, the political gridlock 

and divisions within the council make it difficult to achieve consensus and take timely action. 

Reforming the UNSC to address these challenges remains a complex and contentious issue, 

but without change, the council risks losing its relevance in a rapidly changing world. 
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Chapter 2: The Cold War and UNSC Gridlock 

The Cold War era (1947-1991) was one of the most intense periods in modern history, 

defined by the ideological, military, and political rivalry between the United States and the 

Soviet Union. This geopolitical standoff led to significant tensions, influencing many aspects 

of global governance, including the role of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). The 

UNSC, tasked with maintaining international peace and security, found itself at the center of 

this conflict, often paralyzed by the bitter rivalry between the two superpowers. This chapter 

examines the impact of the Cold War on the UNSC, exploring how the ideological divide 

between the U.S. and the Soviet Union resulted in gridlock and prevented effective action on 

critical issues of the time. 

2.1 The Cold War: A Divided World 

The Cold War was fundamentally a contest between two opposing ideological blocs. The 

United States and its allies advocated for capitalism and democracy, while the Soviet Union 

and its allies championed communism and a centrally planned economy. This ideological 

divide permeated every aspect of global politics and profoundly shaped the dynamics of 

international institutions, including the UNSC. The Cold War, lasting nearly half a century, 

was marked by competition, proxy wars, arms races, and diplomatic confrontations, often 

without direct military conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 

1. Superpower Rivalry in the UNSC: As the only two nations with veto power in the 

UNSC, the U.S. and the Soviet Union wielded extraordinary influence over global 

peacekeeping efforts. However, this dominance also meant that the UNSC was often 

paralyzed by their ideological and political differences. Each superpower frequently 

used its veto to block resolutions that went against its interests or its allies. This 

deadlock made it impossible for the UNSC to act decisively in many crises. 

2. The Bipolar World Order: The Cold War established a global system where the 

world was divided into two ideological spheres — the Western bloc led by the U.S. 

and the Eastern bloc led by the USSR. This division extended into the UNSC, where 

the veto power of the superpowers ensured that neither side could gain a decisive 

upper hand in the international arena without the consent of the other. While other 

members of the UNSC often found themselves on the sidelines, unable to influence 

the decisions of the P5, the two superpowers dominated the global security landscape. 

2.2 Gridlock in the UNSC: A Stalemate on Critical Issues 

Throughout the Cold War, the UNSC found itself in a continuous state of gridlock, as the 

U.S. and the Soviet Union vetoed one another’s resolutions. This deadlock prevented 

meaningful action on numerous international crises, leaving many of the world’s problems 

unresolved. This section examines some of the most notable instances of UNSC gridlock 

during the Cold War. 

1. The Korean War (1950-1953): The Korean War was one of the first major conflicts 

in the Cold War, and it exposed the limitations of the UNSC in times of global crisis. 

The war began when North Korea, supported by the Soviet Union and China, invaded 

South Korea. The United Nations, under the leadership of the U.S., intervened 

militarily on behalf of South Korea. However, the Soviet Union, which had boycotted 
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the UNSC in protest of the Republic of China’s exclusion, was unable to veto the 

resolution authorizing military action. While the U.S. and its allies were able to push 

through a resolution to send forces to Korea, this conflict illustrated the potential for 

gridlock in the UNSC when both superpowers were not aligned. 

2. The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962): Perhaps one of the most dangerous moments in 

the Cold War, the Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. 

In response to the Soviet Union’s installation of nuclear missiles in Cuba, the U.S. 

demanded their removal, leading to a tense standoff. Despite the critical nature of the 

crisis, the UNSC was largely ineffective. The Soviet Union used its veto power to 

block any resolution condemning its actions, while the U.S. did not seek to use its 

veto against the Soviet Union. Instead, the crisis was ultimately resolved through 

direct negotiations between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, bypassing the UNSC 

altogether. 

3. The Suez Crisis (1956): The Suez Crisis marked another instance of Cold War 

gridlock in the UNSC. When Egypt nationalized the Suez Canal, Britain, France, and 

Israel launched a military intervention. The U.S., eager to avoid escalating tensions 

with the Soviet Union during the Cold War, strongly opposed the intervention, but the 

UNSC was unable to act due to the veto power of the Soviet Union, which was 

supporting Egypt. The U.S. was forced to push for a ceasefire and diplomatic 

resolution, sidelining the UNSC’s role in the crisis. 

4. The Vietnam War (1955-1975): The Vietnam War was another conflict that 

highlighted the UNSC's inability to respond effectively due to Cold War divisions. As 

North Vietnam, supported by the Soviet Union and China, clashed with South 

Vietnam, which was backed by the U.S. and other Western allies, the UNSC found 

itself paralyzed. The Soviet Union blocked any UNSC intervention against North 

Vietnam, while the U.S. was reluctant to push resolutions that would challenge its 

own interests in the region. The war went on for nearly two decades without any 

significant intervention from the UNSC. 

2.3 Proxy Wars: Cold War Conflicts Beyond the UNSC 

Many of the most significant conflicts during the Cold War were not direct confrontations 

between the superpowers but rather proxy wars fought in third-party countries. These 

conflicts often played out in regions such as Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where the U.S. 

and the Soviet Union supported opposing factions. The UNSC, due to the veto power and the 

superpowers' competing interests, was largely sidelined in these conflicts, leaving the 

resolution of these crises to bilateral negotiations or military intervention. 

1. The Korean War and Proxy Warfare: Although the Korean War saw direct 

intervention by the U.S. and the Soviet Union, it set the precedent for the Cold War’s 

proxy conflicts, where the two superpowers would indirectly fight for influence in 

other nations. In such cases, the UNSC often failed to intervene due to the ideological 

opposition between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. For example, in conflicts like the 

one in Angola, the UNSC was either unable to act or took limited measures due to the 

vetoes cast by either the U.S. or the Soviet Union. 

2. The Afghanistan Conflict (1979-1989): The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 

led to another Cold War-era conflict where the UNSC remained largely inactive. The 

Soviet Union used its veto to block any resolutions condemning its actions, and the 

U.S. backed Afghan resistance fighters, effectively turning the conflict into a proxy 



 

Page | 22  
 

war. Despite the conflict’s international significance, the UNSC was unable to take 

any decisive action due to Cold War rivalries. 

2.4 The UNSC’s Paradox: Protection of the Status Quo 

The Cold War also reinforced a paradox in the UNSC’s function. While the UNSC was 

created to uphold international peace and security, it often found itself maintaining the status 

quo in the interests of the superpowers, rather than challenging existing power structures or 

resolving conflicts. This paradox is evident in many instances of Cold War gridlock. 

1. Maintaining the Bipolar Order: Throughout the Cold War, the UNSC was largely 

concerned with protecting the interests of the U.S. and the Soviet Union, often at the 

expense of global peace and security. The ideological standoff between the two 

superpowers meant that the UNSC’s role as an impartial mediator was compromised. 

In many instances, the UNSC acted as a tool for the superpowers to assert their 

dominance in global politics rather than as a force for conflict resolution. 

2. Status Quo Bias in UNSC Decisions: The UNSC often took action only when it was 

in the interest of one of the superpowers, reinforcing the idea that the council’s 

purpose was not so much to prevent conflict as to protect the geopolitical stability of 

the two great powers. For example, during the Cold War, the U.S. was often reluctant 

to intervene in the Soviet sphere of influence, while the Soviet Union was similarly 

cautious when it came to U.S.-backed interventions. 

Conclusion 

The Cold War era was marked by a stark division between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, 

which led to frequent gridlock in the UNSC. The ideological rivalry between the two 

superpowers paralyzed the council’s decision-making processes, preventing it from 

effectively addressing global conflicts. Proxy wars, military standoffs, and the strategic use of 

the veto ensured that the UNSC was often sidelined during critical global crises. The Cold 

War revealed the limitations of the UNSC in its current structure, setting the stage for calls 

for reform that continue to this day. The gridlock of the Cold War era remains a key chapter 

in understanding the evolution and challenges of the UNSC in the post-Cold War world. 
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1. The Soviet Union’s Veto Power and Its Impact 

The Soviet Union was one of the five permanent members of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) with veto power, a critical aspect of the council’s decision-making process. 

As a founding member of the UN and a key player in global politics, the Soviet Union’s use 

of the veto had a significant impact on the operations of the UNSC during the Cold War era. 

The veto, held by the five permanent members (P5), granted the Soviet Union the ability to 

block any substantive resolution, regardless of the support it might have had from other 

council members. This power made the Soviet Union an indispensable force in shaping the 

direction of global peace and security efforts. 

This chapter explores how the Soviet Union’s veto power influenced international diplomacy, 

the challenges it created in maintaining peace, and how it impacted the UNSC’s ability to 

address global crises during the Cold War. 

1.1 The Veto Power: A Double-Edged Sword 

The veto power in the UNSC is one of the most unique and powerful mechanisms in 

international diplomacy. It allows each of the five permanent members—the U.S., Soviet 

Union, China, the United Kingdom, and France—to block any draft resolution, regardless of 

the number of votes in favor. This was designed to ensure that the major powers of the world 

would have a say in international security matters, thus preventing unilateral action that could 

escalate tensions. 

1. The Soviet Union’s Role as a Superpower: As one of the two superpowers of the 

Cold War, the Soviet Union’s influence over the UNSC was unparalleled. During the 

Cold War, the Soviet Union consistently used its veto to block resolutions that were 

perceived to undermine its strategic interests or challenge its ideological stance. The 

veto provided the Soviet Union with leverage in international diplomacy, allowing it 

to protect its interests and influence global governance. 

2. Preventing Action on Key Issues: The veto also meant that the UNSC was often 

unable to take action on critical issues when the Soviet Union disagreed with a 

proposed resolution. While the UNSC was designed to be a mechanism for the 

peaceful resolution of conflicts, the Soviet Union's frequent use of the veto resulted in 

paralysis on numerous occasions, particularly in areas of strategic importance to the 

USSR. The presence of veto power for the permanent members, including the Soviet 

Union, created an environment where the UNSC was often bogged down by political 

infighting and Cold War dynamics. 

1.2 The Soviet Veto and Global Conflicts 

During the Cold War, the Soviet Union’s veto power was instrumental in shaping the 

outcome of numerous international conflicts. The Soviet Union often used its veto to prevent 

the UNSC from intervening in conflicts where it had strategic interests or was directly 

involved, whether by supporting communist factions or opposing Western-backed 

governments. 

1. The Korean War (1950-1953): The Korean War is an example of how the Soviet 

Union’s actions on the UNSC impacted international diplomacy. While the Soviet 
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Union boycotted the UNSC in protest of the Republic of China’s exclusion, it still 

wielded considerable power over UNSC decisions during the war. When North 

Korea, supported by the Soviet Union and China, invaded South Korea, the U.S. and 

its allies moved to send troops to defend the South. While the Soviet Union was not 

actively present in the council at that moment, its absence allowed the U.S. to pass a 

resolution authorizing military action. This demonstrates how the absence or presence 

of a veto-wielding power could tilt the scales of international decision-making, even 

when indirect. 

2. The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962): The Cuban Missile Crisis is one of the most iconic 

Cold War standoffs. When the Soviet Union placed nuclear missiles in Cuba, the U.S. 

government demanded their removal. The UNSC could have acted to defuse the 

crisis, but the Soviet Union used its veto power to block any resolutions that 

condemned its actions. The diplomatic deadlock within the UNSC meant that the two 

superpowers had to resort to direct negotiations rather than relying on multilateral 

institutions like the UNSC. The use of the veto during the Cuban Missile Crisis 

demonstrated how the Soviet Union’s ability to block UNSC action complicated the 

resolution of global security threats. 

3. The Vietnam War (1955-1975): The Soviet Union also played a significant role in 

the Vietnam War, using its veto power to block any UNSC resolutions that would 

have condemned the actions of North Vietnam or its communist allies. The U.S. 

similarly refrained from using its veto to challenge Soviet actions directly, as both 

superpowers were heavily involved in supporting their respective sides in the conflict. 

This created an environment in which the UNSC was unable to intervene 

meaningfully in one of the most destructive conflicts of the Cold War, due to the veto 

power of both the Soviet Union and the United States. 

4. The Suez Crisis (1956): Another example of Soviet veto power in action occurred 

during the Suez Crisis. The Soviet Union, aligned with Egypt, used its veto to block 

UNSC resolutions that would have condemned Egyptian actions or forced a ceasefire. 

While the U.S. opposed the British and French military intervention, it was unwilling 

to push a resolution that would have isolated its NATO allies. The use of the veto by 

both the U.S. and the Soviet Union during this crisis prevented the UNSC from 

playing an active role in managing the situation, further cementing the notion that the 

P5 would dominate the council’s decision-making process. 

1.3 The Paradox of the Veto: Preserving Peace or Stifling Progress? 

The veto power, while intended to prevent the UNSC from acting unilaterally and provoking 

conflict, often had the opposite effect. The ideological rivalry between the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union led to repeated deadlocks in the UNSC, where each superpower used its veto 

power to block resolutions that went against its interests. This prevented the UNSC from 

acting as an effective body for the maintenance of international peace and security. 

1. Maintaining Balance of Power: The Soviet Union’s use of the veto allowed it to 

maintain a balance of power in the UNSC that reflected the Cold War status quo. By 

blocking any resolution that threatened its influence or aligned with U.S. interests, the 

Soviet Union ensured that no unilateral actions would be taken against its strategic 

interests. However, this balance of power often resulted in paralysis, as the UNSC 

was unable to intervene in conflicts that required multilateral action. 

2. Reinforcing the Divided World: The veto system also reinforced the bipolar 

structure of global politics during the Cold War. The division between the Western 
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bloc (led by the U.S.) and the Eastern bloc (led by the Soviet Union) meant that both 

superpowers often found themselves in opposition on UNSC resolutions. The gridlock 

created by this system rendered the UNSC an ineffective tool for addressing global 

conflicts, as the council was unable to respond to crises in a timely or decisive 

manner. 

3. A Tool for Strategic Leverage: The veto power also became a tool for the Soviet 

Union to exert strategic leverage in global diplomacy. By threatening or using the 

veto, the Soviet Union was able to secure concessions from the West in other areas, 

including trade, diplomacy, and military alignment. The veto thus became an 

important instrument of negotiation in the larger geopolitical game of the Cold War. 

1.4 Long-Term Effects of the Soviet Veto 

The Soviet Union’s veto power left an indelible mark on the history of the UNSC, with 

lasting consequences for the structure and functioning of the council. While the veto was 

initially designed to preserve the interests of the major powers, its use during the Cold War 

contributed to the stagnation of the UNSC and raised questions about the fairness and 

effectiveness of a system that allowed a small group of countries to block action on issues of 

global importance. 

1. Calls for Reform: The legacy of Cold War gridlock in the UNSC contributed to 

widespread calls for reform in the post-Cold War era. Many countries have argued 

that the current structure, which gives veto power to only five countries, is outdated 

and does not reflect the geopolitical realities of the 21st century. The Soviet Union's 

use of the veto highlighted the flaws in the system, which have been the subject of 

reform proposals for decades. 

2. Impact on Future Security Council Actions: Even after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union in 1991, the legacy of the Cold War veto system continues to affect the UNSC. 

Although the U.S. is now the primary global power holding veto power, the lessons 

learned from the Soviet Union's extensive use of the veto continue to shape the debate 

on reforming the UNSC to allow for more effective responses to international crises. 

Conclusion 

The Soviet Union’s veto power in the UNSC during the Cold War played a crucial role in 

shaping international diplomacy and peacekeeping efforts. While the veto was designed to 

ensure that the major powers had control over international security decisions, it often led to 

paralysis within the UNSC, preventing effective action on key global issues. The Soviet 

Union’s ability to block resolutions that threatened its interests highlighted the challenges of 

the UNSC system and the difficulties of achieving consensus among superpowers with 

opposing ideologies. As the world moved beyond the Cold War, the legacy of the Soviet veto 

continued to influence discussions on UNSC reform, with many calling for a more inclusive 

and efficient decision-making process. 
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2. The Korean War: The First UNSC Crisis 

The Korean War (1950-1953) stands as one of the earliest and most significant crises for the 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC). It not only tested the efficacy of the UNSC but 

also highlighted the complexities of Cold War geopolitics, where the interests of the two 

superpowers, the Soviet Union and the United States, often came into direct conflict. In the 

case of the Korean War, the UNSC’s response—or lack thereof—revealed the limitations and 

potential of the council during periods of intense global tension. 

2.1 The Outbreak of the Korean War and the UNSC's Initial Response 

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

invaded South Korea. The conflict was rooted in the broader Cold War struggle between 

communist and capitalist ideologies. North Korea, supported by the Soviet Union and China, 

sought to unify the Korean Peninsula under a communist regime, while South Korea, 

supported by the United States and other Western allies, aimed to preserve its sovereignty as 

a capitalist democracy. 

1. The UN’s Role in the Korean Peninsula: At the onset of the war, the United 

Nations, which was intended to promote peace and security through collective action, 

was faced with the challenge of responding to a full-scale invasion. The U.S. quickly 

rallied the international community, calling on the UNSC to take action. The UN, 

under the Charter, was empowered to use military force to maintain or restore 

international peace and security, but the question was whether the UNSC would be 

able to act, given the possibility of a Soviet veto. 

2. Soviet Boycott and Absence: At the time, the Soviet Union was boycotting the 

UNSC in protest over the Republic of China’s exclusion from the UN. The Soviet 

Union refused to recognize the People’s Republic of China as the legitimate 

government of China, instead supporting the Republic of China (Taiwan). This 

boycott, ironically, would allow the UNSC to act without the Soviet Union's veto. The 

absence of the Soviet Union from the council created an unusual window of 

opportunity for the U.S. and its allies to take decisive action in Korea. 

2.2 The UNSC’s Action Without a Soviet Veto 

When the war began, the U.S. quickly brought the issue to the UNSC, seeking approval for 

military intervention. The lack of the Soviet Union’s presence on the council allowed for a 

swift and unprecedented response. 

1. Resolution 82: On June 27, 1950, the UNSC passed Resolution 82, which condemned 

North Korea's invasion of South Korea and called for the immediate withdrawal of 

North Korean forces from South Korea. It also called on UN member states to assist 

South Korea in repelling the aggression. This was the first time the UNSC authorized 

the use of military force to address a conflict. 

2. The Korean War as a UN “Police Action”: In response to the UNSC’s call, the 

United States, under the leadership of President Harry S. Truman, rapidly mobilized a 

coalition of member states to provide military support to South Korea. Although the 

use of military force was authorized, the UNSC did not formally declare war, 

referring to the intervention as a "police action" under the auspices of the UN. This 
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marked a significant shift in how international conflicts could be addressed by the 

UN, showing its capacity to act swiftly when the necessary conditions were in place. 

3. A United Front for the United States: The absence of the Soviet veto not only 

allowed for military action but also provided the U.S. with a unique opportunity to 

shape the response to the Korean conflict. A coalition of UN member states, led by 

the U.S., intervened militarily in Korea, eventually leading to a stalemate along the 

38th parallel, the border between North and South Korea. 

2.3 The Strategic Implications of the UNSC's Involvement 

The Korean War was a significant test of the UNSC’s ability to act in the face of a global 

crisis. The war marked the first time that the UNSC authorized the use of military force, and 

its intervention had several long-term implications for the council’s role in future conflicts. 

1. The Rise of Cold War Bipolarity in UNSC Decision-Making: While the initial 

intervention in Korea was a success for the UNSC, it also highlighted the risks of 

Cold War geopolitics. The U.S. and its allies pushed for a resolution to defend South 

Korea, but in the future, the Soviet Union would regularly use its veto power to block 

resolutions that went against its interests or those of its allies. The Korean War, 

therefore, set a precedent for future Cold War conflicts where the UNSC would be 

unable to take decisive action unless the great powers aligned. 

2. The Creation of Precedents: The UNSC’s intervention in Korea established 

important precedents for future UN-led military interventions. The passage of 

Resolution 82 set the tone for how the UN could respond to interstate aggression, 

particularly in regions where Cold War tensions were high. However, the limitations 

of this approach were apparent during subsequent crises, such as the Suez Crisis and 

the Vietnam War, where vetoes from the superpowers again paralyzed the UNSC. 

3. The Role of the U.S. and the Cold War Context: The U.S. played a central role in 

shaping the UNSC’s response to the Korean War, providing military and financial 

support to the South Korean government. The Cold War context was vital in 

understanding why the U.S. was so eager to take action. For the U.S., preventing the 

spread of communism in Asia was a matter of strategic importance. As a result, the 

Korean War became an early and significant battleground in the ideological struggle 

between communism and capitalism. 

2.4 The Aftermath: The UNSC’s Role in Post-War Diplomacy 

Following the military stalemate and the eventual signing of the armistice in 1953, the 

UNSC’s role shifted from military intervention to diplomatic negotiations, as the ceasefire 

between North and South Korea was established. 

1. The Ceasefire Agreement: Although the fighting ceased with an armistice agreement 

signed on July 27, 1953, no formal peace treaty was signed between North and South 

Korea. This left the Korean Peninsula in a perpetual state of tension. The UNSC’s role 

in managing the post-war situation was limited to maintaining the ceasefire through 

the establishment of the United Nations Command (UNC), which oversaw the 

demilitarized zone (DMZ) and ensured that the two Koreas did not escalate hostilities. 

2. The Impact on the UN’s Peacekeeping Operations: The Korean War marked the 

beginning of a more active role for the United Nations in peacekeeping operations. 

The success of the UNSC in responding to the Korean crisis led to the establishment 
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of the UNC, a model for future UN peacekeeping missions. The Korean conflict also 

influenced the development of the UN’s broader peacekeeping strategies, where the 

organization began to recognize the importance of a post-conflict peace-building 

approach in addition to military interventions. 

3. Long-Term Consequences for East Asian Stability: The Korean War left a lasting 

imprint on the geopolitics of East Asia, leading to the establishment of a permanent 

U.S. military presence in South Korea, a relationship that continues to this day. The 

division of the Korean Peninsula, reinforced by the armistice, became a symbol of 

Cold War divisions that persisted throughout the second half of the 20th century. The 

UNSC's inability to resolve the conflict fully left the region in a state of frozen 

conflict, which continues to pose challenges for international diplomacy. 

Conclusion 

The Korean War was the first significant crisis for the United Nations Security Council, and 

its response, facilitated by the absence of the Soviet veto, demonstrated both the potential and 

limitations of the UNSC as a peacekeeping body. The intervention in Korea set the stage for 

future UN actions, establishing the precedent for military responses to aggression under the 

UN Charter. However, the ongoing challenges of Cold War politics revealed the difficulties 

the UNSC faced in responding to crises in a divided world. The lessons learned from the 

Korean War would shape the development of the UNSC and its ability to address future 

global conflicts, as well as the broader role of the United Nations in maintaining peace and 

security worldwide. 
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3. The Cuban Missile Crisis: A Missed Opportunity for 

Diplomacy 

The Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 stands as one of the closest points in history that 

the world came to a full-scale nuclear war. It was a pivotal moment in Cold War history, 

where the United States and the Soviet Union found themselves on the brink of conflict over 

Soviet nuclear missiles stationed in Cuba. Although the Cuban Missile Crisis was ultimately 

resolved without armed conflict, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was largely 

sidelined during the crisis, and it became a missed opportunity for the UN to play a crucial 

role in facilitating diplomacy and de-escalation. 

3.1 The Build-Up to the Crisis: Cold War Tensions and the Soviet's Strategic Decision 

In the early 1960s, the Cold War was at its peak. Tensions between the United States and the 

Soviet Union were already high due to the ongoing ideological conflict between communism 

and capitalism, as well as several proxy wars around the world. The Cuban Revolution of 

1959 had brought Fidel Castro to power, who swiftly aligned himself with the Soviet Union. 

By 1962, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev made the decision to install nuclear missiles in 

Cuba, just 90 miles off the coast of the United States, as a means of balancing the strategic 

power in the Western Hemisphere. 

1. The U.S. Discovery of Soviet Missiles in Cuba: The crisis began in earnest on 

October 14, 1962, when U.S. reconnaissance planes discovered Soviet ballistic 

missiles in Cuba. These missiles had the capacity to strike major U.S. cities with 

nuclear warheads, creating a direct threat to the security of the United States. The 

discovery of these missiles prompted President John F. Kennedy to order a naval 

blockade of Cuba to prevent further missile deliveries and demanded that the Soviet 

Union remove the missiles from the island. 

2. The Strategic Dilemma: The United States’ discovery of the missiles placed both 

superpowers in a highly dangerous position. For the U.S., the presence of Soviet 

nuclear missiles in Cuba was unacceptable, but for the Soviet Union, the missiles 

were an important countermeasure to the U.S. missile bases in Turkey and Italy, 

which were strategically positioned close to the Soviet Union. The Cuban Missile 

Crisis was therefore a high-stakes, high-risk situation where both sides had significant 

reasons to avoid backing down, but also not escalate to war. 

3.2 The UNSC and Its Initial Response to the Crisis 

Despite the urgency of the situation, the UNSC was largely ineffective in responding to the 

Cuban Missile Crisis. In theory, the UNSC could have played a crucial role in helping to de-

escalate tensions between the two superpowers. However, due to Cold War politics and the 

paralysis caused by the veto power held by the superpowers, the council was unable to act 

decisively. 

1. U.S. and Soviet Relations within the UNSC: The U.S. and the Soviet Union both 

held permanent membership and veto power within the UNSC. During the Cuban 

Missile Crisis, both sides were deeply entrenched in their respective positions. The 

Soviet Union was not initially willing to acknowledge the presence of the missiles or 

engage in formal negotiations within the UNSC. Similarly, the United States did not 
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wish to subject the crisis to a public UNSC debate, fearing that it would reveal 

sensitive intelligence and risk undermining their leverage in the confrontation. 

2. The UNSC’s Inaction: At the outset of the crisis, the Soviet Union was able to block 

any meaningful action within the UNSC, as it had done on numerous occasions during 

the Cold War. The council, already divided along ideological lines, failed to act as 

tensions escalated. Instead, President Kennedy relied on direct negotiations with 

Khrushchev, with the aid of backchannel diplomacy and intelligence assessments, to 

prevent a nuclear war. 

3. UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld's Role: Although the UNSC did not 

play a central role in resolving the crisis, the UN’s Secretary-General, Dag 

Hammarskjöld, offered his assistance to both sides. Hammarskjöld, who had been 

instrumental in promoting peace during the early Cold War, was concerned with 

finding a diplomatic solution that would avoid war. However, due to the geopolitical 

dynamics and the Soviet Union's reluctance to engage the UN, his involvement was 

limited. 

3.3 The Backchannel Diplomacy: A Turning Point in the Crisis 

Though the UNSC failed to act effectively, diplomacy through other channels ultimately 

prevented a full-scale war. The resolution of the crisis depended largely on direct and secret 

communications between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 

1. The U.S. and Soviet Negotiations: Over a tense 13-day period, the world waited as 

President Kennedy and Premier Khrushchev communicated through back channels, 

including through intermediaries and diplomatic channels. One of the key 

breakthroughs came when Khrushchev offered to remove the Soviet missiles from 

Cuba in exchange for a U.S. pledge not to invade Cuba. However, a key element of 

the deal was not made public at the time: the United States also secretly agreed to 

remove its missiles from Turkey, a concession that was crucial to Khrushchev’s 

decision to back down. 

2. The Role of Trust and Communication: The backchannel negotiations between the 

U.S. and Soviet leaders proved to be crucial. Both leaders had an understanding of the 

catastrophic consequences of a nuclear conflict and were determined to avoid such an 

outcome. The absence of direct UNSC involvement meant that the resolution to the 

crisis was made at the highest levels of government and diplomacy, rather than 

through a multilateral framework like the UN. 

3.4 The Missed Opportunity: The UNSC’s Inability to Act 

The Cuban Missile Crisis is widely regarded as a missed opportunity for the UNSC to fulfill 

its core mission of maintaining international peace and security. In the midst of one of the 

most dangerous moments in Cold War history, the UNSC was rendered ineffective by the 

dynamics of superpower rivalry. 

1. The UNSC’s Failure to Provide a Forum for Dialogue: The UNSC’s inability to 

act or even facilitate a forum for dialogue between the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

exposed the limitations of the UN system when Cold War tensions prevented effective 

communication. While the United States and the Soviet Union were able to reach an 

agreement, it was done outside the auspices of the UN, undermining the idea of the 
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UNSC as the ultimate authority in maintaining peace and resolving international 

crises. 

2. The Long-Term Implications for the UN: The Cuban Missile Crisis set a troubling 

precedent for future Cold War crises, where the UNSC would often be paralyzed by 

the vetoes of the permanent members. The failure of the UNSC to act in the Cuban 

Missile Crisis reinforced the perception that the UN was unable to effectively address 

the underlying tensions of the Cold War. This would shape the future of international 

diplomacy, with many conflicts being resolved outside the framework of the UNSC or 

the UN as a whole. 

3. The Legacy of the Crisis: Despite the failure of the UNSC to play a central role in 

the Cuban Missile Crisis, the resolution of the crisis contributed to the development of 

more robust communication channels between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. The 

establishment of the "hotline" between the two superpowers and the eventual signing 

of nuclear arms control agreements, such as the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 1963, 

were direct consequences of the lessons learned during the crisis. However, the UN, 

as an institution, was largely absent from the diplomatic process. 

Conclusion 

The Cuban Missile Crisis represents one of the most significant moments in modern history, 

where the world came perilously close to nuclear war. Despite the UN's mandate to prevent 

conflict, the UNSC was sidelined by Cold War politics, and the crisis was resolved through 

bilateral negotiations between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. This missed opportunity for the 

UNSC to step in and mediate a peaceful resolution highlights the difficulties faced by the UN 

in times of intense superpower rivalry. The Cuban Missile Crisis demonstrated both the 

potential and limitations of international organizations like the UN in addressing global 

crises, setting the stage for the ongoing challenges of international diplomacy during the Cold 

War and beyond. 
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4. The Suez Crisis: The UNSC's Ineffective Response 

The Suez Crisis of 1956, also known as the Second Arab-Israeli War, the Tripartite 

Aggression, or the Suez Crisis, is one of the most glaring examples of the United Nations 

Security Council's (UNSC) failure to prevent or resolve a major international crisis. The 

conflict arose when Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, a 

vital waterway for global trade, triggering military intervention by Britain, France, and Israel. 

The UNSC, despite being the body responsible for maintaining international peace and 

security, was largely ineffective in handling the crisis, with Cold War politics and 

superpower rivalries at play. 

4.1 The Background: Nasser’s Nationalization of the Suez Canal 

In July 1956, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser announced the nationalization of the 

Suez Canal, a move that angered the British and the French, who had significant economic 

and strategic interests in the canal. The Suez Canal was an essential shipping route for oil and 

goods between Europe and Asia, and the British and French had owned and operated the 

canal through the Suez Canal Company, a joint venture. Nasser’s actions were seen as a 

direct challenge to Western influence in the Middle East. 

1. The Political Context: Nasser’s nationalization was partly in response to the 

withdrawal of American and British funding for the construction of the Aswan High 

Dam, a major infrastructure project in Egypt. By seizing the canal, Nasser hoped to 

gain control over Egypt’s resources and assert its sovereignty in the region, while also 

strengthening his position as a leader of Arab nationalism. 

2. The Military Response: In response to the nationalization, Britain and France, along 

with Israel, developed a military plan known as Operation Musketeer. The plan aimed 

to invade the Sinai Peninsula, occupy the canal, and remove Nasser from power. The 

invasion began in late October 1956, with British and French forces landing in Egypt 

and Israeli forces advancing from the east. 

4.2 The UNSC’s Involvement: A Divided Response 

As the conflict escalated, the United States, the Soviet Union, and other members of the 

international community were quick to call for an end to the hostilities. However, the UNSC, 

which was supposed to be the primary body responsible for international peace and security, 

struggled to act due to Cold War dynamics, national interests, and veto power. 

1. The Role of the United States: The United States, under President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower, was caught in a delicate position. On the one hand, it opposed the Soviet 

Union’s influence in the Middle East and was wary of Nasser’s growing ties with the 

USSR. On the other hand, Eisenhower was deeply concerned about the broader 

implications of the crisis and the potential for Soviet intervention. The U.S. was also 

concerned about the geopolitical consequences of Britain and France acting 

unilaterally without international consensus. 

o The U.S. Opposition to the Invasion: Eisenhower pressured Britain and 

France to halt their military operations and called for an immediate ceasefire. 

The U.S. pushed for a UN-led solution, as it was keen to avoid a direct 

confrontation with the Soviet Union over the Middle East. The U.S. used its 



 

Page | 33  
 

leverage to force Britain and France to agree to a ceasefire, recognizing that 

the international community would not support their actions. 

2. The Role of the Soviet Union: The Soviet Union, under Nikita Khrushchev, saw the 

Suez Crisis as an opportunity to challenge Western influence in the region. The 

Soviets strongly condemned the invasion and threatened to use force to stop it, citing 

the principles of the UN Charter. While the Soviet Union had a vested interest in 

opposing Western intervention, it did not initially have a direct military role in the 

conflict. 

o Soviet Threats and Diplomatic Pressure: The Soviet Union used its position 

in the UNSC to push for a ceasefire. Khrushchev also threatened to intervene 

militarily, though it is unclear whether these threats were genuine or part of a 

diplomatic strategy. Regardless, the Soviets’ vocal opposition to the British 

and French invasion, combined with their influence within the UNSC, added 

further pressure on the Western powers to halt their military operations. 

4.3 The UNSC’s Failure to Act Swiftly 

The UNSC’s failure to take immediate and effective action during the Suez Crisis can be 

attributed to several factors, including the Cold War division of power, the competing 

interests of the permanent members, and the paralysis caused by the veto. 

1. Veto Power and the Paralyzation of the UNSC: The Cold War rivalry between the 

United States and the Soviet Union led to a deadlock in the UNSC. The British and 

French, both permanent members of the UNSC, were able to use their veto power to 

block any substantive UN resolution that would have condemned their actions or 

called for a ceasefire. At the same time, the Soviet Union, also a permanent member, 

used its veto power to challenge the Western intervention and call for an immediate 

ceasefire. 

2. The Failure of a Collective Security Response: The UNSC’s failure to respond 

quickly and decisively reflected a broader issue of the UN’s inability to deal with 

crises involving its most powerful members. The lack of consensus within the UNSC 

meant that the United Nations was unable to fulfill its role as a mediator or 

peacekeeper during a major international crisis. In this case, Cold War politics and 

national interests prevailed over the UN’s mission of maintaining global peace and 

security. 

3. The Lack of Immediate Action: While the UNSC did eventually call for an 

immediate ceasefire through Resolution 118, it took several days for the resolution to 

pass, and by then, the military operations had already been underway for over a week. 

The delay in taking action meant that the violence continued for far too long, with 

significant loss of life and damage to infrastructure. 

4.4 The Aftermath: UN Intervention and the Ceasefire 

Despite the UNSC's inability to act in a timely and effective manner, the United Nations was 

eventually able to step in to help bring an end to the conflict. 

1. The Role of UN Peacekeepers: After the ceasefire was brokered by the United 

States, the United Nations deployed the first large-scale UN peacekeeping force to the 

region. This force, led by Canadian diplomat Lester B. Pearson, was tasked with 

supervising the ceasefire and maintaining peace between the warring parties. The 
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successful deployment of peacekeepers marked a turning point in the UN’s 

peacekeeping efforts and demonstrated the organization’s potential role in conflict 

resolution, even though it came after the conflict had already escalated. 

2. Political Consequences: The Suez Crisis had significant political repercussions for 

Britain and France. The crisis revealed the diminishing power of colonial powers in 

the post-World War II order and highlighted the shifting balance of global influence. 

The United States emerged as the key global leader in the Middle East, and the UN’s 

involvement in peacekeeping became a precedent for future operations. 

o Loss of British and French Influence: The crisis exposed the vulnerability of 

the British and French empires and led to a reassessment of their roles in 

global politics. The use of force without international approval alienated many 

countries and demonstrated that unilateral military intervention was no longer 

an acceptable option for the Western powers. 

3. Strengthening the UN Peacekeeping Role: While the UNSC failed to act quickly 

and decisively, the UN peacekeeping mission after the crisis showed that the 

organization could play a constructive role in maintaining peace in the aftermath of 

conflict. The success of the peacekeepers in preventing further escalation helped to 

enhance the credibility of UN peacekeeping operations in subsequent conflicts. 

Conclusion 

The Suez Crisis remains a stark reminder of the limitations of the UNSC in times of Cold 

War rivalry and the failure of the international community to prevent armed conflict. The 

crisis exposed the paralysis of the UNSC when its permanent members have conflicting 

national interests and demonstrated that Cold War politics can override the goals of the 

United Nations. While the UN eventually played a crucial role in bringing about a ceasefire 

and deploying peacekeepers, the crisis highlighted the need for reform in the UN’s decision-

making processes, especially with regard to the veto power held by the permanent members. 

The Suez Crisis remains an example of both the potential and the failures of the UNSC to act 

decisively in moments of global crisis. 
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Chapter 3: The Gulf War: UNSC’s Mixed Signals 

The Gulf War (1990-1991), also known as the Persian Gulf War, was a defining moment for 

the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). The war was sparked by Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait on August 2, 1990, under the leadership of President Saddam Hussein. The UNSC’s 

response was crucial in shaping the course of the conflict, but the Council’s actions 

throughout the crisis were marked by mixed signals, controversy, and a complex balancing 

act between diplomacy and military intervention. Despite the clear breach of international 

law by Iraq, the UNSC faced challenges in presenting a unified stance, ultimately leading to a 

military intervention that showcased the UN’s potential but also highlighted its limitations. 

3.1 The Iraq-Kuwait Conflict: A Catalyst for UNSC Action 

The Gulf War began when Iraq, led by Saddam Hussein, invaded Kuwait, citing economic, 

territorial, and strategic reasons for the military action. Hussein’s regime claimed that Kuwait 

was historically part of Iraq and accused Kuwait of overproducing oil, which it argued was 

damaging to Iraq’s economy. Iraq’s invasion posed a direct threat to the stability of the Gulf 

region, as Kuwait was a major oil producer, and its occupation by Iraq raised concerns over 

Iraq’s potential control of a significant portion of the world’s oil supply. 

1. The Significance of Oil: The Gulf region’s vast oil reserves meant that any instability 

or threat to the flow of oil would have massive global repercussions. Kuwait’s 

strategic location and its oil fields, including the Rumaila oil field, added further 

significance to the invasion. Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait raised fears about the 

potential for Iraq to invade other neighboring countries, such as Saudi Arabia, and 

disrupt global energy markets. 

2. The U.S. and International Reactions: The United States, under President George 

H.W. Bush, quickly condemned Iraq’s invasion and called for a robust international 

response. The U.S., along with other members of the international community, viewed 

Iraq’s actions as an unacceptable violation of international law. The Bush 

administration’s calls for action were rooted not only in the desire to protect the 

global oil supply but also in the aim to preserve the integrity of the United Nations 

and its authority in maintaining international peace and security. 

3.2 UNSC’s Initial Response: Resolution 660 and Diplomatic Measures 

The UNSC’s initial response to the invasion was swift and largely diplomatic. The Council 

acted promptly to condemn Iraq’s aggression, demonstrating the capacity of the UN to 

address violations of international law. However, the road to military action was not without 

complexities. 

1. Resolution 660: On August 2, 1990, the UNSC passed Resolution 660, condemning 

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and demanding the immediate and unconditional 

withdrawal of Iraqi forces. This was a significant step in asserting the UN’s authority 

and sending a clear message that such an invasion would not be tolerated. The 

resolution called for Iraq’s immediate withdrawal from Kuwait and warned of further 

action if Iraq did not comply. 

2. The Importance of International Consensus: The swift passage of Resolution 660 

highlighted the broad international consensus against Iraq’s actions. The resolution 
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passed with unanimous support, with all 15 members of the UNSC voting in favor. 

This consensus was pivotal in presenting a unified front against Iraq’s aggression and 

underscored the UN’s role as the central authority in addressing international 

conflicts. 

3. The Diplomacy of Sanctions and Pressure: Following Resolution 660, the UNSC 

began to take diplomatic measures, including economic sanctions, to pressure Iraq 

into withdrawing from Kuwait. Resolution 661, passed on August 6, 1990, imposed a 

comprehensive trade embargo on Iraq, including restrictions on oil exports and 

imports of goods and services. The sanctions were designed to isolate Iraq 

economically and force Saddam Hussein to reconsider his aggressive stance. 

3.3 The Mixed Signals: Divisions and Delays within the UNSC 

Despite the strong initial response to Iraq’s invasion, the UNSC faced significant internal 

divisions and delays in its decision-making process as the crisis unfolded. The diplomatic 

route became increasingly strained, and some members of the UNSC questioned the use of 

force and the potential ramifications of military action. These mixed signals complicated the 

Council’s ability to act decisively and created tensions between key members. 

1. The Debate Over Military Action: The UNSC faced a difficult decision regarding 

whether to authorize military force. While many countries, particularly the United 

States, were eager to use force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait, some members, 

including Russia (then the Soviet Union), China, and several non-permanent members 

of the UNSC, advocated for continued diplomacy and sought to avoid military 

conflict. 

o The Role of the Soviet Union (Russia): At the time, the Soviet Union was 

undergoing significant political changes, and its position within the UNSC 

was uncertain. Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet leader, emphasized diplomacy 

over military action and expressed concerns about the implications of a war in 

the Gulf region. However, as the situation escalated, Russia ultimately 

supported Resolution 678, which authorized the use of force against Iraq if it 

did not comply with the deadline for withdrawal. 

2. The Delay in Authorization for Military Action: One of the main criticisms of the 

UNSC’s response to the Gulf War was the delay in authorizing the use of force. After 

Resolution 660, there was a long gap before the UNSC passed Resolution 678, which 

authorized the use of military force if Iraq did not withdraw from Kuwait by January 

15, 1991. This delay raised questions about the UN’s ability to act decisively in the 

face of clear violations of international law. 

3. The Impact of Divisions: The internal divisions within the UNSC, particularly 

between the permanent members, led to significant delays in passing resolutions that 

could have led to earlier action. The hesitation to move toward military force was 

partly due to fears of escalating tensions in the Middle East, the risk of wider regional 

conflict, and concerns about the long-term consequences of a military intervention. 

3.4 Operation Desert Storm: The UNSC’s Authorizing Resolution 

After exhausting diplomatic efforts, the UNSC finally authorized military action against Iraq. 

On November 29, 1990, the Council passed Resolution 678, which gave Iraq a deadline of 

January 15, 1991, to withdraw its forces from Kuwait or face the use of force. The 
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authorization of military action marked a critical turning point in the Gulf War and solidified 

the role of the UNSC in maintaining international peace and security. 

1. The U.S.-Led Coalition: Following the passage of Resolution 678, a U.S.-led 

coalition of forces, including countries like the United Kingdom, France, Saudi 

Arabia, and others, prepared for military intervention. The coalition’s goal was to 

liberate Kuwait and ensure that Iraq did not pose a future threat to regional stability. 

The operation, known as Operation Desert Storm, commenced on January 17, 1991, 

with a massive air campaign followed by a ground offensive that successfully pushed 

Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. 

2. The Role of the UNSC in Military Action: The UNSC’s authorization of military 

force gave legitimacy to the U.S.-led coalition’s actions and provided international 

backing for the military intervention. This was seen as a success for the UN in terms 

of upholding its mandate to maintain international peace and security. However, it 

also raised questions about the extent of the UNSC’s influence and the extent to 

which military action could be justified under its resolutions. 

3. The Outcome: Liberation of Kuwait: After approximately six weeks of intense 

military action, Iraqi forces were expelled from Kuwait, and the country was 

liberated. The Gulf War was hailed as a success by the coalition forces, but it also had 

long-term geopolitical consequences, including the imposition of sanctions on Iraq, 

the continued presence of U.S. forces in the region, and the eventual invasion of Iraq 

in 2003. 

3.5 The Aftermath: The UNSC’s Legacy and Criticism 

While the Gulf War demonstrated the potential for the UNSC to authorize military action and 

uphold international peace and security, the war also exposed significant flaws in the 

Council’s decision-making process. 

1. The Use of Force and the Legitimacy of the UNSC: The UNSC’s authorization of 

military action was a crucial moment in reaffirming its role in global security. 

However, the delays in taking action and the mixed signals sent by various members 

raised concerns about the Council’s effectiveness in crisis situations. Some critics 

argue that the UN was reactive rather than proactive and that the divisions within the 

UNSC weakened its ability to act in a timely manner. 

2. The Long-Term Consequences: The Gulf War left an enduring legacy in terms of 

international relations, the geopolitics of the Middle East, and the role of the UNSC. 

While the war achieved its immediate objectives, including the liberation of Kuwait, 

the long-term consequences, such as the imposition of sanctions on Iraq and the 

subsequent instability in the region, continued to shape the global political landscape. 

Conclusion 

The Gulf War was a defining moment for the United Nations Security Council, 

demonstrating both the potential and limitations of the UN in dealing with major international 

crises. The conflict highlighted the importance of international consensus and the challenges 

of balancing diplomacy with military action. While the UNSC’s final resolution in support of 

military intervention was seen as a success in upholding international peace, the delay in 

taking action and the internal divisions within the Council pointed to ongoing challenges in 
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the UN’s decision-making processes. Ultimately, the Gulf War illustrated the complex and 

often contentious nature of UNSC action in times of crisis. 
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3.1 The Invasion of Kuwait and the UNSC Response 

The invasion of Kuwait by Iraq on August 2, 1990, marked a dramatic turning point in the 

political and security dynamics of the Middle East and the global balance of power. Under 

the leadership of Saddam Hussein, Iraq launched a military operation aimed at annexing 

Kuwait, a neighboring nation rich in oil reserves. This sudden act of aggression not only 

violated international law but also raised significant concerns about regional stability, energy 

security, and the potential for wider conflict. The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), 

tasked with maintaining international peace and security, quickly responded to this breach of 

peace, but the nature and speed of its actions would be a subject of both praise and criticism. 

The Immediate Shock of the Invasion 

1. Iraq’s Justifications and Actions: Saddam Hussein’s invasion was initially framed 

by Iraq as a reaction to Kuwait’s overproduction of oil, which it claimed violated 

OPEC agreements and contributed to the economic suffering of Iraq. Hussein also 

accused Kuwait of "slant drilling," which allegedly tapped into Iraqi oil reserves. 

These claims, however, were widely seen as pretexts for a more ambitious territorial 

and economic expansion by Iraq. Within hours of the invasion, Iraqi forces occupied 

Kuwait’s capital, Kuwait City, and began consolidating their control over the country. 

2. Kuwait’s Vulnerability: Kuwait, a small but wealthy nation with large oil reserves, 

was militarily weak compared to Iraq, which had a much larger and better-equipped 

army. Iraq’s strategic interest in Kuwait’s oil fields and its location at the heart of the 

Persian Gulf provided an additional incentive for the invasion. The rapid success of 

Iraq’s military campaign led to widespread condemnation from the international 

community, but it also created a geopolitical crisis that demanded swift and decisive 

action. 

The UNSC’s Swift Condemnation and Resolution 660 

As soon as the invasion took place, the UNSC began to take action, reflecting its role as the 

primary international body for maintaining peace and security. The UNSC quickly convened 

to assess the situation and formulate a response to the crisis. 

1. Resolution 660: Condemnation and Demand for Withdrawal: On August 2, 1990, 

the UNSC passed Resolution 660, condemning Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and 

demanding the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. 

The resolution also called for the protection of Kuwait’s sovereignty and territorial 

integrity. This action marked the first critical step in the UN’s response, as it affirmed 

the Council’s commitment to upholding international law and condemning acts of 

aggression. 

2. Unanimous Support and International Consensus: The resolution was passed 

unanimously by the 15 members of the UNSC, signaling broad international 

consensus against Iraq’s actions. The global response was significant, as it indicated a 

united stance from the international community in opposition to Iraq’s territorial 

aggression. This unanimity was crucial in setting the tone for further actions that 

would follow in the coming weeks and months. 

3. Initial Diplomatic Measures: After passing Resolution 660, the UNSC began to 

explore additional measures to compel Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait. Diplomatic and 



 

Page | 40  
 

economic actions were the immediate focus, including imposing sanctions on Iraq to 

isolate the country economically and politically. The Council sought to use these 

measures as leverage to pressure Iraq into compliance, hoping that a peaceful 

resolution could be reached without escalating into a military conflict. 

The Imposition of Sanctions and Resolution 661 

In response to Iraq’s defiance, the UNSC escalated its measures by imposing comprehensive 

sanctions on Iraq. These sanctions were designed to cripple Iraq’s economy and pressure the 

regime into withdrawing from Kuwait. 

1. Resolution 661: Economic Sanctions and a Trade Embargo: On August 6, 1990, 

just four days after the invasion, the UNSC passed Resolution 661, which imposed a 

comprehensive economic embargo on Iraq. The resolution banned all trade with Iraq, 

including the import and export of goods, and froze Iraq’s financial assets abroad. 

This embargo was intended to isolate Iraq internationally and prevent the regime from 

obtaining the resources it needed to sustain its military campaign in Kuwait. 

2. The Sanctions’ Impact on Iraq: The sanctions had a significant economic and social 

impact on Iraq. The oil embargo, in particular, devastated Iraq’s ability to export its 

primary source of revenue, and the broader sanctions isolated the country from the 

international financial system. Despite these measures, Iraq showed little indication of 

withdrawing from Kuwait, and Saddam Hussein’s government continued to resist 

international pressure. 

The Debate over Military Action: Diplomatic Efforts and Hesitation 

Despite the initial success of the UNSC in condemning Iraq’s actions and imposing sanctions, 

there was hesitation within the Council regarding the use of force. Some members, especially 

the Soviet Union (soon to become Russia), were reluctant to escalate the situation further, 

preferring continued diplomatic pressure rather than military intervention. 

1. Diplomatic Efforts and the Desire for a Peaceful Resolution: Many nations, 

including the Soviet Union, were initially cautious about the prospect of military 

action. The Soviet Union, under Mikhail Gorbachev, advocated for continued 

diplomatic negotiations and peaceful resolutions, hoping to avoid a full-scale war in 

the Gulf region. Gorbachev’s position was based on a desire to avoid further 

escalation, particularly given the broader Cold War context and the ongoing 

negotiations with the United States and its allies on other global issues. 

2. Pressure from the United States and the Coalition: In contrast to the Soviet stance, 

the United States and its allies in the region were increasingly focused on the need for 

military action to expel Iraq from Kuwait. The U.S. saw Iraq’s actions as a direct 

threat to international stability, and particularly to global oil markets. President 

George H.W. Bush was adamant that military force would be necessary if Iraq did not 

comply with the UNSC’s resolutions. 

3. The United States as a Key Player: The U.S. played a pivotal role in shaping the 

UNSC’s response to the crisis, both diplomatically and militarily. Washington’s 

leadership was crucial in building an international coalition to support the liberation 

of Kuwait, which included both regional powers, such as Saudi Arabia, and Western 

allies like the United Kingdom and France. The U.S. also spearheaded efforts to 
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convince other UNSC members to support a resolution authorizing military force 

against Iraq. 

Resolution 678: Authorization for Military Action 

The diplomatic efforts and sanctions ultimately failed to prompt Iraq’s withdrawal from 

Kuwait, and by late 1990, it became evident that military intervention might be necessary. On 

November 29, 1990, the UNSC passed Resolution 678, which gave Iraq a deadline of January 

15, 1991, to withdraw its forces from Kuwait or face the use of force. The passing of this 

resolution was a turning point in the crisis, as it marked the official authorization for military 

intervention. 

1. The Legitimacy of Military Action: Resolution 678 authorized the use of all 

necessary means, including military force, to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The 

resolution’s passage was seen as a decisive moment in reaffirming the UNSC’s 

authority to authorize military intervention in defense of international peace and 

security. 

2. The Coalition’s Readiness: With the UNSC’s authorization, a U.S.-led coalition of 

military forces, including countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, 

Saudi Arabia, France, and others, began preparations for military action. Operation 

Desert Storm, the air campaign, began on January 17, 1991, followed by a ground 

offensive that swiftly liberated Kuwait. 

3. International Support for the Use of Force: While the resolution was passed by a 

majority, it was not without controversy. Some members of the UNSC were hesitant 

about military intervention, but the overwhelming international support for the 

resolution underscored the collective determination to address Iraq’s breach of 

international law and restore the sovereignty of Kuwait. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s response to the invasion of Kuwait was characterized by swift condemnation, a 

series of diplomatic efforts, and the eventual authorization of military force. While the 

Council’s decision to impose sanctions on Iraq was an important first step in the process, it 

was the passage of Resolution 678 that ultimately paved the way for military action to expel 

Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The Gulf War showcased the UNSC’s capacity to act in defense of 

international peace and security, but it also highlighted the challenges the Council faces in 

achieving consensus and taking decisive action in the face of international crises. 
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3.2 The UN’s Authorizing Force Against Iraq 

The decision to authorize the use of military force against Iraq following its invasion of 

Kuwait was one of the most significant and controversial actions in the history of the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC). The UNSC's eventual decision to approve military 

intervention was influenced by a complex set of factors, including Iraq's defiance of 

international law, the failure of diplomacy and sanctions, and the broader geopolitical 

implications for the Middle East and the global order. The passage of UNSC Resolution 678, 

which authorized the use of force, marked a pivotal moment in international law and military 

intervention. 

The Path to Military Intervention 

1. The Failure of Diplomacy: Despite the swift condemnation of Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait through UNSC Resolution 660 and the subsequent imposition of economic 

sanctions through Resolution 661, Iraq's government, led by Saddam Hussein, 

remained resolute in its position. The Iraqi regime ignored the international 

community’s demands for withdrawal and continued to strengthen its grip on Kuwait. 

Diplomacy, both bilateral and multilateral, failed to produce results, and Iraq's refusal 

to withdraw from Kuwait after several months of pressure set the stage for more 

drastic measures. 

2. The Expiry of the Deadline: The UNSC's diplomatic and economic efforts were seen 

as insufficient to compel Iraq to comply with international law. On November 29, 

1990, the UNSC passed Resolution 678, which set a deadline of January 15, 1991, for 

Iraq to withdraw its forces from Kuwait or face the use of military force. This 

resolution was crucial because it not only condemned Iraq’s actions but also provided 

a clear timeline for the Iraqi regime to comply or face military intervention. The 

deadline expired without any indication that Iraq would withdraw, thus creating the 

conditions for military action. 

3. The Key Role of the U.S. and Coalition Forces: The United States, under President 

George H.W. Bush, played a leading role in shaping the resolution and garnering 

support for the use of force. The U.S. government had made it clear from the 

beginning that Iraq's invasion of Kuwait would not be tolerated and that military 

action would be necessary if diplomacy failed. The U.S. built a broad coalition of 

nations, including the United Kingdom, France, Saudi Arabia, and other Arab states, 

to support military intervention. The coalition’s purpose was to not only expel Iraqi 

forces from Kuwait but to also maintain the stability of the Persian Gulf region and 

safeguard international oil markets. 

UNSC Resolution 678: The Legal Foundation for Military Action 

1. The Authorization of Force: UNSC Resolution 678, passed on November 29, 1990, 

was pivotal in the legal justification for military action. The resolution explicitly 

authorized the use of "all necessary means" to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait if they 

did not comply with the UNSC’s previous demands for withdrawal. This phrase was 

crucial, as it provided the legal grounds for military intervention under the framework 

of international law. The resolution essentially gave the international community, 

particularly the U.S.-led coalition, the green light to initiate military operations. 
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2. The UN’s Mandate for Military Action: The wording of Resolution 678 was critical 

in its legitimization of military force. It made clear that the UNSC was acting under 

Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which allows the use of force to maintain or restore 

international peace and security. This chapter provides the UNSC with the authority 

to authorize military action when a situation constitutes a threat to global peace. By 

passing Resolution 678, the UNSC officially recognized Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait as 

a threat to international peace and security, thereby granting the legal basis for 

military intervention. 

3. The Broad Support for Military Action: While the passage of Resolution 678 was 

not without its critics, the resolution received overwhelming support from the 

majority of the UNSC members. The support for military action was rooted in several 

concerns: the preservation of Kuwait’s sovereignty, the protection of global oil 

supplies, and the upholding of international law against aggression. The U.S.-led 

coalition, with substantial military assets at its disposal, was well-positioned to launch 

the military campaign, which would come to be known as Operation Desert Storm. 

4. The Political Dynamics Behind the Authorization: The support for military 

intervention was not unanimous. Some members of the UNSC, particularly the Soviet 

Union (and later Russia), expressed reservations about military action. Mikhail 

Gorbachev’s Soviet Union initially favored a more diplomatic resolution and was 

reluctant to engage in military intervention. However, with the passage of time and 

the lack of progress through diplomacy, the Soviet Union ultimately acquiesced to the 

call for force. This shift was crucial in securing the necessary international consensus 

for military action. 

Operation Desert Storm: The Military Campaign 

1. The Launch of Military Operations: With the January 15 deadline for Iraq’s 

withdrawal from Kuwait passing without compliance, the coalition forces led by the 

United States launched Operation Desert Storm on January 17, 1991. The operation 

began with an extensive air campaign that targeted Iraq’s military infrastructure, 

including command centers, communication systems, air defense systems, and key 

military assets. The goal was to degrade Iraq’s military capabilities and weaken its 

ability to sustain its occupation of Kuwait. 

2. The Ground Offensive and Liberation of Kuwait: After a sustained air campaign, 

the coalition forces launched a ground offensive on February 24, 1991. The ground 

assault was swift and highly effective, with coalition forces advancing rapidly through 

the Iraqi defenses. Within days, the coalition had liberated Kuwait City and 

effectively expelled Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The success of the ground campaign 

underscored the effectiveness of the UNSC's decision to authorize military force, as it 

quickly and decisively ended Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait. 

3. The Role of UN Peacekeeping and Post-Conflict Resolution: After the military 

success of Operation Desert Storm, the focus shifted to post-conflict reconstruction 

and peacekeeping efforts. The UNSC, alongside the U.S.-led coalition, was 

instrumental in providing humanitarian aid and support to the people of Kuwait. The 

UN played a crucial role in overseeing the implementation of ceasefire agreements 

and the establishment of mechanisms to prevent further Iraqi aggression, including 

sanctions and weapons inspections. 

The Broader Implications of the UNSC’s Decision 
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1. Upholding International Law and Norms: The UNSC’s decision to authorize force 

against Iraq sent a clear message about the international community’s commitment to 

upholding international law, particularly the prohibition of territorial conquest and 

aggression. It reinforced the idea that the use of force would be sanctioned in cases 

where peace and security were threatened by acts of aggression, even if this required 

military intervention. The success of Operation Desert Storm demonstrated that the 

UNSC could take decisive action in the face of blatant violations of international law. 

2. The Impact on Future UN Resolutions: The UNSC’s action in 1990–1991 set a 

precedent for future interventions, particularly in cases involving large-scale 

aggression. However, it also highlighted the challenges and limitations of using force 

under the UN framework. Subsequent military interventions authorized by the UNSC, 

such as in the Balkans and later in Iraq in 2003, would be shaped by the lessons and 

controversies surrounding the Gulf War. 

3. The Role of Global Power Dynamics: The Gulf War highlighted the significant 

influence of major global powers, especially the United States, in shaping the UNSC’s 

decisions. While the resolution for military action was legally authorized, the 

geopolitical interests of the U.S. and its allies played a major role in the formation of 

the international coalition. The ability of the U.S. to mobilize support for the use of 

force, despite the hesitations of other powers such as the Soviet Union, illustrated the 

continuing importance of power dynamics within the UNSC. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s decision to authorize military force against Iraq was a landmark moment in 

international diplomacy and military action. The passage of Resolution 678, under Chapter 

VII of the UN Charter, provided the legal foundation for Operation Desert Storm, a swift and 

decisive military campaign that liberated Kuwait from Iraqi occupation. While the resolution 

had significant support, it also highlighted the challenges of balancing diplomacy, military 

action, and international consensus in the face of aggression. The Gulf War marked a turning 

point in the role of the UNSC and the international community in responding to threats to 

global peace and security, setting precedents for future interventions under the UN 

framework. 
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3.3 The Role of Economic Sanctions and Their 

Effectiveness 

Economic sanctions played a crucial role in the international response to Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait, acting as a significant tool of diplomacy and leverage by the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) before the military intervention. Sanctions are often considered a non-

violent alternative to force, intended to compel a change in behavior by targeting a nation's 

economy and international trade. However, their effectiveness is often debated, as their 

ability to achieve the desired political outcomes can be influenced by a variety of factors, 

including the level of enforcement, the targeted nation's resilience, and the international 

political context. 

The Imposition of Economic Sanctions on Iraq 

1. UNSC Resolution 661 and Economic Sanctions: On August 6, 1990, just days after 

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the UNSC passed Resolution 661, which imposed 

comprehensive economic sanctions on Iraq. The sanctions prohibited trade with Iraq, 

froze its assets, and restricted its access to international financial markets. The 

intention was to pressure the Iraqi government to withdraw from Kuwait and adhere 

to international law without resorting to military intervention. The sanctions were one 

of the UNSC's initial efforts to contain Iraq's actions and compel compliance with 

international demands for the withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. 

2. Comprehensive Nature of the Sanctions: The sanctions were comprehensive and 

designed to target Iraq’s entire economy. This included a ban on the export of all 

goods, except for food and medicine, to Iraq. A full trade embargo was established to 

isolate Iraq economically from the rest of the world. Iraq’s oil exports, its primary 

source of revenue, were also cut off, which significantly hampered the country's 

ability to finance its military operations in Kuwait and pay for necessary imports. 

These measures aimed to inflict substantial economic pain on Iraq, thereby 

compelling the regime to reconsider its occupation of Kuwait. 

3. The Goal of Economic Sanctions: The overall goal of the sanctions was twofold: to 

weaken Iraq's economy and to pressure the government into withdrawing from 

Kuwait without resorting to military force. Sanctions were seen as a means to avoid 

the loss of life and destruction that would accompany military intervention, while still 

signaling the international community's resolve to hold Iraq accountable for its 

actions. 

Effectiveness of Economic Sanctions on Iraq 

1. Initial Impact on Iraq’s Economy: The sanctions had an immediate and devastating 

impact on Iraq’s economy. The country's oil exports were severely restricted, and its 

foreign assets were frozen. This loss of revenue undermined the ability of Iraq's 

government to finance its military occupation of Kuwait. Additionally, the sanctions 

disrupted essential imports, including food, medical supplies, and industrial goods, 

leading to significant shortages of basic necessities. Iraq’s infrastructure, already 

damaged from the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), was further crippled by the sanctions, 

contributing to economic collapse and widespread poverty. 

2. Humanitarian Consequences: While the sanctions were designed to pressure the 

Iraqi government, they also had a severe humanitarian impact on the civilian 
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population. Shortages of food, medicine, and medical equipment caused widespread 

suffering among Iraq’s population. The UN's Oil-for-Food program, which was 

established in 1995, allowed Iraq to sell oil to purchase food and medicine, but the 

program was not fully effective in alleviating the widespread hardship faced by the 

Iraqi people. By the late 1990s, reports of the devastating effects of the sanctions on 

Iraqi civilians, particularly children, became a central point of criticism. Notably, 

UNICEF reported that more than 500,000 Iraqi children died as a result of the 

sanctions' effects on the country's healthcare system. 

3. Impact on Saddam Hussein’s Regime: Despite the dire economic consequences of 

the sanctions, the Iraqi regime under Saddam Hussein demonstrated resilience and 

maintained its hold on power. The sanctions did not lead to the swift collapse of 

Hussein’s government as hoped. Instead, the regime found ways to circumvent some 

of the restrictions, including smuggling oil and goods through neighboring countries. 

Hussein's government was also able to rally nationalist sentiment by framing the 

sanctions as an unjustified form of foreign aggression, which helped to consolidate his 

grip on power. The sanctions, while severely damaging to Iraq’s economy, did not 

achieve the political objective of forcing Saddam Hussein to withdraw from Kuwait 

or to comply with the UNSC's demands. 

4. Limited Success in Achieving Political Objectives: The economic sanctions were 

intended to achieve two primary political goals: the immediate withdrawal of Iraqi 

forces from Kuwait and long-term compliance with UN resolutions. While the 

sanctions caused significant economic hardship, they failed to produce the desired 

political outcome of Iraq's withdrawal. Hussein’s defiance of UNSC resolutions and 

his steadfast refusal to leave Kuwait meant that military intervention was ultimately 

deemed necessary. The fact that sanctions failed to prompt Iraq’s compliance is often 

cited as evidence of their limited effectiveness in addressing aggressive behavior by 

powerful states. 

5. International Division and Erosion of Support: Over time, the sanctions regime 

also faced criticism from various international actors. Some countries, particularly in 

the Middle East, expressed growing dissatisfaction with the continuation of sanctions, 

arguing that they disproportionately affected the civilian population and were not 

achieving the intended goals. Russia, China, and other members of the UNSC also 

grew increasingly critical of the humanitarian impact of the sanctions. The lack of 

international unity and the erosion of support for the sanctions eventually led to the 

weakening of their enforcement in the late 1990s, further reducing their effectiveness. 

Lessons Learned from Iraq’s Experience with Sanctions 

1. The Limits of Sanctions as a Tool of Coercion: The experience of Iraq highlighted 

the limitations of economic sanctions as a tool for coercing change. While sanctions 

can exert significant pressure on a country’s economy, they do not always succeed in 

achieving political outcomes, particularly when the targeted regime is willing to 

endure economic hardship to maintain power. In the case of Iraq, Saddam Hussein’s 

government managed to survive the economic strain imposed by the sanctions, 

making it clear that sanctions alone may not be sufficient to address aggressive 

actions by sovereign states. 

2. The Humanitarian Impact of Sanctions: The widespread humanitarian suffering 

caused by the sanctions raised important questions about the ethical implications of 

such measures. Critics argue that while sanctions may be intended to target the 

government, they often end up punishing the civilian population, who have little 
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control over the actions of their leaders. The Iraqi case prompted calls for more 

carefully designed and targeted sanctions that minimize harm to civilians while still 

exerting pressure on the regime. 

3. The Need for a Comprehensive Approach: The failure of sanctions in Iraq 

underscored the importance of a comprehensive approach to international crises, 

combining diplomacy, economic measures, and, when necessary, military 

intervention. Sanctions alone cannot resolve complex geopolitical situations. A 

broader strategy that includes the threat of force, as well as diplomatic and 

humanitarian efforts, may be necessary to achieve the desired outcomes in situations 

of international conflict. 

4. The Long-Term Consequences of Sanctions: Sanctions, particularly when sustained 

over long periods, can have unintended long-term consequences. The Iraqi experience 

demonstrated that while sanctions may weaken a country economically in the short 

term, they can also entrench a regime’s hold on power and further destabilize the 

country. Long-term sanctions may also undermine global public opinion regarding the 

legitimacy of such measures and erode the willingness of international actors to 

enforce them. 

Conclusion 

Economic sanctions played a pivotal role in the UNSC’s strategy to address Iraq’s invasion of 

Kuwait. While they were initially seen as an effective non-violent response, their ability to 

compel Saddam Hussein’s regime to withdraw from Kuwait was limited. The sanctions 

caused immense suffering for the Iraqi population but were insufficient in changing the 

political calculations of the regime. The Gulf War thus highlighted both the potential and the 

limitations of economic sanctions as a tool of international diplomacy and security. While 

sanctions can exert significant pressure on a country, their success in achieving political 

objectives depends on a range of factors, including the resolve of the targeted regime, the 

level of international unity, and the humanitarian consequences of their implementation. 
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4. Post-War Analysis: Success or Failure for the UNSC? 

The Gulf War, culminating in the liberation of Kuwait and the defeat of Iraq’s forces, was a 

significant moment for the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). The swift military 

action authorized by the UNSC, combined with economic sanctions and diplomatic efforts, 

raised questions about the role and effectiveness of the Council in handling major 

international conflicts. However, the aftermath of the war left the UNSC with mixed reviews: 

some viewed the intervention as a success in restoring order to the region, while others 

criticized the Council for its shortcomings in preventing the war and addressing the broader 

consequences. 

1. The UNSC’s Role in the War’s Success 

The UNSC’s resolution to authorize military force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait was 

seen as a decisive action, backed by international unity. This marked a rare instance where 

the Security Council demonstrated effective leadership in confronting a major act of 

aggression by a member state. 

1. International Coalition and Legitimacy: The UNSC's resolution to authorize the 

use of force (Resolution 678) was instrumental in creating an international coalition of 

forces that included countries from North America, Europe, the Middle East, and 

beyond. The clear and unified stance of the UNSC lent legitimacy to the military 

intervention, helping to gain support from various global powers and regional players. 

This international backing was crucial in ensuring a swift and decisive military 

campaign. The success of Operation Desert Storm, which swiftly liberated Kuwait, 

demonstrated the strength of multilateral military action when backed by UNSC 

authority. 

2. Restoration of Kuwaiti Sovereignty: The immediate outcome of the Gulf War—the 

liberation of Kuwait—was a clear military success. The UNSC played a pivotal role 

in upholding Kuwait’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, which had been violated 

by Iraq. From a legal standpoint, the intervention was a significant victory for the 

United Nations, reaffirming its role in maintaining international peace and security. 

3. International Law and Order: The UNSC's actions, underpinned by a strong legal 

framework, set a precedent for responding to acts of aggression. By authorizing the 

use of force and then swiftly following up with diplomatic measures and post-war 

rebuilding efforts, the Council reinforced its mandate to act as the primary institution 

for the maintenance of international peace and security. 

2. Shortcomings and Criticisms of the UNSC’s Actions 

Despite the short-term success in restoring Kuwaiti sovereignty and achieving military 

objectives, the UNSC’s involvement in the Gulf War also faced substantial criticism. Some 

of these critiques reflect the inherent challenges of international diplomacy and intervention, 

while others highlight failures in the UNSC's ability to predict and prevent the war, or to fully 

address its long-term consequences. 

1. Failure to Prevent the War: One of the most significant criticisms of the UNSC's 

actions in the lead-up to the Gulf War was its failure to prevent the invasion of 

Kuwait. Despite warnings from multiple international actors and clear indications of 
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Saddam Hussein’s expansionist ambitions, the Security Council was slow to act in the 

months preceding Iraq’s invasion. Although diplomatic efforts were made, such as 

UNSC Resolution 660, which condemned Iraq’s actions and called for an immediate 

withdrawal, these efforts were ultimately ineffective in stopping the escalation of the 

crisis. 

2. The Issue of the Veto and Power Dynamics: The UNSC’s inability to act decisively 

in the years leading up to the war was also tied to the power dynamics within the 

Council itself, particularly the influence of the permanent members (P5). Throughout 

the Cold War, the veto power held by the United States, Soviet Union (and later 

Russia), China, the United Kingdom, and France often led to gridlock and inaction on 

critical issues. In the case of the Gulf War, the veto power wielded by the permanent 

members played a role in the delay of action, particularly as certain members were 

hesitant to take a firm stance on Saddam Hussein’s aggressions until the situation 

became untenable. 

3. Limited Action on Iraq’s Post-War Dilemma: While the Gulf War may have been a 

success in terms of military outcomes, the UNSC’s post-war actions were more 

problematic. The end of the war did not bring lasting peace to the region, and Iraq’s 

internal stability continued to deteriorate in the years following the conflict. The 

imposition of sanctions and the limitations on Iraq’s military capabilities were part of 

the UNSC’s strategy to ensure Iraq’s compliance with its post-war obligations. 

However, the continued suffering of the Iraqi civilian population under sanctions and 

the international community’s failure to address Saddam Hussein’s remaining 

regional ambitions contributed to long-term instability. 

4. The Lack of Follow-Through on Political Reform: Another area where the UNSC’s 

post-war actions were seen as lacking was in the promotion of democratic reform or 

broader political change in Iraq. The failure to either support an internal opposition to 

Hussein’s regime or to take stronger action against Iraq’s human rights abuses 

allowed Saddam Hussein to remain in power for more than a decade after the war. 

The lack of follow-up on the political consequences of Iraq’s defeat, particularly in 

relation to the promotion of democracy or human rights, contributed to the long-

standing instability that plagued the region. 

3. Humanitarian Consequences and the Role of the UNSC 

The humanitarian impact of the Gulf War, while not the direct responsibility of the UNSC, 

also raised questions about the Council’s commitment to protecting civilians during times of 

conflict. 

1. The Destruction of Iraq’s Infrastructure: The Gulf War, despite its success in 

liberating Kuwait, caused widespread destruction in Iraq. The coalition forces' 

bombing campaign targeted not only military sites but also critical infrastructure, 

including power plants, water facilities, and hospitals. This extensive damage had 

long-lasting consequences for the civilian population, contributing to shortages of 

food, clean water, and healthcare in Iraq long after the war ended. The UNSC, despite 

its post-war efforts to provide humanitarian assistance, was criticized for not fully 

addressing the humanitarian costs of the conflict. 

2. Impact of Sanctions on Iraqi Civilians: The imposition of sanctions on Iraq after the 

war had profound humanitarian consequences. While the sanctions were designed to 

weaken Saddam Hussein’s government, they disproportionately affected the civilian 

population. The lack of a comprehensive plan to mitigate the human cost of sanctions 
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led to widespread malnutrition and disease, particularly among Iraq’s children. The 

Oil-for-Food program, implemented in the 1990s, attempted to alleviate some of these 

effects, but it was criticized for being inefficient and ineffective. The UNSC faced 

significant backlash for its inability to protect civilians from the harmful side effects 

of its decisions. 

3. The UN’s Response to Refugees and Displacement: The war created massive 

displacement of people, with hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing the violence 

in Kuwait and Iraq. The UNSC did authorize a response through various UN 

agencies, but the scale of the crisis overwhelmed existing mechanisms. The 

humanitarian aid response was often criticized as inadequate in comparison to the 

scale of the refugee crisis, especially considering the immediate need for food, shelter, 

and medical care. 

4. Long-Term Regional Impacts and UNSC's Role 

The consequences of the Gulf War were felt far beyond Iraq and Kuwait, affecting the 

broader Middle East and the UNSC’s role in the region in the decades that followed. 

1. The Rise of Extremism: The Gulf War and its aftermath are often cited as 

contributing factors to the rise of extremist movements in the Middle East. The war’s 

devastation and the subsequent economic sanctions created an environment of 

resentment and anger, which extremists exploited to rally support for their causes. The 

UNSC was criticized for not considering these long-term consequences when 

formulating its post-war strategy. 

2. The US Role in the Middle East: The Gulf War marked the beginning of a 

significant US military presence in the Middle East. While this presence was initially 

framed as a force for stability, it contributed to long-term tensions in the region. The 

UNSC, by authorizing the intervention, essentially empowered the US and its allies to 

maintain their influence over the region, which was viewed by some as a form of neo-

imperialism. This geopolitical shift led to ongoing tensions in the region, particularly 

with countries like Iran, and later Iraq under Saddam Hussein’s regime. 

3. The UNSC's Influence in Regional Conflicts: The Gulf War demonstrated the 

UNSC’s ability to influence the course of major conflicts, but it also showed the 

limits of its power in dealing with regional issues. Despite the success in expelling 

Iraq from Kuwait, the UNSC’s limited intervention in subsequent conflicts, such as 

the wars in Iraq and Syria, raised questions about the Council’s ability to adapt to 

evolving threats in the Middle East. 

Conclusion: A Mixed Legacy 

In evaluating the UNSC’s role in the Gulf War, it is clear that while it achieved success in 

certain areas—such as restoring Kuwaiti sovereignty and creating an international coalition—

it also faced criticism for its failure to prevent the conflict, address the long-term 

humanitarian impacts, and deal effectively with Iraq after the war. The post-war period 

highlighted the limitations of the UNSC in resolving complex regional issues, with lasting 

instability in Iraq and the broader Middle East. While the Gulf War reinforced the UNSC’s 

authority in some respects, it also highlighted the difficulties of balancing military 

intervention, humanitarian concerns, and long-term political solutions. The legacy of the 

UNSC’s actions in the Gulf War remains mixed, and it serves as a cautionary tale for future 

interventions in conflict zones around the world. 
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Chapter 4: Rwanda: The UNSC’s Inaction During 

Genocide 

The Rwandan Genocide remains one of the darkest chapters in the history of international 

peacekeeping and the United Nations Security Council’s (UNSC) role in preventing mass 

atrocities. In 1994, over a span of 100 days, an estimated 800,000 people, mostly from the 

Tutsi ethnic minority, were slaughtered by the Hutu-led government forces and militias. The 

international community, including the UNSC, failed to act decisively to prevent or halt the 

violence, despite early warnings and clear evidence of an impending crisis. This chapter 

examines the UNSC’s response (or lack thereof) to the Rwandan Genocide, the failures of the 

international community, and the lasting consequences of the UNSC's inaction. 

1. Early Warning Signs and International Indifference 

In the months leading up to the genocide, there were numerous warnings about the rising 

ethnic tensions in Rwanda. These warnings came from various sources, including UN 

officials, human rights organizations, and diplomatic channels. However, the international 

community, led by the UNSC, largely ignored these signals. 

1. The United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR): The UNSC had 

deployed a peacekeeping force in Rwanda in 1993, known as UNAMIR, to oversee 

the implementation of the Arusha Accords, a peace agreement between the Hutu-led 

government and the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). However, UNAMIR’s 

mandate was limited to peacekeeping and the facilitation of political dialogue, with no 

provision for intervening in situations of violence. 

2. The Failure of Early Warnings: As early as January 1994, there were reports of 

arms being smuggled into Rwanda, and evidence of preparations for mass violence 

was becoming apparent. In March 1994, the UN Special Representative to Rwanda, 

Jacques-Roger Booh-Booh, warned that the situation was deteriorating. Despite these 

alarming reports, the UNSC, influenced by concerns about the potential for Western 

casualties and a reluctance to become involved in another African conflict, did not 

take sufficient action to either increase the peacekeeping force or prepare for a 

possible outbreak of violence. 

3. The UN’s Decision to Downsize the Peacekeeping Force: On April 21, 1994, just 

days after the assassination of President Juvenal Habyarimana (an event that triggered 

the genocide), the UNSC voted to reduce UNAMIR’s forces from 2,500 to 270 

peacekeepers. This decision, made under pressure from member states like the United 

States and Belgium, effectively crippled the UN’s ability to respond to the crisis, 

leaving the peacekeepers in Rwanda largely unable to intervene as the violence 

escalated. 

2. The Genocide Unfolds: A Failure to Intervene 

When the genocide began on April 7, 1994, it unfolded with horrifying speed and brutality. 

Hutu extremists, with the backing of the government and military, began systematically 

slaughtering Tutsis and moderate Hutus. The international community, including the UNSC, 

failed to intervene in a meaningful way to halt the killings. 
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1. The Role of UNAMIR: Despite being on the ground and witnessing the horror 

firsthand, the UN peacekeepers were constrained by their limited mandate and rules 

of engagement. UNAMIR’s forces, under the command of General Roméo Dallaire, 

repeatedly requested reinforcements and a more robust mandate to intervene and 

protect civilians. However, the UNSC failed to authorize a stronger response or to 

provide additional support. UNAMIR was left unable to protect the millions of 

civilians at risk of being massacred. 

2. Global Indifference and Bureaucratic Inertia: While the scale of the violence 

became clear, the international community’s response remained slow and ineffective. 

The United States, the United Kingdom, and other Western powers were hesitant to 

intervene, partly due to the painful memory of the recent debacles in Somalia (where 

a UN peacekeeping mission had turned into a quagmire) and a general reluctance to 

become involved in a conflict with unclear political outcomes. The UNSC’s failure to 

act swiftly in the face of the growing crisis was a tragic reflection of the international 

community’s reluctance to engage in African conflicts. 

3. The Role of the Media: The international media played a critical role in drawing 

attention to the genocide, but their coverage, while extensive, was often insufficiently 

urgent in calling for action from the UNSC. The atrocities were broadcast worldwide, 

but the global community continued to drag its feet. In part, the delay in response was 

due to a lack of political will from key member states, who feared the political costs 

of intervention in Rwanda. 

3. The Aftermath: Lessons and Consequences 

The consequences of the UNSC’s inaction during the Rwandan Genocide were far-reaching. 

In the aftermath of the genocide, the international community, including the UNSC, faced 

intense scrutiny over its failure to prevent or stop the violence. The events in Rwanda served 

as a painful reminder of the limitations of the UN system and the UNSC’s ability to act 

effectively in preventing mass atrocities. 

1. The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR): In the years following 

the genocide, the UNSC established the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 

(ICTR) to prosecute those responsible for committing genocide and war crimes during 

the conflict. While the ICTR was important in holding individuals accountable, it was 

criticized for its focus on post-genocide justice rather than on preventing the violence 

from occurring in the first place. 

2. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) Doctrine: The Rwandan Genocide was one of 

the key catalysts for the development of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. 

R2P posits that the international community has an obligation to prevent mass 

atrocities, including genocide, and that sovereignty cannot be used as a shield for 

human rights violations. Although R2P has become a core principle of international 

law, its implementation remains uneven, and the UNSC’s response to subsequent 

crises, such as in Syria, has been marred by political divisions and inaction. 

3. Calls for Reform of the UNSC: The failure to prevent or stop the genocide in 

Rwanda led to widespread calls for reform of the UNSC and the broader United 

Nations system. Critics argued that the UNSC’s composition, particularly the veto 

power held by the five permanent members (P5), prevented timely and decisive action 

in the face of mass atrocities. The lack of political will among key member states to 

intervene in Rwanda, combined with the Council’s inertia, highlighted the need for 

structural reforms to enable the UNSC to respond more effectively to future crises. 
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4. Conclusion: A Legacy of Inaction and Regret 

The Rwandan Genocide remains one of the most glaring failures of the UNSC and the 

international community. Despite clear warnings, ample evidence of impending violence, and 

the presence of UN peacekeepers on the ground, the UNSC failed to act decisively to prevent 

or halt the killings. The consequences of this inaction are still felt today, as the genocide’s 

aftermath continues to shape international policy on human rights, peacekeeping, and 

intervention. While the UNSC eventually sought to address its failures by establishing the 

ICTR and supporting the development of R2P, the lessons of Rwanda are painfully clear: 

without the political will to act, the UNSC cannot fulfill its mandate of maintaining 

international peace and security. The tragedy of Rwanda underscores the urgent need for 

reform and a more proactive approach to preventing genocide and other mass atrocities. 
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1. The Lead-Up to the Rwandan Genocide 

The Rwandan Genocide did not occur in isolation; it was the culmination of decades of ethnic 

tension, political instability, and international indifference. Understanding the root causes of 

the genocide involves exploring the historical, political, and social factors that contributed to 

the eruption of violence in 1994. This section examines the key events and conditions that led 

to the genocide, including colonial legacies, ethnic divisions, and the political crisis of the 

early 1990s. It also looks at the international community's lack of engagement and the failure 

of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to intervene effectively before the killings 

began. 

1.1 Colonial Legacies: Ethnic Division and Social Hierarchy 

The division between the Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups in Rwanda dates back to the colonial 

period. Rwanda, originally a monarchy, was colonized by Germany in the late 19th century 

and then by Belgium after World War I. During Belgian rule, the colonial administration 

exacerbated ethnic divisions by favoring the Tutsi minority, who were considered "more 

aristocratic" and "more civilized" than the Hutu majority. This policy of divide and rule 

created a rigid social hierarchy that institutionalized ethnic differences, even though, 

historically, Hutus and Tutsis were not fundamentally different in terms of culture or identity. 

1. Belgian Favoritism Toward Tutsis: The Belgian authorities implemented policies 

that elevated the Tutsis to positions of power, while relegating the Hutus to 

subordinate roles. This favoritism was reinforced through the introduction of identity 

cards that classified individuals by their ethnicity, cementing the racial distinctions 

between the two groups. The Tutsis controlled the government, the military, and the 

economy, while the Hutus, who made up about 85% of the population, were 

marginalized. 

2. Post-Independence Struggles: When Rwanda gained independence in 1962, the 

Hutus took power in a violent uprising, overthrowing the Tutsi monarchy. The new 

Hutu-led government enacted policies that marginalized the Tutsis, and many Tutsis 

fled the country, forming refugee communities in neighboring countries. This set the 

stage for decades of tensions between the Hutu majority and the Tutsi minority, both 

within Rwanda and in the broader region. 

1.2 The Rise of Political Instability in the 1990s 

By the early 1990s, Rwanda was experiencing growing political instability. The Hutu-led 

government, under President Juvénal Habyarimana, faced internal pressure from opposition 

groups, including the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), which had been formed by 

Tutsi refugees living in Uganda. The RPF’s primary goal was to return to Rwanda and 

challenge the Hutu-dominated government, which had implemented policies of ethnic 

discrimination and oppression. 

1. The Formation of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF): The RPF, led by Paul 

Kagame, was initially composed of Tutsi exiles who had fled Rwanda in the wake of 

the 1959 Hutu revolution. As the RPF began to gain military strength, it posed a 

serious threat to Habyarimana's government. By the early 1990s, the RPF had started 

a rebellion in the north of Rwanda, which led to the Rwandan Civil War. The conflict 
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was marked by increasingly violent clashes between the Hutu-dominated government 

forces and the Tutsi rebels. 

2. Economic and Political Crisis: Rwanda also faced severe economic problems in the 

early 1990s. The country’s economy was heavily reliant on coffee exports, and 

declining global coffee prices worsened the economic situation. At the same time, the 

government faced growing political opposition, both domestically and internationally. 

The Tutsi refugees, along with the RPF, sought political change, while many Hutus 

feared that a return to Tutsi control would lead to reprisal killings and the reversal of 

the political and social changes that had occurred after the 1959 revolution. 

3. The Arusha Accords: In 1993, the Hutu-led government and the RPF entered into 

peace negotiations, culminating in the Arusha Accords, a peace agreement brokered 

by the international community. The agreement called for the formation of a coalition 

government that would include both Hutus and Tutsis, and it established the 

framework for a transition to a more inclusive political system. However, the peace 

process faced significant resistance from hardline Hutu extremists who saw the 

agreement as a betrayal of Hutu power. 

1.3 The Assassination of President Habyarimana 

The turning point that sparked the Rwandan Genocide occurred on April 6, 1994, when 

President Juvénal Habyarimana’s plane was shot down while approaching Kigali, the capital. 

Habyarimana, who had been in power since 1973, was killed along with the Burundian 

president, Cyprien Ntaryamira, who was also on board. The assassination was a pivotal 

moment that immediately ignited the violence that had been simmering for years. 

1. Theories Behind the Assassination: The identity of those responsible for the 

assassination remains a subject of debate. While the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) 

was initially blamed, many analysts argue that Hutu extremists, who were opposed to 

the peace process and the Arusha Accords, may have been behind the attack in order 

to derail the peace process and maintain their hold on power. Regardless of who was 

responsible, the assassination provided the pretext for launching a nationwide killing 

spree. 

2. Hutu Power and the Role of Extremists: Following the assassination, Hutu 

extremist groups, including the government and the military, launched an immediate 

campaign of mass murder against Tutsis and moderate Hutus. These groups, known as 

the "Hutu Power" movement, saw the assassination as an opportunity to eliminate the 

Tutsi "enemy" and anyone who might oppose their vision of a Hutu-dominated 

Rwanda. Propaganda played a key role in inciting violence, with radio stations and 

print media calling for the extermination of the Tutsi population. 

3. The Breakdown of Order: The assassination set off a chain reaction, and within 

hours, roadblocks were set up across the country to prevent Tutsis from escaping. 

Hutu militias, supported by the military and the police, began hunting down and 

slaughtering Tutsis. The killings were methodical, with entire families being 

slaughtered in their homes and refugees being killed in mass executions. 

1.4 The International Community’s Failure to Act 

As the violence erupted, the international community failed to intervene in a timely or 

effective manner, despite the presence of UN peacekeepers and early warnings from UN 

officials on the ground. 
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1. The Role of the United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR): At 

the time of the genocide, UNAMIR, a peacekeeping force of around 2,500 soldiers, 

was deployed to Rwanda under the leadership of General Roméo Dallaire. However, 

the mission was not authorized to intervene in situations of violence or to protect 

civilians. When the genocide began, the peacekeepers were unable to prevent the 

killings, and their mandate was further reduced by the UN Security Council in the 

days following the start of the violence. 

2. The International Response: The international community’s response to the 

genocide was characterized by inaction, indifference, and confusion. The United 

States, European countries, and the UN hesitated to label the events as genocide, 

fearing the legal and political ramifications of intervening. Despite the clear evidence 

of mass murder, the UNSC failed to authorize a robust intervention or increase the 

peacekeeping force. The international community’s failure to act decisively allowed 

the genocide to continue for over three months, resulting in the deaths of an estimated 

800,000 people. 

3. Global Indifference: In the aftermath of the genocide, the failure of the international 

community to prevent or stop the violence was widely criticized. Rwanda became a 

symbol of the international community's indifference to African conflicts and its 

failure to live up to its moral and legal obligations to prevent genocide. The 

international community’s reluctance to intervene was compounded by the memories 

of previous peacekeeping failures, such as the 1993 Somali intervention, and a general 

reluctance to engage in another African conflict. 

Conclusion 

The lead-up to the Rwandan Genocide was a complex mix of historical ethnic divisions, 

political instability, and international negligence. The genocide itself was not an isolated 

event but rather the result of a series of failed interventions, missed opportunities for 

diplomacy, and long-standing grievances between the Hutu and Tutsi populations. 

Understanding the events leading up to the genocide is essential for grasping the scale of the 

failure of both the Rwandan government and the international community, including the 

UNSC, to prevent one of the most horrific genocides in modern history. 
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2. The UNSC’s Delayed Response 

The United Nations Security Council's (UNSC) delayed response during the Rwandan 

Genocide is one of the most criticized aspects of the international community's reaction to the 

crisis. Despite clear signs that atrocities were unfolding, the UNSC and the broader 

international community failed to take swift, decisive action to halt the violence. This section 

examines the specific actions (or lack thereof) taken by the UNSC during the early stages of 

the genocide, highlighting the factors that contributed to the delay, as well as the 

consequences of that delay. 

2.1 Early Warnings and Inaction 

In the months leading up to the genocide, the UN peacekeeping force, UNAMIR, stationed in 

Rwanda, provided the international community with critical early warnings. General Roméo 

Dallaire, the head of the UN mission in Rwanda, was one of the first to recognize the 

growing risks of ethnic violence. However, despite these warnings, the UNSC failed to 

respond effectively. 

1. Dallaire’s Warnings: General Dallaire sent multiple messages to the UN and the 

UNSC, warning that the situation in Rwanda was deteriorating rapidly. In January 

1994, Dallaire received intelligence indicating that Hutu extremists were preparing for 

a large-scale massacre of Tutsis. He requested permission to take preemptive action, 

such as raiding arms caches to prevent the upcoming violence. However, his requests 

were denied, and the UNSC ordered him to refrain from any military action that might 

escalate tensions. 

2. Failure to Reinforce the Peacekeeping Mission: As early as March 1994, Dallaire 

warned that the peacekeeping force in Rwanda, UNAMIR, was woefully under-

resourced and lacked the capacity to deal with the impending crisis. Dallaire 

suggested that the mission be strengthened, both in terms of troops and equipment, to 

ensure it could intervene if violence broke out. However, the UNSC refused to bolster 

the peacekeeping forces, keeping the number of troops at just 2,500, despite the 

growing danger. 

3. Lack of Political Will: The failure of the UNSC to act decisively was largely due to a 

lack of political will among its members. Some countries, particularly the United 

States, were hesitant to intervene in what they perceived as an African conflict that 

did not directly affect their national interests. The legacy of previous failed 

peacekeeping missions, such as in Somalia, also led to a reluctance to commit 

resources and troops to another potentially disastrous mission in Africa. 

2.2 The Outbreak of Violence and the UNSC’s Hesitation 

When the genocide began on April 6, 1994, the UNSC’s response was slow, fragmented, and 

indecisive. As Hutu extremists launched an organized campaign of mass murder against 

Tutsis, the world’s most powerful security body was caught off guard and struggled to react. 

1. The UN’s Limited Mandate: When violence erupted, the UN peacekeepers in 

Rwanda, under Dallaire's command, were initially focused on protecting the peace 

process and political negotiations outlined in the Arusha Accords. However, they 

were not authorized to intervene directly in cases of widespread violence, nor were 
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they given the necessary resources to do so. As a result, their mandate was severely 

limited, preventing them from stopping the mass killings that began just days after the 

assassination of President Habyarimana. 

2. Reluctance to Label the Events as Genocide: Despite clear evidence of large-scale 

killings, the UNSC, as well as other international bodies, were hesitant to classify the 

events as genocide. The reluctance to acknowledge the genocide was rooted in 

political and legal concerns. Under the 1948 Genocide Convention, the international 

community has an obligation to intervene to prevent or stop genocide. By not labeling 

the violence as genocide, the UNSC and member states effectively avoided triggering 

this legal obligation to intervene. 

3. The UNSC’s Initial Response: In the early days of the genocide, the UNSC was 

slow to act. On April 21, 1994, the UNSC authorized a small increase in the number 

of peacekeepers from 2,500 to 5,500, but this increase came too late to make a 

significant difference on the ground. The delay in expanding the mission's size and 

mandate meant that the genocide continued unabated for several months. Meanwhile, 

countries like the United States pushed for the withdrawal of peacekeepers, citing the 

dangers to their personnel and the lack of a clear exit strategy. 

2.3 The UNSC’s Failure to Authorize Stronger Action 

The UNSC’s inability to authorize stronger action during the genocide meant that the 

international community failed to prevent the systematic killing of Tutsis. Even as the scale 

of the violence became undeniable, the UNSC’s response remained woefully inadequate. 

1. Pressure from France and the UNAMIR Force Reduction: After the violence 

erupted, some UNSC members, including France, argued against a robust 

intervention. In an effort to maintain a semblance of peace, France deployed its own 

military force, Operation Turquoise, which was intended to establish safe zones in 

Rwanda. While this operation did provide some humanitarian relief, it did not stop the 

killings. Moreover, the French forces were accused of indirectly supporting the Hutu 

government forces, and they did not stop the genocide. At the same time, the UNSC, 

under international pressure, voted to reduce UNAMIR’s presence in Rwanda, pulling 

out thousands of peacekeepers in the midst of the violence. This reduction further 

crippled the UN's ability to intervene effectively. 

2. Ambiguity in the UNSC’s Mandate: The UNSC's mandate remained unclear during 

the early stages of the genocide. The peacekeeping forces had a mission to monitor 

and facilitate the peace process, but when the genocide began, their role became 

muddled. Dallaire's repeated requests for authority to protect civilians were denied, 

and no action was taken to strengthen the mandate or provide the necessary military 

assets to prevent the bloodshed. The UNSC’s failure to establish a clear, unified 

response led to confusion on the ground, with UN peacekeepers effectively powerless 

to stop the massacre. 

3. International Apathy and Lack of Coordination: The UNSC’s inaction was 

compounded by the broader international community's apathy toward the Rwandan 

crisis. Global indifference to the fate of Rwandans was reflected in the absence of 

coordinated efforts to mount a military intervention, mobilize humanitarian aid, or 

support the establishment of safe zones. Countries like the United States, Canada, and 

European powers were reluctant to commit troops or resources to a conflict they 

deemed unimportant in geopolitical terms. This lack of coordination among major 

powers further paralyzed the UNSC’s ability to take effective action. 
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2.4 Aftermath: A Failed Response and Lessons Learned 

The failure to intervene in Rwanda in a timely and decisive manner remains a stark reminder 

of the UNSC’s limitations in the face of mass atrocities. The genocide continued for 

approximately three months, resulting in the deaths of an estimated 800,000 people, most of 

them Tutsis. The UNSC’s delayed response allowed the genocide to unfold with horrific 

consequences. 

1. The Impact on the UNSC’s Reputation: The delay in responding to the genocide 

severely damaged the credibility and legitimacy of the UNSC. The event highlighted 

the Council's inability to take meaningful action in the face of mass atrocities and 

exposed the weaknesses in the international peacekeeping system. It led to calls for 

reforms in the UNSC’s decision-making process, especially regarding the use of 

military force to prevent atrocities. 

2. The Role of International Law: The Rwanda genocide brought the international 

community's failure to uphold the Genocide Convention into sharp focus. The 

genocide violated the principles established in international law, and the UNSC's 

inaction was a direct contradiction of the promises made in the 1948 convention. This 

failure contributed to a broader reassessment of the international community’s 

commitment to the protection of human rights. 

3. Post-Genocide Reforms: In the wake of the genocide, the international community 

made some attempts to learn from its mistakes. The creation of the International 

Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) sought to bring perpetrators of the genocide to 

justice, and efforts were made to reform the UN’s peacekeeping and intervention 

systems. However, the lessons of Rwanda were slow to take root, and the world 

would again face similar challenges in responding to atrocities in the future, such as in 

the Balkans and Darfur. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s delayed and indecisive response to the Rwandan Genocide represents one of the 

darkest chapters in the history of international diplomacy and peacekeeping. Despite ample 

warnings, the Council failed to act swiftly and decisively, resulting in the loss of hundreds of 

thousands of lives. This failure continues to be a point of reflection for those seeking to 

reform the international system and ensure that such inaction never occurs again. 
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3. The Aftermath: Accountability and Controversies 

The aftermath of the Rwandan Genocide has been marked by significant controversy 

surrounding the lack of intervention, the international community's failure to prevent the 

massacre, and the accountability of those responsible for the atrocities. While Rwanda has 

made strides toward reconciliation and rebuilding, the international community, particularly 

the United Nations, continues to face scrutiny over its actions—or lack thereof—during the 

crisis. This chapter explores the key issues related to accountability for the genocide, the 

controversies surrounding the response of international organizations like the UNSC, and the 

ongoing debate about lessons learned. 

3.1 The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 

One of the most significant steps in the aftermath of the genocide was the creation of the 

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), established by the United Nations in 

1994. The ICTR was designed to prosecute those responsible for the genocide and to 

contribute to the development of international criminal law. However, its creation and 

subsequent functioning have been controversial for several reasons. 

1. Formation and Purpose: The ICTR was created by UNSC Resolution 955, which 

authorized the establishment of a tribunal to prosecute those accused of committing 

genocide and other serious violations of international law in Rwanda. The tribunal's 

main mandate was to try individuals who had played a central role in orchestrating 

and carrying out the genocide. However, the ICTR’s establishment was also a 

response to international pressure to ensure justice was served after the world’s failure 

to intervene in the crisis. 

2. The Scope of Accountability: While the ICTR was successful in prosecuting several 

high-profile perpetrators, including former Prime Minister Jean Kambanda, who 

became the first head of state to be convicted of genocide, many argue that it failed to 

hold accountable those most responsible for the genocide. Most of the perpetrators of 

the violence were lower-level officials, military personnel, and ordinary citizens. This 

has raised questions about whether the ICTR focused too heavily on the leadership 

level and neglected broader societal involvement in the killings. 

3. Criticism of the ICTR: Critics of the ICTR argue that the tribunal’s effectiveness 

was undermined by various issues, including limited resources, delays in proceedings, 

and the absence of trials for many key perpetrators who had already fled Rwanda. 

Furthermore, there were concerns about the tribunal’s bias, particularly that it focused 

almost exclusively on the crimes committed by the Hutu population and paid less 

attention to the actions of the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), which also 

committed human rights violations during and after the conflict. 

4. Long-Term Impact: Despite its controversies, the ICTR played a role in advancing 

international criminal law, especially in the prosecution of genocide. However, its 

legacy remains mixed, as many believe that the tribunal failed to deliver true justice 

for all those affected by the genocide and has left a gap in holding the international 

community accountable for its failures during the crisis. 

3.2 The United Nations and Its Accountability 
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The United Nations, particularly the Security Council, has faced intense scrutiny over its 

failure to act decisively during the Rwandan Genocide. Critics argue that the UN's inaction—

and the subsequent loss of lives—highlighted significant flaws in the UN's peacekeeping and 

decision-making structures. The question of accountability for the international community's 

failure to prevent the genocide remains a source of ongoing controversy. 

1. Lack of Accountability for the UNSC: The UNSC’s failure to act swiftly and 

decisively in Rwanda remains a critical point of contention. Although the UNSC 

authorized peacekeeping forces to be deployed in Rwanda, it repeatedly ignored 

requests for greater intervention and resources. The most significant issue has been 

the refusal to take action when the violence escalated. After the genocide, there were 

no formal mechanisms or processes through which the UNSC was held accountable 

for its failure to prevent the massacre. The accountability of the UNSC as a collective 

body has not been meaningfully addressed, and no member country has been held 

responsible for its role in the inaction. 

2. Reform of the UNSC: In the wake of Rwanda, calls for UNSC reform intensified, 

with proposals to alter the veto power held by the five permanent members (P5). 

Critics argue that the veto system allows one country—at times with national interests 

conflicting with human rights concerns—to block any action to address international 

crises. While reforms have been suggested, including changes to the membership 

structure and the veto power, the reforms have been slow to materialize, with 

geopolitical considerations continuing to dominate the Council’s decision-making 

process. 

3. The UN’s Lessons from Rwanda: While the United Nations acknowledged its 

failure after Rwanda, there was little accountability or institutional change in the 

immediate aftermath. Only after the Srebrenica massacre in 1995 and other 

international crises did the UN begin to revisit its peacekeeping strategies. The 

"Responsibility to Protect" (R2P) doctrine was later introduced as a response to such 

failures. This doctrine emphasizes that the international community has an obligation 

to intervene when a government fails to protect its population from genocide, war 

crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. 

4. Rebuilding Rwanda’s Image: While the international community's failure is well 

documented, Rwanda itself has worked hard to rebuild its society and restore its 

image on the global stage. The Rwandan government, under President Paul Kagame, 

has emphasized economic development, reconciliation, and national unity. Rwanda's 

efforts have been praised, and the country has become a model for post-conflict 

recovery. However, the political consolidation of power by Kagame's government has 

also sparked concerns over human rights and political freedom. 

3.3 The Controversy of International Intervention and the "Never Again" Mantra 

The slogan “Never Again” became a rallying cry after the Holocaust and again after the 

Rwandan Genocide, symbolizing the international community's promise to prevent such 

atrocities in the future. However, the lack of meaningful intervention in Rwanda has 

undermined this pledge and raised serious questions about the sincerity of international 

commitments to prevent genocide. 

1. The Debate on Humanitarian Intervention: Rwanda highlighted the limits of 

international intervention, especially regarding humanitarian crises in sovereign 

states. The debate over humanitarian intervention—whether the international 
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community has the right to intervene in sovereign nations to prevent atrocities—

became even more contentious after Rwanda. Some argue that a more robust 

international response could have saved thousands of lives, while others contend that 

military intervention in a civil conflict like Rwanda could have led to further 

destabilization and global conflict. 

2. Political and Economic Interests in Humanitarian Crises: Rwanda also 

underscored the complexities of international intervention, where political and 

economic interests often play a critical role in decision-making. Countries may be 

more inclined to intervene in cases where their national interests are directly affected, 

but less willing to act when those interests are not at stake. In the case of Rwanda, the 

lack of direct strategic interests led to a reluctance to intervene despite widespread 

evidence of genocide. 

3. The Challenge of "Never Again": The failure to intervene in Rwanda has become 

emblematic of the challenge of ensuring that the "Never Again" mantra is more than 

just a slogan. Despite widespread calls for change after Rwanda, subsequent 

international responses to crises in places like Darfur and Syria have shown that the 

international community still struggles to prevent or halt mass atrocities in a timely 

manner. The lessons from Rwanda have not led to significant changes in the way 

international institutions respond to humanitarian crises, leaving the world at risk of 

failing to stop the next genocide. 

3.4 The Legacy of Rwanda and the Call for Global Reforms 

The legacy of the Rwandan Genocide is still felt today, with survivors, political leaders, and 

international organizations all grappling with its lasting impact. The call for systemic reform 

within the UNSC and the broader international community remains urgent. 

1. Global Calls for Reform: In the years since Rwanda, various reform initiatives have 

been put forward, including changes to the UNSC's structure, greater emphasis on 

preventing conflicts before they escalate into genocide, and improvements in the 

United Nations' peacekeeping and intervention frameworks. The creation of the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine marked a significant shift in international 

thinking about the protection of civilians during conflicts, but the challenges in 

implementing this principle continue. 

2. The Role of Civil Society and Advocacy Groups: Civil society and human rights 

organizations have played a significant role in keeping the memory of Rwanda alive 

and pushing for accountability. Organizations such as Human Rights Watch and the 

International Crisis Group have been instrumental in advocating for a more robust 

international response to atrocities and pushing for reforms in international law. These 

organizations continue to serve as watchdogs, holding governments and international 

institutions accountable for failing to prevent mass violence. 

3. Reconciliation and Accountability for Rwanda: Rwanda’s journey to reconciliation 

has been a model of post-genocide recovery, though it remains imperfect. The 

country’s emphasis on unity and economic development has helped it rebuild after the 

destruction of the genocide. However, the controversy over the methods of political 

consolidation by the government has raised concerns over human rights and political 

freedoms, sparking debates on the balance between political stability and democratic 

freedoms. 

Conclusion 
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The aftermath of the Rwandan Genocide is riddled with controversy and a painful legacy of 

international inaction. While significant efforts toward justice have been made, including the 

creation of the ICTR, the failure of the UNSC and the international community to prevent the 

genocide remains a glaring failure of global governance. The lessons of Rwanda continue to 

resonate, calling for reforms in the UNSC, the international response to humanitarian crises, 

and greater accountability in preventing future atrocities. Ultimately, the legacy of Rwanda 

serves as both a cautionary tale and a source of inspiration for a more committed, proactive 

global community. 
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4. Lessons Learned: How the UNSC Failed Rwanda 

The failure of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to effectively respond to the 

Rwandan Genocide has left a lasting imprint on global diplomacy and peacekeeping. While 

Rwanda’s genocide was not the first instance of international indifference to mass atrocities, 

it stands as a stark reminder of the consequences of inaction in the face of clear and 

overwhelming evidence of violence. In this chapter, we analyze the key lessons that the 

UNSC, and by extension, the international community, should have learned from the 

genocide in Rwanda. These lessons revolve around accountability, the need for more 

proactive responses, the limitations of peacekeeping, and the rethinking of international 

intervention strategies. 

4.1 The Failure to Act on Clear Warning Signs 

One of the most glaring failures of the UNSC during the Rwandan Genocide was its inability 

to act upon the numerous early warning signs of impending violence. Despite various reports 

from UN officials, diplomats, and international NGOs about the escalating tensions and the 

possibility of a large-scale massacre, the Security Council failed to take decisive steps to 

prevent or mitigate the violence. 

1. Early Warnings and Intelligence: Intelligence reports from UN peacekeepers and 

other agencies indicated the growing risk of violence in Rwanda. Throughout the 

months leading up to the genocide, there were clear indicators of rising ethnic 

tensions, armed mobilizations by the extremist Hutu regime, and threats to Tutsi 

civilians. However, these reports were either ignored or downplayed, and no 

significant international intervention was undertaken. 

2. Failure of Prevention: The UNSC, despite being fully aware of the risk, failed to 

authorize a timely and effective intervention to stop the violence before it escalated 

into genocide. The reluctance to act quickly was compounded by a broader lack of 

political will among member states, who were preoccupied with other international 

concerns and reluctant to commit resources to a conflict seen as remote or 

unimportant. 

3. Lack of Coordination: The international community failed to coordinate a unified 

response to the situation in Rwanda. This lack of coordination between member 

states, the UNSC, and other international bodies contributed to delays in providing 

humanitarian assistance, deploying additional peacekeepers, and advocating for 

stronger action against the Hutu extremists. 

4.2 The Limits of Peacekeeping Missions 

The United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), which was deployed to the 

country in 1993, was severely undermanned and under-resourced. The mission was initially 

tasked with monitoring the peace process between the Rwandan government and the Tutsi-

led rebel forces of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). However, as violence erupted, the 

peacekeepers found themselves without a mandate or adequate resources to protect civilians 

or prevent the genocide. 

1. Inadequate Mandate and Rules of Engagement: The original mandate for 

UNAMIR did not include provisions for intervention in the event of widespread 
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violence. When the genocide began, the peacekeepers were constrained by a mandate 

that prohibited them from taking action unless authorized by the UNSC. This left the 

peacekeepers as passive observers, unable to intervene to protect civilians or prevent 

atrocities from occurring. 

2. Under-resourced Peacekeeping: Despite having deployed a peacekeeping force, the 

international community failed to adequately support the mission. The force was too 

small to effectively monitor and control a country in the midst of civil war, and the 

peacekeepers were often outgunned and outmanned by the militant Hutu forces 

carrying out the genocide. The lack of logistical support and resources further 

hampered their ability to act. 

3. Failure to Reinforce the Mission: When the genocide escalated, the UNSC failed to 

reinforce the mission with additional troops or resources. Despite calls from UN 

officials for reinforcements and a stronger mandate, the international community was 

unwilling to take action. By the time the UNSC authorized any reinforcements, the 

genocide was already in full swing, and it was far too late to stop the violence. 

4.3 Political Will and the Absence of Global Leadership 

The Rwandan Genocide revealed a deep-seated reluctance among many members of the 

UNSC to intervene in conflicts that did not align with their national interests. This lack of 

political will and failure to prioritize humanitarian concerns meant that the international 

community was unwilling to take the necessary actions to prevent or halt the genocide. 

1. Lack of Global Leadership: During the genocide, the UNSC lacked the leadership 

necessary to mobilize a coordinated, immediate response. While some nations, 

including France, the United States, and Belgium, had diplomatic presence in the 

region, they were either unwilling to act or focused on different priorities. The 

absence of a leading figure or country pushing for swift action led to gridlock and 

indecision within the UNSC. 

2. Geopolitical Interests: Several UNSC members, particularly the United States, were 

focused on other geopolitical concerns at the time, including conflicts in the former 

Yugoslavia and the larger post-Cold War shifts. As a result, Rwanda—largely viewed 

as a small, peripheral country with limited strategic value—did not command the 

attention it needed to prevent the atrocities. 

3. Failure to Advocate for Intervention: Some countries, such as the United States, 

were reluctant to engage in another peacekeeping mission in Africa due to the failure 

of previous missions and concerns over becoming embroiled in a prolonged conflict. 

In the absence of strong diplomatic efforts from key countries or a clear consensus 

within the UNSC, the opportunity for timely intervention was lost. 

4.4 The Importance of Early Intervention and the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

The lack of intervention in Rwanda and the subsequent suffering of hundreds of thousands of 

people has profoundly influenced the development of international humanitarian principles, 

particularly the "Responsibility to Protect" (R2P) doctrine. 

1. Responsibility to Protect (R2P): In the years following the genocide, the 

international community began to recognize the need for a more robust approach to 

preventing mass atrocities. The R2P doctrine was officially adopted in 2005 by the 

UN World Summit and asserts that sovereign states have a responsibility to protect 
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their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against 

humanity. If a state fails to fulfill this responsibility, the international community is 

obligated to intervene. 

2. Rwanda as a Catalyst for Change: The failure of the UNSC to prevent the Rwandan 

Genocide helped catalyze the development of R2P, which seeks to ensure that such 

atrocities are never allowed to occur again. R2P stresses the need for early 

intervention to prevent conflicts from escalating into mass atrocities, and Rwanda 

remains a key case study in the argument for more proactive, timely responses from 

the international community. 

3. Challenges in Implementing R2P: While R2P has provided a framework for 

international intervention, its implementation remains contentious and difficult. The 

principle's application is still hindered by the political realities of the UNSC, 

particularly the veto power of the five permanent members. Despite the adoption of 

R2P, the international community’s willingness to act in the face of crises remains 

inconsistent, as demonstrated by the continued inaction in the case of the Syrian Civil 

War and other humanitarian disasters. 

Conclusion: The Ongoing Struggle for Effective Global Action 

The lessons learned from Rwanda should have led to a more proactive and effective 

international approach to preventing genocide. However, despite the establishment of the 

R2P doctrine and other international reforms, the political realities of global power dynamics 

continue to hinder swift and decisive action. The Rwandan Genocide remains a haunting 

reminder of the dangers of inaction, complacency, and the failure to take early intervention 

seriously. As the world faces new challenges and crises, the lessons of Rwanda must continue 

to inform how the international community responds to prevent future genocides and mass 

atrocities. 
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Chapter 5: Bosnia and Herzegovina: The UNSC’s 

Hesitation 

The Bosnian War (1992–1995) and the accompanying atrocities, including the massacre of 

thousands of civilians and the widespread displacement of communities, posed a significant 

test for the international community and the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). In 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, ethnic tensions were ignited following the collapse of Yugoslavia, 

leading to a brutal civil war. Despite the growing humanitarian crisis, the UNSC's response 

was slow and hesitant, often marked by a series of missteps that contributed to prolonged 

suffering and a delayed resolution to the conflict. The failure to act decisively in the early 

stages of the conflict highlighted significant challenges in international peacekeeping, the 

reluctance to engage in military intervention, and the complexities of global diplomacy in a 

region fraught with political divisions. 

1. The Breakup of Yugoslavia and the Escalation of Ethnic Violence 

The roots of the conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina lay in the disintegration of Yugoslavia, 

which had been a complex, multi-ethnic federation. The early 1990s saw nationalist 

movements rise within its republics, and Bosnia was caught at the intersection of these ethnic 

struggles. Bosnia and Herzegovina declared independence in 1992, but this move was 

opposed by the Bosnian Serbs, who, with the support of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), 

sought to establish their own territory within Bosnia. 

1. Ethnic Tensions: Bosnia's population was ethnically diverse, with Bosniaks (Bosnian 

Muslims), Croats, and Serbs coexisting in a delicate balance. The declaration of 

independence, and the subsequent ethnic violence, particularly against Bosniaks by 

Serb forces, resulted in widespread bloodshed. This was further exacerbated by the 

policy of "ethnic cleansing" practiced by Bosnian Serb forces, aiming to expel 

Bosniaks and Croats from their homes. 

2. Mass Atrocities and Siege of Sarajevo: The war was marked by horrific violence, 

including the siege of Sarajevo, where Bosnian Serb forces surrounded the city for 

nearly four years. The siege resulted in thousands of civilian casualties, with residents 

enduring shelling, sniper fire, and deprivation of basic necessities. The international 

community struggled to formulate an effective response to the escalating conflict, 

which rapidly became a humanitarian crisis. 

2. The UNSC’s Hesitant Response to the Crisis 

The UNSC’s response to the Bosnian conflict was largely shaped by internal divisions among 

its permanent members, the political complexities of the situation, and the difficulties in 

reaching consensus. Despite the widespread reports of ethnic cleansing, mass atrocities, and 

the plight of civilians, the UNSC’s initial response was marked by hesitation and a lack of 

decisive action. 

1. UNPROFOR and the Limits of Peacekeeping: The United Nations Protection Force 

(UNPROFOR) was deployed to Bosnia in 1992 in an attempt to monitor ceasefires 

and protect humanitarian convoys. However, UNPROFOR’s mandate was severely 

limited, and its ability to prevent violence was constrained by a lack of resources and 
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a vague mandate. While UNPROFOR played a role in protecting certain safe areas 

and conducting humanitarian missions, it was often powerless to prevent atrocities or 

engage in offensive military action. 

2. The International Community’s Reluctance to Intervene: Throughout the early 

years of the conflict, the international community, particularly the United States and 

European powers, were reluctant to intervene militarily. There was a pervasive 

reluctance to get involved in what was perceived as an internal conflict within a 

sovereign state. This hesitation was driven by concerns over the potential for a 

broader war and the complexities of the ethnic divisions in the region. Additionally, 

the lack of a clear and unified diplomatic strategy for resolving the crisis led to further 

delays in response. 

3. The UNSC’s Focus on Diplomatic Efforts: The UNSC, instead of authorizing 

robust military intervention, focused primarily on diplomatic solutions. However, 

diplomatic initiatives, such as the Vance-Owen Plan and the Contact Group, struggled 

to gain traction and were ultimately unsuccessful. The lack of a strong military or 

diplomatic intervention resulted in Bosnia descending further into chaos, with 

widespread human rights abuses, including rape, torture, and the murder of civilians. 

3. The Srebrenica Massacre: A Turning Point in the UNSC’s Response 

One of the most significant and tragic moments in the Bosnian conflict was the Srebrenica 

massacre, which occurred in July 1995. Srebrenica, a United Nations-designated “safe area,” 

was supposed to be protected by UN peacekeepers. However, in a devastating blow to the 

credibility of the UNSC, Bosnian Serb forces, led by General Ratko Mladić, overran the 

town, separated the men and boys from the women and children, and proceeded to execute 

approximately 8,000 Bosniak men and boys. This atrocity, widely considered the worst 

massacre in Europe since World War II, underscored the UNSC’s failure to protect civilians 

despite its declared commitment to their safety. 

1. The Failure to Protect Safe Areas: The Srebrenica massacre highlighted the failure 

of the UNSC to enforce its own resolutions and protect safe areas. Despite having 

peacekeeping forces in place, the international community was unable or unwilling to 

prevent the massacre. The failure to protect Srebrenica exposed the limits of 

peacekeeping missions and the risks of relying on weak mandates without adequate 

resources or military backing. 

2. International Outrage and the Shift in Policy: The massacre provoked international 

outrage and led to a shift in the UNSC’s approach to the conflict. Following the 

massacre, there was growing pressure for a more forceful intervention. The United 

States and NATO, in particular, became more vocal in advocating for military action 

against the Bosnian Serbs. This shift in policy culminated in the NATO bombing 

campaign against Bosnian Serb positions and the eventual end of the war. 

4. The Dayton Accords: A Fragile Peace 

The war in Bosnia finally ended with the signing of the Dayton Accords in December 1995, 

which brought peace to the region but left a complex political structure that continues to 

cause tension in Bosnia and Herzegovina today. The Accords divided the country into two 

entities, the Bosnian Federation (predominantly Bosniak and Croat) and the Republika Srpska 

(predominantly Serb), with a central government overseeing them. While the peace 
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agreement ended the fighting, it left unresolved many of the underlying political and ethnic 

tensions that continue to pose challenges for the country’s stability. 

1. NATO’s Role in Enforcing the Peace: After the signing of the Dayton Accords, 

NATO forces were deployed to Bosnia to maintain peace and ensure the 

implementation of the agreement. NATO’s intervention was a significant shift from 

the earlier, more passive stance of the UNSC, demonstrating the effectiveness of 

military intervention in stabilizing the region when there is political will and clear 

objectives. 

2. The UNSC’s Limited Role in Post-War Bosnia: Following the signing of the 

Dayton Accords, the UNSC’s role in Bosnia became primarily focused on 

peacekeeping and post-war reconstruction. While the war had officially ended, the 

country remained deeply divided, with ethnic groups living in parallel systems and 

little progress made toward true reconciliation. The UNSC’s efforts in post-war 

Bosnia, although important, were insufficient to fully address the country’s 

underlying problems. 

5. Lessons Learned: The Consequences of Hesitation 

The international community’s failure to take decisive action during the Bosnian War offers 

several important lessons, particularly for the UNSC and future peacekeeping and 

intervention strategies. 

1. The Importance of Strong Mandates: One of the key lessons from Bosnia is the 

need for peacekeeping missions to have strong mandates that allow for military 

intervention if necessary. The initial peacekeeping efforts in Bosnia were undermined 

by vague mandates and insufficient resources, which ultimately failed to prevent 

violence and protect civilians. A more robust mandate could have prevented much of 

the suffering that occurred. 

2. The Role of Political Will in International Intervention: The hesitation to intervene 

in Bosnia was largely driven by a lack of political will among the UNSC’s permanent 

members. The willingness to act decisively and early in a conflict is essential to 

preventing mass atrocities. The Bosnian conflict demonstrated that waiting too long to 

intervene can have catastrophic consequences. 

3. The Need for a Unified International Response: Bosnia showed the importance of a 

coordinated and unified international response to crises. Diplomatic efforts and 

military interventions must be aligned, with clear goals and strong leadership. The 

absence of a cohesive international strategy contributed to the prolonged suffering in 

Bosnia. 

4. Reaffirming the Responsibility to Protect (R2P): The Bosnian War helped solidify 

the concept of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), which asserts that the international 

community has a responsibility to intervene in cases of mass atrocities when a state is 

unwilling or unable to protect its citizens. The failure in Bosnia reinforced the need 

for international frameworks that prioritize the protection of civilians in conflict 

zones. 

Conclusion 

The Bosnian War and the UNSC’s response to it remain one of the most contentious and 

controversial episodes in modern international diplomacy. The hesitation to act decisively, 
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the failure to protect civilians, and the reluctance to fully engage with the conflict contributed 

to the suffering and loss of life that could have been mitigated. While the signing of the 

Dayton Accords brought an end to the conflict, the lessons learned from Bosnia continue to 

shape how the international community responds to crises, particularly in terms of 

peacekeeping, military intervention, and the protection of human rights. 
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1. The Breakup of Yugoslavia and the Role of the UNSC 

The breakup of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s triggered one of the most violent and complex 

conflicts in post-World War II Europe. The collapse of this multi-ethnic federation, which 

had been held together by Communist rule under Josip Broz Tito, unleashed a series of ethnic 

wars, including the Bosnian War, that would see widespread violence, mass displacement, 

and atrocities. The UNSC’s response to the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the subsequent 

conflict was fraught with delays, missteps, and a lack of consensus, which significantly 

contributed to the suffering of civilians in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and other 

regions. The UNSC’s involvement during this period revealed the limitations of its structure 

and its inability to effectively address the rapidly escalating conflict. 

1.1. The Causes of the Breakup of Yugoslavia 

Yugoslavia’s collapse was a result of a combination of ethnic, political, and economic factors 

that had been simmering beneath the surface for years. Following the death of Tito in 1980, 

there was no clear successor to hold the federation together, and by the late 1980s, rising 

nationalism, economic crises, and the weakening of central authority led to growing ethnic 

tensions. 

1. Ethnic and Nationalist Tensions: The six republics of Yugoslavia — Slovenia, 

Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia, and Serbia — each had 

distinct ethnic majorities, including Serbs, Croats, Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims), and 

Slovenes, among others. The country’s multi-ethnic structure had been maintained by 

Tito’s strong leadership and central Communist control. However, with the rise of 

nationalist leaders like Slobodan Milošević in Serbia, demands for independence and 

self-determination grew stronger. 

2. Economic Decline: By the late 1980s, Yugoslavia was also experiencing significant 

economic problems. Inflation, high unemployment, and a failing economy led to 

dissatisfaction across different regions. These economic struggles compounded ethnic 

divisions and made the idea of independence more appealing to many republics. 

3. The Role of External Forces: As Yugoslavia crumbled, the international community, 

particularly the European Community (now the European Union), began to weigh in 

on the fate of the republics. With the outbreak of violence, international diplomatic 

efforts to address the crisis became more urgent. However, the role of the UNSC 

during this time remained largely reactive, with its decisions often limited by the lack 

of consensus among its permanent members. 

1.2. The UNSC’s Initial Response to the Breakup 

The UNSC's response to the outbreak of violence following Yugoslavia’s breakup was 

initially slow and hindered by political divisions within the Security Council, especially the 

veto power held by its permanent members. 

1. The Recognition of New States: As various republics declared independence, 

including Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, the UNSC was reluctant to 

take immediate action. International recognition of these newly independent states 

was largely handled by the European Union and other regional actors, not by the 

UNSC. While the UNSC did take up the issue of Yugoslavia, it struggled to take 
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concrete action due to the divided positions of its permanent members, particularly 

with Russia and China aligning with Serbia’s interests, while Western powers like the 

United States and European nations supported the independence movements. 

2. The Arms Embargo: One of the early steps taken by the UNSC was the imposition 

of a UN arms embargo on Yugoslavia in 1991, which was aimed at preventing further 

escalation of the conflict. However, this embargo inadvertently favored the Yugoslav 

People’s Army (JNA), which was better equipped and supplied compared to the 

newly formed and less-equipped armies of the breakaway republics, particularly 

Bosnia. The arms embargo failed to prevent the violence and often put the newly 

emerging states at a disadvantage, as they were unable to defend themselves 

effectively against the well-armed forces of the JNA and Bosnian Serb forces. 

3. UNPROFOR Deployment: In 1992, the United Nations Protection Force 

(UNPROFOR) was deployed to Croatia to oversee the implementation of ceasefire 

agreements and to monitor the humanitarian situation. However, the force’s mandate 

was limited, and it was not equipped to intervene militarily when hostilities broke out 

again. Additionally, the peacekeeping force was only deployed after significant 

violence had already erupted, and by then, it was clear that the situation was 

escalating beyond what the peacekeepers could contain. 

1.3. The UNSC’s Response to the Conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

The conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina was perhaps the most complex and brutal of all the 

Yugoslav wars, due to the multi-ethnic nature of the country. Bosnia’s declaration of 

independence in 1992 triggered a violent reaction from the Bosnian Serbs, who were backed 

by the JNA. The UNSC’s involvement in Bosnia mirrored its earlier lack of effectiveness in 

dealing with the Yugoslav conflict in general. 

1. Ethnic Cleansing and Atrocities: The Bosnian Serbs, under the leadership of 

Radovan Karadžić and General Ratko Mladić, engaged in a campaign of ethnic 

cleansing against the Bosniaks and Croats. This included systematic killings, forced 

displacement, and mass rape. Despite reports from humanitarian organizations and 

media coverage documenting the atrocities, the UNSC's response was delayed, and 

efforts to halt the violence through diplomatic means were largely ineffective. 

2. The Safe Areas Debate: In 1993, the UNSC established several "safe areas" in 

Bosnia, including Srebrenica, with the intention of providing protection to civilians. 

However, these areas were not adequately defended, and the failure to enforce the 

mandate of these zones led to the Srebrenica massacre in 1995, where over 8,000 

Bosniak men and boys were executed by Bosnian Serb forces. This massacre, and the 

subsequent failures of the UN to protect civilians in other safe areas, highlighted the 

impotence of the UNSC's peacekeeping missions. 

3. The Role of NATO: As the conflict raged on, the UNSC’s inability to act decisively 

led NATO to take matters into its own hands. NATO launched airstrikes against 

Bosnian Serb forces in 1995, signaling a shift from diplomatic and peacekeeping 

efforts to military intervention. This intervention played a crucial role in pressuring 

the Bosnian Serbs to come to the negotiating table, eventually leading to the Dayton 

Accords and the end of the war. 

1.4. The Impact of the UNSC’s Delayed Action 
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The UNSC's failure to act swiftly and decisively in the early stages of the breakup of 

Yugoslavia and the subsequent conflict in Bosnia has had lasting implications for its 

credibility and its future approach to similar crises. 

1. The Debate on Intervention: The Yugoslav conflict, and particularly the war in 

Bosnia, raised important questions about the role of the international community in 

humanitarian interventions. The failure of the UNSC to prevent atrocities or to 

quickly impose effective peacekeeping measures led to calls for reforming the 

Security Council’s structure and decision-making processes. The UN’s reluctance to 

intervene early in Bosnia contributed to the development of the "Responsibility to 

Protect" (R2P) doctrine, which emphasizes the duty of states and the international 

community to protect populations from mass atrocities. 

2. The Legacy of Inaction: The legacy of the UNSC's inaction during the Yugoslav 

wars left a scar on its reputation, particularly regarding the protection of civilians in 

conflict zones. The inability to prevent ethnic violence and the failure to adequately 

intervene led to widespread skepticism about the UN’s ability to address complex, 

multi-ethnic conflicts in the future. 

3. Reforming the UNSC: The slow and divided response of the UNSC to the breakup of 

Yugoslavia contributed to discussions about reforming the Security Council to 

address challenges such as the inability to respond quickly to crises and the gridlock 

caused by the veto power of the permanent members. Many argued that a more 

responsive and streamlined decision-making process was necessary to prevent similar 

failures in the future. 

Conclusion 

The breakup of Yugoslavia and the resulting conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

demonstrated the limitations of the UNSC in addressing crises marked by internal divisions, 

ethnic violence, and humanitarian disasters. The international community's initial failure to 

intervene decisively not only prolonged the violence but also left the UN’s peacekeeping 

efforts in disarray. The aftermath of the Yugoslav wars continues to shape the ongoing debate 

about the role of the UNSC in managing global crises, emphasizing the need for more timely, 

cohesive, and robust responses to humanitarian atrocities. 

  



 

Page | 74  
 

2. The Siege of Sarajevo: A Test of UNSC Action 

The Siege of Sarajevo, which lasted from April 5, 1992, to February 29, 1996, was one of the 

most harrowing and significant events during the Bosnian War. The city of Sarajevo, the 

capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina, found itself under relentless attack by Bosnian Serb 

forces, making it the longest siege in modern European history. More than 11,000 civilians 

died, and countless others were injured, as the city endured constant artillery bombardment, 

sniper fire, and other brutal tactics designed to break the resistance of the Bosnian population. 

Despite the severity of the situation, the UNSC’s response to the Siege of Sarajevo was 

criticized for being slow, disjointed, and largely ineffective, highlighting the limitations of 

UN peacekeeping missions and the challenges of achieving consensus among the permanent 

members of the Security Council. 

2.1. The Siege Begins: Sarajevo Under Fire 

The Siege of Sarajevo began shortly after Bosnia and Herzegovina declared independence 

from Yugoslavia in 1992, following the breakup of the Socialist Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia. The Bosnian Serbs, supported by the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), opposed 

the Bosnian government’s decision and sought to control Sarajevo, which had a significant 

Serb population. The city, located in a narrow valley surrounded by hills, was easily 

subjected to artillery fire from Bosnian Serb positions. 

1. Initial Attacks: Sarajevo, a city with a rich multi-ethnic history, quickly became a 

symbol of resistance to ethnic division. As Bosnian Serb forces surrounded the city, 

they began launching shelling and sniper attacks on civilians. The Serb forces used 

heavy artillery, including mortars and howitzers, to bombard Sarajevo’s 

neighborhoods, targeting everything from marketplaces and hospitals to homes and 

schools. The city’s infrastructure was severely damaged, and civilians were caught in 

the crossfire, unable to leave due to the blockade. 

2. The Bosnian Government’s Struggle: The Bosnian government, led by President 

Alija Izetbegović, was poorly equipped and overwhelmed by the siege. The Bosnian 

army, made up of hastily formed militias, could not match the firepower of the 

Bosnian Serb forces, leaving Sarajevo defenseless against the relentless 

bombardment. The civilian population endured extreme hardships, with food and 

medical supplies running out, and much of the city’s population was forced to live in 

underground shelters to avoid shelling. 

2.2. UNSC Response: A Delayed and Divided Effort 

The United Nations, through the UNSC, initially focused on establishing peacekeeping forces 

in the region, hoping to stabilize the situation and prevent the violence from escalating. 

However, the response to the Siege of Sarajevo was marked by delays, indecision, and a lack 

of clear mandates, leading to significant criticism of the UNSC’s effectiveness. 

1. Establishment of UNPROFOR: The UN deployed the United Nations Protection 

Force (UNPROFOR) to the former Yugoslavia in 1992, which included a contingent 

of peacekeepers to help monitor the situation and protect civilians. However, 

UNPROFOR’s mandate was limited, and the force was poorly equipped to handle the 

scale of the conflict in Bosnia. UNPROFOR troops were deployed to protect certain 
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"safe areas," but their mission was largely one of observation and humanitarian aid 

rather than active military intervention. The force was hampered by unclear mandates, 

rules of engagement that limited its ability to respond militarily, and a lack of 

resources and logistical support. 

2. The Failure to Prevent Massacres: As the siege continued, the UNSC’s inability to 

take decisive action contributed to the worsening humanitarian situation. Reports of 

massacres, systematic attacks on civilians, and the use of heavy artillery on populated 

areas flooded in, but the UNSC was slow to respond. The Security Council’s failure to 

authorize meaningful military intervention or to pressure the Bosnian Serbs into 

ceasing hostilities led to frustration both inside and outside the UN. Critics pointed to 

the Security Council’s inability to enforce its own resolutions or to prevent the 

Bosnian Serbs from using Sarajevo as a battleground for ethnic cleansing. 

3. The Inability to Agree on Intervention: The UNSC's response was further 

complicated by divisions among its permanent members. Russia, a long-time ally of 

Serbia, often opposed stronger actions against the Bosnian Serbs. On the other hand, 

the United States, Britain, and France supported more robust military intervention, but 

the veto power held by Russia and China frequently led to inaction. The UNSC’s 

failure to reach consensus on how to handle the siege was a clear reflection of the 

gridlock that often paralyzed decision-making within the Security Council. 

2.3. International Response: NATO’s Role and the Weakness of the UNSC 

While the UNSC struggled with inaction, NATO increasingly took a more active role in 

responding to the violence in Bosnia, including the Siege of Sarajevo. NATO’s involvement 

was critical in preventing further escalation of the conflict, but the fact that the UNSC could 

not act decisively on its own was a significant blow to the credibility of the United Nations. 

1. NATO Airstrikes: After repeated failures of diplomatic efforts, NATO began 

conducting airstrikes in Bosnia in 1993, primarily to protect UN peacekeepers and to 

deter further aggression from the Bosnian Serb forces. The NATO air campaign was a 

response to the Bosnian Serb military’s use of heavy artillery on Sarajevo and other 

civilian targets. While the airstrikes were an important step in signaling NATO’s 

commitment to halting the violence, they were not enough to end the siege, which 

continued for several years. 

2. The Failure of the UNSC’s Safe Areas: One of the major failures of the UNSC 

during the Bosnian War was the establishment of "safe areas," including Sarajevo, 

which were meant to provide sanctuary for civilians. However, these areas were not 

adequately protected by the UN, and Bosnian Serb forces routinely violated the 

ceasefires and attacked these zones. The failure to enforce the protection of Sarajevo 

and other safe areas contributed to the ongoing suffering of civilians. The massacre of 

civilians in Srebrenica, which occurred in 1995, further exposed the weaknesses of the 

UNSC in addressing the humanitarian crisis in Bosnia. 

2.4. The Aftermath: Lessons Learned from the Siege of Sarajevo 

The Siege of Sarajevo became a symbol of the international community's failure to intervene 

in a timely and effective manner during a humanitarian crisis. The UNSC's inability to 

prevent or stop the siege raised important questions about the role of the United Nations in 

modern conflict and the challenges of responding to conflicts involving ethnic and religious 

divisions. 
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1. Calls for Reform of the UNSC: The events of the Siege of Sarajevo and the broader 

Bosnian conflict led to calls for reforming the UNSC. The Security Council’s failure 

to act decisively and its paralysis due to the veto power of its permanent members 

became a major point of criticism. Many called for reforms to make the UNSC more 

responsive and capable of addressing crises in a timely manner. 

2. The Role of Humanitarian Intervention: The Siege of Sarajevo highlighted the 

need for a stronger framework for humanitarian intervention, one that could prevent 

such atrocities from taking place in the first place. The doctrine of "Responsibility to 

Protect" (R2P), which calls for the international community to intervene in cases of 

mass atrocities, gained traction after the Bosnian War. The siege underscored the 

importance of timely intervention to prevent further suffering and loss of life. 

3. The Impact on UN Peacekeeping: The failure to protect Sarajevo and other cities in 

Bosnia led to a reevaluation of UN peacekeeping missions and the need for 

peacekeepers to have more robust mandates and sufficient resources to carry out their 

missions effectively. The lessons from the Siege of Sarajevo have influenced 

subsequent peacekeeping efforts, including those in Rwanda and Somalia, and have 

led to a broader understanding of the limitations of peacekeeping in the absence of 

enforceable mandates. 

Conclusion 

The Siege of Sarajevo stands as one of the most tragic and poignant chapters in the history of 

the UN and its peacekeeping efforts. The UNSC’s lack of decisive action, coupled with its 

failure to provide adequate protection for the civilians trapped in the city, contributed to the 

prolonged suffering of the people of Sarajevo. While NATO and other actors ultimately 

intervened, the international community’s inability to stop the siege earlier remains a stark 

reminder of the challenges the UNSC faces in dealing with modern conflicts. The Siege of 

Sarajevo, along with other crises from the 1990s, helped shape the global discourse on 

humanitarian intervention and highlighted the need for a reformed and more effective UN 

Security Council. 
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3. The Srebrenica Massacre: The UNSC’s Failure to Act 

The Srebrenica massacre, which took place in July 1995, remains one of the most egregious 

examples of failure by the United Nations and the international community to prevent mass 

atrocities during the Bosnian War. The massacre resulted in the systematic killing of more 

than 8,000 Bosniak (Bosnian Muslim) men and boys by Bosnian Serb forces, despite the area 

being designated as a "safe area" by the United Nations. The Srebrenica massacre became a 

symbol of the United Nations' impotence in the face of ethnic violence and a turning point 

that exposed the weaknesses of the UN Security Council’s response to the Bosnian conflict. 

3.1. Background to the Srebrenica Massacre 

Srebrenica was one of the "safe areas" designated by the United Nations in 1993 under the 

auspices of the UN Security Council’s Resolution 819, which sought to protect civilians from 

the ongoing ethnic violence. The city, located in eastern Bosnia, had become a refuge for 

thousands of Bosnian Muslims fleeing from the ethnic cleansing campaigns carried out by 

Bosnian Serb forces. The UN's mission in Srebrenica was to safeguard the lives of the 

civilians living there, and Dutch peacekeepers, part of the United Nations Protection Force 

(UNPROFOR), were deployed to monitor the situation. 

1. The Failure of Safe Area Protection: The Srebrenica enclave was meant to be a 

sanctuary for displaced Bosniaks, but it was situated in an area surrounded by Bosnian 

Serb forces, who were intent on expanding their control. The UN peacekeepers, 

primarily Dutch troops, were poorly equipped and lacked the resources or mandate to 

resist a well-armed Bosnian Serb army. Despite repeated calls for reinforcements and 

better protection, the Dutch peacekeepers were outnumbered and ill-prepared to 

prevent the impending massacre. 

2. Serb Forces Move in: On July 11, 1995, Bosnian Serb General Ratko Mladić and his 

forces launched an assault on the city of Srebrenica, breaking through the defensive 

perimeter of the Dutch peacekeepers. The town was quickly captured, and thousands 

of Bosniak men and boys were separated from women and children, who were 

transported to safety. The Bosnian Serb forces, operating under the orders of Mladić 

and the backing of Serbia, began a systematic campaign of execution, torture, and 

mass killings of the detained men. 

3.2. The UNSC’s Inaction and International Response 

Despite Srebrenica being a UN-designated safe area, the Security Council’s response to the 

unfolding massacre was slow, fragmented, and largely ineffective. The lack of a timely and 

coordinated response from the international community allowed the massacre to continue 

unchecked. 

1. The Delay in Reinforcements: When the attack on Srebrenica began, the Dutch 

peacekeepers called for immediate air support and reinforcements from the UN, but 

these requests were delayed or denied by the Security Council. While NATO forces 

were capable of providing airstrikes to stop Bosnian Serb forces from advancing, 

political concerns and hesitation from the Security Council hindered their 

intervention. The Security Council had yet to authorize airstrikes or take stronger 



 

Page | 78  
 

action against the Bosnian Serb forces, which contributed to the inability of the 

peacekeepers to protect civilians. 

2. The Role of the UN’s Peacekeeping Mandate: The mandate of UNPROFOR in 

Srebrenica was not sufficient to deal with the military capabilities of the Bosnian Serb 

forces. The UN peacekeepers were not authorized to use force to defend civilians 

unless they were directly attacked. This severely restricted their ability to prevent the 

massacre, as they were only permitted to observe and report on events rather than take 

proactive measures. The UNSC’s failure to amend this mandate or provide better 

resources left the peacekeepers vulnerable and unable to prevent the massacre. 

3. Russian and Serbian Influence in the UNSC: Throughout the Bosnian War, the 

UNSC was often hampered by the political interests of its permanent members. 

Russia, a strong ally of Serbia, frequently blocked efforts to impose stronger sanctions 

or take more aggressive action against Bosnian Serb forces. The diplomatic impasse 

in the UNSC contributed to the inability to provide adequate support for the UN 

peacekeepers or to take more decisive action against the perpetrators of the massacre. 

4. Lack of Immediate International Intervention: In the days following the massacre, 

there was widespread international condemnation of the events, but little immediate 

action. The UNSC failed to act quickly enough to prevent the massacre or stop the 

Serb forces from continuing their ethnic cleansing campaign. Although international 

outrage grew, the UNSC did not impose swift punitive measures or intervene 

militarily to stop the killing, marking a failure of the international community to 

uphold its responsibility to protect civilians in such dire situations. 

3.3. The Aftermath of Srebrenica: Accountability and Controversy 

In the aftermath of the Srebrenica massacre, the international community and the United 

Nations faced intense criticism for their failure to prevent the deaths of thousands of innocent 

civilians. The incident had far-reaching consequences for both the reputation of the UN and 

the international community’s approach to humanitarian intervention. 

1. The ICTY and War Crimes Trials: The International Criminal Tribunal for the 

former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was established by the UNSC in 1993 to prosecute 

individuals responsible for war crimes during the Bosnian War. Ratko Mladić, the 

general responsible for the Srebrenica massacre, was later arrested and convicted of 

genocide and war crimes by the ICTY in 2017. The trials of high-ranking Bosnian 

Serb leaders provided a measure of justice for the victims of Srebrenica but were seen 

by many as a delayed and inadequate response to the scale of the atrocity. 

2. The "Safe Area" Label and Its Consequences: The failure of the UN to protect 

Srebrenica raised serious questions about the effectiveness of the "safe area" strategy, 

particularly when it came to defending vulnerable populations against armed forces. 

Srebrenica became a cautionary tale that demonstrated the limits of UN peacekeeping 

efforts in the face of well-armed aggressors and the inability of the international 

community to ensure the protection of civilians. The aftermath of Srebrenica led to 

calls for reforming the UN’s approach to peacekeeping and its responsibility to 

protect civilians in conflict zones. 

3. Repercussions for the UN’s Credibility: The Srebrenica massacre dealt a 

devastating blow to the credibility of the UN and its Security Council. The failure to 

act in time left the international community grappling with the question of how to 

prevent future atrocities. Many felt that the UN had let down the victims of 

Srebrenica, and the incident led to a broader debate about the need for a more robust 
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system of intervention and stronger enforcement mechanisms within the UN Security 

Council. The massacre also led to significant pressure on the UN to adopt the 

"Responsibility to Protect" (R2P) doctrine, which aimed to hold states accountable for 

the protection of their populations and prevent future genocides. 

4. Impact on Bosnia and the Dayton Agreement: The Srebrenica massacre, along with 

other atrocities during the Bosnian War, was a key factor in bringing the warring 

parties to the negotiating table. The massacre helped galvanize international support 

for a peaceful resolution to the conflict, which culminated in the signing of the 

Dayton Agreement in 1995. While the peace agreement brought an end to the 

fighting, it also underscored the need for a lasting international framework to address 

the protection of civilians during conflicts. 

3.4. Lessons Learned: The UNSC’s Responsibility to Protect 

The Srebrenica massacre highlighted the critical importance of timely intervention and the 

need for more effective international mechanisms to prevent atrocities. The failure of the 

UNSC to protect civilians in Srebrenica exposed the inadequacies of peacekeeping missions 

and the weaknesses of the international community's response to genocidal violence. 

1. The Emergence of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P): The events of Srebrenica, 

alongside other humanitarian crises of the 1990s, played a key role in the 

development of the "Responsibility to Protect" (R2P) doctrine. Adopted by the UN in 

2005, R2P asserts that the international community has a duty to intervene in cases of 

mass atrocities, including genocide, war crimes, and ethnic cleansing, when a state 

fails to protect its own citizens. Srebrenica became a central case study for R2P 

advocates, illustrating the need for robust international action in the face of mass 

violence. 

2. A Call for UNSC Reform: The inability of the UNSC to prevent the Srebrenica 

massacre renewed calls for reform within the UN Security Council. Critics pointed to 

the use of the veto by permanent members, which often hindered timely intervention. 

The events surrounding Srebrenica reinforced the argument that the UNSC should be 

restructured to allow for more decisive action and better responsiveness to 

humanitarian crises. 

3. The Role of International Accountability: The trials of those responsible for the 

Srebrenica massacre brought some measure of justice to the victims, but they also 

raised broader questions about the role of international law in addressing war crimes. 

The prosecution of war criminals through the ICTY demonstrated the importance of 

accountability, but many argued that the international community should have acted 

sooner to prevent the crimes from occurring in the first place. 

Conclusion 

The Srebrenica massacre stands as one of the most tragic failures of the United Nations and 

the international community in the post-Cold War era. The inability of the UNSC to protect 

civilians, the delays in international intervention, and the failure to enforce the safe areas 

policy exposed critical flaws in the UN's peacekeeping structure and decision-making 

process. The lessons of Srebrenica have had a lasting impact on the global discourse 

surrounding humanitarian intervention, responsibility to protect, and the need for reform 

within the UN Security Council. The massacre remains a stark reminder of the consequences 

of inaction in the face of genocide and mass atrocities. 



 

Page | 80  
 

4. The Dayton Accords: UNSC’s Role in Peace 

Negotiations 

The Dayton Accords, signed in December 1995, brought an end to the brutal conflict in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, which had raged from 1992 to 1995 during the Bosnian War. The 

war had resulted in significant loss of life, including the Srebrenica massacre, and led to 

widespread displacement and atrocities. The Accords, negotiated at Wright-Patterson Air 

Force Base in Dayton, Ohio, provided a framework for peace, dividing the country into two 

entities and establishing a complex power-sharing arrangement among ethnic groups. The 

UNSC played a crucial role in supporting and facilitating the peace process, yet its 

involvement in the lead-up to the Accords and in the post-conflict period remains 

contentious, with debates over the effectiveness of its involvement and the long-term 

consequences of the peace agreement. 

4.1. The UNSC’s Involvement in the Peace Process 

The role of the United Nations, and particularly the UNSC, in the Bosnian peace process was 

multifaceted, involving diplomatic negotiations, the imposition of sanctions, the deployment 

of peacekeepers, and the provision of support for post-war recovery. 

1. Support for Diplomatic Initiatives: By the mid-1990s, the war in Bosnia had 

reached a stalemate. The international community recognized the need for a 

negotiated settlement to end the violence and establish a lasting peace. The UNSC, 

along with other key international actors such as the United States, the European 

Union, and Russia, played a crucial role in supporting various peace initiatives. While 

the UN had struggled with effective intervention during the war, it lent its authority to 

the diplomatic process, which ultimately culminated in the Dayton Accords. 

2. Imposition of Sanctions: The UNSC imposed a series of sanctions on the warring 

factions throughout the Bosnian War in an effort to compel compliance with 

international norms and pressure the parties into negotiations. These sanctions 

targeted military supplies, arms trade, and other resources that contributed to the 

ongoing violence. However, the effectiveness of these sanctions was often limited due 

to violations by various parties and the challenges of enforcement. 

3. UNPROFOR and the Peacekeeping Mandate: While the UN’s peacekeeping 

mission in Bosnia (UNPROFOR) faced significant criticism for its inability to prevent 

atrocities, such as the Srebrenica massacre, the UNSC continued to support the 

deployment of peacekeepers throughout the conflict. Once the peace process began to 

take shape, the UNSC was responsible for ensuring that peacekeeping forces 

remained a critical part of the post-war arrangement to maintain stability and oversee 

the implementation of the Dayton Accords. This was particularly important in the 

context of the Dayton Accords, as the UN’s role was necessary to monitor the 

agreement's enforcement. 

4. Facilitation of the Dayton Talks: While the Dayton Accords were ultimately 

negotiated by the United States under the leadership of Richard Holbrooke, the UNSC 

played a secondary yet supportive role. The council authorized the establishment of a 

multinational force to maintain peace and stability once the accord was signed. The 

UNSC was instrumental in creating the mandate for the NATO-led Implementation 

Force (IFOR), which was tasked with overseeing the peace agreement and enforcing 

its terms. 
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4.2. The Content of the Dayton Accords and the UNSC’s Endorsement 

The Dayton Accords consisted of several key provisions designed to bring an end to the 

Bosnian War and provide a framework for post-conflict governance. These included 

territorial divisions, power-sharing agreements, and provisions for the return of refugees, all 

of which required extensive international oversight and the support of the UNSC. 

1. Territorial Divisions: The Dayton Accords divided Bosnia and Herzegovina into two 

main entities: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which was predominantly 

Bosniak and Croat, and the Republika Srpska, which was largely Serb. This territorial 

division was contentious, as it solidified ethnic boundaries that had been imposed 

during the war, but it was seen as a necessary compromise to ensure a peace 

agreement. The UNSC was tasked with overseeing the implementation of these 

territorial changes and ensuring that the boundaries were respected. 

2. Constitutional Arrangements: The Dayton Accords also established a complex 

power-sharing system that involved ethnic quotas at various levels of government. 

While this was intended to prevent further ethnic conflict, it created a governance 

system that was highly fragmented and often paralyzed by competing ethnic interests. 

The UNSC’s role in overseeing the agreement’s implementation included ensuring 

that the country’s institutions were built in accordance with the agreement’s 

provisions, a task that proved to be challenging. 

3. Human Rights and Refugee Returns: One of the key provisions of the Dayton 

Accords was the protection of human rights and the facilitation of the return of 

refugees displaced during the war. The UNSC’s involvement was critical in 

establishing mechanisms to support the return of refugees, as well as overseeing the 

creation of the Commission for Displaced Persons and Refugees. The UNSC was also 

responsible for ensuring that those responsible for war crimes were held accountable, 

with the establishment of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY), which operated alongside the Accords. 

4. Security Guarantees and International Monitoring: The Dayton Accords called for 

the presence of NATO forces to maintain peace and security, with the UNSC playing 

a role in authorizing and overseeing the deployment of these forces. The UN was also 

involved in coordinating with other international actors to ensure that the 

peacekeeping forces, led by NATO’s IFOR, had the mandate and resources to 

implement the terms of the peace agreement effectively. 

4.3. Criticisms of the UNSC’s Role in the Dayton Process 

While the Dayton Accords successfully ended the conflict in Bosnia, the UNSC’s role in the 

peace process has been subject to significant criticism, particularly regarding its involvement 

in the negotiation process and its oversight of post-war Bosnia. 

1. Lack of Direct UN Involvement in Negotiations: The Dayton Accords were 

primarily negotiated by the United States, with little direct involvement from the UN 

or the UNSC. The absence of broader international participation in the negotiation 

process meant that the Accords reflected the interests of the major powers, 

particularly the United States, rather than a more balanced approach that considered 

the perspectives of all stakeholders. Some critics argue that the UNSC’s failure to take 

a more active role in the negotiations limited its ability to address the underlying 

causes of the conflict in a comprehensive manner. 
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2. Over-reliance on Ethnic Power-Sharing: One of the major criticisms of the Dayton 

Accords is that the ethnic power-sharing model it established entrenched divisions 

and fostered a system of governance that was fragmented and inefficient. By creating 

a highly decentralized system, the Accords ensured that ethnic groups had significant 

influence over political decision-making, which led to gridlock and instability. The 

UNSC’s support for this model has been questioned, as it may have inadvertently set 

the stage for continued political paralysis in Bosnia. 

3. Unresolved Issues of Accountability: Although the Dayton Accords provided for the 

establishment of the ICTY to prosecute war crimes, the issue of accountability for the 

atrocities committed during the war remained contentious. Some argue that the 

UNSC’s decision to support the Accords without ensuring comprehensive justice for 

the victims of the war allowed key perpetrators of the violence to retain power and 

influence within the post-war political system. The ICTY’s delayed process and 

limited convictions left many survivors feeling that justice had been delayed or 

denied. 

4. Challenges in Post-Conflict Reconstruction: While the UNSC’s efforts to establish 

peacekeeping forces in Bosnia were crucial in maintaining the fragile peace, the post-

conflict reconstruction process was fraught with challenges. The UNSC’s mandate for 

international peacekeeping forces, led by NATO, did not extend to a full commitment 

to rebuilding Bosnia’s war-torn infrastructure, economy, and society. Despite the 

presence of peacekeepers, the country struggled to recover from the extensive damage 

caused by the war, and the UNSC’s ability to support long-term development was 

limited. 

4.4. The Legacy of the Dayton Accords and the UNSC’s Role in Peacebuilding 

The Dayton Accords succeeded in ending the Bosnian War and bringing peace to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, but their long-term impact remains mixed. The role of the UNSC in supporting 

and facilitating the Accords has been a subject of debate, with some arguing that its 

involvement was essential in preventing further violence, while others contend that it failed to 

address the underlying causes of the conflict and the root issues of governance in Bosnia. 

1. A Fragile Peace: While the Accords ended the immediate violence, the complex 

political system it created has been a source of ongoing tension. Bosnia’s governance 

system remains deeply divided along ethnic lines, and political gridlock continues to 

hamper progress. The UNSC’s involvement in ensuring peacekeeping and post-war 

stability was necessary, but its failure to address the structural issues of governance 

has left Bosnia in a state of prolonged instability. 

2. The Importance of International Support: The Dayton Accords highlighted the 

importance of international involvement in post-conflict peacebuilding, but it also 

underscored the limitations of the UNSC in addressing the long-term political and 

social consequences of war. The experience in Bosnia has had lasting implications for 

how the international community approaches post-conflict reconstruction and the role 

of the UN in peacebuilding efforts. 

3. Lessons for Future Peace Agreements: The Dayton process, while successful in 

halting the violence, demonstrated the need for more comprehensive and inclusive 

peace agreements that address not only the cessation of hostilities but also the deep-

rooted political, social, and economic issues that underlie conflicts. The UNSC’s role 

in Bosnia has become a case study in both the potential and limitations of 

international diplomacy and peacekeeping. 
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Conclusion 

The Dayton Accords marked a significant turning point in the Bosnian War, ending the 

fighting and establishing a fragile peace. While the UNSC played a critical role in supporting 

the peace process, its involvement in the negotiations and post-war reconstruction has been 

controversial. The criticisms of the Accords, particularly regarding the power-sharing 

arrangements and the failure to fully address issues of accountability and governance, 

highlight the challenges the UNSC faces in resolving complex conflicts. The legacy of the 

Dayton Accords offers valuable lessons for future peacebuilding efforts and underscores the 

need for a more proactive and comprehensive approach to conflict resolution. 
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Chapter 6: The Iraq War: UNSC Divisions and the 

2003 Invasion 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq, led by the United States and its coalition partners, remains one of 

the most controversial military actions in modern history. The role of the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) in the lead-up to the invasion, and its subsequent divisions over 

how to handle Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction (WMD) program, exposed deep 

fissures within the international community. The controversy surrounding the UNSC’s 

inability to prevent the war, despite its authorization mechanism, remains a critical lesson in 

global governance, diplomacy, and international law. 

1. The Context Leading to the Iraq War 

The Iraq War was not an isolated event but rather the culmination of years of tension, notably 

during the 1990s and early 2000s, following Iraq's 1990 invasion of Kuwait and the 

subsequent Gulf War, which resulted in an international coalition led by the United States 

expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait. 

1. UN Sanctions and Inspections (1990-2002): In the aftermath of the Gulf War, the 

UNSC imposed strict economic sanctions on Iraq, aimed at preventing Saddam 

Hussein's regime from acquiring weapons of mass destruction. The UNSC also 

established the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM), tasked with 

overseeing the disarmament of Iraq’s WMD program. However, the effectiveness of 

these inspections was constantly undermined by Iraq’s resistance and non-

compliance, while Western intelligence agencies claimed Iraq was still concealing 

weapons of mass destruction. 

2. The Rise of Saddam Hussein’s Defiance: Over the next decade, Saddam Hussein’s 

defiant stance towards international oversight, particularly the UN weapons 

inspectors, contributed to growing tensions. Iraq’s repeated refusals to fully comply 

with disarmament demands were seen as evidence of its continued pursuit of WMDs. 

Meanwhile, Iraq’s government engaged in increasingly hostile rhetoric, further 

inflaming fears in the West, particularly in the U.S. and the UK, about the threat 

posed by Iraq’s weapons programs. 

3. The 9/11 Attacks and the Shift in U.S. Foreign Policy: The September 11, 2001 

attacks in the United States marked a significant turning point in international security 

policy. The U.S., under President George W. Bush, began to focus more aggressively 

on the so-called "Axis of Evil," which included Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. The Bush 

administration used the rhetoric of preventing the spread of weapons of mass 

destruction, terrorism, and regime change as justification for its intervention in Iraq. 

4. The UNSC and Iraq: The Road to Divisions: Despite calls for a diplomatic 

resolution, the United States and the United Kingdom, led by President Bush and 

Prime Minister Tony Blair, argued that Iraq had violated its obligations under various 

UNSC resolutions and that military action was necessary to disarm Iraq. However, 

many UNSC members, including France, Russia, and China, as well as key 

international bodies, including the UN, were skeptical about the need for military 

intervention, especially without clear evidence of Iraq’s possession of WMDs. 

2. The Divisions within the UNSC Over Iraq 
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The debate over the Iraq War highlighted sharp divisions within the UNSC, as its members 

were split over the legitimacy of military intervention and the approach to dealing with Iraq’s 

potential WMDs. While the U.S. and its allies maintained that Iraq posed a direct threat to 

international security, others questioned the validity of the intelligence used to justify war and 

called for continued inspections. 

1. The Role of Key UNSC Members: 

o The United States and the UK: These countries pushed for military action 

against Iraq, arguing that Iraq had failed to comply with UNSC resolutions 

and that it was in violation of international law. They cited the presence of 

WMDs, and Iraq’s ties to terrorism, as reasons for intervention. 

o France, Russia, and China: These permanent members of the UNSC were 

strongly opposed to military action. France, led by President Jacques Chirac, 

particularly voiced concerns about the lack of hard evidence proving Iraq’s 

WMD capabilities. Russia and China were similarly cautious, preferring to 

continue diplomatic and inspection efforts rather than endorsing the use of 

force. 

2. The 2002 UNSC Resolution 1441: Resolution 1441, passed in November 2002, was 

a crucial point in the lead-up to the war. It provided Iraq with a "final opportunity" to 

comply with its disarmament obligations under previous UNSC resolutions. The 

resolution gave Iraq a last chance to cooperate with UN weapons inspectors and 

allowed for the reintroduction of inspectors into Iraq. It was passed with the 

expectation that Iraq would comply, but there was no explicit authorization for 

military force. This ambiguity was a major point of contention, as the U.S. and the 

UK interpreted Resolution 1441 as a tacit authorization for war if Iraq failed to 

comply, while others, particularly France, argued that it did not. 

3. Diplomatic Failures: The UNSC’s failure to reach a consensus on Iraq underscored 

its internal divisions. The U.S. and the UK, frustrated by the lack of support, began to 

prepare for military action regardless of UNSC approval. This led to a breakdown in 

diplomatic efforts and marked the beginning of an unprecedented situation where a 

war was launched without clear authorization from the UNSC. 

3. The UNSC’s Inability to Prevent the Invasion 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq occurred without a second UNSC resolution explicitly authorizing 

the use of force. The failure of the UNSC to prevent the war was a critical moment in the 

organization’s history, raising questions about the relevance and authority of the UNSC in 

modern international politics. 

1. The U.S.-led Coalition’s Unilateral Action: On March 20, 2003, the U.S., supported 

by the UK, launched the invasion of Iraq, citing Iraq’s failure to disarm and its 

potential possession of WMDs as justifications. The invasion was carried out without 

a new UNSC mandate or a resolution explicitly endorsing the use of force. This action 

was viewed by many as a breach of international law and a challenge to the authority 

of the UNSC. 

2. Global Protests and Divisions: The decision to invade Iraq sparked widespread 

protests and condemnation from across the world. Millions of people took to the 

streets to oppose the war, and a significant portion of the international community 

voiced its opposition. Leaders from many countries, including Germany, Canada, and 
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New Zealand, expressed their discontent with the lack of UNSC approval for the 

invasion. 

3. The UNSC’s Limited Response: In the aftermath of the invasion, the UNSC’s ability 

to respond was limited. The U.S. and the UK quickly took control of Iraq, and the 

UNSC was relegated to a secondary role in the post-invasion occupation. While the 

UNSC did pass resolutions in the months and years following the invasion, endorsing 

the reconstruction efforts and establishing a framework for Iraqi sovereignty, its 

failure to prevent the invasion undermined its credibility. 

4. The Legitimacy Crisis of the UNSC: The 2003 Iraq War exposed the UNSC’s 

vulnerability to the influence of major powers and its inability to act decisively in the 

face of unilateral military actions. The failure to prevent the war, despite the council’s 

mandate to maintain international peace and security, significantly damaged the 

UNSC’s legitimacy, especially in the eyes of smaller countries and those who felt 

sidelined by the actions of the U.S. and its allies. 

4. The Aftermath: Consequences for the UNSC and Global Security 

The consequences of the Iraq War for both the UNSC and global security were profound. The 

invasion led to years of instability in Iraq, the rise of ISIS, and the loss of countless lives. The 

post-war period also saw the destruction of Iraq’s infrastructure, the disintegration of its 

political system, and the emergence of sectarian violence. 

1. The Iraq War’s Impact on the UNSC’s Credibility: The UNSC’s failure to prevent 

the war and its inability to effectively address the post-invasion chaos led to questions 

about the relevance of the Security Council in addressing contemporary threats. The 

war undermined the perception of the UNSC as an impartial authority on matters of 

international peace and security. 

2. The War’s Long-Term Consequences for Iraq: The invasion destabilized the 

Middle East, and Iraq continues to face the repercussions of the conflict. The lack of 

post-war planning and the de-Ba’athification process, which removed many 

experienced officials from government positions, further exacerbated Iraq’s 

instability. The rise of terrorist groups such as ISIS can be directly linked to the power 

vacuum created by the invasion. 

3. Global Security Repercussions: The Iraq War set a precedent for unilateral military 

interventions without UNSC approval. The lack of a clear, unified stance within the 

UNSC concerning Iraq contributed to the broader erosion of multilateral diplomacy in 

favor of unilateral actions, which had a lasting impact on global security dynamics. 

Conclusion 

The 2003 Iraq War and the UNSC’s inability to prevent it marked a watershed moment in 

international relations. The invasion exposed deep divisions within the UNSC and 

highlighted the limitations of the Security Council in maintaining global peace when major 

powers are determined to act unilaterally. The aftermath of the war, with its enduring 

consequences for Iraq and the broader Middle East, underscores the critical need for stronger 

international cooperation and a more effective UNSC capable of addressing contemporary 

security threats. The Iraq War remains a defining chapter in the history of the UNSC, offering 

important lessons about the challenges of global governance in an increasingly multipolar 

world. 
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1. The Lead-Up to the Iraq War: The Search for Weapons 

of Mass Destruction 

The lead-up to the Iraq War in 2003 was largely defined by intense international scrutiny 

over Iraq’s supposed possession of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). The search for 

these weapons became the central justification for the U.S.-led invasion, despite the lack of 

concrete evidence that Iraq had them. The argument over WMDs not only sparked a major 

international debate but also led to a significant fracture within the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC), as well as among major global powers. 

1.1. The Intelligence and Allegations of WMDs 

The central premise for the invasion of Iraq was the belief that Saddam Hussein’s regime 

possessed or was actively seeking to develop WMDs, including chemical, biological, and 

possibly nuclear weapons. This claim was strongly endorsed by the U.S. government under 

President George W. Bush and was supported by its allies, especially the United Kingdom 

under Prime Minister Tony Blair. Key moments in the lead-up to the invasion included: 

1. U.S. Intelligence Reports: The U.S. intelligence community, along with British 

intelligence agencies, presented reports suggesting that Iraq had not fully complied 

with UN disarmament resolutions, particularly those in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf 

War. U.S. officials, including Secretary of State Colin Powell and National Security 

Advisor Condoleezza Rice, repeatedly claimed that Iraq was hiding WMD programs 

and that these weapons posed an immediate threat to international security. 

2. Iraq’s Non-Compliance with UN Resolutions: Iraq’s failure to fully cooperate with 

UN weapons inspectors after the 1991 Gulf War fueled suspicions that Saddam 

Hussein was concealing his weapons programs. The UN Special Commission 

(UNSCOM), which was tasked with monitoring Iraq’s disarmament, had discovered 

and destroyed a number of WMDs during the 1990s, but Iraq’s refusal to allow 

complete transparency in its weapons programs kept the international community on 

edge. Furthermore, Iraq’s non-compliance with UN Security Council Resolution 687, 

which required Iraq to destroy all chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, added to 

the belief that Iraq had an active WMD program. 

3. The 2002 U.S. National Intelligence Estimate: In the months leading up to the war, 

the U.S. intelligence community released a national intelligence estimate (NIE) that 

stated Iraq had the capability to produce and potentially deploy WMDs. This report 

was a key element in the U.S. case for military action, with senior officials in the 

Bush administration citing it as evidence of Iraq’s non-compliance and ongoing 

pursuit of dangerous weapons. 

4. The "Curveball" and the Fabrication of Evidence: One of the most controversial 

sources of evidence was a defector, known as “Curveball,” who claimed that Iraq was 

actively building mobile biological weapons labs. However, it was later revealed that 

Curveball’s testimony was fabricated, and the U.S. had relied on questionable 

intelligence sources. This raised serious doubts about the reliability of the intelligence 

used to justify the invasion. 

1.2. UN Inspections and the Role of Hans Blix 
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In contrast to the claims made by the U.S. and the U.K., many in the international 

community, including other UNSC members, urged for a more thorough and measured 

approach. The UN, under the direction of chief weapons inspector Hans Blix, sought to 

resume inspections in Iraq to verify the presence of WMDs. The Iraq situation became a focal 

point of UNSC deliberations, which included a blend of diplomatic engagement and the 

threat of force. 

1. UN Resolution 1441: In November 2002, the UNSC passed Resolution 1441, giving 

Iraq one final chance to comply with its disarmament obligations under earlier 

resolutions. This resolution authorized the return of UN weapons inspectors to Iraq. It 

emphasized that Iraq’s cooperation with the inspectors was crucial and that failure to 

comply would result in “serious consequences,” though it did not explicitly authorize 

military action. 

2. The Work of Hans Blix and the Inspections: Hans Blix, the head of the UN 

Monitoring, Verification, and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), led the 

inspections process. By early 2003, Blix reported that while Iraq had not fully 

complied with past disarmament requirements, there was no evidence of ongoing 

production of WMDs. His inspections did uncover some undeclared materials and 

past weapons programs, but these did not provide conclusive evidence that Iraq 

possessed active WMDs. 

3. Iraq’s Cooperation and Non-Cooperation: Blix’s reports highlighted the fact that 

Iraq had made some attempts to cooperate, although inconsistencies remained. 

Despite repeated allegations from the U.S. and the U.K. about the concealment of 

weapons, Blix called for more time and further inspections. His calls for a diplomatic 

resolution were met with increasing impatience from Washington and London, who 

interpreted Iraq’s lack of full cooperation as a deliberate attempt to avoid 

disarmament. 

1.3. The UNSC Debate: War or Diplomacy? 

As the deadline for Iraq’s compliance with Resolution 1441 approached, the UNSC was 

sharply divided. The United States and the United Kingdom pushed for a second resolution 

that would explicitly authorize military force if Iraq did not fully comply, while countries 

such as France, Germany, and Russia urged further diplomacy and continued inspections. 

This division within the UNSC had profound implications for the course of the Iraq War. 

1. France’s Opposition: French President Jacques Chirac was one of the strongest 

opponents of military action. France, backed by other UNSC members like Russia and 

China, argued that inspections should be given more time. France’s position was also 

based on the belief that the invasion of Iraq would destabilize the Middle East and 

lead to significant humanitarian and geopolitical consequences. 

2. The U.S. Push for War: The Bush administration, in particular, was adamant that 

Iraq’s failure to fully cooperate with the UN inspectors proved that it had WMDs. The 

administration’s rhetoric emphasized the need to act before Iraq could develop or 

deploy these weapons, framing the issue as part of the broader war on terror. Despite 

the lack of definitive proof, the U.S. led a campaign to press for military intervention, 

arguing that Iraq’s non-compliance was in itself a violation of international law. 

3. The UNSC’s Inability to Reach Consensus: The UNSC's failure to pass a second 

resolution that explicitly authorized military force marked a significant moment in the 

lead-up to the invasion. With no explicit mandate from the UN, the U.S. and the U.K. 
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prepared to invade Iraq without further UNSC approval. The inability of the UNSC to 

act decisively left the world in a state of uncertainty and division, which ultimately 

culminated in the invasion. 

1.4. The Aftermath: The Absence of WMDs and the Legitimacy Crisis 

After the invasion, the U.S. and allied forces found no evidence of the WMDs they had 

claimed Iraq possessed. This led to widespread outrage and raised serious questions about the 

intelligence used to justify the war. 

1. The Iraq Survey Group: In the months following the invasion, the Iraq Survey 

Group (ISG), a coalition of U.S. and allied experts, conducted an extensive search for 

WMDs. Their final report, released in 2004, concluded that Iraq had no active WMD 

programs at the time of the invasion. This revelation led to a legitimacy crisis for the 

U.S. and U.K., as well as for the UNSC, whose inaction had not prevented the war. 

2. The Damage to the UNSC’s Credibility: The UNSC’s inability to prevent the war, 

despite the clear divisions over the evidence, weakened its authority in the eyes of the 

global community. The invasion of Iraq, without UN authorization, set a dangerous 

precedent for future military interventions and contributed to a growing perception 

that the UNSC was ineffectual in maintaining global peace. 

Conclusion 

The lead-up to the Iraq War, centered on the search for weapons of mass destruction, remains 

one of the most controversial periods in international relations. The UNSC’s divided stance, 

combined with questionable intelligence and the absence of WMDs, exposed critical 

weaknesses in both the UN system and the broader international governance framework. The 

failure to prevent the war, based on the flawed intelligence concerning WMDs, set the stage 

for the larger geopolitical consequences that continue to affect global security dynamics 

today. 
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2. The UNSC’s Role in Authorizing Military Action 

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

international peace and security. According to the UN Charter, the UNSC is responsible for 

authorizing military action in response to threats to global peace. However, its ability to do so 

is often complicated by differing political interests among its members, the complexities of 

international law, and the evolving nature of modern warfare. The case of the 2003 Iraq 

invasion is an example of how the UNSC’s role in authorizing military action has been a 

source of controversy, raising important questions about legitimacy, accountability, and the 

UN’s ability to enforce global peace. 

2.1. The UN Charter and the Authority for Military Action 

Under the UN Charter, the UNSC has the primary responsibility for the maintenance of 

international peace and security. Chapter VII of the Charter grants the UNSC the authority to 

take actions, including the use of force, in response to threats to international peace. This 

chapter sets out a framework for both peaceful and military interventions: 

1. Article 39 of the UN Charter empowers the UNSC to determine the existence of any 

threat to international peace and security, and it may take appropriate action to 

address it, including sanctions or military intervention. This article underpins the 

UNSC’s ability to authorize military force in the interest of global peace. 

2. Article 42 gives the UNSC the authority to use force if it deems other measures (such 

as sanctions or diplomatic negotiations) insufficient to restore peace. This article 

specifically states that the UNSC may “take such action by air, sea, or land forces as 

may be necessary to maintain or restore international peace and security.” 

3. Article 43 of the Charter also emphasizes that UN member states should provide 

military forces to the UNSC to enforce its decisions, though in practice, this has often 

meant that individual states offer their own forces in response to specific resolutions. 

Despite this framework, the UNSC’s ability to authorize military action is constrained by a 

complex set of political dynamics, including the veto power of its five permanent members, 

the P5 (the United States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, and China). This system is meant 

to prevent any single power from dominating decisions about the use of force, but it also 

often leads to gridlock and inaction when these countries’ interests are in conflict. 

2.2. The UNSC and the Iraq War: A Divided Council 

In the lead-up to the Iraq War in 2003, the U.S. and the U.K. sought UNSC authorization to 

use military force against Iraq, accusing Saddam Hussein’s regime of possessing weapons of 

mass destruction (WMDs) and violating UN Security Council resolutions. The UNSC’s role 

in authorizing military action became a key point of contention, as not all members agreed 

that military force was justified. 

1. Resolution 1441 and the Debate Over Authorization: In November 2002, the 

UNSC passed Resolution 1441, which gave Iraq a final opportunity to comply with its 

disarmament obligations under previous UNSC resolutions. The resolution called for 

immediate and unrestricted access to UN weapons inspectors and warned that Iraq’s 

non-compliance would result in “serious consequences.” However, the resolution did 
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not explicitly authorize the use of military force. Instead, it provided the UN 

inspectors with more time to search for weapons of mass destruction. 

2. The U.S. Push for Force: The U.S., led by President George W. Bush, along with the 

U.K., argued that Iraq’s lack of full cooperation with UN weapons inspectors justified 

military intervention. The Bush administration’s rhetoric emphasized that Saddam 

Hussein’s defiance of UNSC resolutions posed a grave threat to global peace and 

security. In early 2003, the U.S. pushed for a second resolution explicitly authorizing 

military force against Iraq, but this was opposed by key members of the UNSC. 

3. Opposition from France, Russia, and Others: France, Russia, and China, three of 

the five permanent members of the UNSC, were opposed to military action. They 

called for continued diplomacy and further inspections by the UN weapons inspectors. 

French President Jacques Chirac, in particular, argued that there was no definitive 

evidence of Iraq’s possession of WMDs and that further inspections should be given 

time to complete their work. 

4. The UNSC’s Failure to Reach Consensus: The inability to reach consensus on the 

use of military force led to a deep divide within the UNSC. The U.S. and the U.K. 

pushed ahead with their plans for invasion, regardless of the lack of UNSC 

authorization for military action. The decision to proceed without UN backing was 

seen by many as a breach of international law and a challenge to the authority of the 

UNSC. 

2.3. The Impact of the UNSC’s Inaction 

The UNSC’s failure to authorize military action in Iraq raised significant questions about the 

relevance and effectiveness of the UN in dealing with contemporary global threats. The 

decision to invade Iraq without UNSC approval set a dangerous precedent for international 

law and military intervention, and it has had lasting repercussions for the UN’s credibility 

and its ability to enforce peace. 

1. Legitimacy Crisis for the UNSC: The U.S. and U.K. invasion of Iraq, conducted 

without UNSC authorization, led to a legitimacy crisis for the Security Council. The 

war was widely criticized for its lack of UN backing and for the flawed intelligence 

that was used to justify it. The UNSC’s inability to prevent the war and its failure to 

reach a consensus on the matter undermined its role as the primary body for 

maintaining international peace and security. 

2. The Influence of the U.S. and the “Unilateral” Approach: The invasion of Iraq 

demonstrated the ability of powerful nations, particularly the U.S., to bypass the 

UNSC when it was unwilling to approve their actions. This unilateral approach, 

though justified by some as a necessary action to protect international security, 

contributed to growing skepticism about the effectiveness of the UNSC in addressing 

global security threats. Critics argue that this undermined the principle of 

multilateralism that the UN is supposed to represent. 

3. The UNSC’s Credibility in Future Conflicts: The Iraq War had long-lasting 

implications for the UNSC’s credibility. In the years following the invasion, the 

Security Council has faced difficulties in addressing other conflicts, such as the 

Syrian Civil War, where divisions among permanent members (particularly the U.S. 

and Russia) have led to inaction and a lack of resolution. The Iraq War demonstrated 

that the UNSC’s divided nature could prevent timely and decisive action when global 

peace was at stake. 
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2.4. The Debate on Reforming the UNSC’s Authorization Powers 

The Iraq War and the UNSC’s failure to act on it have sparked calls for reforming the 

UNSC’s structure and decision-making process, particularly regarding the veto power of the 

permanent members. Many argue that the veto system undermines the effectiveness of the 

UNSC and often leads to paralysis when decisive action is needed. Reform advocates suggest 

the following potential changes: 

1. Limiting the Use of the Veto: One of the most frequently discussed reforms is 

limiting or abolishing the veto power of the P5 members. Critics argue that the veto 

system allows a single country to block action, even when the majority of the 

international community is in favor of intervention. Some have proposed allowing a 

veto only in certain circumstances, or requiring a supermajority vote for military 

action. 

2. Increasing Transparency and Accountability: Another proposal is increasing the 

transparency of UNSC decision-making processes. This could include requiring more 

detailed public reports on the reasons behind vetoes and greater accountability for the 

actions of permanent members in international conflicts. 

3. Reforming the Membership Structure: Some advocates suggest expanding the 

UNSC’s membership to include more countries, particularly from underrepresented 

regions like Africa, Latin America, and Asia. This would create a more representative 

body that could better reflect the diversity of global perspectives and interests. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s role in authorizing military action is critical for maintaining global peace and 

security, but its ability to act decisively is often hampered by geopolitical divisions and the 

veto power of the permanent members. The Iraq War of 2003 serves as a potent example of 

the challenges the UNSC faces in its responsibility to prevent or authorize military 

interventions. The inability to reach consensus on the Iraq War raised profound questions 

about the legitimacy and functionality of the UNSC, highlighting the need for reform in its 

decision-making process to ensure that the UN remains a relevant and effective institution in 

the 21st century. 
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3. The Controversial Absence of UNSC Approval 

The absence of United Nations Security Council (UNSC) approval for the 2003 Iraq War 

became one of the most controversial and pivotal moments in modern international relations. 

Although the UNSC is entrusted with the responsibility of maintaining international peace 

and security, its failure to authorize military action in Iraq highlighted deep divisions within 

the Council and the limits of multilateral diplomacy in addressing threats to global stability. 

This absence of formal authorization not only raised questions about the legitimacy of the 

invasion but also had lasting implications for the credibility of the UNSC and the future of 

international law. 

3.1. The Political Dynamics Leading to the Lack of Approval 

The Iraq War was pushed by the United States, led by President George W. Bush, and the 

United Kingdom under Prime Minister Tony Blair, both of whom argued that Iraq, under the 

rule of Saddam Hussein, was in breach of multiple UN Security Council resolutions, most 

notably those relating to weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). The U.S. and U.K. 

governments maintained that Iraq was harboring biological, chemical, and potentially nuclear 

weapons, posing a direct threat to international peace and security. 

However, despite these claims, the U.S. and U.K. encountered significant resistance in the 

UNSC: 

1. The Role of France, Russia, and China: France, Russia, and China, three of the five 

permanent members of the UNSC, were firm in their opposition to the war. They 

argued that the evidence provided by the U.S. and U.K. was insufficient to justify 

military intervention. French President Jacques Chirac, in particular, argued that more 

time should be given to the UN weapons inspectors to complete their work and that 

the diplomatic process should not be abandoned. 

2. Divisions within the Council: While the U.S. and U.K. sought a second resolution 

that would explicitly authorize military force, the absence of unanimous agreement 

among the permanent members meant that no such resolution could be passed. The 

U.S. and U.K. were unable to secure the necessary support for a new resolution due to 

strong opposition from France, Russia, and others, leading to the failure of diplomatic 

efforts within the UNSC. 

3. The U.S. Decision to Act Unilaterally: Faced with a deadlock in the UNSC, the U.S. 

and U.K. chose to proceed with military action without formal UNSC approval. This 

decision, made in March 2003, marked a pivotal moment in international relations, as 

it demonstrated the willingness of powerful countries to bypass the UN system in 

favor of unilateral action. 

3.2. The Legal and Ethical Implications of Acting Without UNSC Approval 

The decision to invade Iraq without UNSC approval raised significant legal and ethical 

questions regarding the legitimacy of the war. According to the UN Charter, military force 

can only be used under two conditions: 

1. Self-Defense (Article 51 of the UN Charter): States are permitted to use military 

force in self-defense if they are subject to an armed attack, but this was not the case in 
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Iraq’s situation. The U.S. and U.K. did not argue that Iraq had attacked them, but 

instead that Iraq's alleged WMDs posed a future threat. 

2. UNSC Authorization (Chapter VII, Articles 39-42 of the UN Charter): The 

UNSC has the sole authority to approve the use of force in situations where a threat to 

international peace is identified. Since the UNSC did not authorize military action in 

Iraq, the invasion violated this fundamental principle of international law, leading 

many to argue that the war was an illegal act of aggression. 

Despite these legal challenges, the U.S. and U.K. justified their actions by invoking the 

concept of "preemptive self-defense" and claiming that the threat posed by Saddam Hussein's 

regime was imminent. However, this rationale was widely contested, both by the 

international community and legal scholars, who argued that preemptive strikes could 

undermine the established international legal order and create dangerous precedents for future 

military interventions. 

3.3. The Impact on International Law and the UN’s Authority 

The absence of UNSC approval for the Iraq War had far-reaching implications for 

international law and the credibility of the UN system: 

1. Undermining the Rule of International Law: The invasion of Iraq without UNSC 

authorization undermined the foundational principle of the UN Charter, which 

emphasizes the need for multilateral decision-making and the rule of law in 

addressing threats to peace. The decision by the U.S. and U.K. to bypass the UNSC 

set a dangerous precedent, suggesting that powerful states could act outside the 

framework of international law if they were unable to secure UNSC approval. This 

has made it more difficult to maintain the legitimacy of the UN as an impartial body 

dedicated to peace and security. 

2. Challenging the UNSC’s Authority: The UNSC’s failure to prevent the invasion of 

Iraq weakened its authority as the primary institution for maintaining global peace and 

security. As the body responsible for approving military interventions, the UNSC’s 

inability to prevent or authorize the Iraq War exposed its vulnerabilities to political 

gridlock, especially when the interests of the permanent members are at odds. This led 

to growing criticism that the UNSC, due to its structure and veto power, was 

ineffective in addressing global security challenges. 

3. The Debate on Reforming the UNSC: In the aftermath of the Iraq War, there was 

renewed discussion about reforming the UNSC, particularly regarding the veto power 

held by the permanent members. Many critics argued that the veto system paralyzed 

the UNSC and prevented it from taking timely and decisive action in situations like 

Iraq. Calls for reform included proposals to limit the use of vetoes or to expand the 

Council’s membership to better reflect the global distribution of power. 

3.4. Global Reactions and Long-Term Consequences 

The absence of UNSC approval and the subsequent invasion of Iraq had significant 

repercussions not only for the UN but also for international relations, global peace, and the 

legitimacy of military interventions: 

1. Global Protests and Divisions: The decision to invade Iraq without UN approval 

sparked widespread protests around the world. Millions of people across Europe, the 
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Middle East, and other regions took to the streets to condemn the war. Many saw the 

invasion as an imperialistic move that violated Iraq’s sovereignty and ignored 

international consensus. The failure to secure UNSC backing further fueled these 

protests, as it was viewed as evidence of the U.S. and U.K.’s disregard for 

international law. 

2. Strained U.S. Relations with Allies: The decision to act without UNSC approval 

also strained the relationship between the U.S. and some of its traditional allies, 

particularly those in Europe. Countries like Germany, Canada, and Spain, which 

opposed the war, found themselves at odds with the U.S., resulting in a diplomatic rift 

that lasted for years. 

3. Long-Term Impact on Global Security: The Iraq War's lack of UNSC authorization 

has had lasting consequences for global security. The war led to significant instability 

in the Middle East, contributing to the rise of extremist groups like ISIS, and it 

created an enduring sense of mistrust in the U.S. and Western interventions. The 

failure to secure international support and the subsequent chaotic aftermath in Iraq 

further demonstrated the importance of multilateral decision-making in addressing 

global security challenges. 

Conclusion 

The controversial absence of UNSC approval for the 2003 Iraq War remains one of the most 

significant moments in the history of the United Nations and international law. The decision 

of the U.S. and U.K. to bypass the UNSC set a dangerous precedent, undermining the 

authority of the UN and the integrity of international law. The long-term consequences of this 

action continue to be felt, as it contributed to global instability, sparked widespread protests, 

and deepened divisions within the international community. Moving forward, the question of 

how to strengthen the UNSC’s decision-making processes and restore its legitimacy will be 

crucial in ensuring that the UN remains a central institution for promoting peace, security, 

and justice in a rapidly changing world. 
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4. The Aftermath: Was the UNSC’s Failure to Act a 

Mistake? 

The failure of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to act decisively in the lead-up to 

the 2003 Iraq War has been one of the most hotly debated issues in the history of 

international diplomacy. The UNSC’s inability to authorize or prevent military action against 

Iraq raises profound questions about the effectiveness of the UN in addressing serious 

security threats. The decision of the United States and its allies to bypass the UNSC has had 

far-reaching consequences, not only for Iraq but for the UN's authority and the future of 

multilateral diplomacy. 

This chapter explores the aftermath of the UNSC’s failure to act and examines whether it was 

a mistake. It considers the broader consequences for international law, global security, and 

the legitimacy of the UN system. 

4.1. The Immediate Impact on Iraq and the Middle East 

The aftermath of the Iraq invasion is still unfolding, and the consequences of the UNSC’s 

failure to prevent military action have been devastating, particularly for Iraq and the broader 

Middle East region. While the war was justified by claims of Weapons of Mass Destruction 

(WMDs) and Iraq’s non-compliance with UNSC resolutions, the aftermath exposed the lack 

of a coherent post-war plan and highlighted the dangers of military intervention without 

international consensus. 

1. The Collapse of Iraq’s State Structure: After the invasion, Iraq faced political and 

social chaos. Saddam Hussein’s regime was toppled, but no effective government 

structure was put in place to replace it. The power vacuum left by the collapse of the 

Iraqi government led to a rise in sectarian violence, insurgency, and the eventual 

emergence of extremist groups such as ISIS. These groups took advantage of the 

instability, and the security situation deteriorated to a point where Iraq became a 

breeding ground for terrorism. 

2. Humanitarian Crisis: The war led to a severe humanitarian crisis in Iraq, with 

thousands of civilians killed and millions displaced. The destruction of infrastructure, 

including hospitals, schools, and utilities, left the country in ruins. The long-term 

health, economic, and psychological consequences for the Iraqi population are still 

being felt today. The failure of the UNSC to prevent the war has been heavily 

criticized for not averting this human suffering. 

3. Regional Instability: The Iraq War had a ripple effect across the Middle East. The 

destabilization of Iraq contributed to the fragmentation of the region, with 

neighboring countries such as Syria, Iran, and Saudi Arabia becoming increasingly 

involved in the turmoil. The conflict also provided an opening for external actors, 

such as Iran, to increase their influence in the region, which further exacerbated 

tensions and conflict. 

4.2. The Undermining of the UNSC’s Authority 

One of the most significant consequences of the UNSC’s failure to act was the severe damage 

to its credibility and authority as the primary institution for maintaining international peace 
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and security. The Iraq War, conducted without UNSC approval, set a dangerous precedent 

that called into question the legitimacy of both the UNSC and the UN system as a whole. 

1. Loss of Credibility: The UNSC’s inability to act effectively during the Iraq crisis led 

many to believe that the institution was unable to hold powerful states accountable. 

The fact that the U.S. and U.K. could bypass the UNSC and proceed with military 

action despite widespread opposition undermined the perception that the UN could 

regulate the use of force. Critics argue that this diminished the Council’s ability to act 

as a credible arbiter of global security. 

2. Erosion of Trust in Multilateral Diplomacy: The lack of UNSC action created a 

sense of disillusionment with multilateral diplomacy. It reinforced the perception that 

powerful countries could act unilaterally if they deemed it in their national interest, 

regardless of the international consensus or legal frameworks. This erosion of trust in 

multilateral institutions has had long-lasting implications for global governance and 

cooperation. 

3. Calls for Reform: The Iraq War and its aftermath have spurred calls for 

comprehensive reforms within the UNSC. Critics argue that the current structure, 

particularly the veto power held by the five permanent members (the U.S., U.K., 

France, Russia, and China), prevents effective decision-making and exacerbates 

international gridlock. Some have called for expanding the UNSC membership to 

better reflect contemporary geopolitical realities and for curbing the abuse of veto 

power to allow for more democratic and timely action on global security issues. 

4.3. Legitimacy and the Question of International Law 

Another key question raised by the UNSC’s failure to act is the legitimacy of the Iraq War 

under international law. The invasion was carried out without UNSC approval, in violation of 

the principles outlined in the UN Charter. This has led to an ongoing debate about the erosion 

of international law and the norms that govern the use of force in global politics. 

1. Violation of the UN Charter: The UN Charter prohibits the use of force unless 

authorized by the UNSC or in self-defense. The invasion of Iraq lacked UNSC 

authorization and was not conducted in self-defense, which many viewed as a 

violation of international law. Critics argue that the war set a dangerous precedent for 

justifying military action without international approval, weakening the UN system 

and the rule of law. 

2. The Doctrine of Preemptive Strikes: In justifying the invasion of Iraq, the U.S. 

administration adopted the doctrine of preemptive self-defense, arguing that the threat 

posed by Saddam Hussein’s regime was imminent. However, this argument was not 

universally accepted, and many legal scholars and international observers believed 

that it represented a dangerous shift away from the established norms of international 

law. The UNSC’s failure to act in the face of this new doctrine left the door open for 

future violations of the UN Charter. 

3. Undermining Global Security Norms: The Iraq War exemplified how powerful 

states could bypass international legal frameworks to pursue their own interests. This 

undermines the long-standing international security norms that aim to regulate the use 

of force and prevent unilateral military interventions. The absence of UNSC action in 

this case highlights the challenges of enforcing global security norms and protecting 

weaker states from the aggression of more powerful countries. 
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4.4. Was the UNSC’s Failure a Mistake? 

Assessing whether the UNSC’s failure to act in the Iraq War was a mistake depends on one’s 

perspective on the role of the UN in global politics and the appropriate use of military force. 

1. The Case for UNSC Action: Those who argue that the UNSC should have acted in 

the Iraq crisis contend that the Council’s failure to authorize military action damaged 

the international order. They point to the chaos that followed the invasion, the loss of 

life, and the long-term instability in the region as evidence of the risks of military 

interventions without international consensus. The UNSC, as the primary institution 

for maintaining peace and security, should have ensured that any military action in 

Iraq was legally justified and proportionate. 

2. The Case for UNSC Non-Action: Some argue that the UNSC’s inaction was a 

product of political gridlock and the challenges of achieving consensus among its 

permanent members. The use of veto power, particularly by Russia, China, and 

France, prevented a unified response to the crisis. In this view, the failure of the 

UNSC was not necessarily a mistake but rather an unfortunate reflection of the 

limitations of the Council’s decision-making process, which is often influenced by the 

geopolitical interests of its permanent members. 

3. The Broader Implications: Ultimately, the failure of the UNSC to act raises 

important questions about the role and effectiveness of the UN system in managing 

international conflicts. While the Iraq War is often viewed as a mistake due to its 

catastrophic consequences, it also exposed significant flaws in the UN’s structure and 

highlighted the need for reform in how the organization addresses global security 

challenges. 

Conclusion 

The failure of the UNSC to act in the lead-up to the 2003 Iraq War is widely regarded as a 

critical moment in the history of international diplomacy and law. While it is difficult to 

definitively conclude whether the UNSC’s failure to act was a mistake, the war's aftermath 

has provided clear evidence of the dangers of unilateral action and the importance of 

maintaining international consensus and legal frameworks. The consequences of the Iraq War 

continue to reverberate across the Middle East and the world, and the debate about the role of 

the UNSC in preventing future conflicts remains as relevant as ever. The war serves as a stark 

reminder of the need for a more effective and credible international system capable of 

preventing the use of force and promoting peace and stability in a rapidly changing world. 
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Chapter 7: The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: Endless 

Debates in the UNSC 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been one of the most enduring and contentious issues on 

the United Nations Security Council's (UNSC) agenda. Since the establishment of the state of 

Israel in 1948, the conflict has sparked numerous debates, resolutions, and interventions, 

many of which have failed to bring lasting peace to the region. The UNSC has often been a 

forum for heated discussions over the rights of the Palestinians, the security of Israel, and the 

broader implications of the conflict for regional stability and international peace. Despite 

countless efforts to mediate peace, the UNSC has struggled to find a consensus on a path 

forward, largely due to the geopolitical interests of its permanent members and the 

complexities of the conflict itself. 

This chapter explores the role of the UNSC in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, examining key 

moments in history when the Council's decisions (or lack thereof) shaped the trajectory of the 

conflict. It looks at how debates in the UNSC have both helped and hindered the peace 

process and the reasons why the Council has struggled to bring about a sustainable resolution. 

1. The UNSC and the Creation of Israel: A Divided Beginning 

The origins of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are deeply intertwined with the founding of the 

state of Israel in 1948. The UNSC played an indirect role in this process, primarily through its 

predecessor, the League of Nations, and later through the UN General Assembly, which 

approved the partition plan for Palestine in 1947. 

1. The 1947 UN Partition Plan: In November 1947, the UN General Assembly voted to 

partition Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states, with Jerusalem as an 

international city. The plan, however, was met with strong opposition from the Arab 

states and Palestinian leaders who viewed it as unjust and a violation of their rights to 

self-determination. Despite the lack of full consensus, the plan was approved by the 

General Assembly. Israel declared independence in May 1948, immediately triggering 

a military conflict with neighboring Arab states. 

2. The UNSC’s Role During the 1948 Arab-Israeli War: After Israel’s declaration of 

independence, the UNSC became involved in the conflict, calling for a ceasefire and 

later authorizing peacekeeping forces, the United Nations Truce Supervision 

Organization (UNTSO), to monitor the situation. However, the UNSC's efforts to 

intervene were hindered by the dynamics of the Cold War, with the U.S. providing 

strong diplomatic and military support to Israel, while the Soviet Union supported 

Arab states. This set the stage for a long-standing division within the UNSC over how 

to address the issue. 

2. UNSC Resolutions and the Cycle of Hope and Disillusionment 

Since 1948, the UNSC has passed numerous resolutions regarding the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. These resolutions often reflect the Council's attempt to balance the interests of the 

two sides, but they have also been marked by inconsistency, lack of enforcement, and the 

inability to achieve meaningful peace. 
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1. Resolution 242 (1967) and the Aftermath of the Six-Day War: One of the most 

significant UNSC resolutions in the history of the conflict was Resolution 242, passed 

after the Six-Day War in 1967. The resolution called for Israel to withdraw from 

territories occupied during the war, including the West Bank, Gaza, and East 

Jerusalem, in exchange for peace and recognition of Israel’s right to exist within 

secure borders. While Israel agreed in principle to the framework, the resolution’s 

vagueness regarding the withdrawal and the definition of “secure borders” contributed 

to ongoing disputes over its interpretation. 

2. Resolution 338 (1973) and the Yom Kippur War: Following the Yom Kippur War 

of 1973, the UNSC passed Resolution 338, calling for a ceasefire and the 

implementation of Resolution 242. While it reaffirmed the principle of land-for-peace, 

the resolution failed to make significant headway in achieving a lasting peace 

agreement. The subsequent negotiations between Egypt and Israel, which led to the 

Camp David Accords in 1978, were not brokered by the UNSC but by the U.S., 

highlighting the limitations of the UN in resolving the conflict. 

3. Resolution 478 and the Status of Jerusalem: A particularly contentious issue in the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been the status of Jerusalem. In 1980, Israel passed a 

law declaring Jerusalem its “complete and united” capital, a move that was strongly 

opposed by the international community. UNSC Resolution 478 condemned Israel’s 

actions and called for the withdrawal of its laws regarding Jerusalem, reaffirming its 

position that the city’s status should be resolved through negotiations and in 

accordance with international law. However, Israel ignored the resolution, and the 

issue of Jerusalem continues to be a significant point of contention in peace talks. 

3. The U.S. Veto and the Stalemate in the UNSC 

One of the key reasons the UNSC has been unable to bring about a lasting resolution to the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the role of the United States as a permanent member of the 

UNSC with veto power. The U.S. has long been a staunch ally of Israel, often using its veto 

to block resolutions that it views as biased against Israel or unfavorable to its strategic 

interests. 

1. The U.S. Veto on Palestinian Statehood: In 2011, the Palestinian Authority sought 

to gain full membership in the UN, and the UNSC was tasked with considering their 

bid. While a majority of UNSC members supported the Palestinian request, the U.S. 

vetoed the motion, arguing that it undermined the peace process and that Palestinian 

statehood should only be achieved through direct negotiations with Israel. This veto 

reflected the U.S.’s longstanding policy of supporting Israel’s right to negotiate peace 

on its terms, but it also highlighted the limitations of the UNSC in addressing the 

issue when one of its permanent members consistently blocks action. 

2. The U.S. Veto on Resolutions Condemning Israeli Settlement Expansion: Another 

area where the U.S. has frequently vetoed UNSC resolutions is regarding Israeli 

settlement activity in the occupied Palestinian territories. Israel’s expansion of 

settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem has been condemned by much of the 

international community, including the UNSC, which has passed several resolutions 

calling for a halt to such activities. However, the U.S. has repeatedly used its veto 

power to block these resolutions, citing Israel’s security concerns and its right to build 

on land it considers part of its sovereign territory. 

3. The Divisive Role of the U.S. in UNSC Debates: The U.S. veto and its close 

relationship with Israel have contributed to the polarization of the UNSC's approach 
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to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Countries in the Arab world and others sympathetic 

to the Palestinian cause view the U.S. as an obstacle to a fair and balanced resolution. 

Conversely, many Western countries align with the U.S., reinforcing the divide within 

the UNSC. This gridlock has made it difficult for the UNSC to take meaningful action 

on the issue. 

4. The UNSC’s Role in Peace Efforts: A History of Unfulfilled Promises 

Despite numerous resolutions, peacekeeping efforts, and diplomatic interventions, the UNSC 

has failed to bring about a final and lasting resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Many 

of the Council’s attempts have been hampered by the geopolitical realities of the region, the 

powerful influence of the U.S., and the complex and deeply rooted nature of the conflict 

itself. 

1. The Oslo Accords and the UN’s Diminished Role: The 1993 Oslo Accords, which 

established the framework for Palestinian self-rule in parts of the West Bank and 

Gaza, marked a major turning point in the peace process. However, the UNSC played 

a relatively minor role in the Accords, and the failure of the subsequent negotiations 

led to widespread disillusionment with the peace process. The UN's role in resolving 

the conflict has been limited by the U.S.-brokered peace efforts, which have often 

bypassed the UNSC in favor of bilateral negotiations. 

2. The 2002 Arab Peace Initiative and UNSC Involvement: In 2002, the Arab League 

presented the Arab Peace Initiative, which called for a two-state solution based on 

1967 borders and the normalization of relations between Israel and Arab states. The 

initiative was endorsed by the UNSC, but it was met with resistance from Israel and 

the U.S. The proposal was largely ignored, and the conflict has remained unresolved. 

3. Recent UNSC Efforts: In recent years, the UNSC has continued to pass resolutions 

condemning violence, settlement expansion, and other issues related to the conflict. 

However, the absence of a strong political will to push for a resolution has meant that 

these efforts have not had a significant impact on the ground. The U.S. veto, 

combined with the reluctance of other permanent members to challenge its stance, has 

left the UNSC in a state of paralysis. 

Conclusion: The UN’s Struggle for Effective Action 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains one of the most intractable and emotionally charged 

issues on the UNSC's agenda. Despite the numerous resolutions and efforts to mediate peace, 

the lack of consensus among the Council's permanent members, particularly the U.S.’s 

unwavering support for Israel, has left the UNSC unable to take decisive action. The 

Council’s debates have often reflected the deep divisions within the international community 

and have highlighted the limitations of the UN in resolving conflicts when powerful states are 

unable or unwilling to compromise. While the UNSC continues to be a forum for discussion 

and debate, its failure to deliver a lasting solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

underscores the challenges of international diplomacy in addressing deeply entrenched 

conflicts in a polarized world. 
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1. UNSC Resolutions on Palestine: A History of Vetoes 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been a central body in the international 

community’s attempts to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Since the establishment of 

Israel in 1948, the UNSC has passed a series of resolutions addressing the rights of 

Palestinians, Israel’s security concerns, and the broader quest for peace in the region. 

However, despite these efforts, the ability of the UNSC to take meaningful action has often 

been thwarted by the use of vetoes, particularly by the United States, which has consistently 

used its veto power to block resolutions deemed unfavorable to Israel. 

This section delves into the key resolutions on Palestine passed by the UNSC and the role of 

vetoes in shaping the outcomes of these discussions. The history of vetoes in the context of 

Palestinian statehood, Israeli settlement expansion, and the broader peace process 

underscores the divisions within the UNSC and the ongoing geopolitical struggle that has 

prevented the Council from achieving a consensus on the issue. 

1.1. Resolution 242: The Land-for-Peace Principle (1967) 

UNSC Resolution 242, passed in the aftermath of the Six-Day War in 1967, is one of the 

most significant and enduring resolutions regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It called 

for "the withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the recent conflict" 

and emphasized the need for "secure and recognized boundaries" for all states in the region. 

The resolution's ambiguity—particularly regarding the exact borders of Israel and the extent 

of withdrawal from the occupied territories—left room for differing interpretations. While it 

has been the foundation of subsequent peace negotiations, its implementation has been 

hindered by continued conflict, Israeli settlement expansion in the occupied territories, and 

the lack of a clear path to peace. 

The use of vetoes by permanent UNSC members, particularly the U.S., has often prevented 

the Council from exerting meaningful pressure on Israel to comply with Resolution 242. 

Despite the international community's overwhelming support for the resolution's principles, 

the absence of a sustained push from the UNSC, combined with U.S. political support for 

Israel, meant that the resolution did not lead to lasting peace. 

1.2. Resolution 478: Condemnation of Israeli Legislation on Jerusalem (1980) 

In 1980, Israel passed a law declaring Jerusalem as its "complete and united" capital, in 

violation of the international consensus that the city's status should be determined through 

negotiations. In response, UNSC Resolution 478 was adopted, condemning Israel’s actions 

and declaring its law on Jerusalem “null and void” and demanding that Israel withdraw its 

claims to the city. 

The resolution was supported by all UNSC members except the United States, which chose to 

veto it. The U.S. argued that the resolution was biased and that the status of Jerusalem should 

be resolved through direct negotiations. This veto was emblematic of the U.S.’s consistent 

diplomatic support for Israel, even in the face of widespread international opposition. 
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Despite the UNSC's clear stance on the status of Jerusalem, the U.S. veto highlighted the 

limitations of the Security Council's ability to take effective action when one of its permanent 

members uses its veto power to block resolutions. Israel’s position on Jerusalem has 

remained unchanged, and the city continues to be one of the most contentious issues in the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

1.3. The U.S. Veto on Palestinian Statehood (2011) 

In 2011, the Palestinian Authority formally sought full membership in the United Nations, 

pushing for recognition as a sovereign state. The issue was brought to the UNSC, where a 

majority of the members supported Palestinian statehood. However, the U.S., in line with its 

longstanding support for Israel, vetoed the motion, arguing that Palestinian statehood should 

be achieved through direct negotiations with Israel and not through unilateral action in the 

UN. 

The U.S. veto was significant because it underscored its influence in the UNSC and its ability 

to block any actions perceived as undermining Israel’s interests. The veto also highlighted the 

broader geopolitical divide within the UNSC, where Arab and non-aligned nations largely 

supported the Palestinian bid, while Western nations, particularly the U.S., sided with Israel. 

This veto further embittered Palestinian leaders, who viewed the UN as an institution 

incapable of providing justice for their cause. 

Despite the U.S. veto, the Palestinian Authority has continued its efforts to gain international 

recognition. Over 130 countries have recognized Palestine as a state, and it has been granted 

non-member observer state status at the UN. However, the lack of UNSC approval remains a 

significant barrier to full Palestinian membership and statehood under international law. 

1.4. The U.S. Veto on Israeli Settlement Expansion (Various Years) 

Another recurring issue in the UNSC concerning Palestine has been Israel’s expansion of 

settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. The international community, including the 

UNSC, has repeatedly condemned Israel’s settlement policies as a violation of international 

law, particularly the Fourth Geneva Convention, which prohibits the transfer of an occupying 

power’s population into the occupied territory. 

In 2016, the UNSC passed Resolution 2334, which reaffirmed that Israeli settlements in the 

occupied Palestinian territories had "no legal validity" and called for an immediate halt to 

their expansion. The resolution passed with 14 votes in favor and one abstention. The United 

States, under President Barack Obama, chose to abstain from voting, allowing the resolution 

to pass. 

However, the U.S. veto has been frequently used in the past to block similar resolutions. 

Previous U.S. vetoes have often cited the need for direct negotiations between Israel and the 

Palestinians rather than unilateral actions by the UNSC. The U.S. has argued that UNSC 

resolutions critical of Israel undermine peace efforts and tilt the balance in favor of the 

Palestinians. 

Israel’s continued settlement expansion in the West Bank and East Jerusalem remains a 

significant obstacle to peace, and the UNSC’s inability to take decisive action, due to the U.S. 
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veto, has contributed to the perception that the Council is ineffective in resolving the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. 

1.5. The Impact of Vetoes on the UNSC's Legitimacy 

The repeated use of the veto power, particularly by the U.S. in relation to the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, has raised questions about the legitimacy and effectiveness of the UNSC. 

The veto system was designed to prevent actions that could harm the interests of the major 

powers, but in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it has often meant that the UNSC 

is unable to take meaningful action to address violations of international law or uphold the 

rights of Palestinians. 

While the U.S. has consistently used its veto power to support Israel, other permanent 

members, such as Russia and China, have occasionally aligned with Arab states and 

Palestinian interests. However, the geopolitical realities of the Cold War and the broader 

Middle Eastern conflict have often made it difficult for the UNSC to reach a consensus, 

particularly when it comes to Israel's security concerns and the question of Palestinian self-

determination. 

The history of vetoes in the UNSC has contributed to the perception that the UN is an 

institution of double standards—one that fails to hold Israel accountable for its actions while 

also limiting Palestinian efforts to achieve statehood and independence. This has fueled 

frustration among Palestinians and their supporters, who view the UNSC as an ineffective 

forum for resolving their long-standing grievances. 

Conclusion: A Vetoed Peace Process 

The history of UNSC resolutions on Palestine is marked by a series of moments when the 

international community, through the Council, has attempted to address the conflict, only to 

have these efforts thwarted by the exercise of veto power, primarily by the United States. The 

veto system, intended to ensure that the major powers had a decisive role in maintaining 

international peace and security, has, in the case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, often 

worked to the detriment of peace and justice. As long as the UNSC remains divided on this 

issue, with powerful members using their vetoes to protect their strategic interests, the dream 

of a two-state solution remains elusive, and the prospect of peace in the region continues to 

fade. 

  



 

Page | 105  
 

2. The 1967 Six-Day War and UNSC’s Inability to Stop 

Occupation 

The Six-Day War in 1967 was a pivotal event in the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

and broader Middle Eastern geopolitics. The war led to the occupation of the West Bank, 

East Jerusalem, the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights, and the Sinai Peninsula by Israel. The 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was heavily involved in diplomatic efforts before 

and after the war, yet it was unable to prevent the Israeli occupation of these territories, which 

remains a central issue in the conflict today. 

In this chapter, we examine the UNSC's response to the Six-Day War and how its failure to 

prevent or immediately address Israel’s occupation of Palestinian and Arab territories reflects 

the Council's limitations in addressing the Middle East’s most complex and intractable issue. 

2.1. The Escalation Leading to the Six-Day War 

The origins of the Six-Day War can be traced back to rising tensions between Israel and its 

Arab neighbors, particularly Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. In 1967, Egyptian President Gamal 

Abdel Nasser expelled United Nations peacekeeping forces (the UNEF) from the Sinai 

Peninsula and mobilized his army along Israel's border. The situation quickly escalated, with 

Israel launching a preemptive strike against Egypt on June 5, 1967. This marked the 

beginning of the Six-Day War, and within days, Israel had defeated the armies of Egypt, 

Jordan, and Syria. 

At the conclusion of the war, Israel had gained control over significant territories, including 

East Jerusalem and the West Bank from Jordan, the Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula from 

Egypt, and the Golan Heights from Syria. This territorial expansion drastically altered the 

political landscape of the region and created new dynamics within the UNSC, which had to 

respond to the consequences of the war. 

2.2. UNSC Resolutions 242 and the Call for Withdrawal 

In the immediate aftermath of the war, the UNSC passed Resolution 242 on November 22, 

1967. This resolution was designed to address the results of the war and promote peace in the 

region. The core elements of Resolution 242 included: 

1. The withdrawal of Israeli forces from territories occupied in the conflict (though 

the language was vague about which territories). 

2. The recognition of secure and recognized boundaries for all states in the region. 

3. The establishment of a just and lasting peace in the Middle East. 

Resolution 242 became the foundational framework for peace efforts in the Middle East, but 

its implementation has been fraught with controversy and lack of progress. The resolution 

was a compromise that balanced the interests of the conflicting parties, but its ambiguity in 

wording allowed for different interpretations, particularly concerning Israel’s withdrawal 

from all or some of the territories it had occupied. 

Despite the UNSC’s clear call for Israeli withdrawal, the resolution was not followed by 

immediate action or diplomatic enforcement. Israel’s government argued that it could not 
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relinquish these territories due to security concerns, while Arab states demanded a full return 

of the land as a condition for peace. 

2.3. The UNSC’s Limited Power in Enforcing Resolution 242 

Although UNSC Resolution 242 had strong backing from the international community, it 

lacked the enforcement mechanisms needed to compel Israel to adhere to its terms. The 

UNSC, in theory, had the ability to apply sanctions or even authorize military intervention to 

ensure compliance, but these actions were effectively blocked by the dynamics of the Cold 

War and the presence of the U.S. veto. 

The United States, a permanent member of the UNSC and a close ally of Israel, exercised its 

veto power to prevent the application of any binding actions or sanctions that could force 

Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories. The Cold War context was critical: the U.S. 

sought to maintain a strong strategic partnership with Israel in the face of Soviet influence in 

the Middle East, particularly in countries such as Egypt and Syria. This geopolitical reality 

undermined the UNSC's ability to act decisively in the aftermath of the Six-Day War. 

Despite broad international support for Resolution 242, including from the Soviet Union, 

which had its own interests in the region, the U.S. veto ensured that any measures aimed at 

compelling Israel to comply with the resolution were blocked. This resulted in a significant 

power imbalance, where Israel, with the support of the U.S., was able to disregard UNSC 

resolutions without facing significant consequences. 

2.4. The Continuation of the Occupation and UNSC’s Ongoing Challenges 

The UNSC’s inability to prevent Israel from consolidating its occupation of the West Bank, 

Gaza Strip, East Jerusalem, and the Golan Heights demonstrated the limitations of the 

Council when one of its permanent members (the U.S.) was aligned with a key regional actor. 

The continued occupation of these territories remains one of the most contentious issues in 

international diplomacy today. 

The international community, through the UNSC, has periodically called for Israel to end its 

occupation. However, the Council's ability to effectively influence Israeli policy has been 

constrained by the use of vetoes, diplomatic deadlock, and the broader geopolitical context of 

the region. 

In addition to the U.S. veto, Israel’s continued settlement expansion in the occupied 

territories has made it increasingly difficult to resolve the situation through diplomacy. Many 

UNSC resolutions, such as Resolution 338 (which called for a ceasefire and negotiations 

following the 1973 Yom Kippur War) and Resolution 2334 (which condemned Israeli 

settlement activity in 2016), have been passed to reaffirm the international community’s 

opposition to the occupation. However, these resolutions have been rendered largely 

symbolic due to the lack of enforcement. 

2.5. The Legacy of UNSC Inaction and the Continued Conflict 

The failure of the UNSC to prevent Israel's occupation of Palestinian territories in the 

aftermath of the Six-Day War has left a lasting legacy of frustration and distrust. While Israel 

has become an integral part of the international community, its continued occupation of 
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Palestinian territories remains a central issue in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the 

UNSC’s inability to address this matter decisively has led to widespread criticism of the 

Council’s effectiveness. 

The ongoing occupation has fueled Palestinian resistance, contributed to cycles of violence, 

and undermined the prospects for peace. The lack of effective UNSC intervention has led to 

frustration among Palestinian leaders and has given rise to calls for more assertive 

international action, including sanctions, recognition of Palestinian statehood, and stronger 

pressure on Israel to end its occupation. 

However, the UNSC remains deeply divided, with U.S. support for Israel continuing to 

block meaningful action. As a result, the conflict persists, and the inability of the UNSC to 

bring about a lasting resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains one of its most 

significant failures. 

Conclusion: The UNSC’s Inability to Prevent Occupation 

The Six-Day War and the subsequent Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories serve as a 

stark example of the UNSC's limitations in addressing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Despite 

the passage of Resolution 242, the failure to enforce its provisions, coupled with the veto 

power dynamics, ensured that the occupation would continue and that the conflict would 

remain unresolved. The ongoing impasse reflects the difficulty the UNSC faces in achieving 

consensus on highly contentious geopolitical issues, particularly when one of its permanent 

members exercises its veto power to protect the interests of a key ally. 

As the conflict endures, the legacy of UNSC inaction during and after the Six-Day War 

continues to haunt the international community’s efforts to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict and achieve lasting peace in the Middle East. 
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3. The Camp David Accords and UNSC’s Limited Role 

The Camp David Accords, signed in 1978, were a historic peace agreement between Egypt 

and Israel, brokered by U.S. President Jimmy Carter. The accords were groundbreaking in 

that they marked the first time that an Arab nation recognized Israel's right to exist and 

agreed to normalize relations with it. In exchange, Israel agreed to withdraw from the Sinai 

Peninsula, which it had occupied since the 1967 Six-Day War. Despite the significance of 

the Camp David Accords, the UNSC’s role in the process was largely limited, with the peace 

negotiations taking place outside its framework. The situation raises important questions 

about the role of the UNSC in facilitating peace in the region, especially when bilateral 

agreements like Camp David occur without its direct involvement. 

In this section, we will explore the dynamics surrounding the Camp David Accords and the 

UNSC’s limited role in the peace process. 

3.1. Background: The Road to Camp David 

By the late 1970s, the Middle East had been entrenched in decades of conflict, with the 

Israeli-Palestinian dispute at the heart of the region's turmoil. Despite the passing of UNSC 

Resolutions, such as Resolution 242 (which called for the withdrawal of Israeli forces from 

occupied territories), progress toward peace was minimal, and hostilities continued between 

Israel and its Arab neighbors. Egypt, led by President Anwar Sadat, had been particularly 

vocal in calling for peace with Israel, but the Arab world had long been united in its refusal to 

recognize Israel, citing the unresolved Palestinian issue and the continuing Israeli occupation 

of Arab lands. 

In 1977, President Sadat made a dramatic move by visiting Israel and addressing the Israeli 

Knesset in an unprecedented gesture of goodwill. This gesture was pivotal in setting the 

stage for U.S.-mediated peace talks. U.S. President Jimmy Carter invited Sadat and Israeli 

Prime Minister Menachem Begin to Camp David, where they engaged in intensive 

negotiations over the course of 12 days. The discussions culminated in the Camp David 

Accords, which included two frameworks: 

1. The Framework for Peace in the Middle East, which addressed the Palestinian 

issue and the broader Arab-Israeli conflict. 

2. The Framework for the Conclusion of a Peace Treaty between Egypt and Israel, 

which led to the return of the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt in exchange for normalized 

relations between Egypt and Israel. 

The Accords marked a significant breakthrough, but the UNSC’s involvement in this historic 

peace agreement was minimal. The mediation was conducted bilaterally, with the U.S. as the 

primary broker, leaving the UN largely sidelined from the negotiations. 

3.2. The UNSC's Limited Role in the Camp David Process 

While the United Nations had long been involved in efforts to resolve the Israeli-Arab 

conflict, the Camp David Accords took place largely outside the UNSC's jurisdiction. The 

UNSC had passed resolutions in the past aimed at resolving territorial disputes between Israel 
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and its neighbors, but the parties involved in the peace talks bypassed the UN's mediation in 

favor of direct negotiations. 

In particular, Resolution 242, which was adopted in 1967 following the Six-Day War, called 

for a "just and lasting peace" in the Middle East, including the withdrawal of Israeli forces 

from territories occupied during the war. This resolution was the foundation of many peace 

efforts, but the negotiations at Camp David occurred outside the UNSC framework. This is 

reflective of a broader trend where bilateral negotiations, often mediated by the U.S., took 

precedence over multilateral efforts involving the UNSC or other international organizations. 

The UNSC’s role in the Accords was limited to endorsement after the agreement was 

reached. The UNSC did not directly intervene in the process or act as a mediator. Instead, the 

UN Secretary-General issued statements welcoming the peace talks, and the UN General 

Assembly later expressed support for the peace process. However, there were no UNSC 

resolutions passed to enforce the terms of the Camp David Accords, nor was the UNSC 

directly involved in the negotiations or in addressing issues that arose from the Accords after 

their conclusion. 

3.3. The Political Dynamics: The U.S. as the Primary Mediator 

One of the most significant factors contributing to the UNSC’s limited role in the Camp 

David process was the U.S. involvement. The United States, under President Jimmy Carter, 

played the crucial role of mediator between Sadat and Begin. The U.S. had strong diplomatic 

ties with both Egypt and Israel, and Carter’s administration took on the responsibility of 

facilitating negotiations. This bilateral approach, which involved direct talks between the 

parties under U.S. mediation, was preferred over multilateral diplomacy through the UNSC. 

The involvement of the U.S. as the primary mediator was partly due to the Cold War 

context. The U.S. viewed Egypt, under Sadat, as an important strategic partner in the region 

and was keen to shift Egypt away from the Soviet sphere of influence. Israel, as a close U.S. 

ally, also had a vital interest in the peace process. Both countries trusted the U.S. to broker an 

agreement that would ensure their national security interests. 

The UNSC’s inability to intervene effectively in the peace talks was due in large part to the 

veto power exercised by the permanent members, particularly the U.S. While the UNSC 

passed several resolutions regarding the broader Arab-Israeli conflict, it lacked the leverage 

and influence to push for a settlement on terms acceptable to all parties. The focus of the 

negotiations at Camp David was thus shifted to bilateral diplomacy, with minimal 

involvement from the UNSC or other international actors. 

3.4. Post-Camp David: The UNSC’s Continued Limited Role 

Following the signing of the Camp David Accords, the UNSC’s role remained secondary, 

and the implementation of the Accords primarily relied on the actions of Egypt, Israel, and 

the United States. The peace treaty between Egypt and Israel was signed in March 1979, and 

Egypt became the first Arab nation to recognize Israel. In return, Israel withdrew from the 

Sinai Peninsula, fulfilling one of the key provisions of the Camp David framework. 

However, the broader issues of the Palestinian territories and the Israeli occupation 

remained unresolved. 
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The UNSC's failure to play a more direct role in the broader peace process has been 

criticized, as it left unresolved issues, such as the Palestinian question and the fate of 

Jerusalem, to be dealt with later. While the UN continued to issue statements in support of 

peace efforts, it was unable to enforce any of its resolutions on these critical issues, 

particularly due to the U.S. veto and its political alignment with Israel. 

The aftermath of the Camp David Accords highlighted the limited ability of the UNSC to act 

as an effective peace broker in the Middle East. While the Accords represented a significant 

breakthrough in Arab-Israeli relations, they did not provide a comprehensive solution to the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the UN remained sidelined in the peace process. 

Conclusion: The UNSC’s Limited Influence 

The Camp David Accords were a landmark achievement in Middle Eastern diplomacy, but 

the UNSC’s role in the process was minimal. The Accords were negotiated bilaterally 

between Egypt and Israel, with the U.S. acting as the primary mediator, and the UNSC was 

relegated to a supporting role after the agreement was reached. This reflected a broader 

pattern of bilateral diplomacy taking precedence over multilateral efforts, with the UNSC 

often sidelined in matters of critical geopolitical importance. 

The limited role of the UNSC in the Camp David Accords illustrates the difficulties the 

United Nations faces in addressing issues in the Middle East, where the political influence of 

major powers, particularly the U.S., often trumps the multilateral approach advocated by the 

UN. While the Accords were a positive step toward peace, the failure to address the 

underlying issues of the Palestinian question and broader regional stability continues to 

challenge the UNSC’s effectiveness in the Middle East. 
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4. The Modern-Day Stalemate and UNSC’s Challenges 

Despite the diplomatic breakthroughs achieved in the past, such as the Camp David 

Accords, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains one of the most complex and unresolved 

issues in international politics. Over the decades, the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) has been repeatedly called upon to act as a mediator and peacekeeper, yet its 

responses have often been ineffective or blocked by geopolitical interests. The modern-day 

stalemate reflects the growing challenges the UNSC faces in addressing the conflict and 

enforcing meaningful peace. 

This chapter explores the ongoing stalemate in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, examining 

how the UNSC has responded—or failed to respond—amid shifting international dynamics, 

political impasses, and evolving regional concerns. Despite numerous resolutions, peace 

talks, and international interventions, the situation has largely remained unchanged, 

presenting a critical test of the UNSC's ability to resolve long-standing disputes. 

4.1. The UNSC’s Repeated Failures to Resolve the Conflict 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has witnessed numerous UNSC resolutions over the years, 

starting with Resolution 242 in 1967, which called for the withdrawal of Israeli forces from 

occupied territories, including East Jerusalem. Over the decades, the UNSC has passed a 

variety of other resolutions addressing issues such as settlement expansion, the status of 

Jerusalem, and Palestinian statehood. However, the Council has consistently struggled to 

enforce its decisions or influence meaningful change on the ground. 

A key issue in the UNSC's inability to resolve the conflict is the veto power of its five 

permanent members (P5): the United States, Russia, China, the United Kingdom, and 

France. Of these, the U.S. has been a strong ally of Israel and has consistently used its veto 

power to block resolutions critical of Israeli policies. This veto power has often rendered the 

UNSC ineffective in taking decisive action, leading to repeated deadlocks and frustration 

among member states and international observers. 

For instance, when the UNSC attempted to pass a resolution condemning Israeli settlement 

activity in the West Bank in 2016, the United States vetoed it, citing the longstanding U.S.-

Israel relationship. This exemplified the UNSC’s difficulties in addressing issues that involve 

the interests of powerful members. 

4.2. The Changing Geopolitical Landscape and Its Impact on the UNSC 

In the last two decades, the geopolitical landscape surrounding the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict has undergone significant shifts. Several Arab nations, traditionally supportive of the 

Palestinian cause, have begun to normalize relations with Israel. The Abraham Accords 

(2020), brokered by the United States, led to the normalization of relations between Israel 

and several Arab nations, including the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, Sudan, and 

Morocco. This shift in Arab-Israeli relations has caused some to question the relevance of the 

traditional two-state solution as the primary focus of the UNSC. 

As Israel strengthens its diplomatic ties with key Arab nations, the Palestinian Authority 

has found itself increasingly isolated. This has led to a situation where international 
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diplomacy is becoming more fragmented, with some states pushing for new alliances and 

approaches that bypass the UNSC and traditional multilateral frameworks. 

In this shifting environment, the UNSC faces the challenge of balancing the interests of 

powerful states—including the U.S. and its allies—and addressing the growing frustration 

of Palestinian leaders and the broader Arab world. While the UNSC has attempted to hold 

discussions on the evolving situation, its influence has waned as nations take matters into 

their own hands, often bypassing the UN altogether in favor of direct bilateral agreements. 

4.3. The Palestinian Question: Divisions Within the UNSC 

One of the primary reasons the UNSC has struggled to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

is the division within the Council itself. While some members, particularly the U.S., are 

strong supporters of Israel, others, like Russia, China, and some European countries, are 

more sympathetic to the Palestinian cause. 

The lack of consensus within the UNSC has led to an inability to develop a unified approach 

to resolving the conflict. On one hand, the U.S. consistently uses its veto power to block 

resolutions perceived as too critical of Israel, while on the other hand, Russia and China 

have often voiced support for Palestinian statehood and condemned Israeli actions, including 

settlement expansions and military operations. 

This division has caused a significant diplomatic impasse, where resolutions aimed at 

advancing peace or recognizing Palestinian rights have consistently failed. The international 

community has been left in a state of paralysis, with the UNSC unable to bring together the 

necessary actors to reach a lasting solution. 

4.4. The Role of Regional Players and the UNSC’s Limited Influence 

In recent years, regional powers like Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia have played a more 

prominent role in shaping the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Their involvement has added a 

layer of complexity to the situation, with these countries supporting different factions within 

the Palestinian leadership and working to exert their influence in the region. 

For example, Iran has been a vocal supporter of Hamas and other militant groups opposed to 

Israeli occupation, while Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states have taken a more pragmatic 

approach, engaging in diplomacy and discussions with Israel in an attempt to counter Iranian 

influence. Meanwhile, the U.S. has continued to back Israel, further complicating the 

UNSC’s ability to address regional dynamics. 

The UNSC is often seen as being out of touch with regional realities and unable to adjust to 

the changing geopolitical forces at play. As regional powers shape the future of the conflict, 

the UNSC’s relevance is increasingly questioned, especially as bilateral deals—like the 

Abraham Accords—continue to emerge outside the UN framework. 

4.5. The Shift Toward a Two-State Solution or a One-State Reality? 

For decades, the two-state solution has been the cornerstone of international efforts to 

resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. However, with Israeli settlement expansion in the 

West Bank and the fragmentation of Palestinian politics, some critics argue that the two-
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state solution is no longer a viable path forward. The reality on the ground, with Israel's 

continued occupation of Palestinian territories and the political division between the 

Palestinian Authority and Hamas, has led many to believe that the window for a viable two-

state solution is closing. 

This evolving situation presents another challenge for the UNSC. While the two-state 

solution remains the official position of the international community, including the UNSC, 

there is increasing pressure to reconsider the approach. The lack of progress on peace talks, 

combined with growing skepticism about the viability of a Palestinian state, has left the 

UNSC scrambling to formulate a response to the changing dynamics. 

The question remains: Can the UNSC navigate these shifting dynamics, or is the two-state 

solution increasingly viewed as a pipe dream? The failure to act decisively has led to a loss 

of credibility for the UNSC in the eyes of many, particularly in the Arab world, which sees 

the international body as ineffective in addressing their concerns. 

Conclusion: A Paralyzed UNSC Amid Changing Realities 

The UNSC’s inability to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict highlights a broader issue: 

the increasing irrelevance of the UNSC in addressing regional conflicts that have become 

more complex and multifaceted. The veto system and the deepening geopolitical divides 

within the Council have made it difficult for the UNSC to take meaningful action. 

Meanwhile, regional players have taken a more active role in the peace process, often 

bypassing the UNSC entirely. 

As the modern-day stalemate continues, the question arises: can the UNSC evolve to meet 

the new realities of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, or will its inability to act continue to shape 

the future of peace efforts in the region? Until the UNSC can overcome its internal divisions 

and confront the changing regional dynamics, its ability to make a lasting impact on the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict will remain limited. 
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Chapter 8: The Syrian Civil War: The UNSC’s 

Divided Response 

The Syrian Civil War, which erupted in 2011, stands as one of the most complex and 

devastating conflicts of the 21st century. It has attracted widespread international attention, 

involving numerous foreign powers, shifting alliances, and humanitarian crises. The UN 

Security Council (UNSC), tasked with maintaining international peace and security, has 

struggled to formulate a unified response to the war, facing internal divisions, geopolitical 

rivalries, and the inability to effectively intervene. The outcome has been a prolonged 

humanitarian disaster, with over half a million people killed and millions displaced, while the 

conflict remains unresolved. This chapter examines the UNSC's response to the Syrian Civil 

War, focusing on its divided approach, the role of veto power, and the failed diplomatic and 

military efforts. 

8.1. The Lead-Up to the Conflict: A Nation on the Brink 

The Syrian Civil War began in March 2011, following the Arab Spring uprisings across the 

Middle East. Inspired by protests in other Arab nations, Syrian citizens took to the streets 

demanding political reform, freedom of speech, and an end to corruption. The Bashar al-

Assad regime, which had been in power for over four decades, responded with violent 

repression, leading to the escalation of protests into a full-scale rebellion. As the conflict 

evolved, the situation quickly spiraled into a multi-front civil war, with the regime fighting 

against numerous rebel groups, and later, extremist factions such as ISIS. 

The escalation of violence and human rights abuses prompted the international community to 

pay close attention, with many hoping the UNSC would act swiftly to prevent further 

suffering. However, due to internal divisions and geopolitical interests, the UNSC's efforts 

were largely ineffective. 

8.2. The UNSC’s Initial Response and the Failure to Intervene 

In the early stages of the conflict, the UNSC struggled to reach a consensus on how to 

respond to the violence. The U.S., European nations, and Arab League states pushed for 

sanctions against Syria and a diplomatic resolution to the crisis, while Russia and China, 

both of which have close ties to the Assad regime, opposed any measures that could lead to 

regime change or military intervention. 

One of the first significant moments of division within the UNSC came in 2011 when a draft 

resolution calling for sanctions against Syria was blocked by Russia and China using their 

veto power. This marked the beginning of a pattern in which Russia repeatedly vetoed 

resolutions critical of Assad’s actions, citing the principle of non-intervention and 

emphasizing the importance of Syrian sovereignty. This stance frustrated Western nations, 

who were increasingly calling for tougher action against the Assad regime. 

The UNSC’s inability to act decisively was underscored by its failure to implement a no-fly 

zone, as had been done in Libya in 2011. While the U.S. and NATO allies sought to prevent 

Syrian government airstrikes on civilians, Russia and China argued that a no-fly zone would 

effectively be a cover for military intervention, leading to another deadlock in the UNSC. 
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8.3. The Use of Chemical Weapons: UNSC’s Inaction and International Outcry 

One of the most infamous episodes in the Syrian Civil War occurred in 2013, when the 

Syrian government was accused of using chemical weapons against civilians in the suburb of 

Ghouta near Damascus. The attack, which killed hundreds of people, led to widespread 

international condemnation and calls for urgent action from the UNSC. 

The United States and its allies immediately accused Bashar al-Assad's government of 

carrying out the attack, while the Syrian government and its Russian allies denied the 

allegations, claiming that the opposition had staged the attack. Despite the UN's own 

chemical weapons inspectors verifying the use of chemical weapons, the UNSC was unable 

to take immediate action due to the Russian veto. 

The Russian government argued that the evidence was inconclusive and used its veto power 

to block any attempts at imposing sanctions or military strikes on the Syrian regime. This 

marked a major turning point in the conflict, as the international community saw firsthand 

how vetoes from the permanent members of the UNSC could paralyze efforts to hold a 

government accountable for war crimes. 

8.4. The Rise of ISIS: The UNSC’s Response to Regional Instability 

As the Syrian government fought against rebel forces, a new and terrifying player emerged 

on the battlefield: the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). By 2014, ISIS had seized large 

territories in both Syria and Iraq, declaring a self-proclaimed caliphate and committing 

heinous atrocities against civilians, including mass executions, sexual violence, and ethnic 

cleansing. 

The rise of ISIS brought together a broad international coalition, including Western 

powers, Middle Eastern nations, and Russia, to combat the threat posed by the terror 

group. Despite this shared objective, the UNSC struggled to coordinate efforts against ISIS. 

The U.S.-led coalition conducted airstrikes and supported Kurdish forces on the ground, 

while Russia focused on supporting the Assad regime’s efforts to defeat rebel groups. Each 

nation had different priorities, making it difficult for the UNSC to present a united front in 

the fight against ISIS. 

Though the UNSC did pass some resolutions aimed at countering ISIS—including calls for a 

global response to foreign terrorist fighters—these efforts were largely symbolic, and the 

UN's actions were undermined by the geopolitical divides that persisted between Russia and 

the West. 

8.5. The Humanitarian Crisis: The UNSC’s Limited Role in Relief Efforts 

As the war entered its later stages, the humanitarian crisis in Syria reached catastrophic 

proportions. Over 12 million Syrians were displaced, and millions more required urgent 

humanitarian aid. Despite the UN’s efforts to coordinate relief operations through agencies 

like the UNHCR, the UNICEF, and the World Food Program, the UNSC’s ability to 

facilitate effective humanitarian access was severely limited. 

Russia and China repeatedly blocked resolutions that would have imposed greater pressure 

on the Assad regime to allow aid into rebel-held areas. The Assad government consistently 
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obstructed aid deliveries, especially to areas controlled by opposition forces. The UNSC 

failed to push through the necessary measures to open up humanitarian corridors or impose 

consequences on the regime for its actions. 

In 2017, the UN Security Council passed a resolution to extend humanitarian aid delivery 

to opposition-controlled areas, but it was heavily compromised by Russian and Chinese 

influence. Russia also vetoed a number of proposed sanctions on the Assad regime, 

preventing the UNSC from using pressure tactics effectively. 

8.6. The UNSC’s Divided Legacy: A Symbol of Ineffectiveness? 

By the time the Syrian Civil War had reached its eighth year, the UNSC’s divided response 

had become symbolic of its inability to act decisively in the face of a complex and evolving 

conflict. While the UNSC has passed a number of resolutions condemning various aspects of 

the war—such as the use of chemical weapons, the targeting of civilians, and the 

humanitarian crisis—it has been largely incapable of enforcing them due to the veto power 

and conflicting interests of its permanent members. 

The Syrian Civil War has exposed the flaws in the current UNSC system, where political 

and strategic interests often override the need for collective action. As a result, the UNSC’s 

failure to address the conflict effectively has led to widespread criticism of its ability to 

fulfill its mandate of maintaining international peace and security. 

Conclusion: A Call for Reform 

The Syria crisis demonstrates the UNSC’s limitations in addressing conflicts where the 

interests of its most powerful members are deeply entrenched. The division within the 

UNSC—exemplified by the U.S. and its allies on one side, and Russia and China on the 

other—has prevented the Council from taking meaningful action to resolve the Syrian 

conflict and address the humanitarian disaster unfolding in the region. Moving forward, the 

UNSC faces a critical challenge: how to reform its decision-making structure to prevent 

similar deadlocks and better address complex global conflicts. 

The Syrian Civil War serves as a stark reminder of the necessity for reform in the UNSC to 

ensure that it can act effectively and impartially in the face of future humanitarian crises and 

conflicts. 
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8.1. The Outbreak of Conflict and UNSC’s Initial Silence 

The Syrian Civil War began in March 2011 when peaceful protests erupted across Syria, 

inspired by the Arab Spring uprisings in neighboring countries. What began as a peaceful 

call for democratic reforms quickly escalated into a full-scale war after the government of 

Bashar al-Assad responded with brutal repression, deploying military force against 

protesters. This violent crackdown led to widespread unrest, and soon after, the conflict 

evolved into a civil war with multiple factions vying for control, including the Assad 

government, various rebel groups, and extremist factions such as ISIS. 

In the early stages, the UN Security Council (UNSC) remained largely silent and inactive. 

Despite the increasing violence and the rapidly deteriorating humanitarian situation, the 

UNSC struggled to act effectively. Several factors contributed to this initial silence and 

inaction: 

1. Lack of Unified International Consensus: From the start, there was no clear 

consensus within the international community on how to handle the situation in Syria. 

Western nations, including the United States and several European countries, called 

for stronger measures, including sanctions against the Assad regime and international 

intervention. Meanwhile, Russia and China, both of whom had close political and 

economic ties with the Assad government, were more reluctant to take action. They 

expressed concerns about respecting Syria's sovereignty and feared that any 

intervention could set a dangerous precedent. 

2. Geopolitical Interests and Veto Power: Both Russia and China, as permanent 

members of the UNSC with veto power, played a significant role in paralyzing the 

Council’s response. These two countries were unwilling to support resolutions that 

could have led to military intervention or even diplomatic sanctions against the 

Assad regime. This geopolitical divide prevented the UNSC from adopting a unified 

stance on the conflict, despite the growing body of evidence of human rights abuses 

and war crimes. 

3. Internal Divisions within the UNSC: The U.S., France, and the UK were quick to 

condemn Assad’s violent actions and call for stronger action, including a potential 

military intervention. However, Russia and China remained firmly opposed to any 

UN-backed intervention, citing the risks of escalating the conflict and the importance 

of preserving Syria’s sovereignty. This deadlock resulted in a lack of decisive action 

from the UNSC, even as the violence continued to escalate. 

4. The UN's Focus on Humanitarian Efforts: Initially, the UN's response to the Syrian 

crisis was largely humanitarian. Agencies like the UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) and the World Food Program (WFP) worked to provide aid to 

displaced civilians and refugees. However, these humanitarian efforts were limited by 

the ongoing violence, as the Assad regime and rebel forces often obstructed aid 

delivery. While the UN did respond with efforts to address the immediate needs of the 

Syrian population, these efforts were not backed by decisive action through the 

UNSC to end the conflict or hold perpetrators accountable. 

Despite mounting evidence of war crimes and crimes against humanity, the UNSC failed to 

take immediate action, leaving the conflict to spiral further out of control. As the war 

progressed, it became clear that the UNSC’s initial inaction contributed to the deepening of 

the crisis and the growing complexity of the conflict. 
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8.2. The Use of Chemical Weapons: The UNSC's Inaction 

The Syrian Civil War saw numerous atrocities committed by all sides, but one of the most 

shocking and horrific aspects of the conflict was the use of chemical weapons. The Syrian 

government, under Bashar al-Assad, was accused of deploying chemical agents, including 

sarin gas and chlorine, against both opposition forces and civilian populations. These 

chemical attacks resulted in mass casualties, widespread suffering, and international outrage. 

However, the UN Security Council (UNSC) failed to take meaningful and decisive action in 

response to these events, sparking controversy over its inaction. 

1. The 2013 Ghouta Chemical Attack 

The most notorious chemical weapon attack in the Syrian conflict occurred on August 21, 

2013, in Eastern Ghouta, a suburb of Damascus. The attack killed at least 1,400 people, 

including hundreds of children, and caused horrific symptoms consistent with exposure to 

sarin gas, a highly toxic nerve agent. The international community was horrified by the 

brutality of the attack, and there was widespread condemnation of the Assad regime. The 

United States, France, and the UK were particularly vocal in calling for military action 

against the Assad government in response to the use of chemical weapons. 

In the aftermath, the UN conducted investigations into the attack, and the UN Mission to 

Investigate Allegations of the Use of Chemical Weapons in Syria (led by Swedish 

scientist Ake Sellström) confirmed that sarin had been used in the attack. The findings 

pointed to the regime as the most likely perpetrator, but the UN Security Council failed to 

take meaningful action. While the UN confirmed the use of chemical weapons, there was 

little to no concrete movement on the political or military front, which many viewed as a 

failure of the international system to act on such a grave violation of international law. 

2. The UNSC’s Divided Response 

Despite mounting evidence of chemical weapons use, the UNSC’s response remained 

divided. The primary reason for this gridlock was the veto power wielded by Russia and 

China. Russia, a key ally of the Assad regime, consistently blocked resolutions that would 

have imposed sanctions or authorized military action in response to the chemical attacks. 

Russia argued that the evidence of the Assad regime's culpability was not conclusive and that 

any intervention would exacerbate the conflict and violate Syria’s sovereignty. 

This veto power rendered the UNSC largely impotent in holding the Assad regime 

accountable for the chemical attacks. Despite repeated calls for action from the United 

States, France, and the United Kingdom, Russia’s veto ensured that the UNSC failed to 

authorize any form of intervention or sanction. The result was a deep sense of frustration 

among the international community, which witnessed the use of chemical weapons with 

impunity. 

3. The 2017 Khan Shaykhun Attack and Continued Inaction 

On April 4, 2017, another chemical weapons attack took place in the town of Khan 

Shaykhun, in Idlib Province. The attack killed at least 80 people, including many children, 

and left hundreds more injured. As in the 2013 Ghouta attack, the symptoms pointed to the 
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use of sarin gas. The attack once again shocked the world and reignited calls for 

accountability and action. In response, the United States launched a missile strike on a 

Syrian airbase, which was seen as a direct retaliation against the Assad regime for the attack. 

However, despite this isolated U.S. response, the UNSC once again failed to take coordinated 

action. Russia blocked a U.S.-led effort to pass a resolution condemning the attack and 

calling for accountability. The Russian veto was pivotal in preventing the UNSC from taking 

effective action against the Assad regime. 

4. The Failure of the UNSC and the International Community 

The inaction of the UNSC in the face of Syria’s use of chemical weapons reflects the broader 

challenges facing the UN as a whole. While the use of chemical weapons is considered a war 

crime under international law and a breach of multiple international treaties, including the 

Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), the UNSC was paralyzed due to the competing 

geopolitical interests of its permanent members. 

Russia’s staunch support for the Assad regime, coupled with China’s reluctance to intervene, 

meant that there was little hope for meaningful action through the UNSC. Meanwhile, the 

United States and its allies, although vocal in their condemnation of the attacks, were largely 

relegated to unilateral actions outside the framework of the UNSC. This failure to act within 

the Council highlighted the limitations of the UNSC’s power, particularly when veto-

wielding members prioritize national interests over international norms and humanitarian 

concerns. 

The Syrian chemical weapon attacks marked a turning point in the debate over the 

effectiveness of the UNSC in maintaining global peace and security. The repeated failure of 

the UNSC to respond to these violations of international law illustrated the dysfunction 

within the organization, particularly in cases where geopolitical divisions and strategic 

alliances prevent coordinated action. 

In conclusion, the UNSC’s inaction in response to Syria’s use of chemical weapons 

represents a critical moment in the Council’s history. Despite ample evidence of war crimes, 

the UNSC failed to fulfill its core mandate of maintaining international peace and security, 

leaving many to question its relevance and effectiveness in the modern geopolitical 

landscape. The continued use of chemical weapons in Syria, with little to no consequence for 

the perpetrators, reinforced the perception that the UNSC is often unable or unwilling to act 

decisively in the face of egregious violations of international law. 
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8.3. Russia’s Veto and the Diplomatic Deadlock 

One of the most significant factors contributing to the UN Security Council’s (UNSC) 

failure to address the crisis in Syria, particularly in relation to the use of chemical weapons, 

was Russia’s veto power. As a permanent member of the UNSC with the ability to veto any 

substantive resolution, Russia played a pivotal role in stalling international efforts to 

intervene and hold the Assad regime accountable. This veto power, while an essential feature 

of the UNSC’s design, created a diplomatic deadlock that paralyzed any potential action in 

response to Syria's use of chemical weapons. 

1. Russia’s Strategic Interests in Syria 

Russia's involvement in Syria was primarily driven by strategic and geopolitical interests. 

Syria has been one of Russia’s few remaining allies in the Middle East, serving as a critical 

partner for Moscow in terms of military, economic, and geopolitical influence. The Russian 

naval base in Tartus and the Russian air base in Latakia were vital to Russia’s military 

presence in the Mediterranean, making Syria a key ally in the region. 

Additionally, Russia’s backing of Bashar al-Assad was part of its broader strategy to 

maintain a foothold in the Middle East and counterbalance the influence of the United States 

and NATO in the region. For Moscow, Assad’s survival was crucial to preserving Russia’s 

role as a dominant power broker in the Middle East. 

Given these interests, Russia viewed any international action that could potentially weaken 

Assad’s grip on power—whether through military intervention or sanctions—as a direct 

threat to its strategic goals in the region. As a result, Russia was adamantly opposed to any 

UNSC resolution that would sanction or authorize action against the Syrian regime. 

2. The Diplomatic Gridlock at the UNSC 

As the Syrian Civil War escalated and chemical weapons were increasingly used by the 

Assad regime, the UNSC found itself at a deadlock due to Russia’s veto. The international 

community, particularly Western powers like the U.S., France, and the UK, pushed for 

stronger action in response to the regime’s use of chemical weapons. These countries 

consistently called for sanctions, military interventions, or the imposition of an 

international tribunal to hold those responsible accountable. 

However, each time a resolution targeting Syria came to a vote in the UNSC, Russia and, to 

a lesser extent, China used their veto power to block it. Russia argued that the Syrian 

government should not be punished without conclusive evidence and that any intervention or 

punitive measures could lead to greater instability in the region. 

This geopolitical rivalry between Russia and the West created a diplomatic deadlock that 

was not easily broken. While Russia continued to support the Assad regime, the U.S. and its 

European allies were increasingly frustrated by the UNSC’s impotence in taking decisive 

action. This deadlock not only hampered the UNSC’s ability to protect civilian lives but also 

undermined the credibility of the international organization as a whole. 

3. The 2013 Chemical Weapons Resolution 
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One of the most significant instances of Russia’s veto in the context of chemical weapons 

was in 2013, following the Eastern Ghouta chemical attack. In the immediate aftermath of 

the attack, the U.S. and its allies pushed for a UNSC resolution that would authorize military 

strikes against the Assad regime, as well as impose sanctions in response to the use of 

chemical weapons. 

However, Russia vehemently opposed any military action. Instead, Russia, alongside the 

U.S., brokered a diplomatic agreement in which the Assad regime agreed to dismantle its 

chemical weapons stockpile under the supervision of the Organization for the Prohibition 

of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). In exchange, the U.S. agreed to abandon its military 

intervention plans. This diplomatic compromise avoided military escalation, but it also 

prevented the UNSC from taking firm action or even condemning the Assad regime for its 

actions in a legally binding resolution. 

This agreement, while initially hailed as a success in averting war, was seen by many as a 

temporary diplomatic victory for Russia, which had successfully managed to block any 

UNSC intervention. Furthermore, the UNSC’s inaction in the wake of the Ghouta attack 

underscored the limitations of the UN Security Council in enforcing international law when 

veto-wielding members are determined to block action for reasons of national interest. 

4. The Impact of Russia’s Veto on the UNSC’s Credibility 

Russia’s consistent use of its veto power in the UNSC to block resolutions condemning the 

Assad regime’s actions or authorizing interventions significantly damaged the UNSC’s 

credibility and its ability to fulfill its mandate of maintaining international peace and 

security. 

While the UNSC’s legitimacy stems from the cooperation of its permanent members, the 

veto power effectively gives those members the ability to block any action that is not in line 

with their national interests. In the case of Syria, Russia’s veto of resolutions and its 

diplomatic maneuvering allowed the Assad regime to carry on with its brutal crackdown, 

which included the widespread use of chemical weapons. 

The use of the veto by a permanent member of the UNSC, especially in situations involving 

humanitarian crises and grave violations of international law, raised serious concerns 

about the structure and effectiveness of the Council. Critics argued that the veto system 

allowed great powers to sideline humanitarian concerns and prioritize their own geopolitical 

interests, rendering the UNSC ineffective in responding to modern conflicts that require 

multilateral cooperation and intervention. 

5. The Future of UNSC Reform: Addressing the Veto System 

Russia’s actions in Syria sparked renewed discussions about the future of the UNSC and 

whether the veto system needs reform. Many international leaders and diplomats have called 

for the reform of the UNSC to reflect the realities of modern geopolitical dynamics and to 

remove the paralysis caused by the veto. Reform proposals have included ideas such as: 

 Expanding the number of permanent members to include rising powers like India, 

Brazil, and Germany. 
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 Limiting the use of the veto in cases of humanitarian crises, particularly where there 

are clear violations of international law. 

 Introducing a more flexible decision-making process that allows for greater 

representation and action without being hindered by the veto power of a few 

members. 

However, such reforms are unlikely to happen in the near future due to the reluctance of 

permanent members like Russia and China, who benefit from the current system and see 

any change as a threat to their global influence. 

In conclusion, Russia’s veto and its role in diplomatic deadlock have been central to the 

UNSC’s failure to act in Syria. Despite overwhelming evidence of war crimes and chemical 

weapon use, Russia’s diplomatic and strategic interests in Syria consistently blocked the 

possibility of meaningful intervention, leaving the UNSC paralyzed and unable to fulfill its 

mandate. This case has raised broader questions about the future of the UN Security 

Council, its veto system, and its ability to maintain peace and security in an increasingly 

multipolar world. 
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8.4. Long-Term Consequences for the UNSC’s Reputation 

The UN Security Council’s (UNSC) inability to take decisive action during the Syrian Civil 

War, particularly in response to the use of chemical weapons and other atrocities, has had 

lasting consequences on its reputation and credibility as the primary institution responsible 

for maintaining international peace and security. The UNSC’s inaction, often attributed to 

the veto power wielded by Russia and other permanent members, has exposed several 

systemic flaws in the UN system, damaging the Council’s legitimacy and raising important 

questions about its future role in global governance. 

1. Erosion of Credibility and Trust 

One of the most immediate and visible consequences of the UNSC’s failure to address the 

Syrian crisis is the erosion of credibility within the international community. For many 

nations, particularly those suffering from conflicts or crises, the UNSC is expected to serve as 

the ultimate arbiter of justice and the protector of international norms. When the UNSC fails 

to act, it sends a signal that the Council is ineffective or unwilling to challenge powerful 

nations, especially those with veto power. 

In the case of Syria, the Assad regime's use of chemical weapons was widely condemned 

by the international community, but the UNSC was unable to provide a coordinated 

response. The absence of swift and decisive action against the Syrian government was seen 

by many as a failure of the UN system itself, rather than just the Council’s inability to reach 

an agreement. As a result, the UNSC’s reputation as the custodian of international peace 

was severely undermined, causing many to question whether it can effectively handle modern 

challenges. 

This failure has also contributed to disillusionment with the UN, especially among smaller 

and less powerful nations, which are often the most vulnerable in global conflicts. The 

perception that the UNSC is paralyzed by the interests of its most powerful members has led 

to calls for reform and even alternative mechanisms of global governance. 

2. The Rise of Regional and Alternative Powers 

In the absence of effective UNSC action, regional powers and other international 

organizations have increasingly sought to fill the void left by the Council’s failure. In the 

case of Syria, this manifested in the active involvement of countries like Turkey, Iran, and 

Saudi Arabia, each pursuing their own agendas in the region. These actors have conducted 

military operations, provided support to various factions, and engaged in diplomatic efforts, 

often without the involvement or sanctioning of the UNSC. 

The inability of the UNSC to act effectively also paved the way for other regional coalitions 

to assert their influence in international security matters. The European Union, while largely 

sidelined in Syria, has taken a leading role in addressing some aspects of the conflict, such as 

humanitarian assistance and the support of refugee populations. The U.S., despite the lack of 

a UNSC mandate, pursued unilateral and coalition-based military actions, further diminishing 

the role of the UNSC in managing global security crises. 
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This rise of alternative powers has contributed to the perception that the UNSC is no longer 

the dominant authority in global security and that it has been replaced by other regional 

powers and coalitions. This shift has broader implications for international law, as 

countries may increasingly bypass the UN in favor of actions that serve their national 

interests, diminishing the role of the UNSC as a peacekeeper. 

3. Undermining International Law and Humanitarian Norms 

The UNSC’s inaction on the Syrian conflict has also had serious repercussions for the 

international legal system and the protection of human rights. The UN Charter and other 

international treaties, such as the Chemical Weapons Convention, are grounded in the 

principle that the international community has a responsibility to act when countries violate 

basic humanitarian norms, particularly in cases of genocide, war crimes, and the use of 

chemical weapons. 

By failing to hold the Assad regime accountable for the use of chemical weapons, the 

UNSC sent a message that powerful nations can act with impunity, and that international 

law may not always be enforced when it conflicts with the geopolitical interests of a 

permanent member. This undermines the legitimacy of the UN and calls into question the 

effectiveness of the Council’s ability to prevent atrocities. 

Furthermore, the failure to protect civilians and allow the war to escalate without 

meaningful intervention contributed to humanitarian suffering, mass displacement, and the 

death of hundreds of thousands of innocent people. The UNSC’s inaction exposed a 

systemic weakness in the international humanitarian framework, leading to a 

disillusionment with the UN’s capacity to fulfill its mandate of protecting human dignity in 

times of crisis. 

4. Calls for UNSC Reform: The Road to a More Effective Organization? 

In the aftermath of Syria and other high-profile cases of UNSC failure, calls for reform have 

grown louder. Critics argue that the UNSC’s structure, specifically the veto power held by 

the five permanent members, is outdated and undemocratic. The veto system, which gives 

any of the permanent members the ability to block substantive resolutions, has long been 

criticized for allowing a few powerful nations to hold disproportionate control over global 

security decisions. 

Proposals for reform include: 

 Limiting the use of veto: One of the most common calls is to limit the ability of 

permanent members to veto resolutions in cases of genocide or humanitarian crises. 

Some have suggested that a supermajority vote should be required to override a veto 

in specific circumstances. 

 Expanding the number of permanent members: With the rise of global powers 

like India, Brazil, and Germany, there have been calls to expand the UNSC to better 

reflect the geopolitical realities of the 21st century. This could involve giving more 

nations a seat at the table and thus increasing the legitimacy of the UNSC in global 

governance. 

 Improving the decision-making process: Some have suggested reforms to 

streamline the decision-making process to make the UNSC more agile in responding 



 

Page | 125  
 

to crises. This could involve revising the UNSC’s procedural rules to allow for 

quicker and more decisive action. 

Despite these calls for reform, significant obstacles remain. Russia, China, and the U.S.—as 

the three major veto-wielding powers—are unlikely to support reforms that would diminish 

their influence. As a result, many argue that meaningful reform of the UNSC will be 

difficult to achieve, leaving the Council’s current structure largely intact. 

5. A Shift Toward Multilateralism and New Global Governance Models 

In the long run, the UNSC’s failure to act in Syria and similar crises could contribute to a 

broader shift away from traditional multilateral institutions. Growing frustration with the 

UN’s inaction may push states to develop new models of global governance, where decision-

making is not so heavily influenced by a small group of powerful countries. 

Organizations such as the European Union or emerging coalitions of global south countries 

may look to establish alternative platforms for managing international peace and security. 

Furthermore, the rise of new technologies and digital diplomacy could provide new avenues 

for countries to cooperate outside of the traditional UN framework, allowing for more direct 

and effective responses to global crises. 

In conclusion, the UNSC’s failure to act decisively in Syria has left a lasting mark on its 

reputation and effectiveness. The erosion of trust in the UNSC, coupled with the rise of 

regional powers and new governance models, will likely shape the future of international 

diplomacy and global governance for years to come. If the UNSC is to remain relevant, it 

will need to evolve and adapt to the changing global landscape and the growing call for a 

more democratic, responsive, and effective system of international decision-making. 
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Chapter 9: The Congo Crisis: Cold War Politics and 

the UNSC’s Failure 

The Congo Crisis (1960-1965) stands as one of the most complex and controversial episodes 

in the history of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), primarily due to the 

involvement of Cold War politics and the UNSC’s failure to decisively address the 

situation. This crisis saw the newly independent Congo (now the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo) thrust into a violent conflict, involving ethnic divisions, political instability, and 

international interference. The UNSC’s inability to effectively mediate the crisis and its 

compromise on principles has left a dark legacy on the UN’s credibility and the role of the 

Security Council in post-colonial conflicts. 

1. The Lead-Up to the Crisis: Independence and Political Instability 

In 1960, Belgian Congo gained independence after years of colonial rule, with Patrice 

Lumumba emerging as the first prime minister of the newly formed Democratic Republic 

of the Congo (DRC). However, the abrupt transition to independence left the country 

politically unstable, with entrenched ethnic and regional divisions exacerbated by the Belgian 

colonial administration's failure to prepare the Congo for self-governance. 

Almost immediately after independence, secessionist movements took root in the Katanga 

region, led by Moïse Tshombe, who was backed by foreign interests, particularly Belgium 

and private mining companies. This led to a violent conflict between the central 

government and the secessionist region, with Lumumba’s government struggling to 

maintain control over the vast and diverse country. 

The UN, under pressure from the newly independent Congo's government, intervened in July 

1960 to help restore order and support the country's sovereignty. However, Cold War 

politics quickly became intertwined with the UN's efforts, undermining the UNSC's ability 

to resolve the crisis effectively. 

2. The UNSC’s Initial Response and the First UN Peacekeeping Mission 

The UNSC initially authorized a peacekeeping mission, Opération des Nations Unies au 

Congo (ONUC), with the aim of stabilizing the country and ensuring the withdrawal of 

foreign troops. The UN’s involvement was meant to be impartial, as the UNSC was tasked 

with protecting the sovereignty of the new Congolese government while managing the 

violent internal conflict. 

However, the mission faced significant challenges: 

 Tensions between the UN and the Congolese government: The newly established 

government of Lumumba quickly grew frustrated with the UN's intervention, as it 

was seen as an external force rather than an ally. Lumumba demanded that the UN 

peacekeepers take stronger action against foreign mercenaries and Belgian 

involvement in the Katanga secession. 

 Cold War rivalries: As the Congo crisis deepened, Cold War politics began to 

shape the UN’s actions. The U.S. and its allies supported the UN mission, but Soviet 
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Union began to see Lumumba as a possible communist ally, while Western powers 

feared his growing ties with the USSR. This geopolitical divide led to a situation 

where the UNSC was paralyzed by competing superpower interests, leading to 

confusion and contradictions in its peacekeeping efforts. 

 The failure to prevent secession: The UNSC was unable to stop the Katanga 

secession, as Moïse Tshombe’s forces were supported by Belgium and mercenaries 

from Western countries, creating a situation where the UN’s neutrality was 

questioned. The peacekeeping mission became embroiled in the broader Cold War 

conflict, complicating efforts to achieve a peaceful resolution. 

3. The Death of Patrice Lumumba and International Involvement 

The turning point of the Congo Crisis came with the brutal assassination of Patrice 

Lumumba in January 1961, an event that shook the foundation of the UN’s peacekeeping 

mission. Lumumba’s murder, orchestrated by local political rivals and supported by Western 

intelligence agencies, exacerbated the political instability in the Congo and deepened the 

UNSC’s internal divisions. 

In the aftermath of Lumumba’s death, the UN found itself in a difficult position. While it was 

officially tasked with protecting the sovereignty of the newly independent government, the 

UNSC was largely unable to prevent Lumumba’s assassination, nor could it prevent the 

continued fragmentation of the country. With the Congo in disarray, the UN peacekeeping 

mission was caught between the competing interests of Belgium, the U.S., the Soviet Union, 

and local leaders, none of whom appeared to prioritize peace over their own national or 

ideological goals. 

4. The UNSC’s Failure to Mediate and Its Divisions 

The UNSC’s failure to resolve the Congo Crisis can be attributed to several key factors: 

 Cold War rivalries: The Soviet Union and United States used their influence in the 

UNSC to promote their respective interests in the Congo. The U.S. backed the pro-

Western forces, including Mobutu Sese Seko, who would eventually seize power in 

1965. Meanwhile, the Soviets were sympathetic to Lumumba and his attempts to 

resist Western influence in the country. These competing superpower interests meant 

that the UNSC was unable to take meaningful action to address the crisis. 

 Geopolitical interests over peacekeeping: Belgium, which had significant colonial 

interests in the Katanga region, continued to support the secessionist movement, and 

Western powers often prioritized protecting these interests over the sovereignty of 

the Congo. Cold War concerns about the spread of communism also led to a lack of 

focus on humanitarian concerns and the protection of the Congolese people. 

 Leadership challenges: The UNSC failed to adopt a coherent and decisive strategy 

for the Congo, with inconsistent leadership and conflicting agendas from UN 

officials. The UN’s mission was not clear-cut, and its goals—stabilizing the 

government and ensuring the sovereignty of the newly formed state—were too 

ambitious given the fragmented political and military situation on the ground. 

 The Role of Mobutu: The eventual rise to power of Mobutu Sese Seko, a leader who 

aligned himself with Western interests, marked the end of the Congo Crisis, but also 

ushered in a period of dictatorship and authoritarian rule. The UNSC, while not 
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directly responsible for Mobutu’s rise, failed to foresee or prevent his military coup 

in 1965, which left the Congo under an oppressive regime for decades. 

5. Long-Term Impact: A Damaging Legacy for the UNSC 

The Congo Crisis was a turning point for the UNSC, revealing the limits of the UN's 

peacekeeping capacity and the corrosive influence of Cold War politics. The inability of 

the UN to resolve the crisis in a neutral and impartial way set a dangerous precedent for 

future peacekeeping missions. The failure of the UNSC in the Congo led to an erosion of 

trust in the UN's ability to handle post-colonial crises effectively, particularly those involving 

internal political instability and foreign interference. 

Additionally, the Congo Crisis highlighted the UNSC's vulnerability to the interests of the 

major powers, showing that the Council could be paralyzed by the competing agendas of 

Cold War superpowers. The UNSC’s failure in the Congo laid the groundwork for future 

criticisms of the Council’s structure, particularly the issue of the veto power, which 

allowed permanent members to block effective intervention in global crises. 

In conclusion, the Congo Crisis exposed both the weaknesses of the UN Security Council 

and the political realities of the Cold War, leaving a lasting impact on the UN and its 

credibility as a mediator in international conflicts. The lessons from the Congo continue to 

shape discussions on the UN's peacekeeping role and its ability to address post-colonial 

conflicts in the modern world. 
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1. The Role of the UNSC in the Congo Crisis 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) played a central yet controversial role during 

the Congo Crisis (1960-1965), a period that saw the newly independent Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC) embroiled in political chaos, secessionist movements, and 

internal conflict. The UNSC’s involvement was initially seen as a necessary intervention to 

stabilize the country, but it quickly became entangled in Cold War politics, which 

undermined its effectiveness and credibility. 

The UNSC’s Initial Engagement: Authorization of Peacekeeping Forces 

In July 1960, shortly after the Congo's independence from Belgium, the newly formed 

Congolese government, led by Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, requested international 

assistance to contain the violence and prevent the disintegration of the country. The situation 

in the Congo was dire, as the secessionist movement in Katanga—a resource-rich region 

backed by Belgium—was threatening the integrity of the state. 

The UNSC, responding to the Congolese government’s appeal, authorized the deployment of 

the United Nations Operation in the Congo (ONUC). The mission's mandate was to: 

 Provide peacekeeping and maintain order during the transition to self-government. 

 Assist in protecting the sovereignty of the new Congolese state from foreign 

intervention and secessionist efforts. 

 Aid the government in quelling the Katanga secession, which was backed by 

Belgium and mercenaries from various countries. 

The UN’s peacekeeping mission was tasked with ensuring the withdrawal of foreign troops, 

facilitating the stabilization of the government, and working to preserve national unity. 

The UNSC’s Struggle with Political Influence and Cold War Rivalries 

While the UNSC’s peacekeeping forces were deployed with a humanitarian and stabilization 

mandate, Cold War rivalries quickly complicated their mission. The Congo Crisis unfolded 

during the height of the Cold War, and the superpowers—the United States and the Soviet 

Union—became involved, each seeking to influence the outcome based on their geopolitical 

interests. 

 Soviet Influence: The Soviets saw Patrice Lumumba as an ally and believed his 

anti-Western rhetoric could serve the Soviet cause in Africa. The USSR supported 

Lumumba’s government despite his increasingly radical stance, which aligned him 

more closely with communism. 

 Western Interests: Conversely, the United States and Belgium were concerned 

about Lumumba's pro-Soviet tendencies and feared that his government might align 

with the Soviets during the Cold War. Belgium, in particular, had vested economic 

interests in the Katanga region, where it had significant control over the mining 

industry. Western powers favored a pro-Western Congolese leadership, which 

would be more open to foreign investment and influence. 



 

Page | 130  
 

As a result, the UNSC was divided along Cold War lines, with the U.S. and its allies 

exerting pressure to maintain a pro-Western stance in the region, while the Soviets pushed 

for the support of Lumumba's government. 

The Death of Lumumba and the UNSC’s Hesitation 

The UNSC’s failure to protect Lumumba became a significant turning point in the crisis. 

Despite the UN's peacekeeping presence, Patrice Lumumba was arrested by the rival 

government in the Congo, backed by Western support, and executed in January 1961. The 

death of Lumumba sent shockwaves through the international community and exposed the 

UN’s inability to safeguard Congolese sovereignty. 

The UNSC’s failure to intervene decisively during this critical moment raised questions 

about the efficacy and neutrality of the UN peacekeeping mission. Many observers argue 

that the UNSC’s hesitation during the Lumumba crisis contributed to the ongoing political 

instability in the Congo, as his death led to further fragmentation of the country and the 

rise of Mobutu Sese Seko, who would later seize control in a military coup. 

Mobutu’s Rise to Power and the UNSC’s Inaction 

After Lumumba’s death, the UNSC was largely absent from the emerging power struggle in 

the Congo. As Mobutu Sese Seko gained control of the Congo with the support of the CIA 

and Western powers, the UNSC failed to intervene to prevent the rise of a military 

dictatorship that would dominate the country for decades. 

Despite the UN peacekeeping mission's mandate to protect the integrity of the Congo, the 

UNSC did not take substantial action against Mobutu’s coup. This lack of intervention led to 

a long-standing dictatorship that further undermined the UN's role as a neutral force for 

peace and stability. 

The UNSC’s Role in Ongoing Conflict and Legacy 

In the years following the Congo Crisis, the UNSC came under heavy scrutiny for its 

inability to manage the conflict and ensure a peaceful resolution. The Congo Crisis 

demonstrated the limitations of the UN's peacekeeping capabilities when Cold War politics 

and national interests were at play. The UNSC was criticized for failing to take decisive 

action and for its lack of foresight in understanding the broader implications of the Congo 

Crisis. 

The crisis also highlighted the UNSC’s inability to act impartially in situations where 

superpower interests were involved. The Congo experience served as a cautionary tale 

about the dangers of Cold War politics overshadowing the UN's humanitarian mandate. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s role in the Congo Crisis was marked by indecision, Cold War interference, 

and a failure to uphold the sovereignty and stability of the newly independent nation. 

Despite the deployment of UN peacekeepers, the UNSC was unable to effectively mediate 

the situation due to the geopolitical maneuvering of the superpowers. The legacy of the 

Congo Crisis remains one of missed opportunities and an example of how Cold War 
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rivalries can undermine international peace efforts. The crisis is often cited as a case study in 

the limitations of international organizations in handling complex, post-colonial conflicts, 

particularly when superpower politics are involved. 
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2. The Intervention of UN Peacekeepers and Its Limits 

The Congo Crisis (1960-1965) stands as one of the most complex challenges faced by the 

United Nations and its peacekeeping operations. The intervention of UN peacekeepers in 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) was initially seen as a crucial step in 

maintaining peace and stabilizing the newly independent country. However, the limits of their 

intervention became apparent as the crisis deepened, revealing the inherent challenges and 

constraints faced by international peacekeeping forces operating in a highly politicized and 

volatile environment. 

The Authorization of the Peacekeeping Mission 

The United Nations was called upon by the Congolese government after the country gained 

independence from Belgium in 1960. The new government, led by Prime Minister Patrice 

Lumumba, faced immediate challenges with a secessionist movement in the Katanga 

province, backed by Belgian interests, and internal instability exacerbated by the Cold War 

geopolitical rivalry between the US and the USSR. 

In July 1960, following a request from the Congolese government, the UN Security Council 

(UNSC) authorized the deployment of the United Nations Operation in the Congo 

(ONUC). The mission was tasked with the following: 

 Maintaining peace and order during the transition to independence. 

 Protecting the sovereignty of the newly formed state. 

 Assisting the government in dealing with secessionist movements, particularly in the 

Katanga province. 

 Preventing foreign military intervention in the conflict, particularly from Belgium 

and other colonial powers. 

The decision to deploy peacekeepers was based on the UN’s mandate to prevent the 

disintegration of newly independent countries and to protect civilians. However, as the 

Congo Crisis deepened, the mission's limitations became increasingly clear, and the UN 

peacekeepers found themselves in the midst of a politically charged and militarily complex 

situation. 

The UN Peacekeeping Forces: An Uneasy Balance 

The UN peacekeeping forces in the Congo were not designed to engage in active combat 

but rather to monitor and ensure peace in a country undergoing rapid political changes. 

Initially, the mission's objectives were centered around stabilizing the government and 

managing the secessionist movement in Katanga, which was led by Moise Tshombe and 

had support from Belgium and foreign mercenaries. 

The peacekeeping forces were tasked with: 

 Supervising ceasefires and ensuring that both the Congolese government and 

secessionist forces adhered to UN resolutions. 

 Acting as neutral parties to prevent further escalation of violence. 

 Protecting humanitarian aid and facilitating peace negotiations. 



 

Page | 133  
 

However, as the crisis unfolded, the mission became increasingly complicated, particularly 

as Cold War tensions between the Soviets and Americans influenced the political 

landscape. The peacekeepers found themselves caught between these two rival superpowers, 

each seeking to influence the direction of the Congo’s political future. 

Limitations of the UN’s Peacekeeping Mandate 

Several key factors highlighted the limitations of the UN peacekeeping operation in the 

Congo: 

1. Lack of a Clear Mandate for Intervention: The UN peacekeepers were deployed 

with a mandate to preserve peace but were not authorized to engage in active 

combat unless their own safety was directly threatened. This created a paradox, as the 

peacekeepers could not take effective action to prevent the escalation of violence or 

intervene in the internal political dynamics of the Congo, especially during key 

moments of the crisis. 

2. Cold War Influence and Superpower Rivalry: The Cold War rivalry between the 

United States and the Soviet Union significantly influenced the UN peacekeeping 

mission. The Soviets supported the government of Patrice Lumumba, who was seen 

as sympathetic to socialist ideologies, while the U.S. and Belgium backed the 

secessionist movement in Katanga to prevent the Congo’s alignment with the 

Soviet bloc. This created a diplomatic stalemate within the UN, where the US and 

USSR often blocked effective action through vetoes at the UNSC. 

3. Failure to Protect Key Political Figures: One of the most glaring failures of the UN 

peacekeeping mission was its **inability to protect Patrice Lumumba from 

political assassination. Despite having a peacekeeping force in the country, the UN 

was unable to prevent the arrest and execution of Lumumba by rival factions. 

This failure was a direct result of the lack of political will among the UNSC 

members, particularly in light of the Cold War pressures. 

4. Inadequate Resources and Logistical Support: The UN peacekeeping forces in the 

Congo faced significant logistical challenges, including insufficient equipment, 

personnel, and coordination. The sheer scale of the crisis and the geographical 

expanse of the country made it difficult for the UN peacekeepers to maintain 

effective oversight and control, especially when dealing with the Katanga 

secessionists and the mercenaries involved. 

5. Inability to Maintain Neutrality: As the conflict intensified, the UN peacekeepers 

found it increasingly difficult to remain neutral in the face of mounting pressures 

from superpowers and local political factions. The peacekeepers were often viewed 

as either too sympathetic to the government forces or as insufficiently committed to 

protecting secessionist interests. This perception led to a lack of trust from both 

sides, which hindered the peacekeepers' effectiveness. 

The Outcome: The Collapse of the UN Mission 

Despite the ONUC’s early successes in maintaining peace, the peacekeeping operation 

ultimately failed to prevent the Congo Crisis from escalating into a prolonged period of 

political instability and violence. The UN peacekeepers’ mandate became increasingly 

irrelevant as Cold War politics dominated the conflict and key political players, such as 

Mobutu Sese Seko, seized control of the country. 
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In 1964, after the Congo Crisis had become a prolonged civil war, the UN peacekeeping 

mission was officially ended, and the UN withdrew its forces. The mission’s departure 

marked the failure of the UN to achieve its original mandate of ensuring Congolese 

sovereignty and peaceful political transition. 

Conclusion: The Limits of UN Peacekeeping in Complex Conflicts 

The Congo Crisis illustrates the limits of UN peacekeeping operations in situations where 

political rivalries, superpower interests, and internal conflicts converge. The ONUC 

mission, while initially successful in maintaining peace, ultimately failed because of the 

political complexities involved, the lack of a clear UN mandate for intervention, and the 

Cold War dynamics that influenced the UNSC's decisions. The Congo Crisis remains a 

stark example of the difficulties the United Nations faces when it attempts to intervene in a 

volatile geopolitical environment, particularly when external powers wield significant 

influence over the outcome. 

The mission highlighted the inherent challenges in peacekeeping missions where 

superpower politics dictate the course of action, and the UN peacekeepers are left with little 

authority to effectively engage in conflict resolution or protect key political figures. It also 

underlined the necessity of a clear, comprehensive mandate, the adequate resources, and the 

political will for peacekeeping missions to succeed. 
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3. The Collapse of Political Solutions and UNSC’s Missed 

Opportunity 

The Congo Crisis of the early 1960s is often seen as one of the United Nations' greatest 

failures in terms of political intervention and conflict resolution. Despite the presence of 

peacekeeping forces and a clear mandate from the UN Security Council (UNSC) to stabilize 

the country following its independence from Belgium, the situation in Congo deteriorated 

rapidly. The collapse of potential political solutions and the UNSC’s failure to act 

decisively during this critical time led to a prolonged period of instability and violence in the 

region, with long-term consequences for both Congo and the broader international 

community. 

The Emergence of a Divided Congo 

When Congo gained independence in 1960, it was a newly formed, fragile state, unprepared 

for the complexities of governance. The UNSC initially authorized the deployment of the 

United Nations Operation in the Congo (ONUC) to support the country’s political 

transition. The crisis began with the secession of the Katanga province under Moise 

Tshombe, which was supported by Belgium. The UN was tasked with maintaining the 

territorial integrity of Congo, yet, from the very start, it was clear that the UNSC would 

struggle to handle the tensions and complexities of Cold War politics in such a volatile 

region. 

The UNSC’s political solutions to the secessionist crisis were marked by compromise, 

often driven by international interests rather than the needs of the Congolese people. This 

approach ultimately failed to address the root causes of instability and ethnic divisions 

within the country, resulting in prolonged unrest. Additionally, the UN’s lack of political 

consensus in New York and the influence of Western powers such as the United States and 

Belgium often undermined efforts for lasting peace and resolution. 

The Role of Patrice Lumumba and the Missed Diplomatic Opportunities 

The most tragic political failure during the Congo Crisis was the **UNSC’s failure to 

support Patrice Lumumba, the democratically elected Prime Minister of the Congo. 

Lumumba, who sought to build an independent, non-aligned country, became a polarizing 

figure on the international stage due to his perceived pro-Soviet leanings. The United States 

and its allies, fearing the spread of communism in Africa, viewed Lumumba as a potential 

ally of the Soviet Union. As a result, they actively supported efforts to remove Lumumba 

from power, even as he attempted to negotiate peace within the country. 

The UNSC’s response to Lumumba’s political crisis was woefully inadequate. UN 

Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld attempted to mediate the crisis, but his efforts were 

limited by Cold War dynamics, particularly the pressure from Western powers and the lack 

of a unified stance within the Security Council. Despite the clear need for diplomatic support 

and intervention to stabilize the Congolese government, the UNSC remained divided and 

largely passive, missing an opportunity for proactive political engagement that could have 

changed the course of events. 
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In 1960, Lumumba was arrested by rival political factions and eventually executed by 

firing squad in January 1961. The UNSC’s failure to prevent his assassination represented 

a critical missed opportunity for political intervention. The UN peacekeeping forces, 

which were in the country at the time, were unable to protect Lumumba or prevent his 

downfall, further highlighting the limitations of UN intervention when it is constrained by 

international power politics. 

The Escalation of Violence and Political Deadlock 

After the assassination of Lumumba, the Congo Crisis worsened as civil war spread across 

the country. The Katanga secessionists, backed by Belgium, continued their fight for 

independence, while a series of weak, fractious governments failed to assert control. This 

political vacuum allowed military strongmen like Mobutu Sese Seko to gain power and 

install a dictatorship that lasted for decades. 

The UN’s political solutions to these problems, especially through negotiations with the 

secessionist Katanga government, were often ineffective and insufficient. The UNSC, 

instead of engaging in a comprehensive effort to address the deep-rooted political and social 

issues facing the Congo, instead focused on maintaining the peacekeeping operation, without 

making significant strides toward addressing the core political instability that led to the crisis. 

The UN’s failure to push for a more robust and inclusive peace settlement contributed to 

the fragmentation of the country and the rise of authoritarianism under Mobutu. 

Furthermore, the Cold War context placed significant pressure on the UNSC to maintain a 

delicate balance, often at the expense of finding meaningful political solutions. The rivalry 

between the US and Soviet Union made it difficult for the Security Council to come to a 

unified decision on how to effectively address the crisis. As a result, while the UNSC was 

able to authorize peacekeeping forces, its diplomatic efforts to bring about a lasting political 

solution were hobbled by Cold War allegiances and the interests of member states. 

The UNSC’s Failure to Adjust to Changing Realities 

As the crisis continued into the early 1960s, the UN’s political solutions became increasingly 

outdated and irrelevant. While the Security Council focused on preserving the territorial 

integrity of the Congo, it failed to adapt to the shifting political landscape within the 

country. The failure to address the internal divisions and the growing influence of external 

powers in the Congo’s affairs exacerbated the conflict and led to the country’s eventual 

political collapse. 

The UNSC’s political framework at the time was also not equipped to handle the broader 

challenges of post-colonial independence in African nations. The UN had not anticipated 

the extent to which Cold War politics and international interests would undermine the 

efforts to stabilize newly independent states. Furthermore, the UNSC’s limited mandate in 

the Congo prevented it from acting with the urgency required to address both the political 

instability and the military conflict that engulfed the country. 

The Aftermath: The UN’s Legacy in Congo 

The UNSC’s failure to prevent the collapse of political solutions in the Congo has had 

long-lasting consequences for both the country and the United Nations. The Congo Crisis 
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was a critical turning point for the UN, demonstrating the limits of international diplomacy 

and the difficulty of implementing effective peacekeeping operations when political solutions 

fail. The Congo’s eventual descent into dictatorship and prolonged conflict underscored the 

importance of a more nuanced and proactive approach to conflict resolution, one that 

addresses not only military action but also the political, economic, and social dimensions of 

post-colonial states. 

The missed opportunity for political intervention in the Congo stands as a cautionary tale 

for future UNSC interventions in similar conflicts. The UN’s failure to act decisively in 

support of Patrice Lumumba and other democratic forces within Congo highlights the 

challenge of aligning international action with the needs of local populations—especially 

when geopolitical interests and power politics dominate the decision-making process within 

the Security Council. 

In the decades that followed, the Congo continued to experience political instability and 

armed conflict, making the UNSC’s missed opportunities during the Congo Crisis all the 

more tragic. The lack of effective political solutions in Congo has remained a powerful 

reminder of the importance of addressing the underlying causes of conflict through 

diplomatic engagement, particularly in the early stages of crises, rather than relying solely 

on military solutions. 
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4. Long-Term Consequences for the UNSC’s Reputation 

The Congo Crisis marked a defining moment for the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC), not only because of its failure to prevent the collapse of political solutions but also 

due to the lasting damage it inflicted on the UNSC’s reputation as a body capable of 

effectively resolving international crises. The repercussions of this failure were felt for years, 

particularly in terms of the UNSC’s credibility and its ability to intervene in future conflicts. 

The consequences of the UNSC’s failure to respond effectively during the Congo Crisis are 

multifaceted and can be observed in both its political standing and its operational 

limitations. 

A Blow to the UNSC’s Credibility 

The Congo Crisis exposed critical flaws in the UNSC’s structure and its ability to respond 

to a complex humanitarian crisis. The UN’s failure to prevent the escalation of violence, 

particularly in the aftermath of Patrice Lumumba’s assassination, led to significant doubts 

about the UNSC’s capacity to maintain international peace and security. The Congo Crisis 

became emblematic of the UN’s inability to manage conflicts in newly independent African 

states, where political instability, ethnic tensions, and Cold War politics combined to 

create a perfect storm of violence and disorder. 

The UNSC’s failure in Congo resulted in a serious blow to its legitimacy in the eyes of 

many African nations. These states saw the UN’s inaction as a clear example of the UNSC’s 

double standards and lack of commitment to the principles of self-determination and 

sovereignty. As African countries continued to face struggles for independence throughout 

the 1960s and beyond, the Congo Crisis served as a reminder of the UNSC’s inability to 

protect newly independent nations from the influence of Western powers and the interests 

of Cold War superpowers. 

A Precedent for Weakness in UN Peacekeeping Operations 

Another long-term consequence of the UNSC’s failure during the Congo Crisis was the 

weakness it established for the future of UN peacekeeping operations. The UN’s initial 

involvement in Congo had been framed as a peacekeeping mission that would help stabilize 

the country’s political environment. However, the limitations placed on the UN 

peacekeeping forces and the failure to secure meaningful political solutions rendered the 

UN operation largely ineffective. 

The failure in Congo set a dangerous precedent for future peacekeeping missions, 

suggesting that international efforts could be undermined by political compromises, the 

lack of commitment from key powers, and the UNSC’s inability to act decisively in high-

stakes crises. In future conflicts, whether in Bosnia, Rwanda, or Syria, the UNSC’s actions 

were often hampered by similar failures to act decisively, leading many to question the 

UN's credibility as a peacekeeping force and a reliable mediator in conflict zones. 

Impact on African Relations with the UNSC 

The Congo Crisis was a formative event for the relationship between African nations and 

the UNSC. In the wake of Lumumba’s death and the UN's ineffective response, many 
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African countries became increasingly critical of the UN’s interventionist policies and the 

Security Council’s power structure, which was often influenced by Western nations with 

competing interests. The perception that the UN was not acting in the best interests of 

African countries contributed to a growing sense of disillusionment with the Security 

Council’s ability to bring about justice or prevent violence on the continent. 

As a result, many African states began to push for reforms within the UNSC, advocating for 

a more representative and inclusive Security Council that would reflect the geopolitical 

realities of the post-colonial world. This demand for reform became more pronounced in 

subsequent decades, particularly as the UNSC continued to face criticisms for its response 

to crises in Africa, including its failures in Rwanda and Somalia. 

The Legacy of Cold War Politics 

The Congo Crisis was one of the first major Cold War conflicts where the UNSC struggled 

to find a way to mediate between the competing interests of the United States and the Soviet 

Union. The Cold War dynamic greatly influenced the UNSC's ability to act and its overall 

approach to crisis management. The Congo Crisis set the stage for future UNSC gridlock 

in which Cold War interests often overshadowed humanitarian needs, leading to 

compromise rather than effective solutions. 

This legacy of Cold War politics continued to shape the UNSC’s actions throughout the rest 

of the 20th century and into the 21st century. Even after the Cold War ended, the UNSC 

continued to experience political paralysis on key global issues as permanent members used 

their veto power to prevent meaningful action. The Congo Crisis therefore acted as a 

precursor to future UNSC stalemates, where strategic interests trumped the UN’s primary 

mandate of maintaining peace and security. 

Lessons Learned and Reforms in the UNSC 

Despite the Congo Crisis’s negative impact on the UNSC’s reputation, the event did offer 

important lessons that informed future peacekeeping and diplomatic efforts. The failure to 

support Lumumba and prevent the escalation of violence highlighted the need for more 

effective political strategies, impartial mediation, and inclusive decision-making within 

the UN Security Council. 

In the years following the Congo Crisis, the UN did attempt to address some of the 

deficiencies exposed by the crisis. In particular, reforms to peacekeeping operations were 

gradually implemented, though these reforms were often piecemeal and limited in scope. The 

UNSC also began to more actively involve regional organizations in peacebuilding efforts, 

recognizing the importance of local leadership in resolving conflicts. 

However, the Congo Crisis remains a stark reminder of the UNSC’s limitations and the 

enduring challenges it faces in balancing the interests of superpowers with the 

humanitarian needs of the populations it is meant to protect. The long-term consequences 

for the UNSC’s reputation were profound, as it set the stage for years of critiques of the 

UN’s failure to act decisively in times of crisis and its inability to overcome the political 

gridlock imposed by powerful member states. 
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Ultimately, the Congo Crisis remains a tragic chapter in the UNSC’s history, and its lessons 

continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about the reform of international 

institutions and the future of peacekeeping. While the UNSC’s reputation may have been 

damaged by the events of the Congo Crisis, the aftermath spurred important debates about 

the need for reform in how the UNSC addresses international conflicts and works to prevent 

future humanitarian disasters. 
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Chapter 10: North Korea’s Nuclear Program: The 

UNSC’s Struggle to Act 

The issue of North Korea's nuclear weapons program has been a persistent and significant 

challenge for the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). Despite the Council's mandate 

to maintain international peace and security, its efforts to address North Korea's defiance of 

global nonproliferation norms and its aggressive pursuit of nuclear weapons have often been 

hampered by political deadlock, divergent national interests, and the strategic considerations 

of UNSC members. This chapter explores the UNSC’s struggle to act in the face of North 

Korea’s growing nuclear capabilities and examines the challenges and failures of the UN 

Security Council in curbing this threat. 

 

1. North Korea’s Nuclear Ambitions: A Growing Threat to Global Security 

North Korea's pursuit of nuclear weapons dates back to the 1980s, but it became a global 

concern in the 2000s as the regime began to test nuclear devices and develop advanced 

missile technology. The UNSC's response to North Korea's nuclear ambitions has been a 

mix of sanctions, diplomacy, and military threats, but these efforts have been inconsistent 

and largely ineffective in preventing the regime from progressing with its nuclear weapons 

program. 

The UNSC's early engagement with North Korea's nuclear program was in the context of 

the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), which North Korea had 

signed in 1985 but later withdrew from in 2003. This withdrawal was a clear signal of North 

Korea’s intentions to develop nuclear weapons, leading to increasing concerns in the UNSC 

about the potential regional instability and the threat posed to global security by a nuclear-

armed North Korea. 

Over the years, the UNSC passed a series of resolutions condemning North Korea's actions 

and imposing sanctions in an attempt to dissuade the regime from further escalation. 

However, these sanctions have had little impact on North Korea's nuclear program, and 

the regime has continued its pursuit of weapons despite international pressure. The 

UNSC’s response has often been characterized by disunity and ineffective measures, 

creating a significant gap between its resolutions and real-world outcomes. 

 

2. The UNSC's Divided Approach: Vetoes and Political Deadlock 

One of the most significant challenges the UNSC has faced in responding to North Korea’s 

nuclear ambitions is the division within its permanent members. China, as North Korea’s 

primary ally and economic partner, has frequently been reluctant to endorse harsh sanctions 

or take strong action against the regime. Russia has also shared concerns about the strategic 

stability in the region and has often taken a more cautious stance in favor of dialogue and 

negotiation rather than coercive measures. 
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On the other hand, the United States, South Korea, and Japan have consistently advocated 

for stronger sanctions and more robust military options to address North Korea’s growing 

threat. This has resulted in a lack of consensus within the UNSC, leading to inconsistent 

responses and a lack of coherent strategy for dealing with the North Korean nuclear issue. 

The veto power of China and Russia has often been a key obstacle to any significant UNSC 

action that might involve military intervention or comprehensive sanctions. 

This political deadlock has severely hindered the UNSC’s effectiveness, with the Security 

Council unable to present a unified front or deliver meaningful action in response to North 

Korea’s provocations. While the UNSC has repeatedly condemned North Korea’s nuclear 

tests and missile launches, its resolutions have often been watered down to ensure that they 

receive the approval of all five permanent members, resulting in measures that have not been 

strong enough to compel North Korea to abandon its nuclear ambitions. 

 

3. Economic Sanctions: A Double-Edged Sword 

The UNSC’s use of sanctions against North Korea has been one of its primary tools for 

attempting to curb the regime’s nuclear program. Over the years, the UN Security Council 

has imposed several rounds of sanctions, targeting a range of North Korean activities, 

including arms trade, financial transactions, and the regime’s access to goods essential for 

nuclear weapons development. These sanctions have had a significant impact on North 

Korea’s economy, particularly in terms of its trade and access to international markets. 

However, the effectiveness of these sanctions has been widely debated. While sanctions have 

succeeded in hurting the North Korean economy, they have not deterred the regime from 

continuing its nuclear tests and weapons development. North Korea has demonstrated an 

ability to circumvent sanctions, relying on its black market activities and the support of 

China and Russia to mitigate the effects. As a result, the UNSC's sanctions have often been 

viewed as a symbolic measure rather than a powerful tool capable of forcing North Korea to 

change its behavior. 

Moreover, the humanitarian consequences of these sanctions have raised ethical concerns, 

as they have contributed to widespread poverty and suffering among the civilian 

population, while the regime’s military priorities remain largely unaffected. This has led 

some to question the moral efficacy of the UNSC's approach and whether sanctions alone 

can truly change the behavior of a regime that is deeply committed to maintaining its nuclear 

arsenal. 

 

4. Diplomatic Engagement: The Failed Denuclearization Talks 

Efforts at diplomatic engagement have also played a prominent role in the UNSC’s 

approach to North Korea’s nuclear program. Over the years, the Six-Party Talks, involving 

North Korea, South Korea, China, Japan, Russia, and the United States, were seen as the best 

hope for achieving a peaceful resolution to the crisis. These talks aimed to provide security 

guarantees and economic aid in exchange for North Korea’s commitment to 

denuclearization. 
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However, the Six-Party Talks collapsed after North Korea conducted a series of nuclear 

tests in the mid-2000s, and subsequent efforts at diplomatic negotiations have similarly 

failed to produce any meaningful agreement. The UNSC's diplomatic efforts have been 

undermined by North Korea’s continued insistence on maintaining its nuclear program, while 

the international community remains divided on how best to address the issue. The Trump 

administration's summit diplomacy with Kim Jong-un, while momentarily promising, 

ended without significant progress, highlighting the deep-rooted challenges in the diplomatic 

process. 

The failure of diplomacy has also been compounded by North Korea’s unpredictable 

behavior, including its willingness to engage in talks while simultaneously advancing its 

nuclear capabilities. The UNSC has found itself caught between the desire for a diplomatic 

solution and the recognition that North Korea’s nuclear program presents an 

unprecedented security threat that cannot be addressed through dialogue alone. 

 

Conclusion: The UNSC’s Struggle to Act 

The UNSC’s response to North Korea’s nuclear program has been marked by 

inconsistent action, political divisions, and ineffective measures. Despite imposing a series 

of sanctions and calling for diplomatic solutions, the UNSC has failed to curb North 

Korea's nuclear ambitions. The veto power of China and Russia, along with the regime’s 

defiance of international pressure, has made it difficult for the UN Security Council to 

present a united front or take decisive action. 

As North Korea continues to advance its nuclear weapons program, the UNSC’s struggle to 

act remains one of the most significant challenges to global peace and security. The long-

term implications of this failure will likely continue to reverberate through the international 

system, raising important questions about the UNSC's effectiveness and the limitations of 

international diplomacy in dealing with rogue states. Ultimately, the UNSC's response to 

North Korea’s nuclear ambitions serves as a reminder of the complex realities of global 

governance and the difficulties in achieving consensus on the most pressing issues of 

international security. 
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1. The Development of North Korea’s Nuclear Weapons 

North Korea’s pursuit of nuclear weapons has been one of the most concerning and persistent 

threats to international security over the past several decades. Despite numerous efforts by the 

international community, particularly the UN Security Council (UNSC), to prevent the 

proliferation of nuclear weapons, North Korea has managed to develop an advanced and 

operational nuclear weapons program. This section examines the key stages in the 

development of North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, its motivations, and the 

international response. 

 

Early Beginnings: 1950s-1970s – Laying the Groundwork for a Nuclear Program 

North Korea’s interest in nuclear weapons dates back to the 1950s, when it began to lay the 

groundwork for what would eventually become its nuclear weapons program. Initially, North 

Korea’s pursuit of nuclear capabilities was driven by a desire for technological development 

rather than military ambitions. Kim Il-sung, the first leader of North Korea, sought to 

enhance his country’s technological capabilities through cooperation with the Soviet Union 

and China. 

In the early years, North Korea received assistance from the Soviet Union, which provided 

support for its nuclear energy program, including the construction of a nuclear research 

reactor in Yongbyon in the early 1960s. The reactor was initially intended for peaceful 

purposes, such as energy production and scientific research. However, it later became clear 

that the regime intended to use this technology as a stepping stone to develop nuclear 

weapons. 

By the 1970s, North Korea had begun to focus more on weaponization, and Kim Il-sung 

made nuclear weapons a priority in the country’s strategic objectives. The regime pursued its 

nuclear program covertly, driven by the belief that nuclear weapons would provide the 

necessary deterrent against its southern neighbor, South Korea, and the United States, which 

it viewed as its primary adversaries. 

 

The 1980s-1990s – Testing and Escalation 

In the 1980s, North Korea began taking significant steps toward developing its nuclear 

weapons program. Yongbyon, which had been the site of North Korea's early nuclear 

research, became the focal point for the development of nuclear bomb-making technology. 

During this period, North Korea built a reprocessing facility that would allow it to extract 

plutonium from spent nuclear fuel, a crucial step in the production of nuclear weapons. 

By the late 1980s, there were signs that North Korea was seeking to build nuclear weapons, 

despite its commitment to international nuclear agreements. North Korea's leadership 

refused to adhere to international safeguards and began to focus more on weaponizing its 

nuclear technology. 
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In 1993, North Korea’s nuclear ambitions became a global issue when it threatened to 

withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), a multilateral treaty aimed at 

preventing the spread of nuclear weapons. This move raised alarm in the international 

community, especially among the United States, South Korea, and other countries in the 

Asia-Pacific region. 

To avert a crisis, the United States and North Korea entered into a series of diplomatic 

negotiations. These talks led to the 1994 Agreed Framework, under which North Korea 

agreed to freeze its nuclear weapons program in exchange for the provision of light-water 

reactors for energy production, as well as heavy fuel oil shipments. Despite this agreement, 

the situation remained fragile, with both sides accusing each other of failing to live up to their 

commitments. 

 

The 2000s – The Nuclear Tests Begin 

North Korea’s nuclear weapons ambitions became an open secret in the early 2000s, with the 

regime increasingly testing its nuclear capabilities. In 2003, North Korea withdrew from the 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and restarted its nuclear weapons program. In 2006, 

North Korea conducted its first nuclear test, a significant escalation that demonstrated its 

growing nuclear capability and its intention to pursue nuclear weapons regardless of 

international pressure. 

The UNSC responded to the 2006 nuclear test with a series of sanctions aimed at punishing 

North Korea for violating the international nuclear nonproliferation regime. These sanctions 

targeted North Korea’s military capabilities, including restrictions on its nuclear and 

missile technology. Despite these efforts, North Korea continued to pursue nuclear weapons, 

conducting a series of further nuclear tests in subsequent years. 

 

The 2010s – Advancements and Global Alarm 

By the 2010s, North Korea’s nuclear weapons program had made significant advancements, 

with the country conducting multiple successful nuclear tests. In 2013, North Korea tested a 

nuclear device that it claimed was a hydrogen bomb, marking a major leap in the 

sophistication of its nuclear arsenal. This test, along with subsequent missile launches, 

confirmed that North Korea was no longer merely pursuing nuclear weapons for deterrence; 

it was moving closer to achieving its goal of developing an intercontinental ballistic missile 

(ICBM) capable of reaching the United States. 

The development of North Korea's ICBM technology was a critical development in the 

program, as it dramatically increased the potential threat posed by the country. The ability to 

launch nuclear warheads long distances made North Korea’s nuclear program a major global 

security concern. In 2017, North Korea conducted its most powerful nuclear test yet, which it 

claimed was a thermonuclear bomb with a yield of 250 kilotons. 

The UNSC responded by imposing tougher sanctions, including financial restrictions and 

bans on exports, and called for renewed diplomatic engagement. However, these measures 



 

Page | 146  
 

failed to stop North Korea's nuclear progress. At the same time, China and Russia, as key 

allies of North Korea, were often hesitant to impose full-scale sanctions that could destabilize 

the region. 

 

The 2020s – Stalemate and Diplomatic Efforts 

In the 2020s, the situation remained largely stagnant, with North Korea continuing to advance 

its nuclear and missile programs despite ongoing sanctions. The international community, led 

by the UNSC, found itself at an impasse, unable to compel North Korea to halt its nuclear 

activities. North Korea continued to assert its right to develop nuclear weapons for self-

defense, arguing that it needed them to deter the United States and maintain sovereignty. 

Efforts at diplomatic engagement, including summits between Kim Jong-un and U.S. 

President Donald Trump, failed to produce any tangible results on denuclearization. North 

Korea resumed missile testing and made significant advancements in nuclear weapons 

technology, signaling that the regime had little interest in abandoning its nuclear program 

without substantial concessions. 

 

Conclusion 

The development of North Korea's nuclear weapons program represents one of the most 

challenging and persistent issues in international security. Despite numerous diplomatic 

efforts, economic sanctions, and UNSC resolutions, North Korea has remained steadfast in its 

pursuit of nuclear capabilities. The evolution of North Korea's nuclear weapons program 

highlights the difficulty in addressing the ambitions of a state that is isolated from much of 

the international community and willing to endure significant economic hardship to achieve 

its goals. 

The UNSC's responses have been varied but ultimately ineffective in halting North Korea’s 

nuclear progress. As the regime continues to advance its nuclear capabilities, the international 

community faces an ongoing challenge in devising a strategy that can compel North Korea to 

abandon its nuclear ambitions while ensuring regional stability and security. 
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2. The UNSC’s Sanctions and Diplomatic Efforts 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been at the forefront of international 

efforts to curb North Korea’s nuclear weapons development. Since North Korea’s first 

nuclear test in 2006, the UNSC has imposed a series of sanctions aimed at limiting North 

Korea's ability to further its nuclear ambitions. These sanctions, alongside diplomatic efforts, 

have become the primary tools through which the UNSC has tried to compel North Korea to 

cease its nuclear weapons program. This section examines the various sanctions imposed on 

North Korea, their effectiveness, and the diplomatic efforts to resolve the crisis. 

 

Sanctions Imposed by the UNSC 

The UNSC has implemented a progressively tougher series of sanctions against North 

Korea, designed to target its nuclear and missile programs, as well as to restrict its access to 

resources and international trade. The sanctions have evolved over time in response to North 

Korea’s continued nuclear and missile tests and its defiance of international norms. 

 

1. Initial Sanctions (2006-2013) 

The first UNSC sanctions against North Korea were imposed after its first nuclear test in 

2006. Resolution 1718 (2006) banned all nuclear-related imports and exports, froze the 

assets of individuals and entities linked to the nuclear weapons program, and imposed a 

military embargo on North Korea. Despite these initial sanctions, North Korea continued its 

nuclear program and carried out additional tests. 

In 2009, following a second nuclear test, the UNSC passed Resolution 1874, which 

expanded the sanctions to include a ban on financial transactions with entities linked to 

North Korea's nuclear and missile programs and authorized member states to inspect cargo 

shipments going to and from North Korea. 

 

2. Expanded Sanctions (2013-2017) 

North Korea's nuclear tests in 2013 and 2016 led the UNSC to impose stronger measures. In 

2016, after North Korea’s fourth nuclear test, Resolution 2270 introduced some of the most 

comprehensive sanctions yet, including: 

 Banning all exports of coal, iron ore, and other minerals from North Korea, which 

were key sources of income for the regime. 

 Freezing assets of companies and individuals involved in the weapons programs. 

 Imposing a limit on North Korea’s oil imports and banning the export of luxury 

goods. 
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This resolution also included measures to further restrict North Korea’s access to 

international financial institutions. Despite the tightening of sanctions, North Korea 

continued to advance its nuclear weapons program, prompting further UNSC action. 

 

3. The Toughest Sanctions (2017-Present) 

In 2017, North Korea carried out its sixth nuclear test, which it claimed was a hydrogen 

bomb, and tested its most powerful missile to date. In response, the UNSC imposed its most 

severe sanctions to date under Resolution 2375. This resolution included: 

 Banning all textile exports from North Korea, a major source of foreign currency. 

 Reducing the amount of refined petroleum products allowed to be imported into 

North Korea to just 500,000 barrels per year, and restricting crude oil imports to 4 

million barrels annually. 

 Banning the hiring of North Korean labor abroad, which had been another 

important source of foreign currency for the regime. 

Despite the severity of these sanctions, China and Russia, both permanent members of the 

UNSC with veto power, have been reluctant to enforce them fully, given their economic ties 

with North Korea. 

 

Diplomatic Efforts by the UNSC 

Alongside sanctions, the UNSC has also engaged in diplomatic efforts to resolve the North 

Korean nuclear issue, but these efforts have faced significant challenges, particularly due to 

the complex regional dynamics and North Korea’s intransigence. 

 

1. The Six-Party Talks (2003-2009) 

The Six-Party Talks were a significant diplomatic initiative that involved North Korea, 

South Korea, Japan, the United States, China, and Russia. The aim was to negotiate a 

denuclearization agreement and ensure regional security. In 2005, North Korea agreed to 

abandon its nuclear weapons program in exchange for energy aid and security guarantees. 

However, North Korea walked away from the talks in 2009 after conducting a missile test, 

and the negotiations effectively collapsed. 

 

2. The Agreed Framework (1994) 

While not part of the UNSC’s direct actions, it is important to mention the Agreed 

Framework signed between the United States and North Korea in 1994. Under this 

agreement, North Korea agreed to freeze its nuclear weapons program in exchange for aid, 

including the construction of light-water reactors for peaceful nuclear energy. The 
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agreement, however, eventually broke down after North Korea violated its commitments, 

leading to an escalation in the development of its nuclear weapons program. 

 

3. The United States and North Korea Summits (2018-2019) 

In recent years, diplomatic efforts have been led by individual countries, particularly the 

United States. In 2018, North Korean leader Kim Jong-un and U.S. President Donald 

Trump held a historic summit in Singapore, marking the first-ever meeting between a sitting 

U.S. president and a North Korean leader. The summit led to an agreement for the 

denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, but no concrete steps were taken, and the second 

summit in Hanoi, Vietnam, in 2019, ended without any progress. 

The UNSC largely endorsed these talks, but there were significant concerns over the lack of 

clear outcomes. The China-Russia axis within the UNSC pushed for lifting some sanctions 

in exchange for North Korea's engagement in dialogue, while the United States and South 

Korea remained firm on sanctions until concrete steps toward denuclearization were made. 

 

Challenges and Limitations of the UNSC’s Efforts 

Despite the UNSC's sanctions and diplomatic efforts, there have been several key 

challenges in addressing North Korea’s nuclear program: 

 Veto Power and Geopolitical Tensions: The UNSC's ability to act effectively has 

often been undermined by the veto power of its permanent members, particularly 

China and Russia. Both countries have economic ties with North Korea and are 

reluctant to impose harsh sanctions that could destabilize the region. 

 North Korea’s Defiance: North Korea has demonstrated a willingness to endure 

significant economic hardship rather than abandon its nuclear weapons ambitions, 

making it difficult for sanctions to have the desired effect. 

 Lack of Unified International Response: While the UNSC has acted decisively with 

sanctions, there has been a lack of unity in the broader international community 

regarding how best to handle North Korea, especially between Western powers and 

China/Russia. 

 North Korea’s Tactical Diplomacy: North Korea has engaged in diplomatic talks to 

buy time while continuing its nuclear and missile tests, undermining the efficacy of 

international diplomacy. 

 

Conclusion 

The UNSC's sanctions and diplomatic efforts have been significant in addressing the 

challenge posed by North Korea's nuclear weapons program, but they have not been fully 

effective in halting the country’s progress. The imposition of increasingly severe sanctions 

has placed significant economic strain on North Korea, but the regime's leadership remains 

committed to its nuclear ambitions, seeing them as vital for its survival and deterrence against 
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perceived threats. The UNSC has struggled to bridge the geopolitical divide between its 

permanent members and has faced challenges in devising a coherent and successful strategy. 

Moving forward, it will require renewed diplomatic engagement and multilateral 

cooperation to resolve the nuclear crisis on the Korean Peninsula, but this remains a difficult 

and unresolved issue in global diplomacy. 
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3. The Challenges of Uniting the Security Council 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is often regarded as the world’s primary 

institution for maintaining international peace and security. However, the Council's ability to 

effectively address global crises is often hampered by division and in-fighting among its 

members, particularly the permanent members with veto power. The challenge of uniting 

the Security Council is not merely a theoretical issue, but one that plays out in real-world 

situations, where geopolitical interests, national priorities, and differing worldviews often 

lead to deadlock and inaction. 

This section explores the dynamics of division within the UNSC, the obstacles to 

achieving consensus, and the implications for international peacekeeping efforts. 

 

1. The Role of Veto Power in Shaping UNSC Decision-Making 

One of the primary sources of division within the UNSC is the veto power granted to the five 

permanent members: the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom. 

This power enables any of these five members to unilaterally block a substantive resolution, 

regardless of the support it may receive from the other members. This creates an inherent 

imbalance in the decision-making process and often leads to paralysis in times of crisis. 

 Geopolitical Interests: The veto power allows the permanent members to safeguard 

their national interests. For example, during the Syrian Civil War, Russia used its 

veto to block resolutions aimed at holding the Syrian regime accountable for 

atrocities, citing its alliance with the Syrian government. On the other hand, the 

United States has similarly used its veto to protect its allies, such as Israel, from 

resolutions that it perceives as unfavorable. 

 A Clash of Ideologies: The differing political ideologies and national priorities of 

the permanent members further complicate the decision-making process. For instance, 

the U.S. and China have often found themselves on opposite sides of issues ranging 

from trade disputes to human rights concerns, making it difficult to reach a 

consensus on issues that require decisive action. 

 Regional Alliances and Interests: The permanent members often act in alignment 

with their regional alliances, which further limits the possibility of compromise. For 

example, Russia and China are generally more supportive of North Korea, while the 

U.S. and South Korea are typically aligned on sanctions against the regime. This 

divide has led to inconsistent and ineffective responses to North Korea’s nuclear 

ambitions. 

 

2. The Impact of National Interests on UNSC Effectiveness 

While the Security Council is meant to serve as a body that prioritizes international peace and 

security, in practice, the national interests of its members often take precedence. The five 

permanent members and the non-permanent members each have their own goals and 

priorities, which can result in a lack of cohesive action on key global issues. 
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 Differing Approaches to Conflict Resolution: For example, the UNSC has faced 

repeated difficulties in resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict due to a deep 

division between the U.S. and other members, especially when it comes to issues such 

as Israeli settlements in the West Bank and the right of return for Palestinian 

refugees. The United States has historically shielded Israel from UNSC resolutions 

condemning its actions, while other members, especially Arab states and some 

European nations, have advocated for stronger measures against Israeli policies. 

 Resource-Driven Conflicts: In some cases, the national interests of Council members 

may be linked to natural resources or strategic positioning. For instance, the 

United States and its allies have often opposed actions that might affect their access 

to oil and gas resources in the Middle East, while Russia’s interests in maintaining its 

influence in former Soviet states have led to friction in addressing conflicts such as 

the Ukraine crisis. 

 The Global South vs. the West: Many of the issues that are raised in the Security 

Council often pit the interests of Western powers against the concerns of the Global 

South. For instance, when it comes to interventions in African states, there is often 

criticism from African nations that the West, particularly the U.S., is pushing its own 

agenda in ways that do not always benefit the local populations. Conversely, many 

Western nations see African governments as either too weak or too corrupt to 

handle their internal issues effectively, which further deepens the divide. 

 

3. The Influence of Regional Powers and Their Strategic Interests 

In addition to the permanent members, regional powers wield significant influence over the 

UNSC’s decisions. These countries often seek to promote policies that protect their strategic 

interests in their respective regions, further complicating the Council’s ability to act 

decisively. 

 China’s Influence in East Asia: As a rising global power, China has significant 

influence in the UNSC, particularly with regard to East Asian issues. Beijing’s 

support for North Korea has, on several occasions, blocked stronger sanctions or 

actions against the regime. Similarly, China has opposed measures related to Taiwan 

or Hong Kong, areas where its sovereignty and domestic policy are fiercely 

protected. 

 Russia’s Influence in Eastern Europe and the Middle East: Russia has 

consistently used its veto power to protect its interests in regions like Eastern Europe 

and the Middle East, often siding with governments that support its political or 

economic interests. This was evident in Syria, where Russia blocked UNSC 

resolutions condemning the Bashar al-Assad regime’s use of chemical weapons, as 

well as in its actions concerning Ukraine. Russia’s actions often provoke tension with 

Western powers, further limiting the potential for the UNSC to act cohesively. 

 The Role of Emerging Powers: Emerging powers, such as India, Brazil, and South 

Africa, have increasingly voiced their frustration with the dominance of the 

permanent members and their lack of influence within the UNSC. Many of these 

countries argue that the structure of the Council is outdated and that they should have 

a more significant role in decision-making processes, especially on issues like climate 

change, global health, and peacekeeping. 
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4. The Influence of UN Reform Debates on Consensus Building 

The debate over UN reform, particularly in relation to the Security Council’s structure, has 

become another source of division. Many countries, particularly from the Global South, have 

argued for a more democratic and representative Council, with a rethinking of the veto 

system. Proposals for reform often include: 

 Expanding the Permanent Membership: Calls to expand the permanent 

membership to include countries like Germany, India, Brazil, and Japan are 

frequently raised. Proponents argue that the current structure is reflective of the post-

World War II order and no longer represents the geopolitical realities of today. 

 Limiting or Abolishing the Veto Power: Some have called for a reduction or 

elimination of veto power, which they argue would make the UNSC more responsive 

and less prone to inaction. 

However, reform has proven difficult due to opposition from current permanent members, 

who are reluctant to dilute their power. As a result, the inability to reform the UNSC has led 

to frustration, especially among middle and small states, who feel marginalized by the 

current system. 

 

Conclusion 

The challenge of uniting the United Nations Security Council is deeply rooted in the 

geopolitical realities of the international system. The veto power granted to the permanent 

members, along with competing national interests, regional alliances, and the lack of 

reform, creates a system where the UNSC is often unable to act decisively and cohesively. 

While the UNSC plays an essential role in maintaining international peace and security, its 

divisions undermine its ability to respond effectively to global crises. The long-term 

effectiveness of the Security Council will depend on whether it can overcome these 

challenges, engage in meaningful reform, and find ways to build consensus amid the 

complex landscape of international politics. 
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4. How Effective Has the UNSC Been in Containing North 

Korea? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has faced significant challenges in its efforts to 

contain North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, despite being tasked with maintaining 

international peace and security. While the UNSC has implemented a series of sanctions and 

made diplomatic efforts, its overall effectiveness in curbing North Korea’s nuclear ambitions 

has been limited. This section will examine the role of the UNSC in the North Korean 

nuclear crisis, the measures taken to address the threat, and the challenges that have 

hindered the Council’s ability to achieve its objectives. 

 

1. The Escalation of North Korea’s Nuclear Program 

North Korea’s nuclear ambitions have been a longstanding issue on the international agenda. 

The country has pursued a nuclear weapons program for decades, with its first successful 

nuclear test conducted in 2006. The escalation of North Korea’s nuclear tests and missile 

launches has led to widespread concern about regional and global security. Over the years, 

the UNSC has taken various actions in response to these developments, but it has struggled to 

prevent the continued advancement of North Korea’s capabilities. 

 2006-2017 Nuclear Tests: North Korea’s consistent testing of nuclear weapons, 

particularly from 2006 to 2017, demonstrated its growing nuclear capability. Despite 

repeated condemnations by the UNSC and the implementation of sanctions, North 

Korea continued its nuclear and missile tests, showcasing its defiance in the face of 

international pressure. 

 Missile Tests: Alongside nuclear testing, North Korea has tested a series of ballistic 

missiles, some of which have the potential to reach distant countries, including the 

United States. These missile tests have raised alarms about the regime’s intent and its 

increasing ability to project power beyond the Korean Peninsula. 

 

2. The UNSC’s Sanctions and Diplomatic Measures 

In response to North Korea’s nuclear provocations, the UNSC has imposed a series of 

sanctions aimed at limiting the country’s ability to advance its weapons program and reduce 

its resources. These sanctions have focused on various areas, including trade, military 

equipment, and financial transactions. 

 Sanctions on Trade and Resources: The UNSC has imposed strict trade 

restrictions on North Korea, including limiting its access to oil and other vital 

resources, as well as banning the export of coal, iron, textiles, and other goods. The 

goal of these sanctions has been to cripple North Korea’s economy, reduce the 

regime’s access to funding, and cut off resources critical to the development of 

weapons of mass destruction. 

 Military Sanctions: The UNSC has also imposed sanctions on military-related 

goods. This includes banning the sale of conventional weapons and military 
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technology to North Korea, as well as restricting its ability to acquire materials 

necessary for the construction of nuclear weapons. Despite these measures, North 

Korea has often found ways to circumvent sanctions by relying on black market 

transactions and illicit trade networks. 

 Diplomatic Efforts: In addition to sanctions, the UNSC has attempted diplomatic 

solutions, particularly in the form of summits and negotiations. One of the most 

notable efforts was the 2018 summit between North Korean leader Kim Jong-un and 

U.S. President Donald Trump, which raised hopes for diplomatic engagement. 

However, subsequent talks failed to produce lasting agreements, and North Korea 

resumed testing its missiles and nuclear devices. 

 

3. Challenges in Achieving UNSC Consensus on North Korea 

While the UNSC has passed numerous resolutions addressing North Korea’s nuclear 

program, the Council has faced significant challenges in achieving consensus and 

maintaining a unified approach to the crisis. These challenges have undermined the UNSC’s 

ability to effectively contain North Korea’s nuclear ambitions. 

 Division Among Permanent Members: The veto power held by the five permanent 

members—the U.S., Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom—has often 

led to diplomatic deadlock. Notably, China and Russia have often been more 

reluctant to implement harsh sanctions on North Korea. As North Korea’s largest 

trading partner, China has consistently sought to balance its support for sanctions 

with its desire to maintain stability on its border and preserve its economic relations 

with Pyongyang. Similarly, Russia has shown a degree of leniency toward North 

Korea, calling for more diplomatic engagement rather than intensified sanctions. 

 China’s Role: China’s position has been a central factor in shaping the UNSC’s 

response to North Korea. While China supports denuclearization, it also fears the 

potential consequences of a collapse of the North Korean regime, including the 

possibility of refugee flows and the destabilization of its border region. Consequently, 

China has often used its veto power or influence within the UNSC to moderate the 

severity of sanctions, favoring diplomatic negotiations over military action. 

 North Korea’s Diplomatic Maneuvering: North Korea has also been adept at 

leveraging diplomatic openings to divide the UNSC. The country has engaged in a 

series of summits and talks with the U.S., South Korea, and other countries, using 

these interactions to signal its willingness to engage while continuing to advance its 

nuclear capabilities in the background. This strategy has allowed North Korea to 

delay and undermine the effectiveness of UNSC measures by casting doubt on the 

possibility of a peaceful resolution. 

 

4. The Limitations of UNSC Actions and the Future of Containment 

Despite the efforts of the UNSC, North Korea’s nuclear program continues to advance. The 

sanctions, while having a negative impact on the country’s economy, have not been 

sufficient to halt its weapons development or prompt Pyongyang to abandon its nuclear 
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ambitions. The effectiveness of UNSC actions in containing North Korea has been limited 

for several reasons: 

 Evasion of Sanctions: North Korea has demonstrated an ability to evade sanctions, 

often by relying on illicit trade and smuggling networks. These networks allow the 

regime to circumvent restrictions on imports and exports, thereby maintaining a 

supply of materials necessary for nuclear development. 

 Lack of Enforcement: The effectiveness of UNSC sanctions has been compromised 

by the lack of effective enforcement mechanisms. While the UNSC can impose 

sanctions, it has struggled to ensure that these measures are fully implemented, 

particularly in regions where North Korea has clandestine trade relationships. 

 Geopolitical Rivalries: The geopolitical rivalries between China, Russia, and the 

West have hindered the UNSC’s ability to present a united front in dealing with North 

Korea. While the U.S. and its allies push for tougher sanctions, China and Russia have 

advocated for a more diplomatic approach, which has contributed to a fragmented and 

inconsistent response. 

 North Korea’s Resilience: Ultimately, North Korea’s resilience and determination 

to continue its nuclear program, despite sanctions and diplomatic pressure, have 

shown the limits of UNSC action. While international pressure has slowed the 

regime’s progress at times, it has not been able to completely curtail its nuclear 

ambitions. 

 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s efforts to contain North Korea’s nuclear program have been marked by a 

combination of sanctions, diplomatic initiatives, and political deadlock. Despite repeated 

resolutions and measures, the nuclearization of North Korea has continued largely unabated. 

The divisions within the Security Council, particularly between the U.S., China, and Russia, 

have severely hindered the effectiveness of the UNSC in addressing the threat posed by North 

Korea. While sanctions have undoubtedly had some impact on North Korea’s economy, they 

have not been sufficient to alter the regime’s course. Ultimately, the UNSC’s efforts to 

contain North Korea highlight the limitations of the current international system in dealing 

with rogue states and nuclear proliferation. 
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Chapter 11: The Libya Intervention: From 

Revolution to Chaos 

The Libyan Intervention of 2011 remains one of the most controversial and divisive 

decisions in the history of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). What was initially 

framed as a humanitarian intervention to protect civilians from the regime of Muammar 

Gaddafi evolved into a protracted and destructive conflict that left Libya in a state of 

political instability and chaos. This chapter examines the UNSC's involvement in Libya, 

the decision-making process behind the intervention, and the consequences that followed. It 

analyzes how the international community, led by the UNSC, wrestled with the complexity of 

intervening in a sovereign state during a popular uprising, only to see the situation spiral into 

a prolonged civil war and failed state. 

 

1. The Context: The Arab Spring and the Fall of Gaddafi 

In early 2011, the Arab Spring movement, which began as protests in Tunisia and spread 

across the Middle East and North Africa, reached Libya. What started as peaceful protests 

against Muammar Gaddafi’s 42-year regime quickly escalated into violent clashes. The 

Libyan government’s response, including the use of force against unarmed civilians, led to 

widespread international condemnation. 

 Protests and Repression: In February 2011, protests erupted in Libya, inspired by 

the overthrow of long-standing authoritarian regimes in Tunisia and Egypt. Gaddafi’s 

government reacted with force, leading to hundreds of civilian casualties and creating 

an escalating humanitarian crisis. 

 The International Call for Action: As violence escalated, reports emerged of 

government forces attacking civilians, including the use of airstrikes on peaceful 

protesters and opposition-held areas. The UN was increasingly called upon to take 

action to prevent a massacre of civilians, particularly in the eastern city of Benghazi, 

which was the center of opposition to Gaddafi's regime. 

 

2. UNSC Resolution 1973: Authorization for Military Intervention 

On March 17, 2011, the UNSC passed Resolution 1973, which authorized the use of force to 

protect civilians and enforce a no-fly zone over Libya. The resolution was passed with 

strong support, but it was not without controversy. China and Russia abstained from the 

vote, signaling their hesitation to endorse military intervention in a sovereign state. 

 The Humanitarian Imperative: The UNSC’s justification for intervention was based 

on the principle of Responsibility to Protect (R2P), which argues that the 

international community has a moral obligation to protect civilians from crimes 

against humanity when the national government is unwilling or unable to do so. The 

growing concern over civilian casualties in Libya, particularly in Benghazi, played a 

significant role in securing support for the intervention. 
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 The No-Fly Zone: The no-fly zone was intended to prevent Gaddafi’s air force from 

attacking opposition-held areas. In addition to the no-fly zone, the resolution also 

authorized the use of all necessary measures to protect civilians, which was 

understood to include airstrikes and military support for the rebels. 

 The Role of NATO: Although the resolution was an authorization by the UNSC, the 

NATO-led coalition took the lead in carrying out military operations. NATO 

launched airstrikes against Gaddafi's forces, helping the opposition to gain control of 

key cities, including Tripoli, and eventually leading to Gaddafi's fall. 

 

3. The Fall of Gaddafi and the Aftermath 

In August 2011, Gaddafi’s regime was overthrown, and he was killed by rebel forces in 

October 2011. While the intervention initially achieved its objective of ousting Gaddafi and 

protecting civilians, it also paved the way for a much more complex and enduring crisis. 

 The Power Vacuum: After Gaddafi’s death, Libya descended into a power vacuum. 

The country lacked strong, centralized governance, and various militias and factions 

vied for control. The UNSC’s decision to intervene in the conflict did not anticipate 

the subsequent chaos and the failure to establish a functioning government in the 

aftermath of Gaddafi's overthrow. 

 Rise of Militias and Fragmentation: Various armed groups, including former rebel 

factions, Islamic militants, and tribal groups, began to fight for control of the 

country’s vast oil reserves and political power. The country fractured into competing 

regions, each controlled by different militias, creating severe instability. 

 The Establishment of Rival Governments: By 2014, two rival governments 

emerged: one based in Tripoli, which was backed by militias, and another in Tobruk, 

recognized by the international community. The ensuing civil war between these 

factions created a prolonged conflict that continues to this day. 

 

4. The UNSC’s Response to the Crisis: Failures and Criticisms 

While the initial intervention achieved its stated goal of preventing a humanitarian 

catastrophe, the aftermath of Gaddafi’s fall has been widely criticized, both for its failure to 

stabilize the country and for the long-term consequences of regime change. 

 Lack of Post-Conflict Planning: One of the primary criticisms of the intervention 

was the lack of a clear post-conflict strategy. The UNSC authorized military 

intervention but did not adequately plan for the transition to a stable, democratic 

government after Gaddafi’s ouster. The absence of a clear governance framework left 

a power vacuum that various armed groups exploited. 

 The Prolonged Civil War: Following the fall of Gaddafi, Libya spiraled into a 

protracted civil war, with no single faction able to assert control over the country. 

The instability created fertile ground for terrorist groups, including ISIS, to gain a 

foothold in the region, further destabilizing the country. 

 Effectiveness of UNSC Measures: The UNSC did not take significant steps to 

resolve the political crisis in Libya after Gaddafi’s fall. Despite passing resolutions 
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calling for a political solution, there was little consensus or coherent action taken by 

the international community to help broker peace among the warring factions. 

 

Conclusion: Lessons Learned and Ongoing Challenges 

The Libya intervention serves as a cautionary tale for the international community. While 

the initial military action prevented mass atrocities and helped oust a brutal dictator, the lack 

of foresight and adequate post-intervention planning led to long-term instability, 

humanitarian crises, and a failed state. The intervention underscored the need for the 

UNSC to not only authorize military action but also to ensure that adequate measures are in 

place to build a peaceful, functioning society in the aftermath of regime change. 

Libya’s descent into chaos also highlighted the dangers of regime change without a coherent 

plan for governance, the complexities of intervening in civil wars, and the unintended 

consequences that can arise when an intervention does not account for the country’s internal 

dynamics. These lessons continue to influence discussions about humanitarian intervention 

and the role of the UNSC in addressing conflicts in other parts of the world. 

As Libya continues to grapple with internal divisions and foreign interventions, the UNSC 

faces ongoing challenges in rebuilding the country and securing a lasting peace. The case of 

Libya serves as a reminder of the complexity and unintended consequences of intervention 

in conflicts and underscores the need for more comprehensive and strategic planning in 

international interventions to avoid creating further instability in the future. 
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1. The Arab Spring and the UNSC’s Initial Support 

The Arab Spring was a series of anti-government uprisings, protests, and rebellions that 

spread across the Arab world beginning in December 2010, ultimately leading to significant 

political upheaval in multiple countries. Inspired by the Tunisia revolution that successfully 

ousted President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, similar protests took root in Egypt, Libya, Syria, 

Yemen, and other nations. These revolts were driven by widespread dissatisfaction with 

autocratic rule, economic inequality, corruption, and human rights abuses. In the case of 

Libya, these protests eventually escalated into violent confrontations between citizens and 

the government of Muammar Gaddafi, who had been in power for over 40 years. 

The UNSC’s initial response to the Arab Spring was one of cautious support for the 

aspirations of the protestors, combined with concern over the violent crackdown by 

authoritarian regimes. The global community, including the UNSC, found itself facing a 

dilemma: to support popular movements for democratic reform while avoiding the violation 

of sovereignty and ensuring regional stability. 

The UNSC’s Early Response in Libya 

The Libyan uprising in 2011 became one of the first crises in which the UNSC had to 

balance its response to the Arab Spring. The regime of Muammar Gaddafi, which had 

initially attempted to suppress the protests through force, escalated its response by unleashing 

heavy artillery, airstrikes, and other forms of repression, especially in opposition strongholds 

like Benghazi. This prompted widespread international condemnation, including from the 

United Nations. 

 UNSC’s Advocacy for Humanitarian Concerns: As reports of civilian casualties 

mounted, the UNSC was urged by several countries and human rights organizations to 

take action. The international community viewed the Libyan government’s violent 

crackdown as a direct threat to the human rights of its citizens and the broader 

stability of the region. The UNSC initially expressed support for the humanitarian 

aspirations of the protesters and condemned the use of force against civilians. The 

UNSC, however, had to tread carefully as any direct intervention could potentially 

destabilize the broader region. 

 Global Consensus for Intervention: Unlike in some other parts of the Arab Spring, 

where international action was delayed or restrained, the UNSC was quick to 

recognize the severity of the situation in Libya. By early March 2011, the UN 

General Assembly had already suspended Libya from the Human Rights Council, 

signaling international condemnation of Gaddafi’s actions. The international 

community increasingly called for military action to protect civilians and prevent 

further atrocities. The UNSC was seen as having a moral duty to intervene, especially 

as the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) principle came to the forefront. 

Resolution 1970 and Initial Sanctions 

On February 26, 2011, the UNSC passed Resolution 1970, imposing sanctions on the 

Libyan government. These included: 

 An arms embargo: Banning the supply of weapons to Gaddafi's regime. 
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 Travel bans and asset freezes: Imposing restrictions on Libyan leaders, including 

Gaddafi himself and his inner circle. 

 Referrals to the International Criminal Court (ICC): The UNSC referred the 

situation in Libya to the ICC, marking one of the first times the UN referred a sitting 

head of state to the court. 

This resolution marked the UNSC’s initial support for action to halt the violence and signal 

its disapproval of Gaddafi's regime. The sanctions were part of an effort to pressure the 

Libyan government and demonstrate the international community’s determination to hold the 

regime accountable for its actions against its own people. 

UNSC Resolution 1973: The Decision to Use Force 

As Gaddafi’s forces began to make significant progress in suppressing opposition and 

retaking rebel-held cities, the UNSC’s position hardened. The escalating violence, 

especially in the city of Benghazi, prompted calls for direct military intervention. The 

UNSC’s initial support for sanctions evolved into backing the use of force to protect 

civilians. 

 Resolution 1973: On March 17, 2011, after weeks of diplomatic negotiations and 

mounting international pressure, the UNSC passed Resolution 1973, authorizing the 

establishment of a no-fly zone over Libya. The resolution also called for the use of all 

necessary means to protect civilians and to prevent further human rights violations 

by Gaddafi’s forces. 

This resolution was passed with 10 votes in favor, and the two permanent members, Russia 

and China, abstained, reflecting their concerns about the use of force and the potential 

consequences for sovereignty. Despite their abstention, the resolution still passed, signaling a 

rare moment of unity in the UNSC on military intervention for humanitarian purposes. 

 

Conclusion: A Moment of Hope and a Warning Sign 

The UNSC’s initial support for the Libyan uprising and its authorizing military action 

were framed as a victory for humanitarian principles. The initial success of the 

intervention seemed to validate the idea that the international community could intervene to 

protect civilians under the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. However, the 

consequences of the intervention soon revealed the complexities and dangers of military 

involvement in civil wars and the lack of post-intervention planning. 

In the case of Libya, the UNSC’s early actions reflected a commitment to human rights and 

the protection of civilians. Yet, the subsequent political chaos, militias vying for power, 

and Libya's ongoing instability proved to be a sobering reminder of the risks inherent in 

intervening in fragile states without a clear strategy for governance and long-term 

peacebuilding. 

The Arab Spring, and Libya’s involvement in it, highlighted the challenges the UNSC faces 

in navigating the delicate balance between intervening for humanitarian reasons and 

avoiding unintended consequences that can undermine the very goals of the intervention. 
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2. The Authorization of Military Intervention 

In the aftermath of escalating violence and a deteriorating humanitarian situation in Libya, 

the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) faced intense pressure from the international 

community to take more decisive action. Gaddafi’s forces were advancing toward Benghazi, 

the stronghold of the Libyan opposition, and the threat to civilians was growing by the day. 

Calls for military intervention became louder, especially after Gaddafi himself issued threats 

to exterminate the rebels and their supporters. 

As the situation continued to spiral, the UNSC took the unprecedented step of authorizing the 

use of military force under Resolution 1973 on March 17, 2011, marking a pivotal moment 

in the history of UN peace and security. 

The Debate Leading to Military Action 

1. Initial Calls for Intervention: 

The international community had been closely monitoring the developments in 

Libya. In the early stages, the focus was on diplomatic and economic measures, 

including sanctions and asset freezes, through UNSC Resolution 1970. However, as 

Gaddafi’s forces intensified their attacks on civilian areas and rebel-held towns, there 

was a growing realization that non-military measures were insufficient. In Benghazi, 

which was under threat of attack by Gaddafi’s advancing forces, the situation became 

increasingly dire. 

2. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P): 

Central to the UNSC’s decision to authorize military intervention was the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which had gained prominence in the 2000s 

as a means of justifying military action in cases of widespread humanitarian crises. 

The principle of R2P posits that if a state fails to protect its citizens from gross human 

rights violations, the international community has the right to intervene, including 

through the use of military force. 

In the case of Libya, the Security Council deemed that the Libyan government, under 

Gaddafi, had not only failed to protect its citizens but was actively engaged in 

perpetrating atrocities against them. This justification was crucial in rallying 

international support for military action. As such, the protection of civilians was 

emphasized as the guiding principle behind the intervention. 

3. Diplomatic Challenges and Strategic Concerns: 

While there was widespread support for protecting Libyan civilians, a significant 

diplomatic debate occurred over the scope and limits of military action. Key concerns 

included the potential for unintended consequences, such as an escalation into full-

blown regime change or the destabilization of neighboring countries. Some members 

of the UNSC, including Russia and China, expressed caution, fearing that the 

resolution could pave the way for unilateral military action beyond what was 

explicitly authorized by the UNSC. 

Others, particularly European powers and the United States, were more supportive of 

a stronger military response, particularly given the urgency of the situation in 

Benghazi. The Arab League also played a crucial role in this process, as it provided 



 

Page | 163  
 

its formal support for international action, giving the intervention a degree of regional 

legitimacy. 

Resolution 1973: The Key Provisions 

UNSC Resolution 1973 was passed with 10 votes in favor, 5 abstentions (including China, 

Russia, India, Brazil, and Germany), and no vetoes. The resolution authorized several 

significant actions: 

1. No-Fly Zone: 

The establishment of a no-fly zone over Libya was one of the central provisions of 

Resolution 1973. This measure aimed to prevent Gaddafi’s forces from using air 

power to attack civilians, rebel positions, and opposition-held cities. The no-fly zone 

was intended to provide a safer environment for civilians, preventing further aerial 

bombardments and the use of military aircraft to suppress the rebellion. 

2. Use of Force: 

The resolution authorized the use of "all necessary means" to protect civilians. This 

phrase was crucial, as it allowed for military action, including airstrikes and the 

targeting of Libyan military installations. The use of force was limited to the 

protection of civilians, and it was meant to avoid direct confrontation with Gaddafi’s 

government or an effort to forcibly remove him from power. 

3. Arms Embargo and Sanctions: 

The resolution reinforced the sanctions and arms embargo outlined in Resolution 

1970, further restricting the ability of the Libyan government to receive military 

supplies and resources. This included targeting individuals associated with the regime, 

freezing their assets, and imposing travel bans. 

4. International Criminal Court (ICC) Referral: 

In addition to military action, the resolution referred the situation in Libya to the 

International Criminal Court (ICC), calling for the prosecution of individuals 

responsible for war crimes and crimes against humanity. This was a key provision that 

underscored the international community’s commitment to ensuring accountability for 

atrocities committed during the conflict. 

The Role of NATO and Coalition Forces 

Following the passing of Resolution 1973, the NATO alliance, in collaboration with other 

countries, took the lead in implementing the military measures authorized by the UNSC. A 

coalition of countries, including France, the UK, the United States, and several Arab nations, 

began military operations aimed at enforcing the no-fly zone and conducting airstrikes 

against Gaddafi’s forces. 

 Operation Unified Protector: 

NATO’s mission in Libya, known as Operation Unified Protector, began on March 

23, 2011. It included airstrikes on Gaddafi’s military assets, such as air defense 

systems, tanks, and artillery, as well as the enforcement of the no-fly zone. The 

intervention initially focused on halting Gaddafi’s military advances and protecting 

civilians in rebel-held areas. 

The Consequences of Authorization 
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1. Successes: 

The military intervention in Libya succeeded in achieving its immediate objectives. 

Gaddafi’s forces were halted, and the no-fly zone was enforced, providing relief to 

opposition-held territories like Benghazi. The intervention prevented the widespread 

slaughter of civilians that Gaddafi had threatened, saving many lives. 

2. Unintended Outcomes: 

While the intervention was initially seen as a success, its long-term consequences 

were more complicated. The overthrow of Gaddafi’s regime left a power vacuum in 

Libya, leading to political instability, the rise of militant groups, and a fragmented 

state that struggled with lawlessness and civil war. The lack of post-intervention 

planning and a coherent strategy for rebuilding Libya contributed to the country’s 

descent into chaos. 

3. Criticism of Regime Change: 

Despite the UNSC’s resolution emphasizing the protection of civilians, the NATO-led 

operation eventually morphed into an effort to overthrow Gaddafi. Critics argue that 

the intervention exceeded the mandate outlined in Resolution 1973 and led to an 

unintended focus on regime change, rather than the protection of Libyan civilians. 

This shift in objectives contributed to long-term instability in Libya and strained 

relations between the UNSC’s members. 

 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s authorization of military intervention in Libya through Resolution 1973 was a 

momentous decision, driven by the need to protect civilians from imminent violence. While it 

succeeded in halting the immediate threat posed by Gaddafi’s forces, the intervention 

ultimately exposed the complexities of military action in fragile states. The absence of a clear 

post-intervention strategy and the unintended consequences of regime change raised critical 

questions about the limits of UNSC-backed military intervention and the responsibility of the 

international community to ensure long-term peace and stability after such actions. 
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3. The Aftermath: The Collapse of the Libyan State 

The intervention in Libya, initially hailed as a success for protecting civilians and toppling a 

brutal dictator, soon gave way to a deeper crisis, one that fundamentally altered the trajectory 

of Libya’s future. The fall of Muammar Gaddafi did not lead to the anticipated democratic 

transition or peace, but instead triggered a period of political instability, civil war, and the 

collapse of state institutions. The collapse of the Libyan state after Gaddafi’s removal was 

marked by the fragmentation of the country, with competing militias, regional factions, and 

foreign interventions contributing to a protracted crisis that continues to this day. 

The Immediate Post-Gaddafi Period: A Power Vacuum 

Following Gaddafi's death in October 2011, Libya descended into chaos. While the National 

Transitional Council (NTC), a coalition of opposition groups, initially took control of the 

country with the support of the international community, it struggled to establish authority 

over the entire nation. Key institutions, such as the military, police, and judiciary, had been 

dismantled under Gaddafi’s regime, leaving the new government with little to no capacity to 

govern effectively. 

 Absence of Central Authority: 

The NTC lacked a coherent plan for nation-building or the establishment of a central 

government. Power was fragmented, with local militias assuming control over 

territories. These militias, many of which had fought in the civil war to oust Gaddafi, 

became the de facto power brokers in the country. Without the authority to disarm or 

integrate these groups into the national defense and security structures, Libya’s 

transition remained unstable. 

 Regional Factions: 

Libya, historically a tribal society, became increasingly divided along regional and 

ethnic lines. The eastern region (Cyrenaica), the western region (Tripolitania), and 

the southern region (Fezzan) each had their own militias, which vied for influence 

and control over oil-rich areas, infrastructure, and other resources. This regional 

divide fueled tensions and made it difficult for any unified government to emerge. 

The Rise of Militias and the Fragmentation of Power 

In the absence of a functioning state, Libya’s militias grew in influence. Initially seen as 

crucial for the success of the rebellion against Gaddafi, these armed groups transformed into 

powerful actors in the post-Gaddafi period. They controlled key cities, ports, and regions 

and operated with impunity, while the government struggled to rein them in. 

 Militias and Tribal Conflicts: 

Some of the most powerful militias emerged from the revolutionary brigades that 

fought Gaddafi, but many of these groups had little interest in forming a unified state. 

Instead, they sought power, territorial control, and access to Libya’s oil wealth. Some 

militias were aligned with specific tribal or regional interests, while others pursued 

political or religious agendas. As a result, Libya became a patchwork of armed 

groups, often clashing with one another and undermining any efforts at reconciliation 

or state-building. 
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 Islamist Militias: 

Islamist groups, including the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG), gained 

prominence in the chaos. These factions often controlled key territories and were 

involved in the broader struggle for Libya’s future. Their rise led to concerns from 

both domestic and international actors, who feared that Libya could become a haven 

for extremist groups such as Al-Qaeda or ISIS. This, in turn, attracted foreign 

interventions in the form of airstrikes and military aid, but it also led to militarized 

tribal rivalries and an ongoing spiral of violence. 

The Impact of Foreign Intervention and Influence 

The international community’s intervention in Libya, initially framed as a humanitarian 

action under the UNSC’s Resolution 1973, left a legacy of foreign involvement that further 

complicated the country’s political landscape. 

 NATO’s Role: 

While NATO’s military operations successfully removed Gaddafi from power, they 

did not address the broader issue of state reconstruction. The alliance’s intervention 

was limited to enforcing the no-fly zone and targeting Gaddafi’s military assets, but it 

did not provide the necessary post-conflict peacekeeping force or support for Libya’s 

transition. The lack of a comprehensive reconstruction plan left Libya exposed to 

further internal conflict and external manipulation. 

 Regional Rivalries: 

Countries such as Egypt, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), as well as 

Turkey and Russia, became involved in Libya’s internal strife, often supporting 

competing factions. These foreign powers supported different militias and political 

groups, contributing to proxy warfare. For example, the UAE and Egypt backed the 

forces of Khalifa Haftar, a former Gaddafi-era general, while Qatar and Turkey 

supported Islamist factions. This external meddling fueled the conflict and prevented 

meaningful dialogue between rival Libyan factions. 

 UN and European Involvement: 

The United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) was established in 2011 

to assist with the country’s transition. However, it faced significant challenges in 

bringing the factions together and ensuring stability. The international community’s 

efforts to broker peace deals, such as the Skhirat Agreement in 2015, failed to bring 

about lasting peace, and Libya’s political divisions deepened. 

The Rise of ISIS and Terrorism in Libya 

As the state collapsed and militias gained control, the void created by Gaddafi’s fall was 

exploited by terrorist organizations. One of the most significant threats to Libya’s stability 

came from the rise of ISIS. 

 ISIS’s Brief Control of Sirte: 

In 2015, ISIS took control of Sirte, Gaddafi’s hometown, turning it into a stronghold 

of extremist activities. Libya became a key site for ISIS recruitment, training, and 

operations, drawing international attention to the growing threat of terrorism in the 

region. The battle to recapture Sirte, led by a coalition of Libyan forces, was brutal, 

and while ISIS was eventually expelled, its presence left lasting scars on the country’s 

security landscape. 
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 Continued Militancy and Lawlessness: 

Even after the defeat of ISIS in Libya, the country remained a breeding ground for 

militancy. Various Islamist groups, some aligned with al-Qaeda, continued to operate 

in the country, exploiting the absence of a centralized government and the 

breakdown of law and order. 

The Humanitarian Crisis and the Displacement of Libyans 

The collapse of the state and the escalation of internal conflict led to a humanitarian crisis 

in Libya. Civilian infrastructure was destroyed, medical services were overwhelmed, and 

food insecurity became widespread. The UNHCR estimated that hundreds of thousands of 

people were displaced due to the ongoing fighting, either within Libya or across its borders. 

 Displacement and Refugees: 

Libya, once a transit point for migrants seeking to reach Europe, became a trap for 

many, with thousands of migrants and refugees facing abuse, exploitation, and 

arbitrary detention. Migrants fleeing conflict in sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle 

East found themselves stuck in Libya, facing perilous journeys across the 

Mediterranean or becoming victims of human trafficking and enslavement. 

 Civilian Casualties: 

As militias continued to fight for control, civilian casualties mounted. The 

breakdown of public services and the lack of access to basic health care exacerbated 

the human toll. In the midst of ongoing violence, humanitarian agencies struggled to 

provide adequate assistance, and many parts of the country fell into anarchy. 

The Long-Term Consequences for Libya and the UNSC’s Reputation 

The collapse of the Libyan state is a tragic example of the unintended consequences of 

military intervention. What began as an effort to protect civilians from Gaddafi’s oppressive 

rule ended in the destruction of state institutions and the entrenchment of political 

fragmentation and violence. 

 A Cautionary Tale: 

Libya’s collapse serves as a cautionary tale for future interventions, highlighting the 

risks of regime change without a clear plan for stabilization and reconstruction. The 

intervention, while initially successful in preventing atrocities, did not account for the 

complexities of post-conflict governance and peacebuilding. The lack of a 

comprehensive strategy to support a political transition left Libya in a state of 

enduring chaos. 

 UNSC’s Reputation: 

The UNSC's involvement in Libya, while justified under the doctrine of 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P), has been heavily scrutinized. Critics argue that the 

intervention lacked a long-term vision for state reconstruction, and the failure to 

manage the post-intervention period tarnished the UNSC’s credibility. The 

intervention also revealed the limitations of the UNSC in ensuring stability once 

military action had been undertaken, raising difficult questions about the role of the 

international community in post-conflict state-building. 
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4. The UNSC’s Role in Post-Gaddafi Libya 

After the fall of Muammar Gaddafi’s regime in 2011, the UN Security Council (UNSC) 

played a pivotal role in shaping the post-conflict landscape of Libya. While the UNSC had 

been instrumental in authorizing military intervention against Gaddafi, its actions in the 

aftermath of his removal proved more ambiguous and less effective. The UNSC’s 

involvement in post-Gaddafi Libya was characterized by diplomatic efforts, peacekeeping 

initiatives, and sanctions, but its overall ability to steer the country toward stability was 

limited. 

1. Establishment of the United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) 

The UNSC quickly recognized the need for post-Gaddafi stabilization in Libya. In 

September 2011, following the fall of Gaddafi, the UNSC established the United Nations 

Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) under Resolution 2009. UNSMIL was tasked with 

supporting the Libyan authorities in the transition to a democratic government, assisting in 

nation-building, promoting human rights, and facilitating elections. The mission’s 

mandate was crucial in addressing Libya’s political transition and security issues. 

However, UNSMIL faced significant challenges: 

 Weak Government Authority: 

The NTC, which took over control from Gaddafi, was struggling to establish central 

authority over the country. Militias continued to hold much of the power, especially in 

key cities like Tripoli and Benghazi, making it difficult for the UNSC mission to 

effectively engage with a fragmented political landscape. 

 Security Concerns: 

UNSMIL’s personnel faced security threats from militias and armed groups. The 

mission was often limited in its ability to operate in certain regions of the country due 

to ongoing conflict and instability. As the conflict evolved, UNSMIL’s efforts were 

hampered by the militarized environment in which the transitional government 

struggled to assert control. 

2. The Arms Embargo and Sanctions 

To contain the violence and prevent the flow of weapons into Libya, the UNSC imposed an 

arms embargo under Resolution 1970 in February 2011. This embargo was designed to 

prevent arms from reaching both Gaddafi's forces and the various rebel groups that were 

fighting against them. However, after Gaddafi’s fall, the arms embargo remained in place and 

became more difficult to enforce due to the proliferation of weapons across Libya. 

 The Challenge of Arms Proliferation: 

Libya became a hub for illegal arms trafficking. Weapons looted from Gaddafi’s 

stockpiles were often smuggled across North Africa, fuelling instability in 

neighboring countries such as Mali, Chad, and Niger. Despite efforts by the UNSC 

to control arms supplies, the inability to curb the flow of weapons into the region 

posed a significant challenge to regional security. 

 Targeted Sanctions: 

The UNSC imposed targeted sanctions on individuals and entities linked to the 
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ongoing conflict. These measures, including asset freezes and travel bans, were 

meant to pressure key political and military figures to participate in peace talks and 

engage in negotiations. However, the lack of enforcement mechanisms on the ground 

made it difficult to achieve lasting compliance with these sanctions. 

3. The Skhirat Agreement and UNSC’s Support for Political Dialogue 

In 2015, after years of intense internal fighting between rival factions, the UNSC supported 

the Skhirat Agreement brokered by the United Nations in Morocco. The agreement sought 

to form a unity government and bring together the various political factions that had 

emerged following Gaddafi’s ouster. The Government of National Unity (GNU), led by 

Fayez al-Sarraj, was established to serve as the internationally recognized government of 

Libya. 

 UNSC Endorsement of the GNU: 

The UNSC endorsed the formation of the GNU and expressed support for the political 

transition process. The Council stressed the importance of inclusivity in the political 

process and the need for all Libyan stakeholders to engage in dialogue to avoid 

further fragmentation. The UNSC also called for disarmament and the reintegration 

of militias into the national security framework. 

 Limited Success: 

Despite UNSC support, the Skhirat Agreement and the GNU struggled to achieve 

unity. The Libyan National Army (LNA), led by Khalifa Haftar, refused to 

recognize the legitimacy of the GNU and continued to challenge its authority in 

eastern Libya. This division between Tripoli (the capital) and Benghazi (under 

Haftar’s control) deepened Libya’s political and military fragmentation. 

 Challenges to Dialogue: 

The UNSC’s efforts to foster political dialogue were hindered by entrenched political 

and military divisions. The inability to secure inclusive negotiations between rival 

factions meant that the political process remained fragile, and the possibility of 

achieving lasting peace seemed remote. UNSC-backed peace initiatives were often 

undermined by competing foreign interests, with countries such as Egypt, Russia, 

Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates providing military or financial support to 

opposing Libyan factions. 

4. The UNSC’s Role in Humanitarian Assistance and Human Rights 

Alongside its diplomatic and political efforts, the UNSC remained concerned about the 

humanitarian crisis in Libya. The country was plagued by mass displacement, human 

rights abuses, and the exploitation of migrants. The UNSC continued to call for the 

protection of civilians, including the provision of humanitarian aid and the safeguarding of 

human rights. 

 Humanitarian Aid: 

The UNSC authorized various missions and programs to assist those affected by the 

ongoing conflict. However, delivering humanitarian assistance was difficult due to the 

security challenges posed by the militias and armed groups. Moreover, access to 

vulnerable populations, particularly in conflict zones, was often blocked. 

 Human Rights Violations: 

Human rights violations, including extrajudicial killings, torture, and arbitrary 
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detention, were rampant in post-Gaddafi Libya. The UNSC condemned these abuses 

but struggled to hold perpetrators accountable. Militias often operated with impunity, 

and the lack of a functional judiciary made justice difficult to achieve. 

5. The UNSC’s Inability to Prevent Escalating Violence 

As Libya descended into further chaos, with armed groups engaging in open conflict over 

key territories, the UNSC faced increasing criticism for its inability to prevent the escalation 

of violence. Despite diplomatic efforts, military interventions by various states, and the 

establishment of UNSMIL, the situation in Libya continued to worsen. 

 The Role of External Powers: 

Foreign powers played a significant role in exacerbating Libya’s instability by 

supporting competing factions. The UNSC was unable to mediate the influence of 

these external actors, which further entrenched the conflict. While the Council called 

for an arms embargo and a ceasefire, these were largely ignored by various factions 

and foreign actors. 

 The Impact on the UNSC’s Credibility: 

The failure to stabilize Libya and the ongoing conflict has tarnished the UNSC’s 

credibility. Critics argue that the Council’s inability to address the challenges of 

nation-building and post-conflict reconstruction has led to a situation where Libya 

remains in a state of perpetual conflict, undermining the UNSC’s effectiveness in 

achieving long-term peace. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s role in post-Gaddafi Libya was marked by a series of diplomatic efforts, 

sanctions, and peacekeeping initiatives, but it was ultimately unable to prevent the 

deepening instability that followed the fall of the regime. While the Council played a crucial 

part in authorizing military intervention and later supporting political dialogue, its inability to 

ensure security, reconciliation, or state reconstruction has left Libya in a state of prolonged 

crisis. Libya’s ongoing fragmentation and violence demonstrate the limitations of the UNSC 

in post-conflict scenarios, particularly when political solutions are elusive, and military 

intervention fails to address the broader issues of governance, militia control, and 

international interference. The Libyan case serves as a cautionary tale for future 

interventions, underscoring the need for comprehensive and sustained international 

engagement, beyond mere military action. 

  



 

Page | 171  
 

Chapter 12: The Rohingya Crisis: The UNSC’s 

Failure to Act Decisively 

The Rohingya Crisis, which erupted with brutal force in Myanmar (formerly Burma) in 

2017, is a tragic and urgent example of the United Nations Security Council's (UNSC) 

failure to effectively respond to widespread atrocities. The crisis, which involved the ethnic 

cleansing of the Rohingya Muslim minority by Myanmar's military and local Buddhist mobs, 

resulted in thousands of deaths, sexual violence, forced displacement, and the exodus of 

over 700,000 Rohingya refugees into neighboring Bangladesh. Despite clear evidence of 

genocidal actions and grave human rights violations, the UNSC was unable to act decisively 

in response to the crisis due to a combination of political dynamics, geopolitical interests, 

and institutional constraints. 

1. The Escalation of Violence Against the Rohingya 

The violence against the Rohingya population began to intensify in August 2017, following 

attacks by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) on Myanmar security forces. In 

retaliation, the Myanmar military launched a brutal campaign of violence against the 

Rohingya. This campaign included mass killings, rape, arson, and torture, aimed at driving 

the Rohingya out of Myanmar’s Rakhine State. 

 Ethnic Cleansing: 

The military’s actions were characterized by the deliberate targeting of Rohingya 

civilians, the destruction of their homes, and the forced displacement of over half a 

million people. Satellite images and reports from humanitarian agencies confirmed 

the widespread nature of the violence, but the Myanmar government refused to 

acknowledge the scale of the atrocities, referring to the operations as “counter-

insurgency” efforts rather than what they were: ethnic cleansing and genocide. 

 Refugee Crisis: 

The Rohingya sought refuge in Bangladesh, where they were housed in 

overcrowded refugee camps. The influx of refugees created a humanitarian 

emergency, with inadequate access to food, healthcare, and shelter. The massive 

displacement also placed enormous strain on Bangladesh’s resources, leading to calls 

for international assistance and action. 

2. The UNSC’s Response to the Crisis 

Despite the scale of the crisis, the UNSC’s response to the violence against the Rohingya was 

markedly insufficient and inconsistent. The primary obstacles to effective action included 

geopolitical considerations, the influence of China and Russia, and the veto power held 

by both countries on the UNSC. While the UNSC held several meetings on the issue, its 

resolutions and actions were limited and lacked the necessary force to put meaningful 

pressure on Myanmar’s military leadership. 

 Initial UNSC Statements: 

The UNSC issued a series of statements expressing “concern” over the violence, 

calling for the end of violence and the safe return of refugees. However, these 

statements were often non-binding and lacked any concrete measures to address the 
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situation on the ground. China and Russia, two permanent members of the UNSC, 

were hesitant to support stronger measures, citing their diplomatic and economic 

relations with Myanmar. 

 Lack of Action on Sanctions: 

Despite calls from human rights organizations and various international actors for 

stronger action, the UNSC was unable to impose sanctions or authorize military 

intervention to stop the violence. China, a key ally of Myanmar, repeatedly blocked 

calls for sanctions. Russia also expressed its reluctance to support any punitive 

measures, arguing that it was an internal matter for Myanmar to address. As a result, 

the UNSC’s ability to act decisively was significantly undermined by the veto powers 

of these two nations. 

3. The Role of China and Russia in Hindering UNSC Action 

Both China and Russia played a critical role in preventing the UNSC from taking stronger 

action against Myanmar. These two countries have long-standing strategic alliances with 

Myanmar, driven by economic and military interests, particularly in the areas of trade, 

natural resources, and geopolitical influence. 

 China’s Interests in Myanmar: 

China has been one of Myanmar’s closest allies and has significant economic 

interests in the country, especially in the form of investments in infrastructure and 

natural resources. Myanmar also serves as a key partner in China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), which aims to expand China’s influence across Asia. As a 

permanent member of the UNSC, China used its veto power to block any meaningful 

sanctions or interventions that could harm Myanmar’s government, which it viewed 

as a critical strategic partner. 

 Russia’s Support for Myanmar: 

Russia, too, has close military ties with Myanmar and has sold the country weapons 

and military equipment. Russia’s support for Myanmar is largely driven by its desire 

to strengthen its influence in Southeast Asia and counterbalance the influence of 

Western countries in the region. Like China, Russia has vetoed any UNSC 

resolutions that would impose sanctions or take direct action against Myanmar, 

arguing that such measures would be a violation of Myanmar’s sovereignty. 

4. International and Regional Responses 

While the UNSC struggled to act, other international organizations and regional actors took 

steps to address the crisis, albeit with limited success. 

 The United Nations: 

In 2018, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) established an independent 

investigation commission into the violence in Myanmar. The commission found 

strong evidence that the Myanmar military had committed acts of genocide, crimes 

against humanity, and war crimes against the Rohingya population. However, these 

findings did not lead to concrete action from the UNSC. 

 The International Court of Justice (ICJ): 

In 2019, The Gambia, a small West African nation, filed a case against Myanmar at 

the International Court of Justice (ICJ), accusing it of violating the Genocide 

Convention. The ICJ ordered Myanmar to take immediate steps to prevent further 
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acts of genocide against the Rohingya and to preserve evidence related to the 

atrocities. While this ruling was a significant legal step, it did not lead to the 

immediate cessation of violence or a significant change in Myanmar’s policies. 

 Regional Efforts: 

Countries in Southeast Asia, particularly Bangladesh, took in hundreds of thousands 

of Rohingya refugees. However, ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations), 

the regional body, remained largely silent on the issue, prioritizing the principle of 

non-interference in the domestic affairs of member states. ASEAN’s reluctance to 

criticize Myanmar has been a major obstacle in addressing the crisis. 

5. The UNSC’s Long-Term Failure and Lessons Learned 

The failure of the UNSC to take meaningful action in response to the Rohingya crisis 

highlights several weaknesses in the UN system, particularly the veto power held by 

permanent members of the UNSC. The fact that a human rights disaster of this magnitude 

could unfold with limited international intervention underscores the limitations of the UNSC 

when geopolitical interests take precedence over human rights concerns. 

 The Need for Reform: 

The Rohingya crisis has spurred calls for reforming the UNSC, particularly the veto 

system that allows a small number of countries to block actions aimed at preventing 

atrocities. Critics argue that the current system is outdated and ineffective in 

addressing modern crises where humanitarian concerns should take precedence over 

political alliances. 

 The Responsibility to Protect (R2P): 

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which asserts that the international 

community has a responsibility to intervene when a state fails to protect its citizens 

from genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity, was not adequately enforced 

in the case of the Rohingya. The UNSC’s failure to uphold R2P in this instance has 

led to widespread criticism of the UN’s ability to act as a protector of global peace 

and security. 

Conclusion 

The Rohingya Crisis stands as one of the most glaring examples of the UNSC’s failure to act 

decisively in the face of genocidal violence. Despite overwhelming evidence of ethnic 

cleansing and human rights abuses, the UNSC was paralyzed by geopolitical rivalries, 

especially the veto power of China and Russia, who prioritized their strategic alliances with 

Myanmar over international peace and justice. While the international community, regional 

bodies, and civil society groups made efforts to address the crisis, the inability of the UNSC 

to take bold action has left the Rohingya people without justice or a path to return to their 

homes in Myanmar. This failure not only damaged the credibility of the UNSC but also 

undermined its ability to fulfill its primary mission of protecting vulnerable populations from 

the worst atrocities. 
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1. The Persecution of the Rohingya in Myanmar 

The persecution of the Rohingya in Myanmar is a tragic and ongoing humanitarian crisis 

that has drawn international attention for its brutality and scale. The Rohingya are an ethnic 

Muslim minority group that has lived in the Rakhine State of Myanmar for centuries. 

Despite their long-standing presence in the country, they have been denied basic rights and 

citizenship by the Myanmar government, and their persecution has escalated into one of the 

most severe ethnic cleansings in recent history. The roots of this persecution go back 

decades, but the crisis reached a new level of violence and atrocity beginning in 2017, 

drawing widespread condemnation and calls for international action. 

Historical Context of the Rohingya in Myanmar 

The Rohingya have long faced discrimination in Myanmar, primarily at the hands of the 

Buddhist-majority population and the Myanmar government. They are viewed by many in 

Myanmar as foreigners or illegal immigrants, even though they have lived in the country 

for centuries. The government of Myanmar does not recognize the Rohingya as one of the 

country's official ethnic groups, denying them citizenship under the 1962 Citizenship Law, 

which essentially renders them stateless. This lack of recognition has led to the systematic 

exclusion of the Rohingya from education, healthcare, and employment, and they are often 

subject to harassment, forced labor, and restrictions on movement. 

The Escalation of Persecution (2012-2016) 

The escalation of violence against the Rohingya began in the 2010s, with several incidents 

leading to violent outbreaks in Rakhine State. In 2012, ethnic violence between Rohingya 

Muslims and Buddhist Rakhine communities erupted, leading to widespread displacement 

and destruction of Rohingya villages. The Myanmar government imposed heavy 

restrictions on the Rohingya population, and many were forced into refugee camps. This 

violence continued in subsequent years, with the Rohingya facing discrimination and 

marginalization within Myanmar society. 

The 2017 Escalation: The Turning Point 

The situation reached a catastrophic turning point in August 2017, when the Arakan 

Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), a Rohingya militant group, attacked several Myanmar 

police posts in Rakhine State. The attacks killed 12 Myanmar police officers, which 

triggered a violent response from the Myanmar military and local Buddhist militias. The 

military's response was not limited to targeting ARSA fighters but extended to the 

widespread persecution of the Rohingya civilian population. 

 Mass Killings and Atrocities: 

The Myanmar military’s operations in Rakhine State were marked by mass killings, 

torture, rape, and the destruction of entire villages. Satellite imagery and 

testimony from survivors confirmed that entire communities were burned to the 

ground and that civilians were targeted with extreme violence. Women and girls 

were subjected to sexual violence and rape as weapons of war. Many Rohingya men 

and boys were killed in mass executions, and entire families were driven from their 

homes. 
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 Ethnic Cleansing: 

The violence against the Rohingya was not merely an isolated incident of conflict but 

an intentional campaign aimed at eradicating the Rohingya population from 

Myanmar. The UN and various human rights organizations have described the actions 

of the Myanmar military as ethnic cleansing and genocide. The targeted nature of the 

violence, its widespread nature, and the military's strategy to destroy Rohingya 

villages further substantiate these claims. 

Mass Displacement and Refugee Crisis 

As the violence escalated, more than 700,000 Rohingya fled to neighboring Bangladesh, 

seeking refuge from the horrors in Myanmar. This mass exodus created a humanitarian 

crisis, with Rohingya refugees being forced into overcrowded refugee camps in Cox’s 

Bazar, Bangladesh. The conditions in the camps were dire, with limited access to food, 

water, healthcare, and shelter. The refugees faced a constant struggle for survival, with 

cholera outbreaks and malnutrition spreading rapidly among the population. 

The Bangladesh government, which has struggled to provide for the large influx of 

refugees, has repeatedly called for international assistance to address the crisis. While various 

international organizations, such as the United Nations and NGOs, have been working in the 

camps to provide aid, the situation remains precarious, with little long-term solution in sight. 

The International Community’s Response 

The international response to the Rohingya persecution has been inadequate and deeply 

divided, particularly in the UN Security Council (UNSC). Despite overwhelming evidence 

of genocide and ethnic cleansing, the UNSC has failed to take meaningful action against 

Myanmar. The following outlines the international community's reaction to the crisis: 

 UN Security Council Inaction: 

Despite multiple reports and calls from international bodies, the UNSC was unable to 

take significant action due to the veto power of China and Russia, both of whom 

have strong diplomatic and economic ties to Myanmar. These nations blocked 

resolutions that would have imposed sanctions or military intervention to protect 

the Rohingya. Their inaction has been widely criticized, as they prioritized their 

strategic interests over humanitarian concerns. 

 International Court of Justice (ICJ): 

In 2019, The Gambia, a small West African nation, filed a case against Myanmar at 

the International Court of Justice (ICJ), accusing it of violating the Genocide 

Convention. The ICJ issued an emergency ruling, ordering Myanmar to take 

immediate steps to prevent further acts of genocide and to preserve evidence. While 

this was an important legal step, it has not translated into immediate action to stop 

the violence or end the persecution. 

 Human Rights Organizations and Advocacy: 

Numerous human rights organizations, including Amnesty International and 

Human Rights Watch, have documented the atrocities and called for stronger 

international action. However, these organizations have struggled to mobilize enough 

global political will to pressure Myanmar’s government effectively. 

Myanmar’s Denial and Obstacles to Accountability 



 

Page | 176  
 

The Myanmar government, led by the military junta and Aung San Suu Kyi's civilian 

government at the time, denied the scale of the violence and rejected international 

allegations of genocide. Myanmar's leadership referred to the military operations as necessary 

measures to combat terrorism and referred to the Rohingya as “Bengali intruders” rather 

than citizens of Myanmar, further dehumanizing the community. 

Despite international legal efforts and documentation of atrocities, the Myanmar 

government has not held accountable any individuals responsible for the crimes against the 

Rohingya. The military junta continues to wield significant power, and there has been little 

to no domestic political will to address the crisis or pursue justice. 

Continued Persecution in Myanmar 

Although the international community’s attention has shifted at times, the persecution of the 

Rohingya is far from over. Those who remain in Myanmar’s Rakhine State continue to face 

discrimination and human rights abuses, with freedom of movement severely restricted 

and access to healthcare and education limited. Many Rohingya who remained in Myanmar 

were placed in internally displaced persons (IDP) camps, where they live under harsh 

conditions with little hope of returning to their homes. 

Conclusion: A Call for Justice and Accountability 

The persecution of the Rohingya represents one of the most appalling failures of the 

international community in recent history. The systematic discrimination, violence, and 

forced displacement of the Rohingya must be seen not only as a human rights catastrophe 

but also as a failure of the UN Security Council to act. For true accountability to occur, 

Myanmar’s military leaders and government officials responsible for the atrocities must 

face justice, and the international community must hold Myanmar to account for its actions. 

The Rohingya continue to live in exile, denied the possibility of return to their homes in 

Myanmar. Without accountability, a sustainable solution to the crisis remains elusive, leaving 

the Rohingya population to endure further suffering in the refugee camps or under 

repressive conditions in Myanmar. The international community must renew efforts to 

protect the rights of the Rohingya and ensure that such atrocities are never allowed to happen 

again. 
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2. UNSC’s Response to Calls for Action 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has faced significant criticism for its lack of 

decisive action regarding the Rohingya crisis. Despite the overwhelming evidence of ethnic 

cleansing and genocide in Myanmar, the UNSC has been largely ineffective in addressing 

the crisis due to a combination of geopolitical factors, diplomatic stalemate, and the veto 

power held by permanent members of the Council, especially China and Russia. This 

section examines the UNSC’s response, or lack thereof, to the calls for action in the aftermath 

of the 2017 violence against the Rohingya. 

Initial UNSC Responses and Delayed Action 

In the wake of the 2017 violence against the Rohingya, the UNSC began to discuss the 

situation but failed to act with urgency. The initial response from the international community 

was characterized by statements of concern, but the UNSC struggled to formulate a unified 

approach to address the crisis. 

 Presidential Statements and Condemnations: 

In September 2017, the UNSC issued a presidential statement condemning the 

violence and urging Myanmar to provide humanitarian assistance to the affected 

Rohingya population. However, the statement was non-binding, offering little more 

than rhetorical condemnation. The UNSC also called on Myanmar to grant access to 

UN agencies and the international community, but there was no follow-up action 

that would hold the Myanmar government accountable or pressure it to stop the 

violence. 

 Diplomatic Impasse: 

While there was widespread condemnation of Myanmar’s actions in the UN General 

Assembly and Human Rights Council, the UNSC was deeply divided. The main 

obstacle to stronger UNSC action was the geopolitical support Myanmar received 

from countries like China and Russia, who have long-standing diplomatic and 

economic ties with Myanmar. These two countries, both permanent members of the 

UNSC with veto power, made it clear that they would not allow any action that could 

damage Myanmar's sovereignty or impose sanctions. 

China and Russia’s Veto Power 

China and Russia’s vetoes were pivotal in preventing the UNSC from taking concrete 

actions against Myanmar. The two nations have historically shielded Myanmar from 

international pressure due to strategic interests, such as trade relations and the desire to 

maintain stability in the region. Here’s how these countries impacted the UNSC’s response: 

 China's Support for Myanmar: 

China has been a long-time ally of Myanmar, and their relationship is rooted in 

economic ties, including investment in infrastructure projects and energy 

cooperation. China has also been concerned about international intervention in 

Myanmar, fearing that it could set a precedent for external influence in other 

sovereign nations, especially in the Asia-Pacific region. China’s strong support for 

Myanmar in the UNSC was critical in blocking sanctions or any action that would 
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lead to international intervention. China argued that the situation should be handled 

bilaterally between Myanmar and its neighbors rather than through a UN mandate. 

 Russia’s Veto and Alignment with Myanmar: 

Russia shares a similar stance to China regarding the non-interference principle in 

the internal affairs of sovereign nations. Russia’s veto, coupled with its close 

diplomatic relationship with Myanmar, helped block any UNSC resolutions that 

would impose sanctions or take stronger action. Furthermore, Russia has sought to 

maintain good relations with Myanmar as part of its broader efforts to strengthen ties 

with Southeast Asia and counterbalance Western influence in the region. 

International Calls for Action and UNSC’s Divisions 

Despite the international outcry, the UNSC remained divided on how to handle the Rohingya 

crisis. Numerous countries and human rights organizations called for stronger action, 

including economic sanctions, military intervention, and the referencing of Myanmar's 

actions to the International Criminal Court (ICC). 

 Calls for Sanctions: 

Various countries, particularly in the West, called for the imposition of sanctions on 

Myanmar to pressure its government to cease the violence against the Rohingya. The 

European Union (EU), United States, and Canada took individual steps to impose 

travel bans, asset freezes, and trade restrictions on Myanmar’s military leaders. 

However, these sanctions were not part of a unified UNSC resolution, and thus, they 

had limited impact. 

 Referrals to the International Criminal Court (ICC): 

Another significant call came for referral of Myanmar’s actions to the 

International Criminal Court to address the allegations of genocide and crimes 

against humanity. The UN Human Rights Council (HRC) established an 

Independent International Fact-Finding Mission to document the human rights 

abuses and build the case for accountability. However, the UNSC’s failure to support 

a formal referral to the ICC due to China’s and Russia’s opposition allowed 

Myanmar to evade serious consequences for its actions. 

The Role of the United States and the European Union 

The United States and European Union were vocal in condemning Myanmar’s actions 

against the Rohingya and advocating for stronger UNSC intervention. Both entities took steps 

on their own, including imposing sanctions and calling for a robust UN response. However, 

their efforts were undermined by the veto power of China and Russia, which allowed 

Myanmar to avoid facing international repercussions in the UNSC. 

 United States: 

The United States was one of the first to call the 2017 violence a genocide and 

imposed targeted sanctions on Myanmar’s military leaders. However, the U.S. 

government was unable to gain the support of other UNSC members for a binding 

resolution, and the lack of global consensus meant that the military junta in 

Myanmar faced little meaningful international pressure. 

 European Union: 

The EU also condemned the violence and imposed sanctions on Myanmar’s military 

leaders, but like the U.S., it faced resistance within the UNSC. The EU pushed for the 
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imposition of a full arms embargo and diplomatic pressure, but these efforts were 

often blocked or diluted due to the veto power of China and Russia. 

The Role of Other UNSC Members 

While the P5 members (China, Russia, the United States, the United Kingdom, and France) 

were at the forefront of discussions, other non-permanent UNSC members also raised 

concerns about Myanmar’s treatment of the Rohingya. Countries like Sweden and the 

United Kingdom pushed for more robust action, including the referencing of Myanmar to 

the ICC and a more stringent sanctions regime. However, their efforts were repeatedly 

thwarted by the vetoes and diplomatic maneuvering by China and Russia. 

Limited Humanitarian Assistance and Monitoring Efforts 

Despite the diplomatic paralysis within the UNSC, some limited action was taken in terms of 

humanitarian assistance and monitoring efforts. The UNHCR (United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees) and UNICEF were able to provide aid to Rohingya refugees in 

Bangladesh, but this was not a direct result of the UNSC's actions. Additionally, the UN 

Special Rapporteur on Myanmar and other human rights bodies attempted to document 

the situation and raise global awareness of the crisis. 

Concluding Thoughts on the UNSC’s Response 

The UNSC’s response to the Rohingya crisis stands as one of its greatest failures in recent 

history. The veto power wielded by China and Russia has allowed Myanmar to avoid 

meaningful international pressure, while the international community’s divisions and 

diplomatic stagnation have allowed the crisis to continue unabated. 

While sanctions and international legal efforts such as the ICJ case have been steps toward 

accountability, they have not resulted in concrete action to stop the violence or bring about 

justice for the Rohingya people. The failure of the UNSC to intervene decisively in the 

Rohingya crisis has underscored the need for reforms to the UN system and better 

mechanisms for preventing such atrocities in the future. 

As the Rohingya continue to live in refugee camps or under oppressive conditions in 

Myanmar, the international community must find ways to hold Myanmar accountable and 

provide a lasting solution for the Rohingya people. 
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3. China's Influence and the Veto Power 

China's role within the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been one of the most 

pivotal and controversial aspects of global diplomacy, particularly when it comes to its use of 

veto power in situations involving its allies or interests, such as in the Rohingya crisis. As 

one of the five permanent members of the UNSC, China holds significant influence over 

the Council's actions, especially in preventing or blocking resolutions that may be seen as 

detrimental to its strategic interests or those of its regional allies. 

In this section, we examine China's influence within the UNSC, how its veto power has 

been used in crises such as the Rohingya issue, and the broader implications of this for 

international diplomacy and global governance. 

China’s Geopolitical Interests and Its Relationship with Myanmar 

China's involvement in the Rohingya crisis is deeply connected to its strategic interests in 

Myanmar, a key partner in its efforts to expand its influence in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Myanmar serves as a critical economic corridor for China, particularly through the China-

Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC), which is part of China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI). This multi-billion-dollar infrastructure project involves roads, pipelines, and ports that 

link China's southwestern provinces to Myanmar's coastal regions, enhancing trade routes to 

the Indian Ocean. 

The close relationship between China and Myanmar, built on economic cooperation, 

military ties, and political support, has made China a staunch defender of Myanmar on the 

global stage, especially within the UNSC. China views any international condemnation or 

intervention in Myanmar's internal affairs as a threat to its regional alliances and economic 

interests. 

China’s Use of Veto Power in the UNSC 

As a permanent member of the UNSC, China possesses veto power, which allows it to block 

any resolution or action proposed in the Council, even if it has majority support from other 

members. This veto power has been a critical tool for China in preventing UNSC resolutions 

that could impose sanctions, military intervention, or international legal actions against 

its allies, including Myanmar. 

In the context of the Rohingya crisis, China used its veto power in the following ways: 

 Blocking Sanctions: 

When calls for sanctions against Myanmar arose, particularly in the wake of the 2017 

Rohingya violence, China blocked any UNSC action that would have placed 

economic sanctions or military embargoes on Myanmar. Sanctions could have hurt 

Myanmar’s military apparatus, which had close ties to China, particularly in the 

defense sector. By using its veto, China ensured that Myanmar remained immune to 

international pressure. 

 Opposition to UNSC Resolutions: 

China consistently opposed any UNSC resolutions that would have referred 

Myanmar’s actions to the International Criminal Court (ICC) or pursued more 
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robust measures aimed at holding Myanmar accountable. China's veto prevented the 

UNSC from taking more aggressive steps, including the implementation of arms 

embargoes and the deployment of peacekeepers to protect the Rohingya from 

further atrocities. 

The Principle of Non-Interference and Sovereignty 

China's consistent defense of Myanmar is rooted in its firm belief in the principle of non-

interference in sovereign affairs, a cornerstone of China’s foreign policy. This principle 

argues that the international community should not intervene in a country’s internal matters, 

particularly in issues that are seen as an aspect of domestic governance or national security. 

For China, supporting Myanmar’s sovereignty in the face of global calls for intervention 

reflects its broader foreign policy priorities, which are focused on promoting national 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, and non-interference as fundamental principles in 

international relations. 

China has repeatedly argued that the Rohingya crisis is an internal issue for Myanmar and 

should be handled by Myanmar and its neighbors in the region, rather than by outside forces 

like the UNSC. The veto power allows China to prevent the UNSC from taking action that 

would undermine its principle of sovereignty and set a precedent for intervention in other 

countries where China has strategic or economic interests. 

China’s Strategic Interests in Myanmar and the Broader Region 

China’s interest in Myanmar is not just about the Rohingya crisis but is part of a broader 

geopolitical and economic strategy. Myanmar holds considerable value for China as a 

gateway to the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia, providing critical trade routes, access to 

energy resources, and the opportunity to expand influence in the region. 

 Energy Resources and Infrastructure: 

Myanmar serves as a strategic corridor for Chinese energy imports from the Middle 

East and Africa, especially through the China-Myanmar pipelines that transport oil 

and natural gas to southern China. This infrastructure is vital for China’s energy 

security, which makes Myanmar a key ally in its One Belt One Road Initiative. 

 Economic Ties and Trade Relations: 

China is Myanmar’s largest trading partner and investor, with significant involvement 

in sectors like mining, infrastructure, telecommunications, and energy 

development. These economic interests are deeply intertwined with Myanmar’s 

political stability, which China perceives as essential to safeguarding its own 

economic and strategic interests. 

 Regional Stability: 

China is also concerned about regional stability. Myanmar's instability could have 

spillover effects in neighboring countries such as Thailand, Bangladesh, and even 

China’s own Yunnan Province, where the Rohingya refugee crisis has already 

placed significant strain on resources. By supporting Myanmar diplomatically, China 

aims to maintain a stable and cooperative relationship with Myanmar, which is critical 

for regional peace and economic cooperation. 

China’s Broader Impact on the UNSC’s Effectiveness 
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China’s use of its veto power has had a profound impact on the effectiveness of the UNSC in 

responding to global crises, particularly those related to human rights abuses and mass 

atrocities. In the case of the Rohingya crisis, China’s blockage of UNSC resolutions left 

the international community with few avenues to hold Myanmar accountable or address the 

humanitarian crisis that ensued. 

China’s actions in the UNSC highlight the limitations of the current international system, 

where a small number of powerful countries can prevent meaningful action on issues of 

human rights, genocide, and peacekeeping. Critics argue that the veto power of the 

permanent members of the UNSC, especially in situations like the Rohingya crisis, 

undermines the UNSC's legitimacy and calls into question its ability to act as an effective 

global peacekeeper. 

China’s Impact on Global Governance 

China’s influence in the Rohingya crisis and other international crises reflects a growing 

shift in global governance toward the prioritization of sovereignty and non-intervention, 

particularly in the face of great power competition. While this approach may align with 

China’s national interests, it also limits the ability of the UN to address pressing human 

rights issues in countries where geopolitical alliances complicate action. 

Moreover, China’s growing influence within the UN system, particularly through its use of 

the veto and its position as a permanent UNSC member, raises concerns about the future of 

global governance. Many analysts argue that China’s actions exemplify a realpolitik 

approach to international relations, where the geopolitical interests of powerful states take 

precedence over humanitarian considerations and global cooperation. 

Conclusion: The Limits of China's Influence 

China’s use of veto power in the UNSC has been a central factor in preventing decisive 

action in the Rohingya crisis, allowing Myanmar to avoid significant international pressure 

for its actions. While China’s position on sovereignty and non-interference may be rooted in 

its own strategic interests, it has come at the cost of global human rights protection and has 

exposed the vulnerabilities of the current international system. 

As the global community continues to confront complex humanitarian crises, the role of 

China and other major powers in shaping UNSC decisions will remain a critical factor in 

determining whether the UN can effectively address the challenges of conflict, genocide, and 

mass atrocity prevention in the future. 
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4. The Humanitarian Crisis: What Could Have Been 

Done? 

The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar represents one of the most severe humanitarian tragedies 

of the 21st century, with hundreds of thousands of people displaced and thousands killed in 

the violence that erupted between 2016 and 2017. While the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC)'s response was marked by inaction and diplomatic deadlock, the question 

remains: what could have been done differently to prevent or mitigate this humanitarian 

catastrophe? 

This section explores potential actions and strategies that could have been employed by the 

UNSC, the international community, and the broader diplomatic world to address the 

Rohingya crisis, prevent mass atrocities, and deliver aid to those in need. It also highlights 

the challenges that prevent meaningful intervention and the lessons that can be learned from 

the crisis. 

1. Early Diplomatic Intervention: Preventing Escalation 

One of the key factors contributing to the scale of the Rohingya tragedy was the failure to 

act early in the escalation of violence against the Rohingya population. The UNSC and 

international community had knowledge of the rising tensions and discriminatory policies 

faced by the Rohingya for years before the crisis reached its peak in 2017. 

What Could Have Been Done? 

 Increased Pressure on Myanmar: In the early 2010s, when reports of 

discrimination, violence, and human rights abuses began to surface, the UNSC 

could have placed more diplomatic pressure on Myanmar to address the rights and 

status of the Rohingya. This could have involved pushing for inclusive political 

dialogue and urging Myanmar's military and government to grant citizenship rights 

and legal protections to the Rohingya people. 

 Early Warning Mechanisms: The UN has systems like the UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), which monitors crises worldwide. 

If the international community had acted sooner by using its early warning systems 

to prevent escalation, the Rohingya might have been spared the violence they 

endured during the mass exodus from Myanmar. This could have involved more 

targeted diplomatic engagement with Myanmar’s leadership before the violence 

spiraled out of control. 

 Preventive Diplomacy: In situations where tensions are rising, preventive 

diplomacy can play a critical role in de-escalating conflict before it erupts into 

violence. The UNSC could have engaged in diplomatic dialogue with Myanmar’s 

military and civilian leadership, promoting peacebuilding measures and pushing for 

human rights reforms aimed at protecting the Rohingya. 

2. Strengthening the Role of Regional Powers and Neighbors 

The crisis also had implications for neighboring countries, particularly Bangladesh, which 

took in over 700,000 refugees fleeing the violence. However, the regional response to the 
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Rohingya crisis was, at times, disjointed, and there was limited coordination among the 

countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

What Could Have Been Done? 

 ASEAN Intervention: ASEAN, which Myanmar is a member of, could have played 

a more proactive role in addressing the humanitarian crisis early on. ASEAN 

countries have significant diplomatic and economic leverage over Myanmar, and if 

they had applied coordinated pressure on Myanmar, it might have encouraged 

Myanmar’s leadership to adopt more inclusive policies toward the Rohingya before 

the violence escalated. 

 Collaborative Refugee Management: Neighboring countries like Bangladesh 

struggled to cope with the massive influx of refugees. A more coordinated regional 

response could have provided better support for the Rohingya refugees, including 

the provision of humanitarian aid, better shelter arrangements, and regional 

resettlement programs. The UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees) could have worked alongside regional bodies to ensure more efficacious 

and sustainable responses to the refugee crisis. 

 Strengthening Diplomatic Channels with China: China, as Myanmar’s strategic 

ally and a permanent member of the UNSC, could have exerted more influence on 

Myanmar’s government to prevent the escalation of violence. As a major economic 

partner of Myanmar, China could have leveraged its influence to push for restraint in 

Myanmar’s military actions and encourage more dialogue between the government 

and the Rohingya community. 

3. A More Robust UNSC Response 

The UNSC was widely criticized for its inability to act decisively in the face of such a 

humanitarian crisis, with China and Russia blocking strong measures like sanctions or 

military intervention due to their strategic alliances with Myanmar. 

What Could Have Been Done? 

 Imposing Sanctions and Travel Bans: The UNSC could have imposed targeted 

sanctions against Myanmar’s military and political leadership much earlier, before 

the situation reached its crisis point. These sanctions could have been aimed at the 

military generals, individuals responsible for the atrocities, and companies profiting 

from Myanmar’s military regime, reducing the resources available to them. Travel 

bans and asset freezes could have sent a strong diplomatic message that the 

international community would hold Myanmar accountable for the violence. 

 Mandating a Humanitarian Intervention: While military intervention was not a 

feasible option given the political dynamics of the UNSC, the UNSC could have 

taken action to authorize peacekeeping missions or humanitarian interventions 

aimed at protecting Rohingya civilians. In 2013, UN peacekeepers could have been 

deployed to help protect civilians and distribute humanitarian aid to mitigate the 

crisis. However, these actions were blocked due to vetoes and opposition from 

Myanmar’s allies. 

 Establishing a Commission of Inquiry: The UNSC could have authorized a 

Commission of Inquiry into the events taking place in Myanmar and pressured 

Myanmar to cooperate with the investigation. This would have been an important 
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step toward holding perpetrators accountable for the atrocities committed against 

the Rohingya population and ensuring that the UN could play a role in addressing the 

root causes of the crisis. 

4. International Legal Action 

One of the most significant failures of the international community in the Rohingya crisis 

was the lack of legal consequences for Myanmar’s actions. The International Criminal 

Court (ICC) could have played a crucial role in addressing the atrocities committed against 

the Rohingya. 

What Could Have Been Done? 

 Referral to the ICC: The UNSC could have referred Myanmar to the ICC for 

investigation into charges of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes. 

This would have been a crucial step toward ensuring accountability for the atrocities. 

However, China and Russia blocked any attempt to refer Myanmar to the ICC, 

arguing that Myanmar’s actions were an internal issue. The international community 

should have pushed harder for a referral, as the ICC could have delivered justice for 

the Rohingya victims. 

 Universal Jurisdiction: Even though Myanmar was protected by the veto power in 

the UNSC, individual countries could have taken legal action under universal 

jurisdiction to bring perpetrators to justice. This could have included the prosecution 

of Myanmar’s leaders for crimes against humanity in courts outside of Myanmar, 

such as in European or international courts. 

5. Long-Term Solutions: Addressing the Root Causes 

The Rohingya crisis cannot be viewed as just a momentary tragedy but as the result of 

decades of discrimination, statelessness, and marginalization of the Rohingya people. Any 

long-term solution must address the root causes of their suffering. 

What Could Have Been Done? 

 Advocating for Rohingya Citizenship Rights: One of the long-term solutions for 

the Rohingya people lies in recognizing them as citizens of Myanmar, which would 

grant them legal rights, protection under the law, and the ability to return to their 

homes with dignity. The international community should have placed more pressure 

on Myanmar’s government to recognize the Rohingya as citizens and provide them 

with the rights guaranteed to all citizens of Myanmar. 

 Promoting Peace and Reconciliation: A sustainable solution to the Rohingya crisis 

would require long-term peacebuilding efforts within Myanmar, including inter-

ethnic dialogue between the Rohingya, Buddhist communities, and the Myanmar 

military. International organizations, including the UN, could have played a pivotal 

role in facilitating this dialogue to create a more inclusive society where the rights of 

all ethnic groups are protected. 

 Continued Refugee Support and Integration: The Rohingya who have fled to 

Bangladesh and other countries will need continued refugee support and 

integration programs. The international community, including the UNHCR, should 
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have focused on helping the Rohingya build sustainable livelihoods while advocating 

for their right to return safely to Myanmar when the situation permits. 

Conclusion: What Could Have Been Done? 

The Rohingya crisis was a complex humanitarian disaster that could have been mitigated or 

prevented through a combination of early intervention, diplomatic pressure, legal action, 

and humanitarian aid. The UNSC’s failure to act decisively, particularly due to China’s 

veto power and Myanmar’s resistance to international pressure 

  



 

Page | 187  
 

Chapter 13: Human Rights Violations and the 

UNSC: A Pattern of Inaction 

Throughout its history, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been tasked with 

maintaining international peace and security. However, when it comes to addressing human 

rights violations, the UNSC's response has often been characterized by inaction, selective 

engagement, and political gridlock. The frequent failure of the UNSC to intervene in 

situations of gross human rights abuses raises critical questions about its ability to protect 

vulnerable populations and uphold its core mandate of preventing atrocities. This chapter 

delves into the patterns of inaction by the UNSC in response to human rights violations and 

examines the reasons behind its often ineffective responses. 

1. The Role of the UNSC in Addressing Human Rights Violations 

The UNSC’s mandate to address human rights violations is grounded in the UN Charter, 

which emphasizes the maintenance of international peace and security. However, the ability 

of the UNSC to take meaningful action on human rights issues is often constrained by 

geopolitical interests, power dynamics, and the use of the veto power by its five 

permanent members. While the UNSC has acted in certain cases, its interventions are often 

sporadic, inconsistent, and influenced by the strategic interests of its members. 

Key Challenges 

 Veto Power and Political Deadlock: The permanent members of the UNSC—

China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—hold veto 

power, which has frequently led to deadlock in cases where their political or 

economic interests are at stake. For instance, Russia and China have used their 

vetoes to prevent action on human rights violations in countries where they have 

strong political or economic ties, such as in Syria and Myanmar. As a result, the 

UNSC has often failed to take decisive action to protect human rights. 

 Selective Action: The UNSC’s response to human rights violations has often been 

selective, with more attention paid to some crises than others, based on the political 

importance of the states involved. For example, the UNSC took strong action in the 

cases of Libya (2011) and Côte d'Ivoire (2011) but has largely failed to intervene in 

conflicts like the Syrian Civil War or the Rohingya crisis in Myanmar. 

2. Case Studies of Human Rights Violations and UNSC Inaction 

To better understand the pattern of inaction by the UNSC, it is helpful to examine several 

high-profile case studies where the UNSC failed to act decisively in response to gross 

human rights violations. 

A. The Rwandan Genocide (1994) 

One of the most glaring examples of UNSC inaction is the Rwandan genocide, in which an 

estimated 800,000 Tutsi and moderate Hutus were killed over a span of 100 days. Despite 

warnings from UN peacekeepers on the ground and a clear risk of mass atrocities, the UNSC 

failed to authorize a stronger intervention. The UNAMIR (United Nations Assistance 
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Mission for Rwanda) was severely limited in its mandate, and Western powers were 

reluctant to intervene, fearing another military entanglement like in Somalia. 

 Consequences of Inaction: The lack of intervention during the genocide resulted in 

mass atrocities and the deaths of hundreds of thousands of civilians. The 

international community's failure to act in time led to widespread criticism of the 

UNSC's ability to protect civilians from genocidal violence. 

B. The Syrian Civil War (2011–Present) 

Since the start of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, the UNSC has been deeply divided over how 

to address the human rights violations occurring within the country. The Assad regime has 

been accused of committing war crimes and crimes against humanity, including the use of 

chemical weapons against civilians, targeted attacks on hospitals, and the siege of civilian 

areas. 

 Veto Power: The UNSC’s failure to take meaningful action is largely attributed to the 

vetoes cast by Russia and China, both of which have consistently blocked 

resolutions condemning the Syrian government’s actions. The UNSC has failed to 

pass any resolutions that would lead to meaningful accountability for war crimes or 

impose sanctions on the Syrian government. 

 Humanitarian Consequences: The Syria conflict has led to over 500,000 deaths 

and the displacement of millions of people. The international community's inability to 

hold perpetrators accountable and provide adequate humanitarian assistance 

exacerbated the crisis, leading to widespread suffering and insecurity in the region. 

C. The Rohingya Crisis (2017–Present) 

The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar is another example of the UNSC’s failure to act decisively 

in the face of gross human rights violations. In 2017, a brutal military crackdown forced over 

700,000 Rohingya Muslims to flee Myanmar, with many reports of mass killings, rape, 

torture, and burning of villages. 

 Political Inaction: Despite clear evidence of ethnic cleansing and genocide, the 

UNSC was unable to take significant action due to the political influence of 

Myanmar’s allies, notably China and Russia, who have repeatedly blocked action 

against Myanmar in the Security Council. The failure to refer the situation to the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) or impose targeted sanctions allowed the 

Myanmar military to continue its actions without significant consequences. 

D. The Darfur Conflict (2003–2008) 

In the Darfur region of Sudan, the Sudanese government and its allied militias were 

accused of carrying out ethnic cleansing against the non-Arab population, resulting in the 

deaths of over 300,000 people and the displacement of millions. 

 UNSC’s Response: The UNSC did authorize a peacekeeping mission, UNAMID, in 

2007, but its mandate was limited and its efforts were often obstructed by the 

Sudanese government. The UNSC did impose sanctions on Sudanese officials, but 

these measures were weak and lacked the necessary political will to stop the violence. 
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Furthermore, the UNSC failed to take stronger action to hold perpetrators 

accountable or prevent the escalation of violence in the region. 

3. The Influence of the Permanent Members and the Veto 

The veto power held by the five permanent members of the UNSC—China, France, Russia, 

the United Kingdom, and the United States—has played a significant role in preventing 

meaningful action on human rights violations. Geopolitical interests often take precedence 

over human rights concerns, leading to selective responses by the UNSC. 

 China and Russia: Both China and Russia have been accused of using their veto 

power to protect their strategic alliances with countries involved in human rights 

violations. For example, both countries have blocked resolutions against the Syrian 

regime, and China has shielded Myanmar from UNSC action regarding the 

Rohingya crisis. 

 Western Powers: While Western powers such as the United States and the United 

Kingdom have pushed for action in some cases, their motivations are often shaped by 

their national interests and alliances. In some instances, the UNSC’s inaction has 

been attributed to these countries' reluctance to commit resources to military 

interventions or their desire to avoid escalating conflicts in regions of strategic 

importance. 

4. Moving Forward: Reforming the UNSC to Address Human Rights Violations 

The UNSC’s failure to address human rights violations has highlighted the need for 

reform within the United Nations system. Proposals for reform include: 

 Reforming the Veto System: One of the most frequently discussed reforms is the 

modification of the veto power of the permanent members of the UNSC. Critics 

argue that the current system allows powerful states to block action on human rights 

violations in order to protect their political and economic interests. 

 Establishing Clear Mechanisms for Humanitarian Intervention: The international 

community must establish clearer, more decisive protocols for responding to human 

rights violations, including the potential use of military force to protect civilians 

when necessary. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which aims to 

prevent atrocities like genocide and ethnic cleansing, should be a cornerstone of the 

UNSC's strategy. 

 Greater Accountability for War Crimes: The International Criminal Court 

(ICC) and other international justice mechanisms must be empowered to hold 

individuals accountable for human rights violations. The UNSC should take a 

stronger role in referring cases to the ICC and supporting its investigations into 

human rights abuses. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC's inaction in response to human rights violations demonstrates the challenges 

of achieving global cooperation in a world marked by geopolitical competition. The 

patterns of inaction and selectivity underscore the need for urgent reforms within the UNSC 

to ensure that it can effectively protect vulnerable populations from atrocities and fulfill its 

primary mandate of maintaining international peace and security. 



 

Page | 190  
 

1. The UNSC’s Mandates on Human Rights and Their 

Limits 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has a crucial role in addressing global 

security challenges, including human rights violations. However, while the UNSC is 

empowered by the UN Charter to take action in situations that threaten international peace 

and security, its ability to directly address human rights violations is often limited by several 

factors. These limitations are largely due to the political interests of its permanent members, 

the veto power, and the lack of a clear, consistent framework for responding to human rights 

abuses. This section explores the UNSC's mandates related to human rights, how they have 

been applied in practice, and the challenges the Council faces in fulfilling its human rights 

responsibilities. 

1.1. The UNSC’s Human Rights Mandate 

The UNSC’s mandate regarding human rights stems from its broader responsibility to 

maintain international peace and security, as outlined in the UN Charter. While human 

rights are primarily the responsibility of the UN General Assembly and the UN Human 

Rights Council (UNHRC), the UNSC has the authority to intervene in situations that 

threaten or breach international peace, including those involving human rights violations. 

The Core Basis of the UNSC’s Mandate 

 UN Charter Article 24: The UNSC is entrusted with the responsibility of 

maintaining international peace and security, and it can act when human rights 

violations escalate to a level that threatens peace, such as genocide, war crimes, or 

ethnic cleansing. 

 Chapter VII of the UN Charter: Under Chapter VII, the UNSC has the authority to 

take enforcement actions in response to threats to peace. This can include sanctions, 

diplomatic measures, or even military interventions when human rights violations 

threaten international peace. 

 International Law: The UNSC is also guided by international human rights law, 

including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and various treaties 

and conventions aimed at preventing atrocities and protecting civilians. 

Despite this clear mandate, the UNSC’s actions are often constrained by the political will of 

its members and the use of the veto power, leading to uneven and inconsistent responses to 

human rights crises. 

1.2. Limits of the UNSC’s Mandates on Human Rights 

While the UNSC has the authority to address human rights violations, its ability to do so is 

often limited by several factors, including: 

A. The Veto Power and Political Interests 

 Veto System: The five permanent members of the UNSC—China, France, Russia, 

United Kingdom, and United States—hold veto power. This power allows any one 

of these members to block resolutions related to human rights interventions, 
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regardless of the nature of the violations. The result is that some human rights 

violations are ignored, especially when they occur in countries with strategic 

importance to one of the permanent members. For example, Russia’s veto has 

repeatedly blocked action against the Syrian regime, despite its involvement in war 

crimes and chemical weapon attacks. 

 Geopolitical Interests: The permanent members of the UNSC often base their votes 

on their national interests or alliances. This results in selective intervention, with 

the UNSC acting only in cases where the strategic priorities of its members align. As 

a result, the UNSC may fail to intervene in human rights abuses in authoritarian 

regimes that have strong political, military, or economic ties to one or more of the 

permanent members. 

B. Lack of Clear and Consistent Guidelines for Action 

The UNSC has no unified framework or set of clear guidelines for addressing human rights 

violations. Although it can intervene in cases of genocide, ethnic cleansing, and war crimes, 

it often lacks the political consensus or operational capacity to do so effectively. This lack of 

consistency in the approach to human rights leads to both delays in action and unequal 

responses to similar human rights crises. 

 Inconsistent Responses: The UNSC’s response to human rights violations often 

varies based on the political context. For instance, the Rwandan genocide (1994) saw 

inaction, while the Srebrenica massacre (1995) prompted only partial intervention. 

The UNSC responded more decisively to the Côte d'Ivoire crisis (2011), but was 

slow and ineffective in the case of Syria. This lack of uniformity undermines the 

credibility and legitimacy of the UNSC’s human rights mandates. 

C. Dependence on Member States for Enforcement 

The effectiveness of UNSC resolutions is often reliant on the willingness of member states 

to enforce them. For example, the imposition of sanctions or military interventions 

requires the cooperation of member states, and their ability or willingness to act can 

significantly influence the success or failure of UNSC mandates. 

 Peacekeeping Mandates: While the UNSC has authorized peacekeeping operations 

in response to human rights crises (e.g., in Sierra Leone and Côte d'Ivoire), the 

scope and mandates of these operations are often limited by political considerations, 

leaving peacekeepers unable to fully protect civilians or prevent abuses. The 

UNAMID mission in Darfur is an example where the mission was undermined by 

restrictions on its operations, particularly its inability to engage in direct combat with 

the perpetrators of atrocities. 

D. The Complex Nature of Human Rights Violations 

The nature and scope of human rights violations can complicate the UNSC’s ability to act. 

Human rights abuses often occur within complex political and social contexts, making it 

difficult to formulate a clear and effective response. 

 Internal Conflicts: In many cases, the human rights violations occur in the context of 

internal conflicts or civil wars, where the UNSC’s intervention may be seen as a 
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violation of sovereignty. For example, the Syrian Civil War (2011–present) has 

become a proxy war, with multiple foreign powers involved. This has made it 

difficult for the UNSC to act decisively, as different members have conflicting 

interests. 

 State Sovereignty vs. Human Rights: The tension between state sovereignty and 

human rights protection remains one of the most significant challenges for the 

UNSC. The principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of sovereign states 

often prevents the Council from taking action, even in the face of genocide or crimes 

against humanity. 

1.3. Historical Examples of UNSC Mandates on Human Rights 

To better understand how the UNSC has exercised its mandate regarding human rights 

violations, it is useful to examine several historical examples. 

A. The Rwandan Genocide (1994) 

 Failure to Act: During the Rwandan genocide, the UNSC failed to act promptly, 

despite clear warnings and evidence of escalating violence. The UNAMIR mission 

was severely limited and underfunded, unable to prevent or stop the genocide. The 

failure to strengthen the mandate and act in time remains one of the UNSC’s most 

significant failures in responding to a human rights crisis. 

B. The Bosnian War and Srebrenica (1995) 

 Partial Intervention: In the case of the Bosnian War and the Srebrenica massacre, 

the UNSC’s response was also insufficient. The UNSC imposed sanctions and 

authorized UN peacekeepers to protect civilians, but they were unable to prevent the 

massacre. The failure to act decisively in Srebrenica has been widely criticized as an 

example of the UNSC’s failure to protect civilians under its mandate. 

C. The Syrian Civil War (2011–Present) 

 Stalemate and Vetoes: In the ongoing Syrian Civil War, the UNSC has been 

paralyzed by the veto power of Russia and China. Despite clear evidence of war 

crimes, chemical weapons attacks, and the use of siege tactics, the UNSC has been 

unable to take meaningful action, with Russia consistently blocking efforts to refer 

Syria to the International Criminal Court (ICC). 

1.4. Moving Forward: Strengthening the UNSC’s Human Rights Mandate 

In light of the limitations discussed, several reforms have been proposed to improve the 

UNSC’s effectiveness in addressing human rights violations: 

 Reform of the Veto System: Proposals for limiting or abolishing the veto power of 

the permanent members have been advanced in response to the gridlock caused by 

the veto. A reformed veto system could make the UNSC more responsive to 

humanitarian crises. 

 Clearer Framework for Human Rights Protection: The UNSC should adopt 

clearer and more consistent guidelines for responding to human rights abuses. This 
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could include predefined mechanisms for military intervention, humanitarian 

assistance, and accountability. 

 Greater Support for International Justice: The UNSC should strengthen its support 

for international justice mechanisms, such as the ICC, by referring situations 

involving human rights violations to the court for investigation and prosecution. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC's human rights mandate is both essential and limited. While it has the authority 

to take action to prevent human rights abuses, its effectiveness is often hindered by the veto 

power, political interests, and the complex nature of human rights violations. As the 

international community faces increasingly complex challenges related to human rights, the 

UNSC must find ways to strengthen its ability to respond swiftly and effectively, without 

being hampered by political and strategic considerations. 
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2. Major Failures in Addressing Global Human Rights 

Violations 

Despite its foundational mandate to uphold international peace and security, the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) has often struggled to address some of the world’s most 

severe and egregious human rights violations. The UNSC’s failure to act decisively in 

numerous instances has been widely criticized and has raised questions about the efficacy and 

credibility of the Council in protecting human rights. This section explores some of the major 

failures of the UNSC in addressing global human rights violations, highlighting the 

limitations of its mandates, the challenges it faces in reaching consensus, and the 

consequences of its inaction. 

2.1. The Rwandan Genocide (1994) 

The Rwandan genocide remains one of the most tragic examples of the UNSC’s failure to 

act in the face of an impending human rights catastrophe. In just 100 days, approximately 

800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were systematically murdered by the extremist Hutu 

militia. 

Failure to Prevent the Genocide 

 Early Warning: Despite early warnings from humanitarian organizations and UN 

peacekeepers, the UNSC failed to act swiftly or decisively. The UN Assistance 

Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), which had been deployed to Rwanda, was 

woefully underfunded and lacked the mandate to intervene effectively. When 

violence began to escalate, the peacekeepers were limited by strict rules of 

engagement, which prevented them from using force to protect civilians. 

 Failure to Strengthen the Mission: As the genocide unfolded, the UNSC not only 

failed to strengthen the mandate of UNAMIR but also reduced the peacekeeping 

force at a critical time. This lack of action in the face of overwhelming evidence of a 

genocidal campaign is often cited as one of the most significant failures in the 

UNSC’s history. 

Consequences of Inaction 

 The failure of the UNSC to intervene in Rwanda led to the loss of hundreds of 

thousands of innocent lives and left lasting scars on the people of Rwanda. This 

failure also exposed the limitations of the UN peacekeeping system and the inability 

of the UNSC to act decisively in situations where its members have competing 

political interests. 

2.2. The Srebrenica Massacre (1995) 

The Srebrenica massacre, which occurred during the Bosnian War, represents another 

major failure of the UNSC to prevent large-scale human rights violations. In July 1995, 8,000 

Bosnian Muslim men and boys were systematically killed by Bosnian Serb forces in a so-

called “safe area” protected by UN peacekeepers. 

UNSC’s Failure to Protect Civilians 
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 Failure to Provide Adequate Protection: The UNSC had declared Srebrenica a safe 

area under the protection of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR). However, the 

peacekeepers were inadequately equipped and lacked a mandate to prevent the 

massacre. Despite knowing that an attack was imminent, the UN failed to reinforce 

the peacekeeping mission or take stronger action to protect civilians. 

 Political Divisions within the UNSC: The UNSC’s failure to act was partly due to 

political divisions among its members, particularly regarding the role of the Bosnian 

Serb leadership and the involvement of NATO in enforcing a no-fly zone and 

conducting airstrikes. 

Consequences of Inaction 

 The massacre in Srebrenica resulted in the deaths of thousands of innocent civilians, 

further exacerbating ethnic tensions in the region. The failure to protect civilians in 

Srebrenica remains a defining moment in the history of the UNSC and a reminder of 

the inadequate peacekeeping capabilities and lack of resolve to stop atrocities when 

political will is lacking. 

2.3. The Syrian Civil War (2011–Present) 

The Syrian Civil War has been one of the most prolonged and complex humanitarian crises 

in modern history. The conflict has resulted in an estimated half a million deaths and 

displaced over 12 million people. Despite clear evidence of widespread war crimes and 

human rights abuses, the UNSC has been unable to effectively intervene or bring an end to 

the violence. 

UNSC’s Divided Response 

 Veto Power: The Syrian regime has committed numerous atrocities, including the 

use of chemical weapons, barrel bombs, and siege tactics against civilians. However, 

Russia’s veto power in the UNSC has blocked efforts to refer Syria to the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) and to impose stronger sanctions. Russia’s 

geopolitical interests in Syria have led to a stalemate, preventing the UNSC from 

acting decisively to end the violence or protect civilians. 

 Diplomatic Deadlock: The UNSC has been paralyzed by the interests of its 

permanent members, with no clear path forward for diplomacy or military 

intervention. Resolutions calling for ceasefires and humanitarian access have often 

been blocked or ignored, and humanitarian aid has struggled to reach those most in 

need due to ongoing fighting and the political gridlock within the UNSC. 

Consequences of Inaction 

 The failure of the UNSC to act effectively in Syria has allowed the Assad regime to 

commit atrocities with relative impunity. The lack of a coherent response from the 

international community has also allowed ISIS and other extremist groups to gain a 

foothold in the region, exacerbating the suffering of civilians and complicating efforts 

to resolve the conflict. 

2.4. The Darfur Crisis (2003–Present) 
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The Darfur crisis in Sudan began in 2003, when the Sudanese government, supported by 

Arab militia groups, launched a brutal crackdown on non-Arab ethnic groups in the Darfur 

region. The conflict has led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands and the displacement of 

millions. 

The UNSC’s Slow Response 

 The UNSC’s initial response to the Darfur crisis was slow and inadequate. Despite 

mounting evidence of genocide and war crimes, the UNSC failed to intervene 

promptly or enforce a strong peacekeeping mission. The African Union initially took 

the lead in deploying peacekeepers, but the mission was underfunded and lacked 

sufficient mandate or resources to protect civilians effectively. 

 Veto Power and Geopolitical Interests: China, a major trade partner of Sudan, used 

its veto power to block stronger measures against the Sudanese government. This 

allowed the government to continue its atrocities without significant international 

intervention. 

Consequences of Inaction 

 The lack of an effective international response to the Darfur crisis allowed the 

genocidal violence to continue unchecked for years. The inability of the UNSC to 

intervene also undermined the credibility of the UN and international human rights 

frameworks, sending a message that state sovereignty could shield governments 

from accountability for human rights violations. 

2.5. The Rohingya Crisis (2017–Present) 

The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar has resulted in one of the most severe ethnic cleansing 

operations of the 21st century. Over 700,000 Rohingya Muslims were forced to flee their 

homes due to a military crackdown in 2017, which involved widespread sexual violence, 

murder, and the destruction of villages. 

UNSC’s Lack of Effective Action 

 The UNSC’s response to the Rohingya crisis has been largely ineffective. China and 

Russia have blocked efforts to impose sanctions on Myanmar or take stronger actions 

against its military leaders. The UNSC issued statements condemning the violence but 

failed to take any meaningful action to stop the atrocities or refer the situation to the 

ICC. 

Consequences of Inaction 

 The failure to act has led to a humanitarian disaster with long-term consequences 

for the Rohingya people, who continue to live in refugee camps with limited access 

to basic services. The international community’s failure to hold Myanmar’s leaders 

accountable has emboldened other authoritarian regimes and sent a signal that there is 

little cost for committing mass atrocities. 

2.6. The Impact of Inaction on Global Human Rights Norms 
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The major failures of the UNSC to address human rights violations have had far-reaching 

consequences for global human rights norms. These failures have undermined the 

credibility of the UN system, exposed the limitations of peacekeeping operations, and 

weakened the ability of the international community to prevent atrocities. Additionally, the 

selectivity and political divisions within the UNSC have led to accusations of hypocrisy, as 

some nations are seen as shielded from accountability due to their political or economic 

influence. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s inability to act decisively in response to major human rights violations has 

highlighted the deep flaws in the international security architecture. While the UNSC’s 

mandate includes addressing human rights violations, political interests, veto power, and 

geopolitical considerations have frequently prevented meaningful action. These failures 

have cost countless lives and left lasting scars on affected communities, raising serious 

questions about the effectiveness of the UNSC in upholding its responsibility to protect 

human rights. 
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3. The Role of Vetoes in Preventing Action 

The veto power wielded by the five permanent members (P5) of the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) — namely, the United States, Russia, China, France, and the 

United Kingdom — is a key mechanism that fundamentally shapes the decision-making 

process within the Council. While the veto is designed to ensure that the P5 have a significant 

say in global security matters, it has also become a significant barrier to meaningful action in 

response to some of the most egregious human rights violations and conflicts around the 

world. 

This section explores how the veto system in the UNSC has repeatedly prevented action, 

exacerbated conflicts, and contributed to the impotence of the UNSC in addressing crises 

that require urgent intervention. 

3.1. The Structure and Functioning of the Veto System 

The veto power is granted to the five permanent members of the UNSC, a legacy of the 

post-World War II order. Under this system, any of the P5 members can block any 

substantive resolution that the UNSC seeks to adopt, including those related to human rights 

violations, military interventions, or sanctions. 

Why the Veto Exists: 

 The veto was originally introduced to ensure that the P5, as the major victorious 

powers in WWII, would have significant influence in maintaining international 

peace and security. The idea was that, in order to maintain global order, the major 

powers should cooperate in the decision-making process, preventing any one nation or 

coalition from dominating the global agenda. 

 However, the veto has evolved into a tool for geopolitical maneuvering and has 

often been used to advance national interests or protect allies, rather than ensuring 

that the UNSC fulfills its mandate to address global conflicts and human rights 

abuses. 

3.2. How the Veto Blocks Action on Human Rights Violations 

The use of the veto has often been a major obstacle to taking decisive action in situations 

where human rights violations are taking place. When members of the P5 use the veto, it 

prevents the UNSC from passing resolutions aimed at addressing crises such as genocide, 

ethnic cleansing, war crimes, or other atrocities. 

Examples of Veto Power Blocking Action: 

1. The Rwandan Genocide (1994): 
o As the Rwandan genocide unfolded in 1994, the UNSC remained largely 

inactive despite early warnings about the impending violence. The United 

States and France were especially hesitant to intervene due to geopolitical 

considerations and fears about the potential implications of direct military 

action in Africa. The lack of a coherent international response, combined with 

the political paralysis within the UNSC, contributed to the failure to stop the 
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genocide, which resulted in the deaths of approximately 800,000 Tutsis and 

moderate Hutus. 

2. The Syrian Civil War (2011–Present): 
o In the case of the Syrian Civil War, Russia and China have used their veto 

power to block any meaningful resolutions that would have imposed sanctions 

or referred Syrian President Bashar al-Assad to the International Criminal 

Court (ICC) for war crimes. Russia, a key ally of Syria, has consistently 

shielded the Assad regime from international accountability, even as the 

regime has committed atrocities against its own people. As a result, the 

UNSC has been unable to effectively intervene or broker a lasting peace 

agreement, leaving millions of Syrians to suffer. 

3. The Rohingya Crisis (2017): 
o The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar has been marked by widespread ethnic 

cleansing and atrocities committed against the Rohingya Muslim population 

by the Myanmar military. Despite the clear evidence of mass human rights 

abuses, the UNSC has been paralyzed by China's veto. China has strong 

economic ties with Myanmar and has used its veto power to block any UNSC 

action aimed at addressing the crisis or holding Myanmar's military leadership 

accountable for the violence. 

4. The Darfur Crisis (2003–Present): 
o In the case of the Darfur genocide in Sudan, the United States and China 

played significant roles in preventing strong UNSC action. China's economic 

interests in Sudan, including investments in the country’s oil sector, led it to 

use its veto power to block stronger sanctions or military interventions. The 

lack of concerted action from the UNSC in Darfur allowed the violence to 

continue and left millions of people displaced, contributing to one of the most 

prolonged humanitarian crises in the 21st century. 

3.3. The Geopolitical Dynamics Behind the Veto 

The use of the veto power in the UNSC often reflects the geopolitical and strategic interests 

of the P5 members, rather than an objective commitment to uphold international law and 

human rights. This geopolitical divide leads to diplomatic deadlock in the face of major 

crises, where competing interests prevent consensus. 

Strategic Interests Over Human Rights: 

 Russia: As a permanent member, Russia has frequently used its veto to protect its 

allies, such as Syria, and to block efforts that it perceives as undermining its 

influence in Eastern Europe or the Middle East. The veto allows Russia to assert its 

power and resist external pressure from Western countries. 

 China: China has often used its veto to protect its economic interests and political 

allies in the developing world. It has used the veto power to shield regimes that are in 

its economic orbit, including Myanmar and Sudan, as well as to block action on 

issues like Taiwan and human rights abuses within its borders. 

 The United States: The U.S. has used its veto power to protect its allies, notably 

Israel, from international scrutiny. This is evident in its repeated use of the veto to 

block UNSC resolutions that would have criticized Israeli actions in the Palestinian 

territories. Similarly, the U.S. has used the veto to prevent action in conflicts where 

its strategic interests are at stake. 
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 The United Kingdom and France: As permanent members, the UK and France 

have occasionally acted in coordination with the U.S., especially in military 

interventions (e.g., Libya in 2011). However, they too have occasionally used the 

veto in line with their national interests, particularly when it involves their historical 

relationships with countries or regions in crisis. 

3.4. The Implications of Vetoes for Global Governance 

The consistent use of the veto in the UNSC has seriously undermined the Council's 

credibility as an institution capable of upholding global peace and security. Some of the key 

implications of the veto system’s influence include: 

Undermining the Responsibility to Protect (R2P): 

 The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine was created in 2005 as a global 

commitment to prevent genocide, war crimes, and ethnic cleansing. However, the 

use of the veto has undermined this principle. The UNSC’s failure to take action in 

the face of mass atrocities due to vetoes has resulted in the perpetuation of human 

rights violations without accountability. 

Loss of Credibility: 

 The repeated failures to respond to major human rights violations have caused the 

UNSC to lose credibility among the international community. The inability of the 

UNSC to take action in situations like Syria or Rwanda has eroded its legitimacy and 

raised questions about the fairness and impartiality of its decision-making process. 

Proliferation of Alternative Solutions: 

 The lack of action by the UNSC has often led to regional powers or coalitions taking 

matters into their own hands. This has led to military interventions (sometimes 

outside the framework of the UN) or efforts to impose sanctions without the formal 

backing of the UNSC. Such actions, however, often lack international support and can 

lead to further destabilization. 

3.5. Reforming the Veto System: Is There a Way Forward? 

Many scholars, diplomats, and reform advocates have called for a reform of the UNSC and 

its veto system, arguing that the current structure is outdated and ineffective in addressing 

modern global challenges. Some proposed reforms include: 

 Limiting the veto power in cases involving human rights violations or genocide. 

 Rotating membership on the P5 to ensure broader representation. 

 Increasing transparency in the decision-making process to reduce the influence of 

individual veto-wielding countries. 

However, the political realities of geopolitics and international diplomacy mean that any 

changes to the veto system would require the consent of the current P5 members — a highly 

unlikely scenario given their vested interests in maintaining the status quo. 
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Conclusion 

The veto system within the UNSC remains a powerful tool that has frequently been exploited 

to block actions that would protect human rights and promote global security. While it was 

originally designed to ensure cooperation among the major powers, it has become an 

impediment to addressing some of the world’s most pressing humanitarian crises. The role of 

vetoes in preventing action is a central issue in debates about reforming the UNSC and 

making it more responsive to the needs of the international community in the 21st century. 
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4. The Future of Human Rights and the UNSC’s Reform 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has played a significant role in shaping the 

global response to human rights violations, but its inability to act decisively in the face of 

ongoing atrocities has led to growing calls for reform. This section examines the potential 

future of human rights within the context of the UNSC, focusing on the challenges the 

Council faces and exploring potential reforms that could enhance its ability to protect and 

promote global human rights. 

4.1. The Challenges Facing the UNSC in Protecting Human Rights 

Despite the UNSC's mandate to ensure international peace and security, its track record in 

responding to human rights abuses has been disappointing. Several challenges hinder the 

UNSC's ability to act effectively in addressing violations: 

4.1.1. The Veto Power and Political Gridlock 

The most significant challenge facing the UNSC's ability to address human rights violations 

is the veto power of the five permanent members (P5) — the United States, Russia, China, 

France, and United Kingdom. The geopolitical interests of these nations often take 

precedence over the protection of human rights, resulting in deadlock and inaction. For 

example, Russia's veto has prevented action on the Syrian Civil War, while China's veto 

has shielded Myanmar from international accountability over the Rohingya crisis. This 

situation has led to the perception that the UNSC is ineffective and unable to deliver timely, 

meaningful responses. 

4.1.2. Lack of Consensus Among Member States 

Even beyond the P5, the broader UNSC membership is often divided on issues relating to 

human rights. National interests, ideological differences, and regional allegiances can 

impede consensus. For instance, African and Latin American countries may be more 

inclined to oppose military intervention in a sovereign state, while Western powers might 

prioritize the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. The lack of agreement on the use of 

force, sanctions, or diplomatic pressure complicates efforts to form a coherent response. 

4.1.3. The Principle of Sovereignty 

The principle of state sovereignty often clashes with the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

doctrine, which holds that the international community has a responsibility to intervene in 

cases of genocide, war crimes, or crimes against humanity. Many countries resist external 

interference in their internal affairs, using sovereignty as a justification to oppose 

international intervention. This tension is particularly evident in China’s support for 

Myanmar and Russia’s defense of Syria, as well as other authoritarian regimes. 

4.1.4. The Insufficient Use of Non-Military Tools 

The UNSC has often failed to fully utilize non-military tools at its disposal, such as 

sanctions, diplomatic pressure, and peacekeeping missions, to address human rights 

abuses. Sanctions, for instance, can be a powerful tool, but their effectiveness is limited when 

the UNSC cannot reach consensus on their implementation. Additionally, peacekeeping 
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missions may be deployed, but their mandates are often limited and fail to address the root 

causes of human rights abuses. 

4.2. Calls for Reform: Making the UNSC More Responsive to Human Rights 

The failure of the UNSC to act decisively in crises like Syria, Rwanda, and Darfur has led 

to growing calls for reform. Various stakeholders, including scholars, diplomats, human 

rights advocates, and reform-minded nations, have proposed several ways to modernize the 

UNSC to better address human rights issues. 

4.2.1. Limiting the Veto Power 

One of the most debated reforms is the limitation of the veto power held by the P5 

members. Some proposals include: 

 Banning the use of the veto in cases of genocide or war crimes. This would prevent 

any permanent member from blocking action to address the most egregious human 

rights abuses. 

 Introducing a mechanism that would allow the General Assembly to override a 

veto in certain circumstances, especially in cases of mass atrocities or crimes against 

humanity. 

 Reducing the number of permanent members and increasing the representation of 

emerging powers and developing countries to better reflect the global community’s 

concerns. 

4.2.2. Reforming the Decision-Making Process 

Reforming the decision-making structure within the UNSC could make it more efficient 

and inclusive. Some suggestions include: 

 Expanding membership to include countries from underrepresented regions, such as 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America, to better reflect the global population. 

 Creating a new category of semi-permanent members who are elected for longer 

terms, ensuring continuity and reducing the frequency of vetoes tied to political shifts 

in a given year. 

 Streamlining the decision-making process to allow for quicker action, particularly 

in cases of emergency humanitarian interventions. 

4.2.3. Strengthening the Role of the General Assembly 

Another proposal is to enhance the role of the General Assembly in addressing human rights 

issues. The General Assembly could serve as an effective platform for global debate and 

decision-making in situations where the UNSC is paralyzed by the veto system. This would 

allow for a broader representation of global voices and could potentially increase pressure 

on the UNSC to act. 

4.2.4. Increasing Accountability for Non-Action 

One of the most powerful reforms that could take place would be to hold UNSC members 

accountable for their inaction in the face of human rights violations. Requiring permanent 

members to justify the use of their veto power, particularly in situations involving 
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genocide, war crimes, or ethnic cleansing, could increase the political cost of blocking 

action. Greater transparency in the UNSC’s decision-making process would also help raise 

public awareness and pressure governments to act. 

4.2.5. Greater Use of Non-Military Tools 

To avoid military interventions, the UNSC could strengthen the use of non-military 

measures, including: 

 Comprehensive sanctions targeting specific actors responsible for human rights 

abuses, including travel bans, asset freezes, and arms embargoes. 

 Diplomatic initiatives aimed at brokering peace and promoting human rights, 

particularly through regional organizations and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs). 

 Expanding the role of peacekeeping forces, ensuring they have stronger mandates 

and adequate resources to address both the immediate violence and the long-term 

recovery of post-crisis societies. 

4.2.6. Supporting the Creation of New Institutions 

In response to the limitations of the UNSC, some have suggested the creation of new 

institutions or frameworks for addressing human rights violations. This could include the 

establishment of a more robust human rights body within the UN system that operates 

independently of the UNSC, ensuring that human rights violations are addressed 

immediately, without being subject to political considerations within the UNSC. 

4.3. The Path Forward: Challenges and Opportunities 

While there is a strong consensus that reform is necessary, there are significant challenges to 

implementing meaningful change. Some of the major obstacles include: 

 The entrenched power dynamics of the P5 members, who are unlikely to relinquish 

their veto power without significant political pressure. 

 Geopolitical rivalries between the major powers, particularly the United States, 

Russia, and China, which often lead to opposition to reform proposals. 

 The complexity of international diplomacy and the diversity of national interests, 

which make it difficult to reach broad consensus on the specifics of any reform. 

However, there are also opportunities: 

 Growing public awareness of human rights abuses and international outrage over 

conflicts like Syria, Myanmar, and Yemen can create pressure for change. 

 The increasing role of regional organizations and non-state actors in humanitarian 

efforts may provide an alternative model for collaboration and action. 

 The rise of multilateralism and cooperation on issues like climate change, human 

rights, and peacebuilding could create a more favorable environment for UNSC 

reform. 

Conclusion 
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The future of human rights and the UNSC’s ability to address global human rights 

violations hinges on the Council’s willingness to reform its decision-making processes and 

structures. As the international community continues to evolve, so too must the UNSC, 

ensuring that it is equipped to address the complex and evolving challenges of the 21st 

century. Effective reform could enhance the UNSC’s ability to protect human rights, foster 

international cooperation, and uphold its mandate to maintain global peace and security. 
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Chapter 14: The Debate on UNSC Reform: Is 

Change Possible? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) stands at the crossroads of significant global 

challenges, including the rise of new geopolitical tensions, the increasing demand for 

human rights protection, and the dynamics of multilateral diplomacy. As the world 

becomes more interconnected and the political landscape evolves, the question of UNSC 

reform continues to be at the forefront of discussions about how to address these modern 

challenges. This chapter explores the ongoing debate over whether meaningful change is 

possible within the UNSC, the proposed reforms, the obstacles to achieving them, and the 

potential for reshaping the Council’s role in global governance. 

1. The Current Structure and Challenges of the UNSC 

The UNSC was created in 1945 to maintain international peace and security after the 

devastation of World War II. Its structure and functions were designed with the geopolitical 

realities of that time in mind, including the dominance of Western powers and the need to 

reflect the balance of power in the post-war world. However, the international system has 

changed dramatically since then, and the UNSC’s structure, based on five permanent 

members (P5) — the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom — has 

faced increasing scrutiny for several reasons: 

1.1. Lack of Representation of Emerging Powers 

While the P5 represents the victors of World War II, emerging global powers such as India, 

Brazil, and Germany have become increasingly vocal in their demands for a more 

representative UNSC. The continued dominance of the P5, particularly their veto power, has 

resulted in criticisms of the UNSC as an outdated institution that no longer reflects the 

geopolitical realities of the 21st century. Developing countries, especially those in Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America, argue that their interests and concerns are not adequately 

represented. 

1.2. The Veto Power and Political Gridlock 

The P5's veto power remains the most controversial aspect of the UNSC’s operations. While 

it was initially designed to ensure the participation of the major powers in the decision-

making process, the veto has often been used to block action in crises, even when the 

international community is calling for intervention. The ongoing deadlock over Syria, for 

example, demonstrates the negative effects of the veto power. Countries like Russia and 

China have used their vetoes to shield regimes that are accused of committing war crimes 

and human rights violations, such as those in Syria and Myanmar. This has led to 

criticisms that the UNSC is paralyzed and unable to respond effectively to crises. 

1.3. Geopolitical Rivalries and Disagreements 

In addition to the veto power, the UNSC has been hampered by geopolitical rivalries. The 

U.S., Russia, and China often find themselves on opposite sides of issues, making it difficult 

to form a unified stance on pressing international crises. Their competing interests, alliances, 

and regional commitments frequently undermine the UNSC’s ability to act decisively. As a 
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result, the Council has often been accused of failing to deliver timely and effective solutions 

to conflicts and humanitarian crises. 

2. Proposed Reforms: What Has Been Suggested? 

Various reform proposals have been put forward to address these challenges and improve 

the UNSC’s ability to adapt to the evolving global environment. These proposals typically 

fall into a few key categories: expanding the membership, limiting the veto power, 

enhancing transparency, and strengthening accountability. 

2.1. Expanding the Membership 

One of the most widely discussed reforms is the expansion of the UNSC membership to 

include countries from underrepresented regions such as Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

Proposals have suggested adding new permanent members or creating semi-permanent 

seats that would allow for broader representation. Specific countries like India, Brazil, 

Germany, and Japan have been consistently proposed as candidates for permanent seats. 

However, any such expansion is controversial. Some argue that increasing the number of 

permanent members would weaken the decision-making process and further exacerbate 

gridlock. Others contend that the current structure is not in line with the demographic and 

political shifts of the modern world and must adapt to reflect a more multilateral and 

inclusive international system. 

2.2. Limiting or Reforming the Veto Power 

The veto power of the P5 has been the subject of intense debate. Some reformists argue that 

the veto should be limited or abolished altogether, particularly in cases of mass atrocities or 

genocide. For instance, one proposed reform is that the P5 veto should not apply in 

situations involving genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. This would 

allow for more effective intervention when the stakes are particularly high. 

Another approach would be to restrict the use of the veto, allowing for a majority vote 

among the P5 or the General Assembly to override it. However, this would require 

significant buy-in from the P5 members, which is unlikely due to the potential loss of 

influence they would face. 

2.3. Strengthening Accountability and Transparency 

The UNSC has also been criticized for its lack of transparency and accountability, 

particularly regarding its decision-making process. Calls have been made for more openness 

in how decisions are made and for better public justification of the use of the veto power. 

Some advocates suggest that the General Assembly should have more authority in reviewing 

and debating UNSC decisions. 

2.4. Increasing the Role of Non-Permanent Members 

Another reform proposal is to strengthen the role of the non-permanent members of the 

UNSC, who serve for two-year terms and are elected by the General Assembly. These 

members are seen as a counterbalance to the power of the P5 and can help ensure a more 

balanced and representative approach to decision-making. Strengthening their role in 
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shaping UNSC agendas and promoting broad-based consensus could help alleviate the 

gridlock caused by the P5’s veto power. 

3. Why Is Reform So Difficult? 

Despite the growing calls for reform, achieving meaningful change within the UNSC remains 

a formidable challenge. Several factors contribute to the difficulty of reforming the UNSC: 

3.1. Resistance from the P5 

The most significant obstacle to reform is the resistance of the P5 members, who hold 

substantial political power and economic influence. Any change that diminishes their 

influence, such as limiting the veto or expanding the number of permanent members, is 

unlikely to gain their support. For the P5, maintaining their veto power is seen as a crucial 

protection of their interests and status within the international system. 

3.2. The Geopolitical Balance of Power 

Geopolitical rivalries also complicate reform efforts. The major powers in the UNSC — 

particularly the U.S., Russia, and China — often have divergent interests and are unlikely to 

agree on significant changes. For example, while the U.S. might support an expansion of the 

UNSC to include India, China may resist such a move, seeing it as a threat to its own 

influence. 

3.3. The Lack of Consensus on Reform Models 

Even within the broader international community, there is no consensus on what the ideal 

model of reform should look like. Different countries and regions have competing 

proposals, and finding common ground among them is challenging. Some advocate for an 

increase in permanent members, while others call for greater representation of smaller 

states, and still others push for enhanced roles for non-permanent members. 

3.4. The Status Quo 

The status quo benefits those who hold significant political and economic power in the 

current system. For many smaller or emerging countries, the reform process is an uphill battle 

against entrenched interests. Reformers often face opposition not only from the P5 but also 

from countries that benefit from the current system. 

4. The Future of UNSC Reform: Possibilities and Prospects 

Although reform seems difficult, there is still hope for change. The growing demand for a 

more inclusive and representative UNSC reflects the changing global landscape and the 

increasing need for global governance that reflects the interests of all nations, not just the 

P5. 

4.1. The Case for Incremental Reform 

Rather than seeking a complete overhaul of the UNSC, some argue for incremental reform, 

such as: 
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 Expanding the role of the General Assembly in addressing human rights violations 

and conflicts. 

 Creating semi-permanent seats or expanding the membership to ensure that key 

emerging powers are represented. 

 Introducing greater transparency in UNSC decision-making, particularly regarding 

the use of the veto. 

4.2. A Broader Multilateral Approach 

Another possibility is that global governance could evolve into a more multilateral 

approach, where institutions like the General Assembly, regional organizations, and non-

governmental actors play a more prominent role in addressing global crises. The UNSC 

could become one part of a larger global framework of institutions working together to 

address challenges in a more coordinated manner. 

4.3. Grassroots and Global Pressure 

As global public opinion becomes more vocal, there may be increasing pressure from civil 

society organizations, academia, and global citizens calling for reform. This could lead to 

greater political momentum for change, especially in the context of crises like climate 

change and global health issues, where collective action is essential. 

5. Conclusion: The Possibility of Reform 

The debate on UNSC reform remains complex and contentious, but it is clear that change is 

both necessary and possible. The challenges of global governance, the need for more 

inclusive representation, and the failure of the current system to address some of the world’s 

most pressing issues all point to the need for a reformed UNSC that is better equipped to 

handle 21st-century crises. Whether or not change will happen depends on the political will 

of the P5 and other UN member states, as well as the broader geopolitical shifts that may 

make reform not only desirable but necessary. 
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1. The Calls for Reform: Expanding the Permanent 

Membership 

The question of expanding the permanent membership of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) has been one of the most contentious and widely discussed proposals for 

reform. As the world has evolved since the creation of the UN in 1945, the balance of power 

has shifted, and the original structure of the UNSC — with its five permanent members (P5) 

— no longer reflects the current geopolitical realities. Calls for reform often center around 

the need for the Council to better represent the global balance of power, provide more 

inclusive and equitable representation, and ensure that emerging powers are involved in 

decision-making. 

This section will explore the various arguments for expanding the permanent membership, 

the candidates often put forward for inclusion, and the complex challenges associated with 

such a reform. 

1.1. The Rationale Behind Expanding Permanent Membership 

The UNSC, as it stands today, was designed to reflect the power dynamics of the post-World 

War II era. The P5 — the United States, Russia (formerly the Soviet Union), China, 

France, and the United Kingdom — were the primary victors of the war, and their inclusion 

as permanent members was a recognition of their military and political dominance at the 

time. 

However, several factors have since changed: 

 Global Power Shifts: The world has seen a shift in the balance of power, with 

emerging economies and regional powers gaining greater influence. Countries like 

India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan have seen significant economic growth, become 

key players in global governance, and now seek greater representation in the 

UNSC. 

 Regional Disparities: The UNSC's current composition reflects the interests of 

Western and European powers, while Asia, Africa, and Latin America remain 

underrepresented. This has led to criticisms that the UNSC does not fairly represent 

the interests of developing countries. 

 Global Crises and Their Impacts: Global challenges such as climate change, 

international terrorism, health pandemics, and nuclear proliferation require the 

cooperation of a broad range of countries to address. A more inclusive UNSC would 

ensure that decisions made on these issues reflect a wider variety of perspectives and 

interests. 

1.1.1. The Case for Equity and Legitimacy 

One of the strongest arguments for expanding the permanent membership is the need for 

equity and legitimacy in global governance. Many argue that the UNSC’s composition, 

dominated by the P5, lacks legitimacy because it does not include countries that represent 

significant portions of the global population or play key roles in the world economy. 

For example: 
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 India, with over 1.4 billion people, is the world’s largest democracy and a significant 

economic power. 

 Brazil, as a leading country in Latin America, represents a growing economy and 

geopolitical influence. 

 Germany, the largest economy in Europe and a central player in international trade 

and politics, is not part of the P5. 

 Japan, the world’s third-largest economy, has been an important contributor to 

international peacekeeping and economic development. 

Expanding the permanent membership would ensure that these and other influential nations 

are included in decisions that affect the global community. 

1.2. The Leading Candidates for Permanent Membership 

Several countries have consistently been mentioned as potential candidates for permanent 

membership in the UNSC. These candidates are typically emerging powers or regional 

leaders whose economic, political, or military significance has grown over the years. 

1.2.1. India 

India has long been at the forefront of calls for UNSC reform. As the world’s most populous 

democracy and the third-largest economy (by purchasing power parity), India argues that its 

economic and geopolitical weight warrants a permanent seat on the Council. India is also an 

important regional player in South Asia, and its participation in peacekeeping operations 

and international diplomacy further strengthens its case. 

India’s bid for a permanent seat is also backed by its growing influence in global institutions 

such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), G20, and BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China, and South Africa). India’s inclusion would address the underrepresentation of Asia 

in the UNSC, as the only Asian permanent member is China. 

1.2.2. Brazil 

Brazil is considered the most influential country in Latin America and has significant 

diplomatic weight in international forums. As a member of the BRICS group, Brazil has 

positioned itself as a key player in global governance. Its economy is the largest in Latin 

America, and its active participation in UN peacekeeping and humanitarian missions has 

further bolstered its claim for a permanent seat. 

Brazil’s inclusion would not only improve the representation of the Global South, but it 

would also bring greater diversity to the Council’s decision-making process, reflecting the 

needs and concerns of developing nations. 

1.2.3. Germany 

Germany is the largest economy in Europe and the fourth-largest globally, making it a 

natural contender for a permanent UNSC seat. Germany is a founding member of the 

European Union (EU) and plays a critical role in NATO and global diplomacy. It has also 

contributed significantly to international peacekeeping missions and humanitarian efforts. 
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Despite its central role in European politics and its strong global presence, Germany remains 

excluded from the permanent membership of the UNSC, even though it holds a non-

permanent seat on the Council every few years. Many advocates argue that Germany’s 

participation in the UNSC would provide a much-needed European voice alongside the 

United Kingdom and France. 

1.2.4. Japan 

Japan’s role as the world’s third-largest economy and a leading power in international 

trade, technology, and global finance makes it another strong candidate for permanent 

membership. Japan has also demonstrated a strong commitment to global peacekeeping and 

humanitarian assistance, playing an active role in international organizations like the 

United Nations and the World Health Organization (WHO). 

Though Japan’s candidacy faces resistance from countries such as China, its inclusion would 

provide a significant Asian voice on the UNSC alongside China, balancing the interests of 

the region. 

1.3. The Opposition to Expanding Permanent Membership 

While there is strong support for expanding the permanent membership of the UNSC, there 

are several key obstacles to achieving this reform. 

1.3.1. Resistance from the P5 

The P5 countries are largely resistant to any reform that threatens their status and influence. 

Any expansion of the permanent membership would dilute their dominance and veto power. 

The P5 may fear that granting a permanent seat to new countries would lead to a loss of 

control over important decisions, especially in areas such as military intervention, 

sanctions, and international peacekeeping. 

1.3.2. Rivalries Between Potential Candidates 

The inclusion of new permanent members is also complicated by regional rivalries. For 

example, China and India have historically had tense relations, particularly over the issue of 

border disputes. As a result, China has been resistant to India’s bid for a permanent seat, 

seeing it as a challenge to its own dominance in the Asian region. Similarly, Brazil and 

Argentina have had long-standing political tensions, and Germany and Japan are often 

viewed as rivals in global economic and political affairs. 

The competition between these countries has made it difficult to build a unified coalition in 

favor of reform. 

1.3.3. The Fear of Further Fragmentation 

There are concerns that expanding the permanent membership could lead to a fragmentation 

of the UNSC. Adding too many permanent members could make the decision-making 

process even more complex and gridlocked. There is also a fear that the growth of 

permanent members could make it harder to achieve consensus on important issues, leading 

to even more inefficiency and inaction. 
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1.4. The Road Ahead: Will Reform Happen? 

The debate over expanding the permanent membership of the UNSC remains ongoing. While 

there is broad support for reform, the obstacles are substantial, and achieving consensus 

among the P5 and other member states will be a difficult and lengthy process. 

However, the growing demand for a more representative and equitable UNSC — 

particularly from emerging powers and developing countries — means that the issue will 

continue to be a central point in the conversation about UN reform. The future of the UNSC 

will depend on whether the international community can overcome geopolitical rivalries, 

resistance from the P5, and other challenges to create a more inclusive global governance 

system that can effectively address the crises of the 21st century. 

  



 

Page | 214  
 

2. The Legitimacy Crisis: Can the UNSC Truly Represent 

the World? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been regarded as the primary 

global body tasked with maintaining international peace and security. However, its ability 

to effectively represent the diverse interests and realities of the modern world has been 

increasingly called into question. At the heart of the debate lies a legitimacy crisis, one that 

challenges the credibility and effectiveness of the Council in the face of changing 

geopolitical dynamics and growing calls for reform. 

This section will explore the legitimacy crisis facing the UNSC, examining the factors 

contributing to it, the criticisms leveled at its structure, and the ongoing debate about whether 

the UNSC can truly represent the world as it is today. 

2.1. The Historical Basis of the UNSC's Legitimacy 

The structure of the UNSC was established in 1945 as part of the United Nations Charter, 

with the goal of ensuring that the decisions regarding international peace and security would 

be made by the victorious powers of World War II: the United States, Soviet Union (now 

Russia), United Kingdom, France, and China. These five countries were granted 

permanent membership, along with the power of the veto, enabling them to block any 

substantive resolution from being passed. 

At the time, this structure was intended to reflect the political realities of the post-war world 

and to prevent the outbreak of another global conflict. However, as the decades have passed, 

the geopolitical landscape has shifted dramatically, raising questions about the relevance 

and fairness of this arrangement. 

2.2. The Legitimacy Problem: Out of Touch with the Modern World 

Over the years, the world has undergone significant changes, but the UNSC's structure has 

largely remained the same. The ongoing legitimacy crisis can be attributed to several key 

factors: 

2.2.1. The Lack of Representation for Emerging Powers 

The current composition of the UNSC reflects the political and military dominance of the P5 

nations at the end of World War II. However, this no longer accurately mirrors the global 

balance of power. Emerging powers such as India, Brazil, South Africa, Japan, and 

Turkey have become influential actors in global politics and economics, yet they remain 

excluded from the permanent membership. 

For example: 

 India, with over 1.4 billion people, has the third-largest economy by purchasing 

power parity and is a major regional power in Asia, but it is still denied a permanent 

seat on the Council. 
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 Brazil, the largest country in Latin America, has long been an advocate for regional 

stability and economic development, but it is not part of the decision-making 

process on the UNSC. 

 Germany, an economic powerhouse in Europe, contributes significantly to 

international peacekeeping and diplomacy, but it is not represented as a permanent 

member. 

This lack of representation of emerging powers has led to calls for reform, with critics 

arguing that the UNSC's structure is outdated and no longer reflects the political realities of 

the 21st century. 

2.2.2. Underrepresentation of the Global South 

The Global South, consisting of countries in Africa, Latin America, and parts of Asia, 

remains underrepresented on the UNSC. The current structure is criticized for favoring 

Western powers at the expense of the Global South. For example, Africa, which represents 

a significant portion of the world’s population and has faced numerous challenges related to 

conflict, development, and peacekeeping, does not have a permanent representative on the 

Council. 

The absence of African representation in the permanent members of the UNSC is 

particularly striking given Africa’s pivotal role in global peacekeeping operations and the 

increasing number of conflicts on the continent. Similarly, Latin America, despite being 

home to several significant economies and regional powers, remains unrepresented at the 

permanent membership level. 

This underrepresentation of the Global South has led to accusations that the UNSC is 

primarily serving the interests of a small group of powerful countries rather than the broader 

international community. 

2.2.3. The Veto Power and Its Impact on Legitimacy 

One of the most controversial features of the UNSC is the veto power held by the P5 

members. The veto allows any of the permanent members to block any substantive 

resolution, including those related to military intervention, sanctions, or peacekeeping 

missions. This has led to several instances where the Council was unable to act decisively on 

critical issues, often due to competing national interests among the P5. 

The veto power has been widely criticized for undermining the democratic and equitable 

nature of the UNSC. Critics argue that it concentrates too much power in the hands of just 

five countries, which can often act in their own interests rather than the interests of the 

broader international community. The use of the veto, especially by Russia or the United 

States, has prevented effective action on numerous occasions, such as in the cases of Syria, 

Ukraine, and Palestine, leading to accusations that the UNSC is paralyzed and ineffective. 

In addition, the lack of accountability associated with the veto has contributed to the 

legitimacy crisis. Many argue that the P5’s ability to block resolutions on critical issues 

undermines the rule of law and the UN's credibility as a whole. 

2.3. The UNSC’s Inability to Resolve Ongoing Conflicts 
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The inability of the UNSC to address prolonged and complex conflicts is another factor 

contributing to its legitimacy crisis. The Syria conflict, Israeli-Palestinian issue, North 

Korea’s nuclear weapons, and the Rohingya crisis are just a few examples of situations 

where the UNSC has struggled to provide effective solutions. 

For instance, in Syria, the Council has been unable to agree on a unified response to the civil 

war due to Russia’s veto, which has blocked any meaningful action against the Syrian 

regime. Similarly, in Myanmar, the UNSC has been largely silent on the Rohingya 

genocide, with China and Russia resisting action due to their strategic ties with Myanmar. 

These failures have led to widespread criticism that the UNSC is either unable or unwilling 

to address the world’s most pressing conflicts in a timely and effective manner, diminishing 

its credibility as a body capable of ensuring global peace and security. 

2.4. Proposals for Reform: Is the UNSC’s Legitimacy Salvageable? 

Despite the challenges outlined, there are ongoing discussions about how to reform the 

UNSC to address the legitimacy crisis. Several reform proposals have been put forward over 

the years, including: 

 Expanding the Permanent Membership: As discussed in the previous chapter, 

many countries, including India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan, have called for an 

expansion of permanent membership to better reflect the current balance of 

power and ensure more inclusive representation. 

 Limiting the Veto: Some reform advocates suggest that the veto power should be 

restricted or abolished to ensure that decisions are not blocked by individual 

members acting in their own interests. Others propose that the veto should only apply 

in specific circumstances, such as issues relating to national security, while other 

matters could be decided by a majority vote. 

 Greater Representation for Regional Groups: Another proposal is to give regional 

groups more representation on the UNSC, either through the creation of new seats or 

by rotating members on a regular basis. This would ensure that all regions of the 

world are adequately represented in decision-making processes. 

 Improved Decision-Making: Some suggest that the UNSC’s decision-making 

process needs to be reformed to make it more democratic, transparent, and 

effective. This might involve increasing consultation with non-permanent 

members or making it easier to pass resolutions without the need for a unanimous 

veto. 

2.5. The Future of the UNSC: Can It Survive the Legitimacy Crisis? 

The future of the UNSC depends largely on whether the international community can 

overcome the challenges to its legitimacy. While reform remains a complex and 

contentious issue, the growing demands for inclusive representation and more effective 

action are likely to continue. Whether the UNSC can adapt to the evolving geopolitical 

landscape and maintain its role as the global body responsible for peace and security will 

depend on the willingness of the P5 and other member states to engage in meaningful reform. 

Ultimately, the legitimacy crisis facing the UNSC is not just about its structure or 

composition; it is about the efficacy of its decisions in addressing the critical challenges of 
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the 21st century. Without reform, the UNSC risks becoming more of a symbol of global 

governance than a functional institution, eroding its credibility and its ability to deliver 

solutions to the world’s most pressing problems. 
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3. Veto Reform: Challenges and Prospects 

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

Council (UNSC)—the United States, Russia, China, France, and United Kingdom—is 

one of the most controversial aspects of the organization. It grants these five nations the 

ability to block any substantive resolution, regardless of international consensus, making it 

a central feature of the UNSC’s decision-making process. Over time, this power has become 

a major source of criticism, with many arguing that it undermines the democratic and 

effective functioning of the UNSC and prevents the Council from addressing urgent global 

challenges. 

This chapter explores the challenges and prospects of reforming the veto system, 

examining the arguments in favor of reform, the obstacles to change, and the potential impact 

of such reforms on the UNSC's legitimacy and effectiveness. 

3.1. The Role of the Veto Power: A Historical Context 

The veto power was enshrined in the UN Charter in 1945 as part of the structure designed 

to reflect the power dynamics of the post-World War II world. The P5 nations were granted 

permanent membership in the UNSC as a means of ensuring their participation in 

maintaining global peace and security. The idea was that these powers, having contributed 

significantly to the defeat of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, would be the key decision-

makers in preventing future global conflict. 

While this arrangement may have seemed appropriate for the post-war era, changing global 

realities have exposed the flaws in a system where the decisions of the UNSC can be 

paralyzed by the use of a single veto. The veto allows any of the five permanent members to 

block decisions that they believe run counter to their national interests. As the international 

system has evolved, this power has been used to protect national interests at the cost of 

global cooperation, resulting in numerous instances where the UNSC was unable to act 

effectively on issues like Syria, Ukraine, North Korea, and the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. 

3.2. Arguments for Veto Reform 

Many critics argue that the veto system is undemocratic, ineffective, and anachronistic. 

Here are some key arguments in favor of reforming or abolishing the veto: 

3.2.1. Undermines the Democratic Process 

One of the central criticisms of the veto is that it gives disproportionate power to just five 

countries, all of which can block decisions that may have widespread international support. In 

an era where global governance requires the cooperation of a broad range of nations, the 

veto system can prevent important decisions on issues like human rights, peacekeeping, and 

climate change. For example, Russia has used its veto power to block actions on Syria, 

while the United States has often used its veto to protect Israel from UNSC resolutions. 

The veto system creates a fundamental imbalance in decision-making, where the interests 

of a small group of powerful states can override the will of the broader international 
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community. This undermines the democratic principles upon which the UN was founded, 

leading to calls for more inclusive and representative decision-making. 

3.2.2. Paralysis in the Face of Global Crises 

Another major criticism of the veto power is that it often leads to paralysis in the face of 

urgent global challenges. The UNSC has been unable to act in several high-profile situations 

because one or more of the permanent members has used the veto to block action. 

Examples include: 

 The Syrian Civil War, where Russia has repeatedly used its veto to block any 

resolution that would criticize the Syrian regime or impose sanctions. 

 Ukraine, where Russia’s veto has prevented any meaningful UNSC action in 

response to its annexation of Crimea and the ongoing conflict in Eastern Ukraine. 

 Rohingya Crisis, where China has blocked action against Myanmar due to its 

strategic interests in the region. 

In these and other instances, the UNSC has been unable to act swiftly and decisively due to 

the veto, rendering it less effective as a global peacekeeping body. Critics argue that such 

inaction contributes to the further escalation of conflict, human suffering, and 

deterioration of international norms. 

3.2.3. Outdated Power Structure 

The veto system is increasingly seen as an anachronism, reflecting the power structures of 

the mid-20th century rather than the realities of the 21st century. When the UNSC was 

created, the P5 nations were the dominant global powers, having won the Second World War. 

Today, however, the global balance of power has shifted significantly. Emerging powers 

such as India, Brazil, South Africa, and Germany play crucial roles in global politics, yet 

they are excluded from the permanent membership of the UNSC. 

The rise of new economic and military powers has highlighted the discrepancy between the 

UNSC's outdated structure and the current geopolitical landscape. Calls for reform of the 

veto power often include proposals to expand the permanent membership to reflect these 

changes, ensuring that emerging powers have a seat at the table in decision-making 

processes. 

3.2.4. Prevention of Effective Humanitarian Action 

The veto system has also been criticized for preventing effective humanitarian action in 

situations of atrocities or genocide. The Rwandan Genocide (1994) and the Srebrenica 

massacre (1995) are tragic examples of where the UNSC failed to act decisively due to 

political divisions and the use of the veto. 

In the case of Rwanda, despite widespread evidence of atrocities, the UNSC was paralyzed 

by the lack of political will and the reluctance of certain member states to intervene. This 

failure to act contributed to the loss of hundreds of thousands of lives, and many argue that a 

more unified, efficient decision-making body could have prevented or mitigated the 

tragedy. 
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3.3. Challenges to Veto Reform 

Despite the compelling arguments for reforming the veto system, significant challenges exist 

in making such changes. 

3.3.1. The Resistance of the Permanent Members 

The most significant obstacle to veto reform is the resistance of the permanent members of 

the UNSC, who benefit directly from the system. The veto gives the P5 nations a degree of 

control and influence over global affairs that they are unlikely to relinquish willingly. 

Any proposal to limit or abolish the veto would require the consent of the P5, and given the 

political realities and national interests of these countries, it is highly unlikely that they will 

agree to reform that would diminish their power. For example, Russia and China may be 

reluctant to give up their veto power, as it allows them to protect their national interests, 

while the United States may be hesitant to lose its ability to shape international decisions. 

3.3.2. The Need for Widespread Consensus 

Veto reform would require the approval of two-thirds of the UN General Assembly, which 

represents the majority of the UN’s 193 member states. While many countries have 

expressed support for reform, achieving consensus on the specifics of reform is challenging. 

There are disagreements over the exact structure of reforms, such as whether the veto 

should be abolished, restricted, or expanded to include additional permanent members. 

Some member states may also be concerned that veto reform could upset the balance of 

power within the UN system and create new geopolitical divisions. Achieving a global 

consensus on reform would therefore require extensive diplomatic negotiation and 

compromise. 

3.3.3. The Risk of Ineffective Reform 

Even if veto reform were to occur, there is the risk that the reform could result in an 

ineffective or counterproductive change. For example, modifying the veto power without 

addressing other issues, such as representation or decision-making processes, may lead to 

further deadlock or paralysis. It is also possible that new regional divisions could emerge, 

with powerful regional actors seeking to dominate the reform process. 

3.4. Prospects for Reform: What Could Change? 

Despite the significant challenges, there are some positive prospects for veto reform. Here are 

a few potential pathways for reform: 

 Gradual Limitation of Veto Use: Rather than abolishing the veto outright, some 

suggest that the P5 could agree to limit the use of the veto in specific circumstances, 

such as humanitarian crises or international criminal actions. This would reduce the 

ability of the permanent members to block action in situations where there is broad 

international support. 

 Expansion of the Permanent Membership: Another potential reform could involve 

expanding the permanent membership of the UNSC to include emerging powers, 
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such as India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan. These countries have long advocated for 

permanent representation in the UNSC, and expanding the Council could make the 

system more inclusive and representative of the current global order. 

 Creation of a More Transparent Veto System: Some propose that the veto power 

should be exercised more transparently. For example, countries could be required to 

explain their decision when using the veto, which would increase accountability and 

ensure that vetoes are not used arbitrarily or without justification. 

3.5. Conclusion: The Path Forward 

Veto reform in the UNSC is one of the most complex and contentious issues in global 

governance. While the arguments for reform are strong, the political realities and the 

resistance of the P5 make change difficult to achieve. However, as the international 

community faces increasingly complex challenges, the need for a more democratic, 

effective, and representative UNSC is becoming more urgent. 

Reforming the veto power could contribute to a more inclusive and dynamic UNSC that is 

better equipped to address the pressing issues of our time, from climate change to global 

security. While the path to reform may be challenging, the prospects for a more balanced 

and effective UN system remain a worthy goal for future generations. 
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4. Can the UNSC Adapt to Modern Global Challenges? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been the central body for 

maintaining international peace and security. However, its effectiveness and relevance in the 

face of modern global challenges are increasingly being questioned. The changing nature of 

conflict, the rise of non-state actors, the growing significance of climate change, and the 

complexities of global power dynamics are just a few examples of the new realities the 

UNSC faces. This chapter explores whether the UNSC can adapt to these modern challenges 

and if reform is necessary for it to remain an effective institution in the 21st century. 

4.1. The Changing Nature of Global Security Threats 

In the early years of the UN, the primary focus of the UNSC was on traditional state-centric 

conflicts, where wars between sovereign nations posed the most significant threats to 

international security. The Cold War and subsequent conflicts reflected this model, with the 

veto power ensuring that global peacekeeping efforts were largely shaped by the interests of 

the P5 nations. 

However, today’s security landscape is vastly different. Modern global threats no longer fit 

neatly into the state-centric framework. Some of the key challenges facing the UNSC today 

include: 

 Non-state actors and terrorism: Groups such as ISIS, Al-Qaeda, and others operate 

transnationally, posing a major security threat. The UNSC has been slow to address 

the evolving nature of terrorism and extremist violence. 

 Cybersecurity threats: As digital infrastructure becomes integral to national security, 

the rise of cyberattacks and information warfare presents new challenges that the 

UNSC is ill-equipped to handle. 

 Climate change: Increasingly recognized as a threat multiplier, climate change 

exacerbates existing tensions, displaces populations, and causes resource conflicts, but 

the UNSC has been slow to integrate environmental issues into its peace and security 

agenda. 

 Health crises: The COVID-19 pandemic illustrated how global health crises can 

rapidly destabilize societies and economies, yet the UNSC was largely absent in 

responding to the pandemic’s international dimensions. 

Given these shifts, it is clear that the UNSC's traditional model is not adequately designed 

to address contemporary security threats. 

4.2. The Limitations of the UNSC’s Current Structure 

The current structure of the UNSC presents several limitations that hinder its ability to 

address modern global challenges: 

4.2.1. The P5 Veto Power 

The veto power held by the five permanent members (P5) continues to be a central issue. As 

outlined in previous chapters, the veto often results in deadlock and inaction on critical 

global issues. The P5, each with its own national interests, often blocks resolutions that they 
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perceive as threatening to their strategic or economic interests, even if the broader 

international community supports action. 

For example, in the case of Syria, Russia's veto prevented meaningful UNSC action to end 

the civil war, leading to significant loss of life and a protracted humanitarian crisis. Similarly, 

China's veto has prevented action on the Rohingya crisis and other human rights violations. 

The misuse of the veto power creates a systemic paralysis in the UNSC’s decision-making 

process. 

In today’s globalized world, where threats are interconnected and multidimensional, the 

P5 veto makes it challenging for the UNSC to react swiftly and decisively to rapidly evolving 

crises. 

4.2.2. Lack of Representation of Emerging Powers 

The current UNSC structure fails to reflect the realities of the modern international system. 

The P5 nations hold permanent seats, but many emerging powers—such as India, Brazil, 

South Africa, and Germany—now play a significant role in global security and economic 

affairs. These nations often feel that their exclusion from the decision-making process at the 

UNSC undermines the legitimacy and representativeness of the Council. 

This lack of inclusivity also undermines the UNSC’s moral authority and credibility. With 

emerging powers contributing to peacekeeping missions, humanitarian aid, and global 

economic governance, they argue that they should have a seat at the table when global 

security issues are discussed. The absence of these countries from the permanent membership 

means that the UNSC’s decisions do not always reflect the broad interests of the 

international community. 

4.2.3. Slow Response to Complex Crises 

In many cases, the UNSC has shown sluggishness in responding to complex crises that 

require quick action. The traditional mechanisms of the UNSC—often based on 

conventional diplomatic negotiations—can be too slow to address fast-moving conflicts, 

particularly those involving non-state actors, terrorism, or humanitarian disasters. 

The example of Syria and Libya illustrates how the UNSC can be caught in a cycle of 

debate and inaction, despite widespread international condemnation and calls for 

intervention. The lack of coordination between the UNSC, regional organizations, and other 

stakeholders often leads to delayed responses, exacerbating the impact of conflicts and 

prolonging suffering. 

4.3. Adapting to Modern Challenges: Possible Reforms 

In light of these limitations, the UNSC must adapt to the evolving nature of global security 

challenges if it is to remain relevant and effective. Several potential reforms have been 

proposed to enhance its capacity to act in today’s dynamic geopolitical environment. 

4.3.1. Expanding the Permanent Membership 
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One of the most frequently discussed reforms is the expansion of the permanent 

membership of the UNSC to include rising powers such as India, Brazil, Germany, and 

Japan. These countries not only have growing economic power, but they are also 

increasingly influential in global peace and security efforts. Their inclusion in the UNSC 

would make it more representative of the 21st century global power structure. 

This reform would address criticisms that the UNSC is outdated and does not reflect the 

current balance of power. By adding new permanent members, the UNSC could become 

more inclusive and better positioned to tackle contemporary global challenges. 

4.3.2. Limiting the Use of the Veto 

Another proposed reform is to limit the use of the veto power, particularly in situations that 

involve humanitarian crises, atrocities, or global health threats. One option is for the P5 

to agree that they will not exercise the veto in the case of mass atrocities, including 

genocide, war crimes, and ethnic cleansing. 

Such a reform would ensure that the UNSC can act decisively when it is most needed, while 

still respecting the interests of the permanent members in areas of national security. By 

limiting the scope of the veto to issues related to national sovereignty and territorial 

integrity, the UNSC would have more room to address issues that are of broader 

international concern. 

4.3.3. Reforming Decision-Making Processes 

The UNSC could also benefit from reforming its decision-making processes to make it more 

efficient and agile. The current procedures, which require extensive negotiations and often 

result in deadlock, could be replaced with more streamlined mechanisms that allow for 

faster responses to rapidly evolving situations. 

In particular, the UNSC should develop mechanisms to increase coordination with regional 

organizations (e.g., the African Union, European Union, and ASEAN) to ensure that the 

responses to crises are more coherent and timely. Regional organizations are often better 

positioned to understand local dynamics and can play a crucial role in conflict prevention and 

resolution. 

4.3.4. Incorporating Non-Traditional Threats 

As new challenges such as climate change, cybersecurity, and pandemics continue to 

emerge, the UNSC needs to develop mechanisms for addressing non-traditional threats. 

While the UNSC has traditionally focused on armed conflicts between states, modern 

security challenges are often multidimensional and interconnected. 

The UNSC should include mechanisms to address climate change as a security threat, 

linking the environmental crisis to issues of resource conflict and displacement. Similarly, 

it must work with other UN bodies, like the World Health Organization (WHO), to 

address global health crises and other cross-cutting threats. 

4.4. Conclusion: The Path Forward for the UNSC 



 

Page | 225  
 

The UNSC faces profound challenges in adapting to the rapidly changing global 

environment. Its current structure, based on an outdated post-World War II order, has proven 

inadequate in dealing with contemporary threats such as terrorism, climate change, and 

pandemics. The P5 veto, in particular, often prevents effective action in situations that 

require global cooperation. 

However, while reforming the UNSC is undoubtedly difficult, it is not impossible. Through 

inclusive reforms, veto limitations, and greater emphasis on non-traditional security 

threats, the UNSC can regain its relevance and effectiveness. The international community 

must work together to ensure that the UNSC evolves to meet the complex challenges of the 

21st century. 

Ultimately, the question is not whether the UNSC can adapt but whether the political will 

exists to reform the institution in ways that reflect the new realities of global governance. 

Only through bold changes will the UNSC maintain its legitimacy and effectiveness as the 

primary body for promoting international peace and security. 
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Chapter 15: Looking Forward: Can the UNSC 

Learn from Its Mistakes? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been central to global peace and 

security, yet its history is marred by inaction, failed interventions, and missed opportunities. 

As the world faces increasingly complex and multifaceted challenges, the question arises: 

Can the UNSC learn from its past mistakes and adapt to the new realities of global 

governance? This chapter explores the lessons from the UNSC's past failures, its ability to 

evolve, and what reforms are necessary for the institution to meet the needs of a changing 

world. 

15.1. A History of Missed Opportunities and Missteps 

The UNSC has witnessed numerous occasions where its responses to international crises 

were inadequate, delayed, or outright ineffective. These failures have often been a result of: 

 Political deadlock, particularly driven by the veto power of the P5 nations (the 

United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom). 

 Lack of coordination with regional and global institutions. 

 Inability to address modern challenges, such as terrorism, climate change, and 

human rights violations, which often require swift, coordinated responses. 

In instances like the Rwandan Genocide, the Syria conflict, and the Libya intervention, the 

UNSC’s failure to act decisively and promptly had tragic consequences. In these cases, the 

international community criticized the UNSC for being too slow to intervene or for acting 

in ways that exacerbated the situation, rather than offering solutions. 

In Rwanda, the UNSC's reluctance to intervene led to a massacre of 800,000 people. In 

Syria, while the Council was divided along geopolitical lines, its failure to reach a resolution 

contributed to a decade-long conflict with immense human suffering and instability. And in 

Libya, after the NATO-led intervention, the UNSC failed to provide adequate support for 

post-Gaddafi governance, which led to chaos and a continuing civil war. 

These examples serve as stark reminders that, when the UNSC fails to act decisively, it not 

only tarnishes its reputation but also risks undermining the UN's broader goals of 

maintaining international peace and security. 

15.2. Acknowledging the Limitations of the UNSC 

The UNSC's shortcomings are not just a result of poor decisions or bad timing but stem 

from deeper structural issues. The Council was designed in the aftermath of World War II 

when the global order was relatively simple, and the primary concern was inter-state wars. 

However, today’s world is much more complex, with transnational threats—such as 

terrorism, climate change, cyber warfare, and pandemics—which demand a more holistic 

and integrated response. These challenges require the UNSC to reassess its core functions 

and capabilities. 

Key limitations of the UNSC include: 
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1. Veto power: The P5 veto remains a powerful but divisive tool, leading to paralysis 

when the Council must respond to crises where the interests of these permanent 

members conflict. As previously discussed, this has been particularly problematic in 

cases like Syria, where political interests have overruled the need for intervention. 

2. Representation: The current structure of the UNSC reflects the balance of power in 

the aftermath of World War II, which no longer corresponds to the realities of the 21st 

century. The rise of emerging powers, such as India, Brazil, and South Africa, has 

made it increasingly difficult for the UNSC to claim legitimacy, especially when key 

regions of the world feel underrepresented. 

3. Slow response to modern threats: The UNSC has often been slow to act on newer 

threats like climate-induced migration, cyber-attacks, and the spread of weapons 

of mass destruction. The bureaucratic nature of the UNSC, coupled with its 

dependence on consensus among a small group of countries, has made it ill-suited to 

deal with fast-evolving, multifaceted threats. 

Despite these limitations, there are signs that the UNSC can adapt and evolve if it is willing 

to acknowledge its past mistakes and make meaningful changes. 

15.3. Learning from Past Failures 

Learning from past mistakes requires a willingness to change. Several key lessons can be 

drawn from the UNSC’s failures, and reforms can be built around them: 

15.3.1. Act Quickly, Before It’s Too Late 

In cases like Rwanda and Syria, the UNSC’s failure to act quickly led to catastrophic 

consequences. Preventive diplomacy and early intervention must be prioritized to prevent 

escalation. Waiting until conflicts spiral out of control makes resolution harder and the 

humanitarian impact greater. The UNSC must commit to rapid responses to early warning 

signs of crises. 

Furthermore, the UNSC needs to build mechanisms that enable early intervention, even 

before a situation fully escalates. Strengthening partnerships with regional organizations—

such as the African Union or ASEAN—could facilitate faster responses that are more locally 

relevant and well-coordinated. 

15.3.2. Flexibility and Adaptability 

The global security environment is no longer about military conflicts between states; it now 

includes transnational threats, the rise of non-state actors, terrorism, cybercrime, and global 

health crises. As such, the UNSC must become more flexible in its approach. It needs to 

adopt a more multidimensional strategy to address security threats, particularly those 

involving non-traditional actors. 

15.4. Building Trust and Legitimacy 

If the UNSC is to regain its credibility and authority in a world that is increasingly skeptical 

of international institutions, it must rebuild trust. This involves making the decision-making 

process more inclusive and transparent, especially with respect to the growing role of 

emerging powers and the global South. 
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15.4.1. Including Emerging Powers in the Decision-Making Process 

One potential reform is the expansion of permanent members to include rising powers such 

as India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan. Their inclusion would address the growing 

discontent with the UNSC's outdated structure, making the Council more representative of 

current global realities. Including emerging powers would also alleviate the perception that 

the UNSC is primarily driven by the interests of a few countries rather than the global good. 

15.4.2. Reducing the Power of the Veto 

Another critical step in building trust is reforming the veto. While it is unlikely that the P5 

would agree to abolish it entirely, limiting the veto’s use in situations involving 

humanitarian crises, mass atrocities, and terrorism could help create a more responsive 

UNSC. By limiting the use of the veto in cases of global human suffering, the Council would 

send a message that it prioritizes human dignity over national interests. 

15.5. Rethinking the UNSC’s Role in the 21st Century 

The UNSC’s role must evolve from being an institution focused primarily on military 

intervention to one that addresses a wider array of global challenges. These include climate 

change, cybersecurity, health security, and humanitarian protection. The Security 

Council must develop new frameworks and tools for responding to these non-traditional 

threats. 

For example, in cases where climate-induced conflicts lead to large-scale displacement, the 

UNSC must work with environmental organizations and human rights bodies to address 

the root causes of instability. Similarly, as cyber warfare becomes an increasing threat to 

national security, the UNSC will need to develop norms for the responsible use of cyberspace 

and act when cyberattacks threaten global peace. 

15.6. Conclusion: A Path to Reform and Renewal 

The UNSC’s legacy is a mixed one, with its share of triumphs and failures. As the world’s 

security environment becomes more complex, the UNSC faces significant challenges. Yet, 

with a commitment to reform and an acknowledgment of past mistakes, it is possible for the 

Security Council to regain its credibility and effectiveness. The world needs an adaptable, 

inclusive, and responsive UNSC that can meet the needs of a rapidly changing international 

system. 

Learning from its past failures, particularly in cases like Syria, Libya, and Rwanda, could 

provide a roadmap for the UNSC to become a more proactive, dynamic, and relevant 

institution in the 21st century. By adopting reforms that focus on representation, decision-

making efficiency, and preventive action, the UNSC can once again become the primary 

force for global peace and security. 

The question now is not whether the UNSC can learn from its mistakes, but whether the 

international community has the political will to push for reform and ensure that the UNSC 

remains an institution capable of facing the challenges of the future. 
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15.1. The Need for Accountability and Transparency 

One of the most critical aspects of the UNSC’s legitimacy crisis lies in the lack of 

accountability and transparency in its decision-making processes. Over the years, the 

Security Council has been criticized for acting behind closed doors, making decisions that 

affect millions of people without adequate public scrutiny. This has contributed to a loss of 

trust in the UNSC’s ability to act impartially and effectively. For the UNSC to regain 

credibility and trust among member states and the international community, it must 

fundamentally improve transparency and ensure accountability in its actions. 

15.1.1. The Problem of Secrecy 

Much of the decision-making within the UNSC happens in private meetings and behind 

closed doors, where negotiations between the P5 members (China, France, Russia, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States) are conducted without external scrutiny. While 

diplomatic confidentiality is often essential to facilitate honest dialogue and prevent 

information leaks, the lack of transparency can create an environment ripe for geopolitical 

manipulation and partisan decision-making. 

In many cases, especially during conflicts where human rights abuses are ongoing, the 

public is left in the dark about the real reasons for UNSC inaction. This was particularly 

evident during crises like the Syrian Civil War and the Rwandan Genocide, where the lack 

of transparency over UNSC deliberations led to widespread frustration. Citizens, global 

watchdogs, and international actors were left questioning whether the UNSC was acting in 

good faith or pursuing narrow political interests. 

15.1.2. The Case for Accountability 

The UNSC must answer to the broader international community, as its decisions shape the 

future of global peace and security. Accountability involves ensuring that members of the 

UNSC—particularly the P5 nations—are held responsible for their actions and inactions, 

especially in cases where their decisions (or lack thereof) lead to significant loss of life or 

destabilization of entire regions. 

For example, in the case of Syria, the Russian veto on UNSC resolutions aimed at 

addressing chemical weapon attacks and human rights abuses led to widespread 

disillusionment with the UNSC’s effectiveness. The lack of accountability for Russia’s 

actions and the broader failure to protect civilians during the conflict damaged the legitimacy 

of the UNSC. Similarly, the failure of the UNSC to act during the Rwandan Genocide 

despite clear warnings is another example of its unaccountable inaction. 

To restore trust, the UNSC must have a system of accountability, which includes: 

 Clear justification for each decision, especially in cases where action is taken or 

vetoed. 

 Public reports on the Council’s discussions and the rationale behind its decisions. 

 A mechanism for holding member states accountable for their misuse of veto 

power. 
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15.1.3. Improving Transparency in UNSC Proceedings 

The UNSC’s decision-making must be more open and transparent. While there will always 

be confidential elements of diplomacy, especially during sensitive negotiations, the Council 

should be more forthcoming with information about its processes. The following steps could 

promote transparency: 

1. Open debates: Regular and open debates on issues, particularly those involving 

human rights violations and humanitarian crises, would allow for greater involvement 

of non-permanent members, regional organizations, and civil society groups. 

2. Public access to resolutions and voting records: The UNSC must make its voting 

records publicly available and ensure that resolutions passed or vetoed are 

accompanied by detailed explanations of the rationale behind each vote. 

3. Independent oversight bodies: The creation of an independent body that reviews 

UNSC decisions could act as a check on abuses of power, ensuring that decisions are 

in line with the UN Charter and the principles of international law. 

4. Regular briefings to the public: UNSC members could be required to provide 

regular updates to the broader UN membership and the public, ensuring that global 

citizens are informed of the Council’s actions and the reasons behind them. 

15.1.4. The Role of Civil Society and the Media 

To enhance accountability and transparency, the media and civil society must play a more 

active role in holding the UNSC to account. Media outlets and international NGOs can be 

instrumental in: 

 Exposing the human cost of inaction and calling out failures in UNSC responses to 

crises. 

 Pushing for greater public visibility of UNSC deliberations, especially during crises 

that require urgent action. 

 Advocating for reforms that make the UNSC more responsive and democratic in its 

decision-making processes. 

Civil society organizations can also serve as watchdogs, tracking and reporting on UNSC 

decisions and their impact on global peace and security. Through these efforts, there can be a 

collective demand for greater accountability within the UNSC. 

15.1.5. Rebuilding Trust Through Transparency 

Ultimately, trust in the UNSC can only be rebuilt by improving its transparency and holding 

its members accountable for their actions. When the UNSC takes swift and decisive action on 

pressing issues such as human rights violations, armed conflict, and genocide, its decisions 

should be explained clearly and publicly. Transparency will allow the international 

community to understand the reasoning behind the Council’s decisions and enable them to 

identify patterns of behavior that may need to be addressed. 

In order for the UNSC to remain relevant in the 21st century, it must shed the cloak of 

secrecy and embrace a new era of open governance, where decision-making processes are 

made clear to the world, and where all UNSC members can be held accountable for their 
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actions. Public confidence in the UNSC’s ability to safeguard global peace depends on the 

Council's willingness to operate transparently, with a firm commitment to accountability. 

Conclusion 

Accountability and transparency are not optional in today’s global environment. They are 

essential for the legitimacy and effectiveness of the UNSC. The United Nations and the 

international community must demand greater openness in how the Security Council 

operates. Reforms in accountability will lead to better decision-making, increased 

international support, and, most importantly, a more effective UNSC in preventing and 

addressing global crises. Learning from past mistakes involves not only reassessing how 

decisions are made but also how the UNSC can function with greater public trust, 

legitimacy, and moral authority. 
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15.2. Strengthening Multilateral Diplomacy: A New Role 

for the UNSC 

In an increasingly interconnected world, the UNSC’s traditional methods of action—often 

dominated by the P5’s veto power and state-centric interests—are no longer sufficient to 

address the complexity of global challenges. The Security Council must evolve to embrace a 

more multilateral approach, one that fosters inclusive diplomacy, prioritizes cooperation 

over division, and works towards collective action rather than relying on narrow national 

interests. The future of the UNSC lies in its ability to strengthen multilateral diplomacy 

and create a more inclusive, cooperative environment for global decision-making. 

15.2.1. The Need for Multilateral Diplomacy in Global Governance 

Global challenges such as climate change, human rights abuses, armed conflict, and 

nuclear proliferation do not respect borders. These issues require coordinated action from 

a diverse array of actors, including nation-states, regional organizations, civil society 

groups, and international institutions. However, the UNSC has often struggled to 

incorporate diverse perspectives, relying on the interests of the P5 (the permanent 

members) and often sidelining the input from non-permanent members and other 

stakeholders. 

The UNSC's role must evolve to address the global shift towards multilateralism, which 

emphasizes cooperation among nations and seeks to tackle issues through collective efforts. 

As the world faces a growing number of transnational threats, a narrow, state-centered 

approach is increasingly inadequate. Instead, the UNSC must embrace its role as a forum 

for multilateral diplomacy, where competing interests are balanced, and shared solutions 

are pursued. 

15.2.2. The Role of Non-Permanent Members and Regional Organizations 

To strengthen multilateral diplomacy, the UNSC must broaden the influence of non-

permanent members and regional organizations. Non-permanent members bring fresh 

perspectives to the table and are not bound by the entrenched interests of the P5. These 

members, representing a diverse range of countries from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and 

other regions, can offer valuable insights into conflicts and global issues that are often 

overlooked by the P5 powers. 

Moreover, regional organizations such as the European Union (EU), the African Union 

(AU), and the Organization of American States (OAS) should play a more prominent role 

in shaping UNSC decisions. These organizations often have greater proximity to regional 

conflicts and can offer important diplomatic insights, often acting as mediators or 

peacekeepers on the ground. 

By creating greater cooperation between the UNSC and these regional entities, the Council 

can benefit from a broader pool of knowledge and influence, and ensure that actions are in 

line with the needs of affected populations. This can also help to build the legitimacy of 

UNSC decisions, especially in regions where the P5 may not have a vested interest or 

understanding of the complexities involved. 
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15.2.3. Building Consensus and Avoiding Divisiveness 

One of the key challenges facing the UNSC is the divisiveness that arises from competing 

national interests, particularly between the P5 members. This often leads to gridlock, as 

seen in issues like Syria and Ukraine, where the veto power of the P5 members has 

paralyzed the Council’s ability to take action. To strengthen multilateral diplomacy, the 

UNSC must build consensus and find common ground, even among the most divergent 

interests. 

Diplomacy should focus on promoting dialogue and finding compromise solutions, rather 

than using the UNSC as a platform for advancing narrow national agendas. This requires a 

fundamental shift in how the Council operates, where inclusivity becomes central to its 

functioning. A focus on consensus-building can create an environment where members, 

despite their differences, can work towards shared global goals, whether in conflict 

resolution, peacekeeping, or humanitarian response. 

15.2.4. Incorporating Civil Society and Non-State Actors 

Strengthening multilateral diplomacy also means expanding the conversation beyond state 

actors to include civil society and non-state actors. Issues like human rights, refugee 

protection, and sustainable development are not solely the concern of governments; NGOs, 

grassroots organizations, and individual activists often lead the charge in advocating for 

accountability and action. By integrating these voices into the UNSC’s decision-making 

processes, the Council can ensure that its resolutions are more inclusive and reflective of the 

needs of affected populations. 

This can be achieved through regular consultations with civil society organizations, 

human rights defenders, and local leaders who can provide on-the-ground insights. 

Additionally, creating opportunities for non-state actors to engage in the UNSC’s processes 

can enhance the legitimacy of its decisions, particularly when it comes to humanitarian 

crises and peacebuilding efforts. 

15.2.5. Multilateral Approaches to Global Challenges 

The global landscape today is characterized by complex, interconnected problems that 

cannot be solved by a single nation or through unilateral action. In order to effectively 

address climate change, pandemics, nuclear disarmament, and other critical issues, the 

UNSC must adopt a multilateral approach that emphasizes global cooperation. This 

approach would involve: 

1. Enhanced cooperation with the UN General Assembly: The UNSC should work 

more closely with the General Assembly, which represents all member states, to 

ensure that its decisions reflect a more global consensus rather than just the priorities 

of the P5. 

2. Collaborating with specialized UN agencies: The UNSC should engage more 

actively with specialized agencies like the UNHCR, the UNDP, and the WHO, 

which can provide expertise and technical support in areas such as healthcare, 

human rights, and development. 

3. Engagement with international treaties and agreements: The UNSC should 

leverage existing multilateral frameworks like the Paris Agreement on climate 
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change and the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) to 

ensure that its actions align with global commitments and agreements. 

4. Inclusive peace processes: In conflict resolution, the UNSC should support inclusive 

peace processes that involve not only the main warring parties but also civil society 

groups, women, and youth who are often key to sustainable peace. 

15.2.6. Strengthening Conflict Prevention Mechanisms 

Multilateral diplomacy also includes the promotion of conflict prevention rather than merely 

responding to crises after they erupt. The UNSC must prioritize early warning systems, 

peacebuilding initiatives, and preventive diplomacy to address root causes of conflict, such 

as economic inequality, ethnic tensions, and human rights violations. This requires a shift 

in focus from reactive to proactive diplomacy, with the UNSC playing a central role in 

identifying risks and facilitating diplomatic solutions before conflicts escalate. 

Conclusion 

Strengthening multilateral diplomacy is critical for the future relevance of the UNSC in an 

increasingly complex and interconnected world. By prioritizing inclusivity, cooperation, and 

collaboration with diverse actors—ranging from non-permanent members and regional 

organizations to civil society groups—the UNSC can transform itself from a body plagued 

by division and inefficiency into a more dynamic, responsive forum for global peace and 

security. The future of international governance depends on the UNSC's ability to build 

multilateral coalitions, work beyond narrow state interests, and ensure that its decisions 

reflect the needs of all nations and peoples. Only through greater cooperation and 

collective action can the UNSC effectively address the world’s most pressing challenges. 
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15.3. Bridging Divides: How to Overcome the Power 

Struggle 

One of the most enduring challenges faced by the UN Security Council (UNSC) is the 

power struggle between its permanent members (P5)—the United States, Russia, China, 

France, and the United Kingdom. This struggle, primarily characterized by the veto power 

held by each of the P5 members, often leads to deadlock, inaction, and the undermining of 

the UNSC’s legitimacy. To bridge these divides and make the Council more effective in 

addressing global challenges, it is crucial to address the underlying power dynamics and find 

ways to foster collaboration, compromise, and shared responsibility. 

15.3.1. Understanding the Roots of the Power Struggle 

The P5’s veto power was designed to reflect the post-World War II reality, where these five 

nations were seen as the main guarantors of international peace. The idea was that these 

nations, as the victors of the war and the most powerful in terms of military and economic 

influence, would serve as the primary decision-makers in the international security 

framework. This setup has often led to a polarized UNSC—where decision-making is often 

driven by geopolitical considerations, national interests, and alliances, rather than the 

collective good. 

In practice, the P5’s veto power means that any one of these countries can block any 

resolution or decision they disagree with, regardless of the broader international consensus. 

While this system was originally designed to prevent the dictatorship of a single nation or 

unilateral military interventions, it has often resulted in inaction or ineffective action, 

especially when the interests of the P5 are in conflict. 

This power struggle has been particularly evident in cases such as Syria, Ukraine, and 

Palestine, where competing geopolitical interests between the P5 members have led to 

deadlock, preventing the UNSC from taking effective action. 

15.3.2. The Need for Reform to Overcome Divides 

To overcome this power struggle, there is a growing consensus that the UNSC needs 

structural reform to address its inefficiencies and impartiality. The status quo—where 

five nations hold disproportionate power—is increasingly seen as anachronistic and 

unrepresentative of the current global balance of power. A reformed UNSC would 

involve more inclusive decision-making processes and a balance of power that reflects the 

diverse geopolitical interests of today’s world. 

Reform proposals have suggested several key areas of change to mitigate the impact of the 

power struggle: 

1. Expansion of Permanent Membership: One of the most prominent proposals is to 

expand the number of permanent members with veto power. Potential candidates 

for permanent membership include emerging powers such as India, Brazil, 

Germany, and Japan. This expansion would make the UNSC more representative of 

the current geopolitical reality and reduce the dominance of the P5. 
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2. Veto Reform: Another option is to limit or modify the veto power. Some propose 

that the veto should only be used in cases of vital national security interests or 

regional stability, with a more rigorous process to prevent its use for political gain. 

Others argue for the complete abolishment of the veto power, arguing that the ability 

of a single nation to block action undermines the credibility of the UNSC. 

3. Rotating Seats and More Regional Representation: Another proposal is to rotate 

the permanent seats among key regional powers, ensuring a more equitable and 

inclusive representation of all regions. This could reduce the concentration of power 

in the hands of a few nations and foster a sense of shared responsibility across the 

global community. 

4. Strengthening Non-Permanent Membership: While the non-permanent members of 

the UNSC are given the opportunity to contribute to decision-making, they often lack 

the political leverage or influence to effect meaningful change. By strengthening 

the role of non-permanent members—such as increasing their voting power or 

offering them a greater say in decision-making processes—the UNSC could become 

more responsive to the needs and concerns of all its member states. 

15.3.3. Diplomacy and Consensus-Building: Moving Beyond Power Struggles 

While structural reform is essential, overcoming the power struggle within the UNSC also 

requires a shift in diplomatic practice. The P5 members must prioritize diplomacy and 

consensus-building over unilateral action or self-interested vetoes. This means that, instead 

of focusing solely on protecting national interests, the permanent members should engage 

in dialogue and seek common ground on critical issues of international peace and security. 

1. Fostering Multilateral Dialogue: The UNSC should encourage multilateral 

dialogue among its members, ensuring that all voices, not just those of the P5, are 

heard in the decision-making process. This dialogue should emphasize shared goals, 

such as global security, human rights, and climate change, to move away from 

narrow national interests. 

2. Building Trust Between Major Powers: Trust-building efforts are essential to 

overcoming divides within the UNSC. The P5 members, particularly those with 

opposing interests, must find ways to build mutual understanding and trust to 

prevent the paralysis that often results from conflicting agendas. This could involve 

confidence-building measures, mediated negotiations, and more transparent 

decision-making processes. 

3. Incentivizing Compromise and Cooperation: Effective diplomacy requires the 

UNSC to adopt mechanisms that incentivize cooperation. By creating incentive 

structures—such as joint action plans, rewarding cooperation, and recognizing 

shared responsibility—the UNSC can reduce the incentives for the P5 to block 

action due to geopolitical rivalry. 

4. Leveraging Global Public Opinion: Public opinion and pressure from global civil 

society play a key role in motivating action in the UNSC. If the P5 members 

recognize the global demand for more decisive action, they may be more inclined to 

overcome their divides and make compromises. Public pressure from NGOs, human 

rights groups, and social movements can act as an important catalyst for reform 

and cooperation. 

15.3.4. The Role of Regional Powers in Mediating Divides 
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In many global crises, regional powers are often better positioned to influence local 

outcomes and broker peace. These nations—though not part of the P5—often hold 

considerable diplomatic leverage and can serve as mediators in bringing together opposing 

sides within the UNSC. 

To overcome divides, regional powers could play a greater role in facilitating consensus 

within the UNSC. For instance, India and Brazil, as rising global powers, could work with 

the P5 to find common ground on contentious issues. Similarly, African, Asian, and Latin 

American nations, whose interests are often sidelined in UNSC deliberations, should be 

empowered to represent regional concerns more effectively and broker compromise 

between the major powers. 

15.3.5. Conclusion: Moving Toward a More Unified UNSC 

The power struggle that defines the UNSC’s current structure is one of the key factors 

preventing the Council from effectively addressing the pressing challenges of the 21st 

century. Bridging divides and overcoming this struggle will require both structural reforms 

and a shift in diplomatic culture. By expanding membership, modifying the veto, and 

prioritizing multilateral diplomacy, the UNSC can become a more inclusive, collaborative 

and effective body. 

The future of the UNSC depends on its ability to transcend the self-interest and geopolitical 

rivalries that have historically hindered its ability to act decisively. Through dialogue, 

compromise, and inclusive decision-making, the UNSC can overcome its internal divisions 

and better fulfill its mandate as the primary institution responsible for maintaining 

international peace and security. 
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15.4. The Future of Global Security: A New Vision for the 

UNSC 

As the world faces unprecedented challenges—ranging from climate change and pandemics 

to technological disruptions and geopolitical shifts—the role of the UN Security Council 

(UNSC) in maintaining global peace and security must evolve. The UNSC, designed to 

address the crises of the post-World War II era, has increasingly found itself ineffective and 

out of touch with the complexities of the 21st century. To remain relevant and effective, the 

UNSC must adopt a new vision that aligns with modern challenges and incorporates the 

diverse perspectives of today’s globalized world. 

15.4.1. Rethinking the UNSC’s Mandate and Role 

In its current form, the UNSC remains focused on traditional security threats, such as 

armed conflict, nuclear proliferation, and terrorism. However, the nature of global 

threats has shifted significantly since the Council’s formation in 1945. The future of global 

security must expand beyond the traditional military concerns to address human security, 

economic stability, and environmental sustainability. 

To create a more holistic approach to security, the UNSC should: 

1. Expand its definition of security: The concept of security should encompass not 

only military threats but also economic, environmental, and societal challenges. 

For example, climate change, which contributes to instability, resource conflict, and 

mass displacement, should be recognized as a direct threat to global security. 

Similarly, the rise of cyber warfare, technological risks, and the weaponization of 

information should be integrated into the UNSC’s mandate. 

2. Incorporate human security: Beyond state-centric security, the UNSC must focus 

on human security, which emphasizes the safety and well-being of individuals. 

Addressing issues such as refugee crises, human rights violations, and poverty 

would help ensure that the UNSC works to prevent conflict rather than just respond to 

it. 

3. Strengthen conflict prevention: The UNSC’s current framework is often reactive—

intervening in conflicts that have already escalated—rather than proactive in 

preventing them. A new vision for the UNSC should prioritize early warning 

systems, preventive diplomacy, and conflict mediation to address issues before they 

escalate into full-blown crises. 

15.4.2. A More Inclusive and Representative UNSC 

A fundamental flaw of the UNSC is its lack of representation of the global South and 

emerging powers. The P5 nations—the United States, Russia, China, France, and the 

United Kingdom—hold disproportionate power through their veto rights. These countries, 

though historically important, no longer represent the diversity of the modern world. 

To better reflect the global order, the UNSC should: 

1. Expand permanent membership: One of the most widely discussed reforms is the 

expansion of permanent membership to include countries such as India, Germany, 
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Brazil, Japan, and South Africa, which are key global players. This would ensure 

that the UNSC reflects the current geopolitical realities and not just the power 

dynamics of 1945. These countries, representing different regions of the world, would 

bring more diverse perspectives to global security discussions. 

2. Enhance regional representation: In addition to expanding the P5, the UNSC could 

consider incorporating rotating seats or regional representative blocks, ensuring 

that smaller and developing countries have a voice in the decision-making process. 

This would prevent the dominance of a few countries and provide a more balanced 

approach to global security. 

3. Limit the veto power: Another crucial reform is to limit or abolish the veto power 

that has long been a source of deadlock. The P5’s veto has frequently been used for 

political gain rather than the greater good, preventing meaningful action in response 

to crises. A modified veto system—such as one requiring multiple vetoes from 

different regions or additional thresholds for veto use—could strike a better balance 

between the efficiency of the UNSC and fairness in decision-making. 

15.4.3. Strengthening the UNSC’s Capacity for Action 

The UNSC has often struggled to respond effectively to global crises due to the complexity 

of modern challenges and the political dynamics within the Council. To ensure that the 

UNSC remains a credible institution for global peace, it must strengthen its capacity for 

swift and decisive action. 

To enhance the UNSC’s effectiveness, the following steps can be taken: 

1. Enhance peacekeeping operations: The UNSC should have the capacity to deploy 

peacekeepers swiftly and effectively to prevent the escalation of conflict. This could 

involve creating a more permanent rapid-response peacekeeping force that can be 

mobilized in emergencies. Additionally, the coordination between the UNSC and 

regional organizations (such as the African Union or European Union) should be 

improved for more effective peacebuilding. 

2. Strengthen humanitarian efforts: Humanitarian action should be prioritized, 

ensuring that the UNSC is able to provide humanitarian assistance to those affected 

by conflict. Humanitarian corridors should be protected, and aid should be 

delivered without obstruction. A more robust coordination mechanism between the 

UNSC, the UNHCR, and other humanitarian agencies could enhance global efforts to 

address crises such as refugee displacement. 

3. Foster stronger partnerships: The UNSC cannot solve global security issues alone. 

Strengthening partnerships with key global institutions such as the World Trade 

Organization (WTO), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) can help create a more cohesive and 

comprehensive response to global challenges. Collaborating with regional 

organizations and non-state actors can also foster more inclusive and sustainable 

solutions. 

15.4.4. Emphasizing Diplomacy and Preventive Measures 

The UNSC’s capacity for diplomacy and conflict prevention will be critical in adapting to 

future global challenges. Instead of focusing solely on military intervention, the UNSC must 
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prioritize diplomatic engagement, mediation, and peacebuilding efforts to resolve conflicts 

at their roots. 

To improve its diplomatic approach, the UNSC should: 

1. Promote dialogue: The UNSC must ensure that diplomatic solutions are explored 

and prioritized before military action is taken. Dialogue platforms should be 

established where conflicting parties can engage in mediation and negotiation, with 

the UNSC facilitating the process. 

2. Strengthen early warning systems: To prevent conflicts from escalating, the UNSC 

should work closely with regional organizations and intelligence networks to 

implement effective early warning systems that can identify potential crises before 

they become widespread conflicts. This would involve investing in conflict 

prevention tools such as negotiation teams and monitoring mechanisms that can 

intervene early to diffuse tensions. 

3. Address the root causes of conflict: Many modern conflicts are fueled by issues 

such as economic inequality, corruption, and resource competition. The UNSC 

should support global development initiatives that tackle the underlying causes of 

conflict, such as poverty and inequality, and promote human development and 

education in vulnerable regions. 

15.4.5. Conclusion: A New UNSC for a New Era 

The future of global security depends on the reformation and adaptation of the UN 

Security Council to meet the challenges of the 21st century. By expanding its mandate, 

increasing its inclusiveness, enhancing its capacity for action, and fostering diplomacy and 

prevention, the UNSC can become more relevant and capable of addressing today’s complex 

global security issues. 

A new vision for the UNSC should embrace multilateralism, collective security, and 

human security at its core. The world has changed dramatically since the UNSC was 

founded, and if the Council is to remain an effective instrument for global peace, it must 

evolve to better reflect the needs and challenges of a globalized, interconnected world. The 

UNSC’s ability to adapt to these changes will determine whether it can continue to play a 

central role in securing a peaceful and prosperous future for all. 
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