
Chapter One 

Introduction 
 

Humanitarian intervention becomes a focal point of international debate because 
it seems to be morally right but legally wrong. It challenges the principle of 
non-intervention and non-use of force encompassed in the Charter of the United 
Nations (UN), which was established in 1945 to prevent aggressions that led to the 
two world wars. However, since the 1990s, state practices of military intervention to 
protect human rights increased dramatically, many of which were even endorsed by 
the UN or in close cooperation with it. In other words, the UN is the most important, 
or insofar the only acceptable, body to authorize and legitimize any military 
operations with humanitarian rationale. Unlike during the Cold War years, the UN 
now is more available to serve as a meaningful participant to intervene;1 the Security 
Council has been called upon in each of the post-Cold-War cases to make decisions 
regarding authorizing coercion.  

The UN system, however, when trying to fulfill its duty as keeping the world 
order, encountered numerous difficulties due to its nature. The fundamental problem 
is that the UN is founded in the days when state aggression ranked the highest on the 
international agenda, and the concept of human rights was not significant in the 
world’s perception. Although the systematic killings of Jews by the Nazi during World 
War II did shock the world, the main concern in the post-World War II period was to 
effectively ban any intervention for avoiding another tragic war. To the founders’ 
minds, intervention could not be humanitarian; hence it was ruled out in the UN 
Charter. Accordingly, any departure to intervene still depends on the willingness of 
the Security Council to authorize military actions. Since the Security Council has the 
right to determine what constitutes the “threats to the peace and security,” and since 
the Charter does not furnish the nature or characteristics of such threats, it is for the 
Security Council to decide whether one circumstance can be termed as such threat.  

Confronting the changing order and nature of the world after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the UN has been criticized for failing to uphold human rights value in 
plenty of cases. One prominent example is the Rwanda Genocide from April to July 
1994, in which the world stood firmly with the principle of non-intervention and thus 
action was insufficient and arrived too late and too little to halt or even slow the 
murder of estimated up to 800,000 lives. The inability of the UN mission to protect 

                                                 
1 Sean D. Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention: The United Nations in an Evolving World Order 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), p. 5. 
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civilians was subsequently described in the understated but scathing conclusions of 
the independent inquiry as “one of the most painful and debated issues of this 
period.”2 By contrast, nearly ten years later, when insurrection erupted in Sudan in 
2003, the UN and the international community could hardly improve the situation 
with the 7,000 troops deployed by the African Union (AU) to stop the conflict by 
solving the distrust between the North and the South in Sudan.  

Bearing in mind that the UN is initially an idealist body, how does it conform to 
the political reality in the meantime buttressing the virtue of human rights? Has it 
accommodated to the contemporary world order since the Cold War ended? In order 
to answer these questions, a full understanding of the conducts of the UN in cases of 
humanitarian intervention is necessary, and that is what motivated this research. 

 

1.1 The Purpose of the Present Research 

By appealing to the UN Charter and international agreements on human rights, 
the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) argues 
that the right of sovereignty comes with a responsibility to protect and, if a 
government is unable or unwilling to exercise that responsibility, it is passed to the 
international community.3 Nonetheless, in spite of many practices of the UN in the 
1990s, and in spite of this evolving perception of “sovereignty as responsibility to 
protect,” the skepticism towards intervention claiming to alleviate human suffering 
within state borders still seems to hinder the UN from playing a good role as a human 
rights defender. Although, according to the UN Charter, the UN has both the 
responsibilities to prevent aggressions and to ensure fundamental human rights, it is 
essentially more a maintainer of sovereign state than a protector of individuals.  

This thesis aims at investigating the limitations of the UN in coordinating its 
responsibilities of maintaining peace and security and of protecting human rights. Two 
cases, Rwanda in 1994 and Sudan from 2003 on, are chosen as examples to probe into 
the practice of the UN and try to determine what has changed and what remains 
steadfast of the UN practice in humanitarian intervention in these ten years. 
                                                 
2 United Nations, Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations during the 
1994 Genocide in Rwanda (New York: United Nations, 1999). 
3 International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), The Responsibility to 
Protect: The Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (Ottawa: 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC), 2001), p. 17. For a more detail argument on the 
new meaning of state sovereign, see chap. 2 in the ICISS report and also ICISS, The Responsibility to 
Protect: Research, Bibliography, Background: Supplementary Volume to the Report of the International 
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (Ottawa: IDRC, 2001), pp. 5-15.  
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By focusing on the cases of Rwanda and Sudan, this thesis is intended to 
address the following questions:  

(1) In the past decade, has the UN system become more comfortable 
with humanitarian intervention?  

(2) What are the limitations of the UN in conducting “humanitarian 
intervention”? What causes these limitations? And why? 

(3) What can be done to improve the incompetence of the UN in terms 
of humanitarian intervention? How to harmonize the UN’s 
conflicting responsibilities of upholding human rights and defending 
the principle of non-intervention? 

 

1.2 Literature Review 

References to humanitarian intervention first began to appear in the international 
legal literature in 1840.4 Two interventions were the most directly responsible: the 
intervention in Greece by England, France, and Russia in 1827 to stop Turkish 
massacres and suppression of populations associated with insurgents; and the 
intervention by France in Syria in 1860 to protect Maronite Christians.5 In the 20th 
century, the Kellogg-Briand Pact in 1928 encompassed the first restrictions on 
recourse to war. Later, the UN Charter was the system crystallized of the ban of the 
use of force. Since 1945, the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity and 
political independence of states has been prohibited by Article 2(4), with exceptions 
of the collective use of force under Chapter VII and for individual or collective 
self-defense in the event of an armed attack in Article 51.  

Contemporary studies pertaining to humanitarian intervention and the UN are 
stimulated mainly after the intervention in northern Iraq in 1991, in which the 
intervening states claimed the doctrine of humanitarian intervention.6 One of the 
reasons that such issue gains so much attention is that it not only engenders the 
tension in the face of the constraints developed by the international community on the 

                                                 
4 Augustus Stapleton, Intervention and Non-Intervention (London: Murray, 1866); The Foreign Policy 
of Great Britain from 1790 to 1865 (London: Murray, 1866); Ellery Stowell, Intervention in 
International Law (Washington, DC: J. Bryne, 1921); and Ian Brownlie, International Law and the Use 
of Force by States (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963). All cited in ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect:: 
Supplementary Volume, p. 16. 
5 Stowell, Intervention in International Law, pp. 126, 489. Cited in ICISS, The Responsibility to 
Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 16. 
6 Virgil Hawkins, The Silence of the UN Security Council: Conflict and Peace Enforcement in the 
1990s (Firenze, Italy: European Press Academic, 2004), p. 98. 
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use of force among states, 7  but also puts the UN under scrutiny. Researches 
examining this issue are mainly from three angles: (1) international law, particularly 
the UN Charter; (2) politics in the UN decision-making process; and (3) operational 
capability of the UN in conducting interventions.  

 

The UN Charter: text and interpretation 

The concept of humanitarian intervention is not explicitly stated in the UN 
Charter. As mentioned above, the debate about whether such intervention is legitimate 
can be traced back to 1991, when the Security Council for the first time expressed in 
its resolution condemning the repression of the civilian population in Iraq, and 
supporting international assistance in parts of Iraq. 8  This was the first explicit 
declaration by the Security Council that violating human rights created a threat to 
international peace and security.9

At the heart of the UN’s difficulty with humanitarian intervention lies a paradox. 
Sean Murphy examines the origins and text of the UN Charter and concludes that the 
UN Charter is built around a fundamental belief that the use of force by states against 
other states must be prohibited unless that force is in self-defense or is under the 
authority of the Security Council when responding to a threat to, or breach of, the 
peace or to an act of aggression.10 It is because of this prohibition that, as Adam 
Roberts points out, helps to explain why the UN received support from governments 
of the post-colonial states.11  

At the center of the freeze-frame of the UN Charter is Article 2(4), which states 
that “All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of 
force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state, or in any 
other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations” and Article 2(7) 
states: “Nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to 
intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state 
or shall require the members to submit such matters to settlement under the present 
Charter; but this principle shall not prejudice the application of enforcement measures 
                                                 
7 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 12. 
8 UN Doc. S/RES/688 (5 Apr 1991).  
9 Thomas G. Weiss, David P. Forsythe, and Roger A. Coate, The United Nations and Changing World 
Politics, 4th edition (Boulder, Colorado: Westview, 2004), p. 156 
10 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 81. 
11 Adam Roberts, “The United Nations and Humanitarian Intervention,” in Jennifer M. Welsh, ed., 
Humanitarian Intervention and International Relations (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 
71. 
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under Chapter VII.” Along with Article 24, which confers the Security Council with 
the primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security, 
these codifications reveal the member states’ consent to refrain from the threat or use 
of force.  

There are three arguments regarding the interpretation of these articles in 
supporting of humanitarian intervention. The first is that the phrase “against the 
territorial integrity or political independence of any state” should be read to limit the 
prohibition to uses of force that are seeking to destroy the territorial integrity or 
political independence of other states. Other actions, however, may involve military 
action of different types, such as humanitarian intervention (with genuine 
humanitarian motives), do not seek to deprive the state of its territorial or political 
attributes but, rather, to enhance them.12  

The second argument is that the phrase in the Article 2 (4) “or in any other 
manner inconsistent with the purposes of the United Nations” means that 
unauthorized humanitarian intervention is allowed when the Security Council fails to 
realize its chief purposes—the protection of human rights.13  

The third argument is through an expansion of interpretation of the Article 39 of 
the UN Charter. This article states that the Security Council has considerable latitude 
to define the scope of what constitutes a threat to peace and security and may 
authorize the use of force in response to “any threat to the peace, breach of the peace 
or act of aggression.” It should be noted that the Article does not speak of 
international peace, but simply of a threat or breach of the peace. This permits the 
Security Council to intervene to end human rights violations that lack transboundary 
effects.14

                                                 
12 W. Michael Reisman, “Humanitarian Intervention to Protect the Ibos,” in Richard B. Lillich ed., 
Humanitarian Inteevention and the United Nations (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1973), 
pp. 167 and 177, cited in Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 71; Holzgrefe, “The Humanitarian 
Intervention Debate,” in J.L. Holzgrefe and Robert O. Keohane eds., Humanitarian Intervention: 
Ethical, Legal, and Political Dilemmas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 37. 
13 Holzgrefe, “The Humanitarian Intervention Debate,” p. 39. The provisions in the Charter regarding 
human rights protection are in Article 1(3): “The purposes of the United Nations are … [t]o achieve 
international co-operation in … encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedom for 
all without distinction as to race, sec, language or religion;” Article 55: “[T]he United Nations shall 
promote … universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedom for all;” 
and Article 56: “All members shall pledge themselves to take joint and separate action in co-operation 
with the Organization for the achievement of the purposes set forth in Article 55.” 
14 Peter Malanczuk, Humanitarian Intervention and the Legitimacy of the Use of Force (Amsterdam: 
Het Spinhuis, 1993), p. 26; Jost Delbrück, “A Fresh Look at Humanitarian Intervention under the 
Authority of the United Nations,” Indian Law Journal 67 (1992): 898-899. Both cited in Holzgrefe, 
“The Humanitarian Intervention Debate,” p. 41. See also Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 78. 
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In support of the third argument, Thomas Frank suggests that while the 
framework of the UN Charter is “self-consciously static, it is also intended to be 
perpetually evolving as the seemingly static norms are applied to practical situations 
through an essentially political process operating to solve real crises.”15 Antonio 
Tanca also notes that the political environments are transforming, and while the main 
goal of the UN Charter remains fixed, the legislative instruments designed to 
implement it were found to be increasingly inadequate.16 The UN organs deal with 
incidents in accordance with the rules spell out in the UN Charter; by doing so, they 
adjust and adapt the text to respond to the exigencies of each challenge to good order. 
This is the case of the gradual change of the interpretation of the Security Council 
when considering whether an internal human rights violation constitutes “threat to the 
international peace and security” and thus whether any action should be taken to halt 
the atrocity. 

Thomas Weiss et al. observe from the recent practices of the Security Council 
and state that the Security Council has linked a human rights situation to a threat to or 
breach of the peace or has otherwise reached a legally binding decision declaring that 
economic or military steps are needed to correct a human rights problem.17 As long as 
the Security Council links human rights to security issues, it has a broad mandate to 
act under Chapter VII, as in the case of the creations of war-crimes tribunals for the 
former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone, and the authorization in many cases in 
the 1990s such as in Iraq, Somalia, Bosnia, and Haiti.18  

 

Politics of the decision making 

In the absence of a world government, the UN is presumed to be a similar one 
against unilateral action. 19  The organization seems to possess the international 
authority to act as a world government, and is intended to play a role as to reduce 
serving for partial interests and enhance legitimacy of any intervention. However, 
C.A.J. Coady suggests that the requirement of intervention with UN authorization 
raises practical questions about implementation since a single state is often likely to 

                                                 
15 Thomas M. Frank, “Interpretation and Change in the Law of Humanitarian Intervention,” in 
Holzgrefe and Keohane eds., Humanitarian Intervention, p. 205. 
16 Antonio Tanca, Foreign Armed Intervention in Internal Conflict (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1993), 
p. 5. 
17 Weiss, Forsythe, and Coate, The United Nations and Changing World Politics, p. 155. 
18 Weiss, Forsythe, and Coate, The United Nations and Changing World Politics, pp. 155-156. 
19 C.A.J. Coady, “War for humanity: a critique,” in Deen K. Chatterjee and Don E. Scheid eds., Ethics 
and Foreign Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 285. 
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be more decisive and act with greater unity of purpose.20 The report of the ICISS also 
admits that the UN is a product of idealism, but existing in a world of sovereign states, 
its operations have to be based on political realism.21  

Recent quantitative researches show the UN’s inclination to compromise to the 
“real world.” Evaluating the responses of the UN Security Council to conflicts in the 
1990s with a ten-level scale, Virgil Hawkins finds that the Security Council was 
willing to authorize a high level of response in a number of cases where there was a 
relatively low level of conflict, and yet was completely unresponsive to a large 
number of major wars that were responsible for massive loss of life and humanitarian 
disaster.22 The result shows that the Security Council is encumbered by the veto 
power established since the birth of the organization. Virgil Hawkins concludes that 
political considerations, rather than humanitarian ones, were the prime factors behind 
both the decisions to (or not to) create peace enforcement operations. Michael 
Gilligan and Stephen John Stedman also used systematic empirical approach to 
examine a set of data of post-Cold War civil wars and found that the UN attempts to 
balance between its humanitarian mission and its power consideration, and thus shows 
distinct biases toward different regions and regimes.23 In other words, there are 
political motivations behind humanitarian intervention. 

Moreover, according to the consultations by the ICISS, the lack of 
representativeness of the modern era and the lack of democratic scrutiny and 
supervision, the democratic legitimacy of the fifteen-member Security Council was 
one of the themes that received great concerns.24 Indeed, the capricious use of veto 
power by the Permanent Five (P-5) can be the main obstacle to international actions, 
especially in cases where quick and immediate action is crucial to stop or avert a 
humanitarian crisis.25 During the Cold War time, the United States and the then Soviet 

                                                 
20 Coady, “War for humanity,” p. 286. 
21 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect, p. 52. 
22 The ten-level scale is as follow: (0) No discussion; (1) Procedural discussion; (2) Discussion; (3) 
Press statement; (4) Presidential statement; (5) Resolution: Measures under Chapter VI of the Charter; 
(6) Resolution: Provisional measures (determination of threat/breach of the peace); (7) Resolution: 
Sanctions (targeted at leadership); (8) Resolution: Sanctions (targeted at general population); (9) 
Resolution: Passive enforcement (primarily enforcing the status quo); and (10) Resolution: Active 
enforcement (enforcing a major change in the status quo). A high level of response refers to those 
responses at level seven, eight, nine, and ten. The scale of conflicts is measured by the number of war 
dead, including conflict-related non-violent deaths. A conflict in which the death toll is more than 
10,000 conflict-related deaths is counted as major conflict. See Hawkins, The Silence of the UN 
Security Council, chaps. 1 and 2.  
23 Michael Gilligan and Stephen John Stedman, “Where Do the Peacekeepers Go?” International 
Studies Review 5 (December 2003): 37-54. Here the “civil wars” refer to civil wars that began after 
1988 or those that began before 1988 but were still active after 1988. 
24 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect, p. 51. 
25 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect, p. 51. 
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Union vetoed against each other and the use of force to intervene into other states’ 
internal affairs with humanitarian claims was nearly impossible to obtain the Security 
Council endorsement.26 Confrontation between superpowers eased off, but states are 
still susceptive with intervention in domestic affairs. That causes late action or 
inaction to stop humanitarian crises. 

In addition to the limitation of the Security Council, other organs and agencies 
of the UN often show bureaucratic conflicts that lead to colliding policies. For 
example, Wiener and Nachmias find that the humanitarian operation in Rwanda, in 
which two missions were created to fulfill three functions, was proved overambitious, 
overlapped, conflicting, and lacked of administrative support that led to a failure of 
the UN as a whole.27

 

Operational capability 

Initially, the mission of the UN was to keep the international peace and security. 
That means it only had to prevent conflicts between states where there were clear 
authorities. Since the end of the Cold War, the nature of conflicts and the actor 
involved have changed. Contrary to the UN Charter vision, many post-Cold War 
conflicts take place in failed states where the state systems break down into an 
all-against-all state of nature, or in states where government initiates massacre 
targeted at a part of its nationals. They arise out of domestic politics, internal wars, 
and communal conflicts, fuelled by ethnic, economic, and nationalist desires for 
autonomy, and are fought between nongovernmental entities.28 Dealing with such 
conflicts is not under the consideration of the founders of the UN. The UN Charter 
was designed to prevent recurrences of major wars like World War II, and therefore 
the organization is ill-equipped to manage conflicts existing within internationally 

                                                 
26 Among the “humanitarian interventions” since 1945, interveners preferred other claims rather than 
humanitarian ones. Finnemore suggests that “sovereignty and self-determination norms trumped 
humanitarian claims during the Cold War.” See Martha Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention: 
Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2003), p. 54. 
27 Michael Wiener and Nitza Nachmias, “To Save One Life is to Save the World: The Israeli Operation 
in Rwanda,” in Eric A. Belgrad and Nitza Nachmias, eds., The Politics of International Humanitarian 
Aid Operations (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood, 1997), pp. 96-97. 
28 Michael C. Davis, “The Emerging World Order: Sate Sovereignty and Humanitarian Intervention,” 
in Michael C. Davis, Wolfgang Dietrich, Bettina Scholdan, and Dieter Sepp eds., International 
Intervention in the post-Cold War World: Moral Responsibility and Power Politics (Armonk, New York: 
M. E. Sharpe, 2004), p. 4; Weiss, Forsythe, and Coate, The United Nations and Changing World 
Politics, p. 104. 
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recognized borders.29  

Besides, there has been a tremendous growth in demands for the peacekeeping 
and peace enforcement forces of the UN. Such demands make the UN which has 
relatively limited resources overwhelmed. With the increasing global reach of the 
media, the situation has worsened. Apparently, in every case of humanitarian 
intervention in the 1990s, media played a very important role in calling for or in 
forcing, directly or indirectly, the UN and/or its key members to “do something.” 
Researches have shown that the so-called “CNN effect,”30 which transmitted images 
of people suffered in conflicts from Somalia and Bosnia, also urged in some part the 
operations that followed.31 These attracted people’s eyes and gave rise to demands for 
action to stop such tragedies. Yet, as the former US President Clinton’s remark, the 
UN could be overloaded if it has to respond to every demand and send forces to every 
conflict in the world.32

Furthermore, humanitarian crises happen mostly in the less-developed countries, 
especially in Africa, whereas humanitarian interventions in the post-Cold War era are 
almost conducted by the western states. Yet, the western states know little about the 
local culture. This lack of cultural sensitivity usually impedes the operation from 
being successful. 33  The difficulty of staying the course is another problem of 
humanitarian intervention followed by the doomed failure from the lack of knowledge. 
The “Somalia syndrome,”34 termed in the supplementary volume of the ICISS report, 

                                                 
29 Weiss, Forsythe, and Coate, The United Nations and Changing World Politics, p. 105. 
30 The term “CNN effect” came into place during the Vietnam War, means the popular 24-hour 
international television news channel known as Cable News Network or CNN had a major impact on 
the conduct of states’ foreign policy in the late Cold War period and that CNN and its subsequent 
industry competitors have had a similar impact in the post-Cold War era. The classic case often cited of 
“the CNN effect” is US presence in 1992-1993 in Somalia, where horrible pictures made the US 
President, George Bush, send in American military and where horrible television pictures of the US 
defeat later made President Bill Clinton announced that the troops to leave Somalia. Today, with the 
proliferation of “24/7” news networks, the impact of CNN alone has been diminished. “The CNN 
effect” is synonymous with the collective impact of all real time news coverage. See e.g. Margaret H. 
Belknap, “The CNN Effect: Strategic Enabler or Operational Risk?,” Strategic Research Project, 30 
March 2001, at http://www.iwar.org.uk/psyops/resources/cnn-effect/Belknap_M_H_01.pdf.  
31 Nicholas J. Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention in International Society (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 165, 179-180; K.M. Fierke, Diplomatic Interventions: Conflict and 
Change in a Globalizing World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p. 89. 
32 President William J. Clinton, “Confronting the Challenges of a Broader World,” Address to the UN 
General Assembly, New York City, 27 September 1993, US Department of State Dispatch, Volume 4, 
No. 39, 27 September 1993, pp. 649-653. 
33 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, pp. 176-177 
34 On 3 October 1993, 18 US soldiers were killed in a raid in Somalia, and an angry Somali mob 
dragged dead Americans through the streets of Mogadishu, Somalia’s capital city. Washington reacted 
swiftly after the event and President Clinton announced four days later that all US troops would be 
pulled out of Somalia within six months. Because of this failure in Somalia, the US Congress adopted 
and signed the Presidential Decision Directive (PDD25), which provides a comprehensive policy 
framework to reform Multilateral Peace Operations. It modifies the US policy towards peacekeeping 
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has haunted in people’s mind and fueled the growing reluctance of Western countries 
to sustain military casualties in distant places for humanitarian goals.35

 

1.3 Scope of Research 

As the review in the previous section shows, there have been many scholars 
devoting to research of the UN and humanitarian intervention. The end of the Cold 
War changed a crucial political premise underlying the role of the Security Council 
and of individual states confronting internal conflicts.36 In the face of a new world 
order, the UN, and particularly the Security Council, has no sufficient 
capability—political or military—to fulfill its responsibility of maintaining peace and 
security. Following these predecessors, this thesis tries to find that whether this world 
body adapted itself to the contemporary world during the past decade. 

Mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the UN system has been called upon 
to make decision and deploy troops in resolving conflicts since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991 and the ease of the East-West confrontation that had paralyzed 
the organization in the last fifty years. Therefore, the timeframe of this research is set 
in the post-Cold War period, especially focusing on the time from the genocide in 
Rwanda in 1994 to the conflict in Sudan in 2003. The cases of Rwanda and Sudan 
will be centralized to highlight the practice of UN to find out what went wrong with 
UN practice of humanitarian intervention.  

The reason I choose the cases of Rwanda and Sudan for my case studies is that 
they have several places in common. First, they derived from similar 
causes—deep-rooted ethnic confrontation resulted from colonial legacy. Second, the 
conflict in Rwanda constitutes the gravest genocide ever since the Holocaust in the 
Second World War. The insurrection in Darfur, Sudan erupted ten years later, and 
death tolls soar while the world was reflecting the inaction in Rwanda. In the 1990s, 
the conflict in Sudan had caused over a million deaths, and the aggravation of it after 
2003 has become one of the concerns on the international agenda. Third, in both cases, 
the international community had no will or capability to intervene. The UN chose not 
                                                                                                                                            
and humanitarian interventions and is more binding when it comes to sending US troops in 
peacekeeping operations. The “Somalia syndrome” refers to the bigger reluctance of the international 
community to intervene in intrastate wars after the failure in Somalia. See e.g. Antonino Geraci, “The 
Use of the UN as Scapegoat: The Peacekeeping Missions in Somalia and the Political Blame Games,” 
paper presented at the 2001 Hong Kong International Convention of the International Studies 
Association, 26-28 July 2001, at http://www.isanet.org/archive/geraci.pdf.  
35 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 97. 
36 Tanca, Foreign Armed Intervention in Internal Conflict, p. 8. 
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to act but played a bystander in Rwanda and insofar has no sign to intervene to stop 
human suffering in Sudan. These similarities highlight the importance of the two 
cases and make them prominent for examining the response of the UN.  

There are still differences between the two cases that result in different level of 
the responses from the international community. These differences are what this thesis 
focuses on: 

(1) International environments in which the two cases taken place: The 
Rwandan genocide erupted after the failure of the US troops (under UN 
mandates) in Somalia one year earlier, which made the international 
community reluctant to act in another open-ended mission in Africa; 
the conflict in Sudan broke out at the time when the “war on terror” 
presenting all over some western leaders minds. Thus the conflicts 
gained different levels of attention from the international community. 

(2) Strategic importance of the two countries: Rwanda is the most densely 
populated country in Africa and is landlocked with few natural 
resources and minimal industry, the economy is fragile and attracts 
little private and external investment. Sudan, by contrast, began 
exporting crude oil from 1997, and is the 35th oil-producing country by 
2005. Oil export along with sound economic policies betters its 
economy and attracts foreign investors. The different strategic 
importance of the two countries not only results in different treatments 
from the international community toward their conflicts, but also leads 
to different leverages of the two governments when dealing with the 
international pressures. 

 

1.4 Research Method 

Methods of comparative case study and document analysis will be used in 
completing this research project. 

 

Comparative case study 

Before the case studies in chapters 3 and 4, there is a general overview of the 
UN humanitarian interventions during and after the Cold War in chapter two. It can be 
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seen that the UN Security Council tends to broaden the meaning of “threat to 
international peace and security” to include human rights considerations to make 
intervention possible, and that due to the limitation of the UN in capacity, the UN 
tends to rely upon multinational forces to provide military support for its operations. 

For case study, I focus on two cases: Rwanda genocide in 1994 and Darfur 
conflict from 2003 on. I first describe the backgrounds of these two cases respectively, 
from the historical causes of the conflicts, the development in the pre-conflicts period, 
to the escalation of the conflicts until they involved grave human suffering and 
became international issues of concern that needed outside intervention. After the 
background briefings, I explore the efforts of the UN in these two conflicts, including 
the pre-intervention discussion and debate in the UN Security Council, and substantial 
operations of peace making or peace enforcement thereafter.  

Then, in the end of each case study, there is an assessment of the UN 
intervention, which is based on three criteria that are extended from the two trends 
derived from the UN practice overview in chapter two. First, whether the Security 
Council considered the situation of each case constitute threat to international peace 
and security. This is done through examining the Security Council resolutions passed 
during the period of the conflicts. Second, whether the Security Council authorizes 
military actions in response to these two humanitarian atrocities. The political will of 
member states is the focus here. Finally, whether the Security Council has the 
capability to meet an increasing demand of the “responsibility to protect.” The two 
cases are then put together in the first part of the chapter five to find out the most 
decisive cause of the UN inaction in humanitarian disasters. 

 

Document analysis 

Case study has to be supported by document analysis to evaluate the 
contribution of the UN. Contents and data contain the UN records, documents of other 
international organizations including non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 
academic research findings.  

UN records include the resolutions adopted by the Security Council and General 
Assembly, reports from the Secretary General, Department of Peacekeeping Operation, 
Human Rights Commission, UN High Commission of Refugee (UNHCR), and UN 
Office on Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHR). Besides the formal 
resolutions and reports, the verbatim records and draft resolutions of the various UN 
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bodies are investigated in order to help clarify the process and backgrounds of the 
cases at hand that do not reveal in the final documents.  

State documents mainly cover those of the states that are close to the cases in 
regard. In Rwandan crisis, the most important and influential foreign state was France, 
which was alleged of providing the Rwandan government weapons and support in the 
process of the genocide but eventually initiated a humanitarian plan later known as 
Opération Turquoise to intervene the slaughter in late June. Therefore, statements of 
French officials, along with media coverage about the event, can help understand the 
French position in the Rwandan crisis. Besides, of course, other actors such as 
Belgium and the US which are respectively having strong link with Rwanda and the 
decision-making of the Security Council are of great significance. The Sudan case is 
more complex since it is an oil-rich country and many states have strong economic 
linkages with its government. Among these external actors, China, Russia, and the US 
are of significant influence on the UN policy to Sudan but hold different positions on 
how to resolve the conflict. Moreover, the event in Sudan, unlike in Rwanda, has not 
settled yet, and thus is complicated due to the difficulty to predict. However, state 
documents about Sudan including the policy briefing or press release are taken as 
reference in order to make the case study as complete as possible. Besides, the 
regional actor, the role of the African Union, on which the UN depends for 
peacekeeping force and monitoring personnel, is important when discussing the 
conflict in Sudan. 

Information from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 
International and from academic field is crucial for it provides detailed, additional, 
and sometimes inside view of the cases that the UN or state governments do not 
include or ignore to include. This will help understand the process of decision making 
as well as the limitations of the UN in launching operations.  

 

1.5 Organization of the Thesis 

There are six chapters in this thesis: 

Chapter One includes the discussions of the research purpose, research questions, 
research method, the scope of the research, literature review, and the organization of 
this research. 

Chapter Two explores the concept of humanitarian intervention and its relations 
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with the UN, including the text in the UN Charter, and an overview of three cases UN 
humanitarian operations during the Cold War and nine after the Cold War. Following 
the overview, the chapter concludes with three criteria that draw from the trends 
observed from the UN practice in the 1990s. These three criteria will be used to 
evaluate the case studies in chapters three and four, and will also be applied to the 
comparison of the two cases in chapter five and to evaluate the overall UN-conducted 
cases.  

Chapter Three is the case study of Rwanda, describing the cause of the 1994 
genocide, its historical background, and the action and inaction of the UN to prevent 
the killing from escalating or even at the time when massive human rights abuse was 
obvious. For assessing the UN’s management of the genocide, the three criteria—the 
recognition of the conflict as “threat to international peace and security,” the political 
will of the Security Council to authorize intervention, and the operational capabilities 
of the UN in conducting the operations on the ground—are highlighted. The UN first 
deliberately narrowed the meaning of the term “threat to international peace and 
security” and thus avoided necessary measures that should have been deployed if such 
threat were existed. Moreover, the UN prevented using the term “genocide” to 
describe what was happening in Rwanda and shielded the responsibility to provoke 
obligations encompassed in the Genocide Convention. Besides, the UN’s indifference 
when facing the atrocities unfolding reveals that the organization confronted with 
resource and management difficulties which have existed since the inception of the 
organization. The weaknesses of the UN’s capacity for political analysis and the short 
of sufficient focus for early warning were obvious in the UN response to Rwanda. 

Chapter Four is the case study of Sudan. The chapter focuses mainly on the 
crisis in Darfur which has deteriorated since its eruption in 2003 and has been 
described as the worst humanitarian crisis in the world. The long-lasted conflict 
between the north and the south of the Sudan is also covered in order to give a more 
comprehensive understanding of the cause of the crisis in Darfur. What is worth 
mentioning is that foreign military intervention into this four-year-old conflict is not 
anticipating so far for that the Sudanese government opposes UN operation in Darfur 
as well as that the international community is not ready to provide robust plan for 
dealing with the crisis promptly. The same three criteria are used for assessing the UN 
conduct of the crisis in Darfur. The UN first swiftly determined that the situation in 
Sudan (Darfur region) as a threat to international peace and security in mid-2004 and 
later in a series of Security Council resolutions, showing that the organization is 
accepting the approach of “the responsibility to protect” to be practicing in handling 
internal conflicts. However, in practice, the UN member states are not that willed to 
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invoke military operation to the humanitarian complex emergency, partly because that 
the international community is preoccupied in the “war on terror” and the peace 
process between the Sudanese north and the south, and partly due to that the 
government of Sudan strongly opposes UN being involved in mission in Darfur. 

Chapter Five contains analysis of the limitations of the UN on humanitarian 
interventions observed from the case studies in the previous two chapters. The foci are: 
whether the recognition of the internal human suffering as threat to international 
peace, a trend developed in the 1990s seen as the most groundbreaking practice of the 
UN, helps facilitate UN action in reversing the tragedies? And what are the most 
constraints of the UN in terms of “humanitarian intervention”? To answer these 
questions, the three criteria used in the previous two case studies are further applied to 
examine the nine cases after the Cold War to make a general evaluation of UN 
practice of humanitarian intervention. 

Chapter Six is the conclusion of this thesis, which argues that the approach of 
the “responsibility to protect” created in recent years shows that a normative change is 
on the way. Besides, from Rwanda to Sudan, the UN has made progress in addressing 
grave humanitarian issues. However, all the efforts still have to depend on the political 
will of the member states of the UN, especially those in the Security Council. Since 
this issue is still more a political one than a legal one, in the years to come, the UN 
will still face the difficulty of fulfilling its responsibility. 
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