
  

Chapter Two 
Humanitarian Intervention and the United Nations 

 
Although it is clearly stated in the UN Charter that the purposes of the UN are to 

maintain international peace and security, and to promote respect for human rights, 
among others,1 “humanitarian intervention” is not included in the wordings of the 
Charter. However, notwithstanding being “a dialectic of international law”2 and a 
subject of endless debate, this concept combining the UN responsibilities of 
preserving international order and buttressing human rights has been in practice 
throughout the 1990s.  

This chapter first gives a brief definition of “humanitarian intervention.” In this 
research, “humanitarian intervention” means military actions taken by a state or a 
group of states in the name of relieving human suffering in another state. Non-military 
actions such as those taken by humanitarian organizations are not considered here. 
This chapter also concerns with the relationship between the concept of “humanitarian 
intervention” and the UN, which involves a paradox. On the outset of its 
establishment, the UN was designed to be a defender of the principle of 
non-intervention in the internal affairs of sovereign states. Since the end of the Cold 
War, however, the UN has become more and more a supporter of interventionism, and 
also has become an instrument for the use of force. The debate regarding the doctrine 
of humanitarian intervention derives from the conflicting concepts in the UN Charter, 
where human rights are expressly recognized as an important element, but the right of 
armed intervention to prevent human rights abuses is not.3 Thus, the structure and 
texts of the UN Charter are the focuses in this section. 

Following the discussion, this chapter provides an overview of the 
UN-conducted humanitarian interventions during and after the Cold War. This chapter 
concludes with some issues that derive from the case overview and that are taken into 
consideration in the following chapters of case studies. 

 

2.1 Defining Humanitarian Intervention 

What is “humanitarian intervention?” For the purpose of this thesis, it is defined 
in a classical sense as:  

                                                 
1 Article 1 of the UN Charter. 
2 Sean D. Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention: The United Nations in an Evolving World Order 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), p. 2. 
3 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 66. 
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Threat or use of armed force by a state or a group of states to intervene in the 
internal affairs of a state, without the approval of its authorities and with the purposes 
of addressing massive human rights violations or preventing widespread suffering or 
death among the inhabitants.4  

Some people, such as the activists of the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and scholars, argue that humanitarian intervention should define to encompass 
non-military forms, 5  such as food delivery and medical care conducted by 
humanitarian workers. Yet “force is sometimes the right means to avert or stop a 
greater evil” even though the coercive approach is sometimes too limited to provide a 
framework for non-military humanitarian activities of states and non-state actors.6  

 

2.2 Humanitarian Intervention in the UN Charter 

The basic structure of the UN Charter is well known. Six “principal organs” of 
the UN were established by the Charter: the General Assembly, the Security Council, 
the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the Secretariat, the International Court 
of Justice (ICJ), and the Trusteeship Council.7

The General Assembly is a plenary body which may discuss any issues within 
the scope of the Charter, including matters relating to international peace and 
security,8 and may also make recommendations on matters of international peace and 
security. But its recommendations are not binding to member states. If the Security 
Council is “exercising” the functions assigned to it relating to the maintenance of 
international peace and security, the General Assembly cannot deal with the matter 
and cannot issue recommendations.9 The fifteen-member Security Council is the 
primary organ for addressing matters relating to the maintenance of international 
peace and security, in accordance with the powers granted by Chapter VII of the UN 
                                                 
4 This definition is mainly adopted from the definitions of two scholars, Fierke and Welsh. See K.M. 
Fierke, Diplomatic Interventions: Conflict and Change in a Globalizing World (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005), p. 87; Jennifer M. Welsh, “Introduction,” in Jennifer M. Welsh, ed., Humanitarian 
Intervention and International Relations (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 3. 
5 NGOs such as Oxfam and Médecins sans Frontières (MSF); scholars such as Deon Geldenhuys. 
Geldenhuys considers the traditional intervention was heavily influenced by Cold War conditions. He 
thinks that the concept needs to be adjusted to a broader sense, including coercive military 
confrontation and non-coercive collaboration. See Deon Geldenhuys, Foreign Political Engagement: 
Remaking States in the Post-Cold War World (London: Macmillan, 1998), pp. 63-71. 
6 Nicholas Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention in International Society (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 2. 
7 UN Charter art. 7. The Trusteeship Council is no longer central to the activities of the UN due to the 
complete transition of all the trusteeships into sovereign states or freely associated states; therefore the 
Trusteeship Council is excluded in the following discussion. 
8 UN Charter, art. 11.  
9 UN Charter, art. 12.  
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Charter. 

Matters related to the protection of human rights and freedoms were assigned to 
the General Assembly, ECOSOC, and ECOSOC’s Commission on Human Rights 
(replaced by Human Right Council since 2006).10 There is no expressed linkage in the 
Charter between the maintenance of international peace and security and the 
protection of human rights, 11  notwithstanding the “fundamental human rights” 
proclaimed in the Preamble, Article 1, and Article 55, which emphasize that one of the 
purposes of the organization is to reaffirm and promote the respect for universal 
fundamental human rights, including principles of self-determination and 
non-discrimination. For providing a proper ground to the issue of humanitarian 
intervention under the UN Charter, it is necessary to review the provisions relating to 
human rights as well as to the use of force and collective security. 

 

2.2.1 Human Rights Provisions 

In the UN Charter, several provisions related to human rights form the 
responsibility of the UN on espousing human rights. In the Preamble, the Charter 
reaffirms  

Faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal 
rights of men and women and of nations large and small.12 

Among the purposes of the organization are  

To develop friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and 
self-determination of peoples, and to take other appropriate measures to strengthen universal 
peace;  

To achieve international co-operation in solving international problems of an economic, social, 
cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and 
for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.13

Under Chapter IV, the General Assembly  

Shall initiate studies and make recommendations for the purpose of… (b)…assisting in the 
realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, 

                                                 
10 UN Charter, art. 13, para. 1(b), art. 62, para. 2, and art. 68. 
11 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 68. 
12 UN Charter preamble. 
13 UN Charter, art. 1, paras. 2-3. 
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language, or religion.14

Under Chapter IX, pertaining to international economic and social cooperation, 
the UN shall promote 

Universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedom for all without 
distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.15

Under Chapter X, the ECOSOC is entitled to make recommendations in this 
respect and is called upon to establish a commission for the promotion of human 
rights.16 Besides, in Chapter XII, the UN Trusteeship system is guided to encourage 
respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms as well.17

There are certain problems, however, that the UN Charter did not address. 
Besides forbidding any discrimination based on race, sex, language, or religion, the 
Charter did not define the specific meaning of “human rights” and “fundamental 
freedoms.” Further, there is no concrete power of the UN in “promoting” and 
“protecting” these rights and freedoms as the terms using in the Charter; in particular, 
there is no explicit provision authorizing the use of force for the purpose of enforcing 
these provisions.18

 

2.2.2 Provisions on the Use of Force 

The UN Charter was designed at the time when the world attempted to forbid the 
interventions by aggressive state leaders that had resulted in the two world wars. Thus 
the Charter is mainly seen as a defender of the principle of non-intervention and 
non-use of force, at least by individual states, or the so-called unilateral military 
actions by states. 

The strongest and most frequently demonstrated prohibitions on intervention are 
those stated in Article 2. Article 2(4) of the Charter provides: 

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.19

                                                 
14 UN Charter, art. 13, para. 1. 
15 UN Charter, art. 55. 
16 UN Charter, art. 62, para. 2 and art. 68. 
17 UN Charter, art. 76. 
18 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, pp. 69-70. 
19 UN Charter, art. 2, para. 4 (emphasis added). 
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The broad term “use of force” reflected a desire to prohibit armed conflicts generally, 
not just conflicts arising from a formal state of war.20  

The primary exceptions to the prohibition on the use of force in Article 2(4) are 
the ability of a state to use force in self-defense (Article 51) or the collective 
operations authorized by the UN Security Council under Chapter VII (Article 24). All 
this is derived from the idea, which is perhaps too simple, that readily discernible 
“aggression” is the main cause of war.21 However, different arguments were raised 
regarding the definition of “self defense.” In addition, Articles 106, 107, and 53 also 
provide exceptions for the use of force: Article 106 is the measure of collective use of 
force before the Security Council is functional, and Articles 107 and 53 are related to 
the use of force against “enemy” states (during the World War II). The three articles 
are not relevant to the contemporary world. In this section, only Article 51 and 
Chapter VII are considered in the further discussion followed.  

 

Article 51: individual and collective self-defense 

The first explicit exception to Article 2(4) is in Article 51 of the Charter, which 
provides:  

Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual or collective 
self-defence if armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations, until the Security 
Council has taken measures necessary to maintain international peace and security. Measures taken 
by Members in the exercise of this right of self-defence shall be immediately reported to the 
Security Council and shall not in any way affect the authority and responsibility of the Security 
Council under the present Charter to take at any time such action as it deems necessary in order to 
maintain or restore international peace and security. 

Accordingly, if a state experiences an “armed attack,” that state retains an 
“inherent” right to defend itself by using force against the attacking until the Security 
Council is able to act.22 This raises a further question about the definition of the 
“self-defense.” If the “self-defense” refers to “armed attack,” then it may indicate that 
any use of armed force other than in response to an armed attack does not trigger a 
right of “self-defense.” Yet, the UN era has seen many cases of the use of force by 
states which do not easily conform with the standard of self-defense. For example, in 
April 1986, US aircraft bombed targets in Libya in response to terrorist attacks on US 

                                                 
20 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 70. 
21 Adam Roberts and Benedict Kingsbury, eds., United Nations, Divided World: The UN’s Roles in 
International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 15.  
22 Anthony Clark Arend and Robert J. Beck, International Law and the Use of Force (London: 
Routledge, 1993), p. 31. 
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citizens overseas, and again in 2002 and 2003, US attacked Afghanistan and Iraq to 
topple down the regimes linked to terrorism. These actions were justified as 
self-defense in conformity with the UN Charter. By this broader view of the right of 
self-defense, use of force might be permitted in situations other than an armed attack 
on the territory of a state, such as in cases of preemptive actions or to protect one’s 
nationals abroad. The US actions exemplified the tendency of states to expand the 
scope of self defense beyond the literal limits of Article 51.23 Therefore, the concept 
of self-defense may include humanitarian intervention on the ground that massive 
violations of human rights values threaten the stability and anticipation of the 
international community. 

 

Chapter VII: enforcement actions authorized by the Security Council 

The second exception to Article 2(4) is found in Chapter VII of the Charter. Set 
out in Article 2(7) of the UN Charter, the UN has no right to intervene in internal 
affairs of any state. Article 2(7) provides: 

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 under Chapter VII [emphasis added]. 

The prohibition of “intervention” is broader than the prohibition of “threat or use of 
force,” as stated in Article 2(4). The provision is weaker since any particular state may 
argue that it considers certain actions are within its “domestic jurisdiction” and thus 
not subject to UN action, no matter how the international community decide.24 The 
important exception stated in Article 2(7) allows the UN to intervene in the domestic 
affairs of a state when authorized by the Security Council to take action under Chapter 
VII (Articles 39-51) of the Charter in cases deemed to constitute a threat to the peace 
with measures including use of force.  

A key feature of Chapter VII is that the Security Council must first determine the 
existence of any “threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression” before 
pursuing any measures. Chapter VII begins with: 

The Security Council shall determine the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the peace, 
or act of aggression and shall make recommendations, or decide what measures shall be taken in 

                                                 
23 Roberts and Kingsbury, United Nations, Divided World, p. 15. 
24 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 76. 
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accordance with Articles 41 and 42, to maintain or restore international peace and security.25

Chapter VII, however, contains no definition as to what constitutes a “threat to 
the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression,” and thus leaves sufficient 
flexibility for the Security Council to decide whether one circumstance can be termed 
as such threat or act. But assuming that a “threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or 
act of aggression” can be determined to exist, Chapter VII set forth the steps that can 
be taken by the Security Council. 

Under Article 39, the Security Council can make recommendations to the parties 
in conflict, other states, other UN bodies, or other international organizations.26 
Before making recommendations, the Security Council may call upon the parties 
concerned to comply with provisional measures if necessary.27 Under Article 41, the 
Security Council may decide what measures not involving armed force be employed 
to restore international peace and security. Article 41 provides: 

The Security Council may decide what measures not involving the use of armed force are to be 
employed to give effect to its decisions, and it may call upon the Members of the United Nations to 
apply such measures, These may include complete or partial interruption of economic relations and 
of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and other means of communication, and the severance of 
diplomatic relations.  

If these measures provided in Article 41 do not or cannot work, the Security 
Council can decide upon measures involving military force pursuant to Article 42, 
which states: 

Should the Security Council consider that measures provided for in Article 41 would be inadequate 
or have proved to be inadequate, it may take such action by air, sea, or land forces as may be 
necessary to maintain or restore international peace and security. Such action may include 
demonstrations, blockade, and other operations by air, sea, or land forces of Members of the 
United Nations. 

In light of the provisions in Articles 41 and 42, it appears that certain form of 
non-armed force measures have to firstly be considered before pursuit of military 
measure. However, while it seems that any military action should be deployed under 
Article 42, since early in the Charter years, most UN military actions have occurred 
under Article 39 or as peacekeeping operations conducted with the consent of the host 
states.28

                                                 
25 UN Charter, art. 39. 
26 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 80. 
27 UN Charter, art. 40. 
28 The UN action to assist South Korea against aggressions from North Korea was based on Article 39. 
See generally UNSCOR, 5th Session, 473rd-474th meetings. (1950), cited in Murphy, Humanitarian 
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In addition, the Charter also envisioned states armed force and military facilities 
making available to the Security Council when are called upon as necessary to 
maintain international peace and security. According to Article 43, this “on-call” 
support was to occur through special agreements between states and the Security 
Council, though such agreements have never been concluded. 

To sum up, 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 authorization by the Security Council in response to a 
threat or a breach of peace or to an act of aggression. What constitutes a “threat to the 
peace” and what contains in “human rights and fundamental freedoms” are not 
furnished in the Charter; the Security Council is thus purposefully left to define the 
“threat” and to decide when should act if such “threat” exists. Despite that the UN is 
also assigned to promote the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
there is no clear linkage between the use of force and the protection of human rights. 
Insofar, to address issue of human rights violations in a coercive way can only be 
plausible when it is considered as threat to the peace by the Security Council under 
Chapter VII. That is the expanding role of the Security Council in present days as well 
as a broadened meaning of the “threat to the peace” in order to legitimize 
humanitarian intervention. It may be said as that although the text in the Charter does 
not change, “the Charter is actually what the principal organs do.”29

 

2.3 UN Operations Overview 

It is necessary to review the various incidents commonly considered as 
humanitarian interventions that related to the UN practice. Although there were plenty 
of foreign interventions during the Cold War years, those which might be considered 
humanitarian interventions were limited and episodi.30 However, there were incidents 
where the intervention had the effect of ending a severe and widespread violation of 
human rights, and most of them were unilateral actions31. The end of the Cold War 

                                                                                                                                            
Intervention, p. 80. The UN involvement in peace and security during the Cold War was characterized 
by peacekeeping, a measure created by Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld as Chapter “VI ½” of the 
Charter. See Simon Chesterman, Just War or Just Peace? Humanitarian Intervention and International 
Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 118-121. 
29 Thomas M. Franck, “Interpretation and change in the law of humanitarian intervention,” in J.L. 
Holzgrefe and Robert O. Keohane, eds., Humanitarian Intervention: Ethical, Legal, and Political 
Dilemmas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 206. 
30 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 85. 
31 “Unilateral action” means intervention taken by state or states without authorization of the United 
Nations or other regional organization, or intervention in which the role of international organization 
was marginal. See e.g. Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 85; and Martha Finnemore, The Purpose 
for Internvention: Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
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and the increased activity of the UN Security Council radically changed the nature of 
such interventions. Humanitarian rationale was used more frequently by interveners to 
justify interventions. In the following sections, cases of humanitarian intervention are 
examined, including three during the Cold War time and seven after Cold War. After 
the briefings of each case, an evaluation is provided based on the cases conducted by 
the UN. 

 

2.3.1 Humanitarian intervention during the Cold War (1945-1990) 

Table 2.1 lists the interventions that took place with more or less humanitarian 
motives during the Cold War times. Three of these cases are widely considered as 
containing of strong humanitarian elements32 and are reviewed in detail. They are 
Indian intervention into East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) in the wake of massacres by 
Pakistani troops; Tanzanian intervention into Uganda toppling the Idi Amin regime; 
and Vietnamese intervention into Kampuchea (Cambodia) ousting the Khmer Rouge. 
It is noteworthy that in these episodes, interveners shied away from humanitarian 
claims when they could have made them.33 The UN was passive at the time due to the 
Cold War atmosphere; some of the cases were even never put on the agenda of the 
Security Council. Yet according to limited discussions about these cases in the UN, 
interveners were all condemned by most of the member states as aggressive.  

                                                                                                                                            
Press, 2004), p. 133. 
32 See e.g. Finnemore, The Purpose for Intervention, pp. 75-78; Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention; 
Michael Akehurst, “Humanitarian Intervention,” in Hedley Bull, ed., Intervention in World Politics 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1984), pp. 95-118; Fernando R. Tesón, Humanitarian Intervention: An Inquiry 
into Law and Morality, 2nd edn. (Dobbs Ferry, New York: Transnational Publishers, 1997); A. Mark 
Weisburd, Use of Force: The Practice of States Since World War II (University Park, Pennsylvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997); and Wheeler, Saving Strateger, chaps. 2-4.  

Chesterman casts doubts on such thoughts, arguing that there is lack of opinio juris in these three 
cases, as in any other cases during or after the Cold War. However, he agrees that these three cases are 
considered by many scholars as excellent humanitarian interventions during the Cold War period. See 
Chesterman, Just War or Just Peace?, pp. 71-75, 77-81. 
33 Finnemore, The Purpose for Intervention, p. 73. Only India initially claimed humanitarian 
justifications in the UN but quickly retracted them and deleted such statements. Cf. S/PV.1606 (1971), 
para. 185 and S/PV.1611 (1971), para. 163.  
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Table 2.1 Humanitarian Interventions during the Cold War 

Country 
Year(s) Intervener(s) Issue(s) 

Mode of Intervention: 
Multilateral or 

Unilateral 

Role of International 
Organization in 

Conflict 
Congo 
1960-64 

Mainly Belgium, and 
various others later 

Civil war, secession, alliance with spheres Initially unilateral, then 
multilateral 

UN force (UNOC*) 

Dominican Republic 
1965 

United States Restoring order, government composition, maintenance of sphere 
of influence, protection of foreign nationals 

Unilateral force; 
multilateral diplomacy 

OAS* mediation and 
peacekeeping 

E. Pakistan 
(Bangladesh) 
1971 

India Securing borders, stopping refugee flows, humanitarianism Unilateral Minimal 

Lebanon 
1976-78 

Syria Restoring order, government composition, protection of religious 
confreres 

Unilateral None 

Zaire (Angola) 
1978 

Belgium, France, 
(United States) 

Protection of foreign nationals, strategic concerns (copper) Multilateral None 

Uganda 
1978-79 

Tanzania, Libya Government composition, territory, humanitarianism Oppositional Minimal 

Kampuchea 
1978-79 

Vietnam Government composition, securing borders, aiding ethnic 
confreres, humanitarianism 

Unilateral None 

Central African Empire
1979 

France, Zaire, Libya Government composition, civil war Multilateral None 

Grenada 
1983 

United States Maintaining sphere, government composition Unilateral Minimal 

Panama 
1989-90 

United States Government composition, strategic concerns (Canal) Unilateral None 

*Acronyms: 
UNOC = UN Operation in the Congo 
OAS = Organization of American States 
 
Sources: Finnemore, The Purpose for Intervention, pp. 130-133; Wheeler, Saving Strangers; Chesterman, Just War or Just Peace?; Arend and Beck, International Law and 

the Use of Force; Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention; Weisburd, Use of Force.  
Notes: “IO role in conflict” was coded as “minimal” when resolutions the IOs passed only commented on or condemned state actions. 

  



  

India in East Pakistan/Bangladesh, 1971 

Pakistan had been under military rule by West Pakistani officials since partition 
in 1947. Due to inherent cultural and ethnic differences along with escalated 
economic and political unrest, East Pakistanis started to seek limited autonomy by the 
late 1960s. When the first free elections were held in November 1970, the Awami 
League won 167 out of 169 parliamentary seats reserved for East Pakistan in the 
National Assembly. Apparently because this electoral result was conceived by the 
central government as a threat to Pakistani territorial integrity, President Yahya Khan 
postponed the parliament indefinitely. This decision engendered strong protests in 
East Pakistan, making the calls for autonomy soon become calls for independence. On 
23 March 1971, the leader of the Awami League, Sheik Mujibur Rahman, issued a 
“Declaration of Emancipation,”34 which constituted “the final blow to any attempt to 
settle the conflict peacefully.”35 Two days later, the Pakistan Army moved into Dacca, 
the capital of East Pakistan. Such military action inaugurated a several-month period 
of “mass murders and other atrocities” that seem to have been directed “against all of 
the East Pakistani people.”36  

The brutality of the military operation that followed can be seen in the 
International Commission of Jurists summary of the events: “The principal features of 
this ruthless oppression were the indiscriminate killing of civilians, including women 
and children and the poorest and weakest members of the community; the attempt to 
exterminate or drive out of the country a large part of the Hindu population; the arrest, 
torture and killing of Awami League activists, students, professional and business men 
and other potential leaders among the Bengalis; the raping of women; the destruction 
of villages and towns; and the looting of property. All this was done on a scale which 
is difficult to comprehend.”37

In the following nine months, it is estimated at least one million people were 
killed and up to ten million fled to India. After months of tension, border incidents, 
and increased pressure from the influx of refugees, India sent troops into East 
Pakistan on 5 December 1971, and the next day formally recognized Bangladesh as an 
independent state. By the twelfth day, the Pakistani army surrendered at Dacca. 

At the UN, only a few countries openly condemned the dividing of Pakistan and 
the birth of Bangladesh. Apart from Pakistan itself, these countries were China, the 

                                                 
34 International Commission of Jurists, The Events in East Pakistan (Geneva: ICJ Secretariat, 1972), pp. 
7-10. 
35 Tesón, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 181.  
36 Tesón, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 181. 
37 International Commission of Jurists, The Events in East Pakistan, pp. 26-27. 

27 



  

38United States, Tunisia, and Saudi Arabia.  Other countries, notably the USSR, Poland, 
Ceylon, Syria, Argentina, and Turkey, did not openly support the Indian intervention. 
They maintained that any solution must take into account the will of the 
East-Pakistani population. This view was also taken by the United Kingdom and 
France. The Security Council, however, failed to take a position on the issue and 
deferred the matter to the General Assembly,39 which approved a resolution calling 
for a cease fire and that both parties withdraw their troops.40  

 

Tanzania in Uganda, 1978-79  

The outcome of Tanzania’s intervention in Uganda—the ouster of dictator Idi 
Amin—is widely supported as a desirable result.41 Although it is often regarded as a 
victory for human rights, analyses of Tanzania’s actions typically equivocate between 
its humanitarian motives and the more based motive of self-defense.42 Years of 
animosity between Amin and Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere intensified in 
October 1978, when Ugandan forces occupied the Kagera salient—territory between 
the Uganda-Tanzania border and the Kagera River in Tanzania.43 On November 1 
Amin announced annexation of the territory, which Nyerere considered an act of war 
and launched an offensive from the south bank of the Kagera River on November 15. 
Fearing defeated, Amin offered to withdraw from the occupied territories if Nyerere 
would promise to cease support for Ugandan dissidents and agree not to attempt to 
overthrow his government. Nyerere refused and made explicitly of his intension to 
help dissidents topple Amin’s regime. In January 1979, Nyerere’s troops penetrated 
into Uganda, joined by organizations of Ugandans who had lived in exile and opposed 
Amin. By April, these troops had occupied Kampala and installed a new regime of 
Yusef Lule. 

The Tanzania intervention was generally treated indifferently, by most countries 
accepting the fait accompli of the fall of the President Amin.44 At no time was the 
action debated in the UN, though numerous states were quick to recognize the new 
Ugandan regime. The Organization of African Unity (OAU) failed to issue a 
                                                 
38 GAOR, 26th Session. A/PV. 2003 (12 December 1971). 
39 UN Doc. S/RES/303 (1971). 
40 UN Doc. A/RES/2793(XXVI) (7 December 1971). 
41 Chesterman, Just War or Just Peace?, p. 77. 
42 Chesterman, Just War or Just Peace?, p. 77. 
43 Amin attempted to justify this move by claiming that Tanzania had previously invaded Ugandan 
territory, asserting that the occupation was an act of self-defense in response to Tanzania’s support for 
Ugandan dissidents. See Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention, p. 76; and Cheterman, Just War or 
Just Peace, p. 77. 
44 Antonio Tanca, Foreign Armed Intervention in Internal Conflict (Dordrecht, the Netherland: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1993), p. 175.  
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statement on the episode. At the meeting of the OAU in July 1979, Tanzania was 
criticized by Sudan and Nigeria for invading Uganda and interfering in its internal 
affairs in violation of the principles of the OAU.45 The newly-installed President of 
Uganda, Binaisa, replied that member states of the OAU should not “hide behind the 
formula of non-intervention when human rights are blatantly violated.” 46  Such 
statements could be interpreted as support for humanitarian intervention, but Tanzania 
sought to justify its actions by saying that it had acted in response to President Amin’s 
invasion of Tanzania, not to the violations of human rights in Uganda. 

 

Vietnam in Kampuchea (Cambodia), 1978-79 

The Vietnamese intervention into Kampuchea is also one that is commonly 
regarded as having had a positive impact on the region. In April 1975, after years of 
civil war, the Chinese-based Khmer Rouge forces led by Pol Pot took power in 
Kampuchea and launched a policy of internal “purification.” Within less than three 
years, around one million people died at the hands of their own government.47 The 
Pol Pot regime was also aggressively anti-Vietnamese and engaged in a number of 
border incursions during the late 1970s.48  

Vietnamese troops invaded Kampuchea on the Christmas of 1978, determined to 
end the border activity. The Vietnamese forces included members of the United Front 
for National Salvation of Kampuchea, an insurgent group formed by exiled 
Kampucheans. On January 7, 1979, the Vietnamese army captured Phnom Penh, 
Kampuchea’s capital city, and in the months that followed, effectively controlled most 
of the Kampuchean territory. Pol Pot fled into the mountains and Vietnam installed a 
new government under the name of People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK), 
composed of United Front members and led by Heng Samrin.  

In his statement at the UN Security Council, the Vietnamese representative 
described the armed operations carried out by his force as a reaction to aggression by 
the Khmer Rough. The overthrowing of the Pol Pot regime was the result of an 
internal insurrection led by the United Front and therefore a purely internal affair of 
Cambodia.49

 
45 Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1979, p. 29885, cited in Akehurst, “Humanitarian Intervention,” p. 
99. 
46 Keesing’s 25, pp. 29840-29841 (1979). 
47 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 103. 
48 Finnemore, The Purpose for Intervention, p. 77. 
49 UN Doc. S/PV. 2110 (1979), paras. 88, 91-92. 
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2.3.2 Humanitarian intervention after the Cold War (1991-2005) 

This section examines the international response in several cases of the 1990s. 
These cases were chosen based on two criteria: “humanitarian” and “intervention.” 
The “humanitarian” justification employed by intervening states should be relate to 
concern about threat or actual occurrence of large scale loss of life (especially 
genocide), massive forced migration, and widespread abuses of human rights.50  

However, according to the ICISS report, it does not include the overthrow of a 
democratically elected government, unless one of the results is large scale loss of life, 
such as in the cases of Haiti and Sierra Leone.51 Humanitarian rationale needs not be 
exclusive due to the inevitable mixed nature of motivations, but it should be explicit. 
The term “intervention” refers to unsolicited military deployment, which is the 
military force without consent of the intervened target state. This absence of consent 
was obvious in the cases of Iraq, Bosnia, and Rwanda, where the governments’ 
oppositions were explicit. In several other cases, such as Liberia, Haiti, and Sierra 
Leone, consent was controversial because the de jure governments who had no de 
facto control of the states asked for intervention, and in the case of Somalia, consent 
was irrelevant because the government no longer exited. As for the case of East Timor, 
the consent was ambiguous because it came from an illegal occupying power after 
significant international pressure. 

Table 2.2 provides the background information of the 10 cases, including the 
cause(s), the intervener(s), the purpose(s) of intervention, the role of international 
organization(s), and the state of authorization. In all these cases, foreign interventions 
were employed because of the alleged massive human rights suffering resulted from 
coup d’état, ill-governance or state failure, ethnic conflicts, or genocide, and without 
host states consent. The focus of this section is on military interventions conducted in 
the 1990s against the wishes of a government, or without meaningful consent, but 
with purported humanitarian justification. Eight of the ten cases are covered in the 
following pages, and Rwanda and Sudan will be discussed in more detail in chapters 
three and four. I concentrate on the international responses in each of the cases, 
including the UN, the regional organizations, and the public in individual states.  

 
50 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 79.  
51 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 79.  



  

 

Table 2.2 Humanitarian Interventions after the Cold War 
Authorization 

Country 
Year(s) Intervener(s) Issue(s) 

Role of International 
Organization in Conflict

Chapter VII 
Authorization 

and UN Mission

Chapter VIII 
Authorization 

Delegated 

No Initial 
Security Council 

Authorization 
Liberia 
1990-1997 

ECOWAS* Stopping civil war, restoring order Heavy for ECOWAS; UN 
came in to assist later 

UNOMIL*  ECOMOG* 

Northern Iraq 
1991- 

United States, 
Britain, and France 

Protecting Kurds, establishing no-fly zone UNSCR* 688 
authorization 

 Coalition Coalition 

Former Yugoslavia 
(Bosnia) 
1992-1995 

Various Stopping civil war, restoring order, 
humanitarian relief, state building 

NATO*, UN, OSCE* all 
heavily 

UNPROFOR* IFOR* and 
SFOR* 

 

Somalia 
1992- 

Various Restoring order, humanitarian relief, state 
building 

Heavily- UNOSOM* I & 
II 

UNOSOM II UNITAF*  

Haiti 
1993-1997 

United States and 
others 

Government composition, stopping 
refugee flows 

UN, OAS* authorization UNMIH* MNF*  

Rwanda 
1994- 

France, UN Protecting refugees, securing capital and 
DMZ*

UNAMIR*, some OAU* 
diplomacy 

UNAMIR II Opération 
Turquoise 

 

Sierra Leone 
1997- 

Nigeria, ECOWAS, 
UN 

Restoring constitutional order, protecting 
civilians 

Heavily-Nigerian 
ECOMOG 

UNAMSIL*  ECOMOG 

Kosovo (Serbia) 
1999- 

NATO Stopping ethnic cleansing, humanitarian 
relief, changing government structure 

NATO operation  KFOR* NATO 

East Timor 
1999-2002 

Australia Restoring peace, supporting UN mission UNAMET* and 
UNTAET* 

UNAMET INTERFET*  

Darfur (Sudan) 
2003- 

AMIS* Stopping ethnic cleansing, protecting 
civilians, monitoring peace agreement 

Heavy for AU*; UN 
joined later 

UNMIS* AMIS  

*Acronyms:  
AMIS = African Union Mission in Sudan 
AU = African Union 
DMZ = Demilitarized zone 
ECOWAS = Economic Community of West African States  
ECOMOG = ECOWAS Monitoring Group 
IFOR = Implementation Force  
INTERFET = International Force in East Timor 
KFOR = Kosovo Force 

MNF = Multinational Force 
NATO = North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
OAU = Organization of African Unity 
OSCE = Organization of Security and Cooperation in Europe  
SFOR = Stabilization Force 
UNAMIR = UN Assistance Mission in Rwanda 
UNAMET = UN Mission in East Timor 
UNAMSIL = UN Mission in Sierra Leone 

UNITAF = Unified Task Force 
UNMH = UN Mission in Haiti 
UNMIS = UN Mission in Sudan 
UNOMIL = UN Observer Mission in Liberia 
UNOSOM = UN Operation in Somalia  
UNPROFOR = UN Protection Force  
UNSCR = UN Security Council Resolution 
UNTAET = UN Transitional Administration in East Timor 

 
Sources: ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume; Finnemore, The Purpose for Intervention, pp. 138-139; Wheeler, Saving Strangers; and United Nations 

Department of Peacekeeping Operation (UNDPKO), http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko. 

http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko
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Liberia, 1990-97 

Liberia has a remarkable democratic history: between 1847 and 1980, a series of 
20 democratically elected presidents ruled the country. However, the assassination of 
the president and the following coup d’état in April 1980 augured the Liberian Civil 
War, fought between Master Sergeant Samuel K. Doe of the Armed Forces of Liberia 
(AFL) and Charles M.G. Taylor of the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL). The 
civil war opened in 1989 when Taylor and his followers attacked AFL security 
personnel near the Liberian-Côte d’Ivoire border and advanced toward the capital city 
of Monrovia. By May 1990, the NPFL controlled a significant territory, and the then 
president Doe’s authority was limited only to the capital, Monrovia. The AFL suffered 
from enormous losses in the battle, which led Doe to appeal for assistance to the UN 
and the United States (US) government.52 After being frustrated by the UN and the 
US government, he appealed to Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) to introduce a peacekeeping force into Liberia. At the time of the request, 
however, Doe’s regime had collapsed, and was lacked both domestic and international 
legitimacy.53  

On August 7, 1990, the ECOWAS Standing Mediation Commission agreed to 
establish the ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) in Liberia with the 
objectives of installing a ceasefire, form an interim government, and holding 
democratic elections. Concern was also expressed about the human rights suffering. 
The ECOMOG intervention in Liberian was controversial. On the one hand, it was not 
supported by the majority of francophone members of ECOWAS, many of whom 
believed that the Nigeria-initiated operation must serve Nigeria’s interests. On the 
other hand, there was obviously no Security Council authorization, and the decision to 
intervene made no mention of Doe’s request. Further, the ECOWAS Treaty of 1975 
provided no ground for dealing with internal conflicts.  

In early 1991, ECOWAS received the command from the UN Security Council 
(in a presidential statement) to promote peace in Liberia and monitor the ceasefire 
agreement. A disarmament agreement signed in October the same year, but lasted less 
than one year. The ECOMOG not only failed to stop the conflict but involved itself as 
a party of the fight after being attacked by the NPFL. On November 19, 1992, the UN 

 
52 Attempts to bring the matter before the UN Security Council were frustrated by Côte d’Ivoire and 
Burkina Faso, both Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) member states, which 
allegedly supported the NPFL. Zaire, as well, opposed Security Council involvement, fearing that 
intervention in Liberia might set a precedent elsewhere in Africa. As for the appeal to the US 
government, the US viewed Liberian conflict as an internal affair that should be solved by Liberians 
themselves.  
53 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 81. 
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Security Council adopted Resolution 788, calling for a complete weapons embargo 
against Liberia and authorizing ECOWAS to enforce its terms under Chapter VIII of 
the UN Charter. On September 22, 1993, the Security Council adopted Resolution 866, 
calling for the creation of the UN Observer Mission in Liberia (UNOMIL) as “the 
first peacekeeping mission undertaken by the United Nations in cooperation with a 
peacekeeping mission already set up by another organization,” 54  intended to 
complement the ECOMOG effort by ensuring that the process was conducted 
impartially. The ECOWAS spent another five years controlling the situation in Liberia. 
An all-party peace talks and UN observed elections took place in July 1997. After the 
election, the UN called on the government to protect the “democratic” system and 
promote human rights and fundamental freedoms under the rule of law. The UNOMIL 
began to withdraw from Liberia afterward, and completed the process by September 
1997. The ECOMOG, with the consent of the new government and the ECOWAS, 
remained in the country to provide security. Over the course, estimated 785,000 of 
Liberia’s 2.5 million citizens became refugees and at least 200,000 Liberians were 
killed between 1989 and 1995. The ECOMOG soldiers finally left Liberia in 1998, 
and won recognition for helping to reestablish stability.55 Overall, the ECOMOG 
operation was controversial. It set a precedent for humanitarian intervention by an 
African sub-regional organization,56 but its success was less in peacekeeping.57 

 

Northern Iraq, 1991- 

The Kurds in Iraq have wanted to establish their own state since the late 
nineteenth century, but have found themselves trapped within the borders of Iraq, 
Turkey, Iran, and Syria. The three to four millions of Kurds living in northern Iraq 
gained autonomy under a 1974 decree, but still suffered from the brutal Iraqi 
repression during the Iran-Iraq War. Kurdish rebels seized the opportunity to 
challenge the Ba’ath party’s control of northern Iraq at the moment of Iraqi weakness, 
resulting in massive Iraqi attacks against both rebel forces and civilians in 1988. 
International response to Iraq’s attack against civilians was nothing more than verbal 
condemnation. However, the situation in the aftermath of the Gulf War made a 
complete contrast. The defeat of Iraqi Army and foreign support recalled the desire for 
independence among Kurds in the north and Shiite Muslims in the south. Uprisings 
took place, but Iraqi guardian units quickly responded by attacking unarmed civilians. 
Western soldiers, although stationed as part of the monitoring activity in Iraq, had 

 
54 The United Nations and the Situation in Liberia, UN Doc. ST/DPI/1668, 52nd session, 41/1997.  
55 “Profile: ECOMOG,” BBC News, at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/country_profiles/2364029.stm  
56 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 84. 
57 Christopher Tuck, “‘Every Car or Moving Object Gone’: The ECOMOG Intervention in Liberia,” 
African Studies Quarterly 4 (1) (2000), at http://web.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v4/v4i1a1.htm.  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/country_profiles/2364029.stm
http://web.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v4/v4i1a1.htm
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strict orders not to intervene. By the end of March 1991, the rebellions had been 
crushed severely. Fearing of Iraqi retaliation, hundreds of thousands of Kurds and 
Shiites fled into the mountains near the border with Turkey and Iran, and estimated 
400 to 1,000 were dying every day from disease and exhaustion.58 Turkey and Iran 
estimated that millions of Kurds and Shiites refugees were attempting to reach safety 
by crossing their borders, and requested for international action to prevent the large 
scale of refugee-flowing threatening the security of the region. 

French President François Mitterrand declared earlier that the Security Council 
failed to uphold its “political and moral authority” by ignoring the Kurds suffering. 
French foreign minister even articulated the “duty of intervention” in cases where 
human rights are being massively violated.59 The Security Council expressed concern 
about the treatment of the Kurds in northern Iraq and Shiites in the south. Resolution 
688 condemned the repression of the civilians, demanded the Iraqi government stop 
abusing, and insisted that Iraq allow international humanitarian organizations 
immediate access to all those in need of assistance in all parts of Iraq.60 This 
resolution was adopted with ten members voted in favor, three voted against, and two 
abstained. It was the least widely supported of all the resolutions passed in response to 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, which reflected that it was not only an immediate response 
to the Kurds suffering but also the result of a process of argument within the Security 
Council over the meaning of the Article 2(7) in the post-Cold-War period.61  

Despite of the resolution, the US emphasized that it would use airlift but would 
not intervene in the Iraqi “internal struggle.” Another less public reason for the US 
policy of non-intervention was that the Bush Administration was under pressure from 
its coalition partners in the Gulf, especially Saudi Arabia and Turkey, that Iraq did not 
afford to break up or the minority within their own territories would follow Iraqi 
Kurds to fight for independence. At the same time of this announcement, dramatic 
television images captured the displaced people exposed to the severe conditions of 
the winter mountain in northern Iraq. Partially due to this “CNN effect,” two weeks 
later, President Bush reversed his previous policy and committed US troops on to 
initiate “Operation Provide Comfort” and set up “Safe Havens” in northern Iraq.  

At the beginning, the rescue efforts focused on the Turkey-Iraq border and set up 
an air exclusion zone (so-called “no-fly zone”) in northern Iraq. Three months after 

 
58 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 141. 
59 Wheeler thinks that the claims of French figures reflected the demands of a growing constituency 
within French society that sovereignty should be no barrier to the relief of suffering. Such conviction 
had inspired the founding of MSF and could be found within the French Government itself. Wheeler, 
Saving Strangers, p. 141. 
60 UN Doc. S/RES/688 (5 April 1991). 
61 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 143.  
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the operation deployed, most of the 1 million Kurds fled to Turkey in March had 
returned. The coalition started to withdraw by mid-July, but the no-fly zone policy 
continued along with a multinational rapid-deployment force in Turkey as a warning 
to Baghdad. The second air exclusion zone set up in southern Iraq for protecting 
Shiites in late August. However, since Resolution 688 did not specifically mention 
southern Iraq, the southern no-fly zone had less legal ground than the first one.  

The benefits of the safe havens are uncertain. The Kurds in northern Iraq live 
precariously as they did before the Gulf War, yet at least they returned home and hold 
some degree of protection from the Iraqi regime. The innovation of safe havens 
remains a lasting legacy of the intervention in northern Iraq, but the significance is 
diminished because of the completely failure of similar policies elsewhere. The value 
of the Iraqi case is that the Security Council recognized for the first time that a state’s 
internal repression could have transboundary consequences that threatened 
international peace and security.62 Further, for the first time a group of states publicly 
justified the use of force in terms of enforcing a Security Council resolution that 
demanded respect for human rights. However, the Iraqi case, although opened the era 
of humanitarian intervention, it did not set a normative change because it took place in 
the specific circumstances of the Gulf War. Moreover, media coverage and public 
influences played a great part in leading the Westerners to launch a rescue mission, in 
the Iraqi case as well as in other proceeding cases. 

 

Former Yugoslavia (Bosnia), 1992-95 

Between June and October 1991, four of the six republics comprising the former 
Yugoslavia declared their independence. Croatia and Slovenia first made unilateral 
declaration on 25 June 1991 after internal referenda and war broke out almost 
immediately.63 In the early months of fighting, the European Community (EC) played 
a leading role; when it was unable to secure a ceasefire by mid-September, Austria, 
Canada, and Hungary requested that the Security Council convene which adopted 
Resolution 713 (1991). It expressed concern that the “continuation of this situation 
constitutes a threat to international peace and security” and imposed a blanket arms 
embargo under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. A month later, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina proclaimed its independence, on 15 October. Ceasefires were brokered 
and broken, and on 15 December the Security Council adopted Resolution 724 (1991), 
in which it strengthened the Chapter VII arms embargo and sought to lay the ground 

 
62 Such recognition may be seen as the precursor of the Security Council to state explicitly in the 
Somalia case that the internal unrest constituted a threat to international peace and security. 
63 Keesing’s (1991), p. 38373, cited in Chesterman, Just War or Just Peace?, p. 133. 
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for a peacekeeping operation.64 Meanwhile the EC agreed in principle to recognize 
the independence of the Yugoslav republics, with Germany formally recognizing 
Croatia and Slovenia on 23 December and the EC following suit on 15 January 1992.  

The focal point of the civil war then shifted to the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, which conducted a referendum and proclaimed its formal independence 
on 3 March 1992. Bosnia and Herzegovina contained a majority Muslim population, 
but with significant Serbian and Croatian minorities. In 1992, Serbia and Croatia 
began providing extensive assistance to those minorities against the Bosnian army. 
The support of Serbia was particularly significant, for Serbia inherited the firepower 
of the former federal Yugoslav People’s Army and was capable of drawing on 
extensive stockpiles unavailable to the poorly equipped Bosnia-Herzegovina.  

In April 1992, Serb forces launched an attack against Bosnia-Herzegovina from 
Serbia. The fighting that followed was brutal, involving indiscriminate, vicious 
attacks on and torture of civilians, sieges of cities sheltering starving civilians, rape as 
an instrument of warfare, and inhumane treatment of prisoners.65 In addition to people 
trapped in their villages or cities by the fighting, the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees estimated that there were 1.2 million displaced persons within the former 
Yugoslavia and that more than 230,000 had fled the region entirely.66 The UN 
Protection Force (UNPROFOR), a peacekeeping operation established by the Security 
Council in February 1992 with the consent of the Yugoslavia and other governments, 
was expanded to conduct more complex security operations and protect aid workers 
and convoys in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. Between 1992 and 1995, the 
Security Council gradually expanded UNPROFOR’s mandate to reflect changing 
conditions in the republics of the former Yugoslavia.67 This mandate was expanded 
geographically68 and functionally.69  

On 22 May 1992, Croatia, Slovenia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina were granted 
UN memberships. On May 30, the Security Council imposed broad sanctions on the 
Serbia and Montenegro under Resolution 757 (1992) due to its economic and military 
support to the Bosnian Serbs. Yet the UN steps proved porous; Serbia-Montenegro 
had too many means of access to the outside world. As conflict continued, the 

 
64 UN Doc. S/RES/724 (15 December 1991), paras. 5, 2-4. 
65 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 200. 
66 Yugoslavia: The Question of Intervention: Hearing Before Subcommission on European Affairs of the 
Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 102nd Congress, 2nd Session 9 (1992) (prepared statement of 
Ralph Johnson, US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State), cited in Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, 
p. 201. 
67 Murphy, Humanitarian Intervention, p. 201. 
68 Such as establishing a presence in Macedonia, UN Doc. S/RES/795 (1992). 
69 Such as protecting convoys of released detainees, reopening the Sarajevo airport, and monitoring of 
“pink zones,” meaning Serb-controlled areas lying outside UN protected areas. UN Doc. S/RES/776 
(14 September 1992), S/RES/758 (8 June 1992), and S/RES/779 (6 October 1992). 
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Security Council created “safe areas” around five Bosnian towns and the city of 
Sarajevo in Resolutions 819 (1993) and 824 (1993). UNPROFOR was given an 
ambitious but ambiguous mandate to protect the areas in Resolution 836 (1993).70 An 
apparently general authorization was also given to member states to take “all 
necessary measures, through the use of air power” to support ground UNPROFOR on 
the ground in and around the safe areas. It was the first time that states had been 
authorized by the Security Council to use force to deliver humanitarian aid and it 
marked the beginning of a greater engagement by the Security Council with the 
suffering of civilians in Bosnia.71

However, this served to deter attacks in the short term, but air power was 
ultimately proved ineffective because Western states were unwilling to put their 
vulnerable peacekeepers at risk. 72  Moreover, the Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General (SRSG) and the force commander had to agree to initiate coercive 
military responses resulted in unnecessary conflicts. Therefore, when Srebrenica was 
overrun by the Bosnian Serbs in 1995, it became synonymous with the disparity 
between UN’s rhetoric and resolve.73 In addition, the design of “safe areas” and the 
enforcement actions would inevitably be aimed at Serbia for it being the greatest 
violator. The risk of loss of partiality was realized by the Bosnian Serb leader as 
one-sided punishment,74 and thus the credibility of the UN was discounted. The ICISS 
report points out that the UN’s mixing of consensual and nonconsensual activities was 
unworkable.75 The organization had no comparative advantage in warfare or even the 
robust use of military force. Therefore, prior to the Dayton Accord which signed 
under the pressure of NATO air strike in 1995, as many as 200,000 to 230,000 people 
died during UNPROFOR’s watch. Although the war aims of the Bosnian Serbs and of 
the FRY for a “Greater Sebia” were indeed frustrated, the UN mission pointed to the 
difficulty in protecting safe areas without the deployment of significant ground forces 
and a genuine willingness to use air power.76  

 

 
Resolution 836 authorized UNPROFOR to take act “in self-defense, to take all necessary 

measures, including the use of force, in reply to bombardments against the safe areas by any of the 
parties or to armed incursion into them or in the event of any deliberate obstruction in or around 
those areas to the freedom of movement of UNPROFOR or of protected humanitarian convoys.” 

71 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 252. 
72 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 93. 
73  Report of the Secretary-General pursuant to General Assembly Resolution 53/35: The Fall of 
Srebrenica, UN Doc. A/54/549 (15 November 1999). 
74 Shahin P. Malik and Andrew M. Dorman, “United Nations and Military Intervention: a Study in the 
Politics of Contradiction,” in Andrew M. Dorman and Thomas G. Otte eds., Military Intervention: 
From Gunboat Diplomacy to Humanitarian Intervention (Brookfield, Vermont: Dartmouth, 1995), p. 
174. 
75 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 93. 
76 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 94. 
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Somalia, 1992- 77

The Somali humanitarian tragedy grew out of civil war and the disintegration of 
the state following the fall of the Siad Barre government in January 1991. Somalis are 
ethnically and linguistically homogenous, fiercely independent, and have a strong 
sense of superiority vis-à-vis other cultures.78 However, it was divided along clan 
lines, and the country disintegrated into violence between clans as the full-scale war 
erupted, resulted in devastated agricultural production and a famine that killed 
300,000-350,000 people in 1992.79 The Security Council’s first response was to 
establish an arms embargo. In March 1992, a ceasefire was agreed, but did not hold 
long before the country collapsed again into general lawlessness. In August, the UN 
Operation Provide Relief (UNOSOM I) began with the consent of the main clan 
leaders. However, after the announcement by the UN Secretary General of the UN to 
deploy 3,000 troops, with no previous consultant to the warlords and community 
elders, for protecting the humanitarian aid supplies, situation deteriorated. This not 
only prevented the UN aid mission from delivering food and supplies, but also 
terminated the UNOSOM I after Pakistani peacekeepers were attacked by insurgents. 
This led to the Security Council Resolution 794, adopted unanimously on 3 December  
1992, recognizing the “magnitude of the human tragedy caused by the conflict in 
Somalia, further exacerbated by the obstacles being created to the distribution of 
humanitarian assistance, constitutes a threat to international peace and security,” 
though with an additional recognition that the situation was a “unique” one.  

At the beginning of Somali crisis, the US was too preoccupied with the situation 
in Iraq, the disintegration of the Soviet Union, and the collapse of the former 
Yugoslavia to give much attention to the plight of Somalis.80 However, the US 
President George Bush changed his mind and ordered 28,000 troops into Somalia in 
Operation Restore Hope, i.e. the Unified Task Force (UNITAF), to ensure the safe 
delivery of international assistance. Bush’s decision was associated with the CNN 
effect by himself and the public as well. On the one hand, sustained media coverage 
of the anarchy and starvation in Somalia contributed to the decision to deploy 
Operation Restore Hope, and on the other hand, Bush announced an airlift to ensure 
domestic legitimacy for humanitarian intervention. 

After the election of Clinton in 1993, the UN authorized UNOSOM II to take 

 
77 See generally Mohamed Sahnoun, Somalia: The Missed Opportunity (Washington, DC: United 
States Institute of Peace, 1994). 
78 Ioan Lewis and James Mayall, “Somalia,” in James Mayall ed., The New Interventionism 1991-1994: 
United Nations Experience in Cambodia, Former Yugoslavia and Somalia (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), pp. 101-103, cited in Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 174.  
79 Fierke, Diplomatic Interventions, p. 91.  
80 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 178. 
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over the US-led UNITAF.81 The operation’s mission was expanded beyond providing 
humanitarian relief to facilitate “nation building.” 82  The Resolution established 
UNOSOM II was almost a declaration of war against rebelling militia. A series of 
confrontations between the UN and the militia began since then. After the infamous 
“Olympic Hotel battle” on 3 October 1993, when three US Black Hawk helicopters 
were downed and 18 Americans died, and the dead US pilots being dragged through 
the streets to jeering crowds of onlookers.83 The “CNN effect” that encouraged 
intervention turned the impact to force the withdrawal of military forces.  

The “Somalia syndrome” became shorthand for the growing reluctance of 
Western countries to sustain military casualties in distant places for fundamental 
humanitarian goals. The haunting images of the failure in Somalia had a dramatic 
influence on the strict obedience of the non-intervention in the following case in 
Rwanda.  

 

Haiti, 1994-97 

In 1990, after some years of international pressure to resume democratic 
elections, Jean-Bertrand Aristide was elected President of Haiti with 67 percent of the 
popular vote in an internationally monitored ballot. Yet Aristide was removed from 
office by a coup on 30 September 1991. The Organization of American States (OAS) 
condemned the coup and recommended the imposition of diplomatic and later 
economic sanctions by its member states.84 The UN Security Council failed to adopt a 
resolution on the issue, reportedly because China and certain non-aligned movement 
states were concerned about increased Security Council activism.85 The General 
Assembly, by contrast, strongly condemned in its resolution the “illegal replacement 
of the constitutional President in Haiti,” affirming that “any entity resulting from that 
illegal situation” was unacceptable.86  

The effect of the embargo imposed by the OAS was to raise the price of food and 

 
81 UN Doc. S/RES/814 (4 May 1993), which authorized to “take all necessary measures against those 
responsible for the armed attack … to establish the effective authority of UNOSOM II throughout 
Somalia, including to secure the investigation of their actions and their arrest and detention for 
prosecution, trial and punishment.” 
82 “Ambush in Mogadishu, Chronology: The US/UN in Somalia,” Frontline, 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/ambush/etc/cron.html. 
83 ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary Volume, p. 96.  
84 OAS MRE/RES 1/91, MRE/RES 2/91, MRE/RES 3/91 (1991).  
85 David M. Malone, Decision-making in the UN Security Council: The Case of Haiti (New York: 
Clarendon Press, 1998), pp. 63-64. Cited in ICISS, The Responsibility to Protect: Supplementary 
Volume, p. 102.  
86 UN Doc. A/RES/46/7 (11 Octobre 1991). 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/ambush/etc/cron.html
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fuel in Haiti, thereby wrecking the meager Haitian economy, yet without visibly 
shaking the resolve of Haiti’s de facto leaders.87 Haitian military and police forces 
started violence and intimidation against those believed to be supporters of Aristide. 
This eventually led the Security Council to adopt Resolution 841 in June 1993 
following the request from Aristide’s representative to the UN to impose a mandatory 
economic embargo.88 The resolution was adopted explicitly under Chapter VII and 
listed a variety of factors that had led the Council to determine “that, in these unique 
and exceptional circumstances, the continuation of this situation threatens 
international peace and security in the region.” These circumstances covered “the 
incidence of humanitarian crises, including mass displacements of population,” and 
the “climate of fear of persecution and economic dislocation which could increase the 
number of Haitians seeking refuge in neighboring Member States.”89

The Security Council embargo led the Haitian military junta to accept the 
Governor’s Island Agreement (GIA), which contained a ten-point plan for resolving 
the Haitian crisis, including President Aristide’s return to power. Sanctions by the UN 
and the OAS were lifted on 27 August 1993, but the agreement collapsed when 
violence against Aristide’s supporters resumed in September and October. Despite the 
violence, the UN proceeded for the deployment of a UN Mission in Haiti (UNMIH), a 
1,300-member multilateral force charged with helping to retrain Haiti’s military and 
police force and to rebuild the country’s infrastructure.90 However, the US vessel, 
USS Harlan County, carrying 218 US and Canadian troops, was blocked at the time 
arrived at Port-au-Prince, and was forced to withdraw the next day. The Security 
Council responded by reimposing sanctions in Resolution 873 (1993) and authorizing 
a naval blockade under Chapter VII and VIII of the Charter in Resolution 875 (1993).  

In February 1994, Aristide publicly signaled support for a surgical intervention to 
overthrow the de facto government and restore him to power.91 On 29 July 1994, the 
Aristide government-in-exile formally requested “prompt and decisive action.”92 Two 
days later, the Security Council passed Resolution 940 (1994). Acting under Chapter 
VII, the resolution authorized a multinational force to use “all necessary means to 
facilitate the departure from Haiti of the military leadership, … the prompt return of 
the legitimately elected President and the restoration of the legitimate authorities of 
the Government of Haiti, and to establish and maintain a secure and stable 
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environment that will permit implementation of the Governors Island Agreement.”93 
In fact, started in May, the US had hinted at the possibility of a US military 
intervention in Haiti.94 US President Clinton stated at a White House press conference 
the consideration of intervening Haiti. He listed six reasons for why it would be in the 
US interest to intervene.95  

After the adoption of Resolution 940, the US undertook and extensive public 
relations campaign in which it provided extensive details about an impending invasion, 
in the hope of frightening the Haitian military authorities into stepping down.96 By the 
end of September, more than 21,000 US soldiers and another 1,250 soldiers from 28 
other nations were peacefully deployed under the Multilateral Force, or what the US 
called Operation Restore Democracy. There were no casualties in the interveners and 
a number of Haitians died during violent demonstrations. International reaction to the 
events was generally positive, with only a few states expressing serious 
reservations.97 Aristide returned to Port-au-Prince on 15 October 1994.  

 

Sierra Leone, 1997-  

Sierra Leone had been in a state of civil war since unrest in the neighboring 
Liberia spilled across the border in 1991. In May 1997, the recently elected President 
Kabbah’s government of Sierra Leone was overthrown by the Armed Forces 
Revolutionary Committee (AFRC). Although no longer in de facto control of the 
country, before leaving Kabbah requested that Nigeria and ECOWAS intervene to 
forestall the conflict and restore constitutional order to the country.98 The coup met 
with a universal condemnation, including a rebuke by the president of the Security 
Council. ECOWAS, who already had troops as a peacekeeping role in Sierra Leone, 
made clear its determination to reverse the coup.  A week later, the OAU 
unanimously condemned the coup and appealed to the leaders of “ECOWAS to assist 
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the people of Sierra Leone to restore constitutional order to the country.”99  

In response to Kabbah’s request, Nigeria sent forces to Sierra Leone to protect 
Nigerian citizens and restore law and order, and based its decision to intervene on 
Article 58 of the ECOWAS Revised Treaty of 1993.100 In early August 1997, General 
Sani Abacha, Nigeria’s head of state and ECOWAS chair, issued an “executive 
directive” authorizing an economic blockade against Sierra Leone, to be enforced by 
ECOMOG. Later during the 20th summit of ECOWAS, ECOMOG was officially 
mandated to enforce sanctions and restore law and order to the country. Although 
there was no Security Council authorization, OAU member states justified the 
intervention on humanitarian and pro-democratic grounds and the perspective was 
affirmed by Kofi Annan later.101  

On 8 October 1997, the Security Council finally supported the endeavors by 
adopting Resolution 1132, which determined that the situation constituted a threat to 
international peace and security. Besides, the resolution imposed arms and oil 
embargoes and expressly authorized ECOWAS, under Chapter VIII, to cut off the 
AFRC’s foreign military supplies. Similar to the intervention in Liberia, Resolution 
1132 was purporting to give retrospective validation to acts that had already taken 
place. Despite the reference to Chapter VIII, ECOWAS continued to operate in 
advance of its Council mandate—Nigerian-ECOMOG forces launched a major 
military assault in February 1998, an action subsequently welcomed in a Presidential 
Statement and later in Resolution 1162 (1998).102  

Following the return of the democratically elected president on 10 March 1998, 
the Security Council terminated the petroleum and arms embargoes.103 Fighting 
between government and rebel forces continued, however. The Security Council 
established UN Observer Mission in Sierra Leone (UNOMSIL) by Resolution 1181 
(1998) to monitor the security situation, disarmament, and observance of international 
humanitarian law and an ill-fated peace agreement was signed in Lomé on 7 July 
1999. In October 1999, UNOMSIL’s mandate was taken over by the UN Mission in 
Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) with a more robust mandate to “afford protection to 
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civilians under imminent threat of physical violence.”104 This mandate was directly 
challenged the following year when the peace agreement broke down. 
Notwithstanding that the Security Council provided a legal framework for coercive 
action and for strengthening UNAMSIL,105 this was not translated into assertive and 
credible action on the ground.106 At the end of 2000, UNAMSIL still lacked direction 
and continued to languish in Freetown awaiting more troops.  

 

Kosovo, 1999-  

During the Bosnian War in 1995, Kosovo Albanians sought to prevent any type 
of violent revolt and to internationalize the problem by seeking to get others outside 
involved for achieving independence. However, the Dayton Accord that ended the war 
in Bosnia in 1995 was a terrible blow to Kosovars’ dream. The turning point came in 
February 1996 when the Ushtria Clirimatare e Kosoves (UCK, or Kosovo Liberation 
Army) exploded onto the political scene with a campaign of bombing against Serb 
targets. Although the UCK had gained confidence between 1996 and 1998, Serbian 
security forces launched attacks against the UCK and drove the movement out of the 
urban area in central and western Kosovo in early 1998. Many Kosovars were forced 
to flee from homes. The US Clinton Administration condemned the forced 
displacement in Kosovo, and the Western powers brought the warring parties to peace 
talks in Rambouillet, France in 1998. The negotiation was backed up by the threat of 
the use of force if the two sides could not reach an agreement. Yet, no agreement was 
reached finally, and the NATO began its bombing campaign in March 1999 against 
the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY).  

In an emergency session of the Security Council on March 24, Russia, China, 
Belarus, and India opposed the action as a violation of the Charter. Of those states that 
supported the action, few asserted a clear legal basis for it. The US, Canada, and 
France stressed that the FRY violated the legal obligations imposed by Resolutions 
1199 (1998) and 1203 (1998).107 Only the Netherlands and the UK argued that the 
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action was a legal response to a “humanitarian catastrophe” and was “the minimum 
judged necessary for that purpose.”108  

The bombing initially exacerbated humanitarian problems. The Serbs escalated 
their efforts with the massive evacuation of refugees and the massacre of thousands of 
Albanian Muslims. NATO originally thought that the Serbian President Slobodan 
Milošević would give in a few days after the bombing started, but the campaign lasted 
78 days and there were ongoing questions about the likelihood of succeeding without 
any ground troops engagement.109 Another question about the NATO’s campaign is its 
legitimacy since it had no explicit Security Council mandate. The Independent 
International Commission on Kosovo concludes in its report that NATO’s military 
intervention was “illegal but legitimate.”110  

In sum, the NATO intervention in Kosovo remains highly controversial. The 
moral, legal, operational, and political dimensions of humanitarian intervention have 
never come under such sustained and carefully scrutiny. However, the Kosovo 
problem derived from being ignored in the Dayton Accord. From the spring of 1998, 
the NATO leadership and some governments obviously saw the dangers in Kosovo 
and were more ready to take action than in Bosnia in 1992, and than the UN. In this 
sense, the NATO was more precautious of the humanitarian crisis. Yet, the challenged 
in Kosovo was greater, and earlier inaction had foreclosed all but bad and worse 
options.111  

 

East Timor, 1999-2002 

In 1975, Indonesia invaded the former Portuguese colony of East Timor in order 
to annex it as an integral part of Indonesia. Both the Security Council and the General 
Assembly called for Indonesia to withdraw and respect East Timor’s territorial 
integrity and the inalienable right of its people to self-determination. The Indonesian 
government ignored such calls, and its occupation resulted in some 200,000 to 
300,000 dead and a long-standing insurgency. 112  The annexation was never 
recognized by the vast majority of UN member states, with the exception of Australia. 
However, in practice, East Timor’s independence only became possible following the 
replacement of Indonesia President Suharto by B.J. Habibie, who offered to hold a 
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plebiscite on the territory’s future.113 An agreement dated 5 May 1999, between 
Indonesia and Portugal (as the administering power of a non-self-governing territory), 
provided for a “popular consultation” to be held on East Timor’s future on 8 
August.114 The agreement left security arrangements in the hands of Indonesia’s 
military, which had actively suppressed the East Timorese population for the previous 
quarter century.115

On 11 June, the Security Council created the UN Mission in East Timor 
(UNAMET) to organize and conduct the consultation.116 A month later, with the 
consultation postponed because of security concerns until the end of August, the 
Secretary-General made a report to the Security Council, stating that “the situation in 
East Timor will be rather delicate as the Territory prepares for the implementation of 
the result of the popular consultation, whichever it may be.”117 Despite threats of 
violence, 98 percent of registered voters in East Timorese voted in the referendum, 
with 78.5 percent favoring independence.  

In the meantime, widespread violence under the direction of the Indonesian 
military took place.118 The humanitarian crisis was severe. A quarter of the population 
fled, mainly to West Timor, and up to 1,000 died in the military campaign of terror.119 
There was a reluctance to intervene, despite the apparent international response in 
Kosovo only months earlier, largely because of the political and economic importance 
of Indonesia.120 Australia, who instigated discussions, was again an exception. Driven 
by domestic political pressure, concern about a refugee crisis and regional instability, 
and some measure of contrition for its previous policies on East Timor, the Security 
Council authorized an Australia-led multinational force under Chapter VII to restore 
peace and security in East Timor.121 Theoretically, Indonesia’s consent had no legal 
basis since the majority of international community did not recognize its annexation 
of East Timor. Nevertheless, as a practical matter, it was clear that no form of 
enforcement action was possible unless Indonesia consented to it. After substantial 
arm-twisting, including pressure from international financial institutions and bilateral 
programs of military and development assistance, consent came from Jakarta.  

In terms of locating a threat to international peace and security for the purposes 
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of justifying Chapter VII action, the Security Council indicated that the violations of 
international humanitarian and human rights law in East Timor determined the 
situation threatened peace and security.122 Chesterman argues that there could have 
been other reasons to determine the threat of peace and security, including Indonesia’s 
involvement in cross-border violence in the emerging state of East Timor, but the 
Security Council avoided these bases apparently due to the need to secure Indonesian 
consent for the operation that followed.123  

The resolution authorizing the Australian-led multinational force (International 
Force in East Timor, or INTERFET) noted that the force should be replaced as soon as 
possible by a UN peacekeeping force. On October 25, The Security Council 
established the UN Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET),124 which 
took over the military control of the territory from INTERFET on 23 February 2000, 
and initiated an ambitious program of police and civilian administration.125 The 
UNTAET then governed the territory for nearly three years. On 20 May 2002, 
nationhood was declared, and East Timor became the 191st member of the UN in 
September the same year. 

 

2.4 Summary 

From the overview about the humanitarian interventions during and after the 
Cold War, it can be said that all the military interventions in the 1990s were more 
legitimate than in the earlier cases. Truly “humanitarian” elements were more 
explicitly recognized as important justifications for international action in the cases 
after the Cold War. The Security Council was seized by each of them and made 
decisions authorizing coercion.126 Two trends derive from the UN practice in the 
1990s: first, the Security Council now tends to broaden the meaning of “threat to 
international peace and security” to include human suffering within a state in order to 
make foreign intervention possible and justifiable; and second, due to organizational 
limitations that result from the expanding role of the UN in the post-Cold War era, the 
organization depends on multinational forces or any “coalition of the willing” for the 
application of deadly force127.  
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A general evaluation of the UN activism in the post-1990 humanitarian 
interventions is done through examining them in terms of three criteria that are 
extended from the two trends mentioned above. First, in the legal aspect, whether the 
Security Council considered the situation of each case constitute threat to international 
peace and security is important for the UN Charter allowing enforcement or 
non-enforcement actions only under the circumstance of such threats. The second 
relates to the willingness of the Security Council to authorize military actions in 
response to humanitarian atrocities. The third is the operational capability of the UN 
in the missions. The absence of any real UN operational capabilities to meet the 
growing demands of a responsibility to protect civilians has led to a delegation of 
authority, and therefore Security Council military enforcement actions were limited to 
situations where states had the political will to bear the financial and human costs. 
These three criteria will be used in the case studies in the following chapters to assess 
UN actions in Rwanda and Sudan and the discussion of UN humanitarian intervention 
in general in chapter five. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


