
 

117 | P a g e  

ROLE OF UNITED NATIONS IN MAINTENANCE OF 

INTERNATIONAL PEACE AND SECURITY 

Moshfiq Elyas 

Research Scholar, L.L.M, School of Legal Study and Research, APG Shimla University,  

Shimla, Himachal Pradesh, (India) 

ABSTRACT 

Maintenance of international peace and security is the need of hour in order to prevent the human civilization 

from becoming extinct from this world. The use of nuclear weapons, being possessed by majority of the 

countries of the world will prove detrimental to all living species. Keeping this in view UN has assumed a great 

importance and has to play pivotal role in maintenance of international peace and security to preserve our 

identity and to protect our flora and fauna. The technological advancements have certainly proved a boon to 

human civilization, but at the same time they pose a threat of being misused and causing threat to the present 

generations. There are various disputes amongst the different countries of the world, which has to be settled 

amicably in a peaceful manner in order to save our mother earth. UN was created with the objective of 

preventing any possibility of future world wars and maintenance of international peace and security. The 

objective of present paper is therefore to study and analyze the role of United Nations in maintenance of 

international peace and security. An attempt has been made to throw light on United Nations emergency peace 

services and various United Nations peace operations. The present study is doctrinal in nature and is based on 

secondary data collected from various resources like, books, journals, reports etc.             
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1.  Introduction  

The United Nations (UN) is an international organization which aims at facilitating cooperation in international 

law, international security, economic development, social progress, human rights, and achievement of world 

peace. The UN was founded in 1945 after World War II to replace the League of Nations, to stop wars between 

countries, and to provide a platform for dialogue. It contains multiple subsidiary organizations to carry out its 

missions
1
. One of the primary purposes of the United Nations is the maintenance of international peace and 

security. Since its creation, the United Nations has often been called upon to prevent disputes from escalating in 

to war to persuade opposing parties to use the conference table rather than force of arms, or to help restore peace 
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when armed conflict does break out
2
. Over the decades, the United Nations has helped to solve numerous 

conflicts, often through action of the Security Council, one of its primary organs for dealing with issues of 

international peace and security. The Security Council, the general assembly and the secretary general, however, 

all play major complementary roles in fostering peace and security. United Nations activities cover the principal 

areas of conflict prevention, peacemaking, peacekeeping, enforcement and peace building. These types of 

engagement must overlap or take place simultaneously if they are to be effective
3
.  Security Council determines 

when and where a UN peacekeeping operation should be deployed. It takes many different factors into accounts 

considering the establishment of new peace operation: first, whether there is a ceasefire in place and the parties 

have committed themselves to a peace process intended to reach a political settlement, second, whether a clear 

political goal exists and whether it can be reflected in the mandate, third, whether a precise mandate for a UN 

operation can be formulated
4
. 

The Powerful 5 (P-5) USA, Russia, UK, France and China, have the ability to pass legally binding resolutions 

which can promote peace and security and eradicate any form of threat
5
. New reflection on the powers of the 

Security Council can be identified as: (a) Peace building (international regimes and in-country peace building), 

(b) Maintaining peace (preventive diplomacy and preventive deployment), (c) Restoring peace (peacemaking 

and peacekeeping), (d) Enforcing peace (sanctions and peace enforcement)
6
.  

2.  Meaning of International Peace and Security 

International security, also called global security, refers to the amalgamation of measures taken by states and 

international organizations, such as the United Nations, European Union, and others, to ensure mutual survival 

and safety. These measures include military action and diplomatic agreements such as treaties and conventions. 

International and national security is invariably linked. International security is national security or state security 

in the global arena
7
. 

With the end of World War II, a new subject of academic study focusing on international security emerged. It 

began as an independent field of study, but was absorbed as a sub-field of international relations
.
 Since it took 

hold in the 1950s, the study of international security has been at the heart of international relations studies. It 

covers labels like "security studies", "strategic studies", "peace studies", and others. The meaning of "security" 

is often treated as a common sense term that can be understood by "unacknowledged consensus". The content of 

international security has expanded over the years. Today it covers a variety of interconnected issues in the 
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world that affect survival. It ranges from the traditional or conventional modes of military power, the causes and 

consequences of war between states, economic strength, to ethnic, religious and ideological conflicts, trade and 

economic conflicts, energy supplies, science and technology, food, as well as threats to human security and the 

stability of states from environmental degradation, infectious diseases, climate change and the activities of non-

state actors. While the wide perspective of international security regards everything as a security matter, the 

traditional approach focuses mainly or exclusively on military concerns
8
. 

3.  Role of Security Council in Maintenance of International Peace and Security 

The Security Council has been conferred primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and 

security. In discharging its duties, the Security Council should act in accordance with the purposes and 

principles of the United Nations and with the specific powers granted to it by Chapters VI, VII, VIII and XII of 

the UN Charter
9
.  Chapter VI (article 33-38) deals with “pacific settlement of disputes” and Chapter VII (article 

39-51) deals with “action with respect to threats of the peace, breaches of the peace and acts of aggression
10

. 

The role of the Security Council in the peaceful settlement of disputes is not mandatory. Although Article 33(2) 

of UN charter states that the Security Council shall, where it is deemed necessary, call upon the parties to settle 

their disputes, the wording does not purport to impose a mandatory obligation on the Council to enforce the 

provisions of Article 33(1). The Council's role under Article 33 is one of supervision of the obligation to settle 

placed on members
11

. 

The Security Council may investigate "any dispute, or any situation which might lead to international friction or 

give rise to a dispute, in order to determine whether the continuance of the dispute or situation is likely to 

endanger the maintenance of international peace and security" But the Council may recommend appropriate 

procedures or methods of adjustment
12

. The Security Council is empowered to maintain international peace and 

security but the powers of the council in this regard are not absolute. It has to exercise this power with certain 

limitations. Firstly, Article 24, Para 2 of the charter lays down that the council is required to maintain 

international peace and security in accordance with the purposes and principles of the united nations, as laid 

down under Article 1 and 2 of the charter respectively. Secondly, the Security Council while maintaining 

international peace and security is required not to violate general international law unless the charter allows it to 

do so
13

.  
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4.  Security Council Sanctions Cases 

4.1. Sanctions against Al Qaeda and the Taliban  

In 1999, the Security Council approved sanctions against the Taliban. After Sept. 11, the Security Council 

extended sanctions against Afghanistan to all Al-Qaeda members worldwide. A series of strong resolutions 

constitutes the UN answer to 9/11, and it creates a uniquely international sanctions regime fraught with legal 

and humanitarian controversies. 

4.2. Sanctions against Iran 

Although Iran has not violated its commitments under the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, the UN Security 

Council has passed several resolutions slapping sanctions on the country as a whole and government officials 

individually. More appear to be on the way, but the Council is divided. Additionally, observers have cited the 

severe effects these sanctions have had on Iranian civilians, and called for a diplomatic resolution to concerns 

over Iran's nuclear program
14

. 

4.3. Sanctions against Iraq 

The UN Security Council imposed comprehensive economic sanctions against Iraq on August 6, 1990, just after 

the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. After the war, the sanctions were not lifted. Their continued enforcement 

debilitated the population but did not destabilize Saddam Hussein's Baathist regime. These sanctions were not 

terminated until after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, which gave the US-UK occupation authority full control over 

Iraq's oil sales and oil industry. This section covers wide range of sanction issues, including the humanitarian 

impact, the Oil-for- Food Programme, a criticisms of the sanctions and the debate that took place about their 

termination. 

4.4. Sanctions against Liberia 

The Security Council has imposed "smart" sanctions against Liberia to force Monrovia to cease support 

immediately for the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) of Sierra Leone and other armed groups in the region. 

The sanctions entail an arms embargo, as well as a ban on diamonds and timber and measures to prevent travel 

by senior members of the Government of Liberia. 

4.5. Sanctions against North Korea 

Following the 9/11 attacks in the US, Washington put North Korea on the “axis of evil” list and has since 

contended that North Korea‟s possession of nuclear weapons poses a serious threat to the world. The Bush 

administration considers bringing North Korea before the UN Security Council to impose economic sanctions, 

but China, North Korea‟s main ally and trading partner, has previously indicated that it will likely veto any 

sanctions on Pyongyang. 
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4.6. Sanctions on Sudan  

In response to the failure of all armed parties in Sudan to comply with previous Security Council resolutions 

calling for “an immediate halt to the fighting in the Darfur region,” the Council has imposed an imposes an arms 

embargo on all non-governmental combatants in Darfur, including the Janjaweed militias, and ordered a travel 

ban and a freeze on all assets for human rights violators in Sudan. The resolution does not include an oil 

embargo, which China would almost certainly have vetoed
15

. 

5.  Role of General Assembly in Maintenance of International Peace and Security 

Next only to the Security Council, general assembly is the important principal organ of the U.N. concerning the 

maintenance of international peace and security. This is because of the obvious reason that the general assembly 

is the most democratic and representative principal organ of the United Nations. Every member state of the U.N. 

is represented in this august body
16

 and each member state has one vote
17

. At present, there are as many as 185 

members of the U.N. when so many states pass a resolution unanimously or with overwhelming majority, it 

cannot but have an important impact. It represent international standard and may be a link for the development 

of customary rules of international law
18

. Illustrations of the general assembly‟s achievements in the domain of 

peace and security are the following: 

a:  The recommendations made by the general assembly in April 1949 for setting up a panel of individuals to 

serve on commissions of inquiry and conciliation, and that the security council examine the desirability of using 

the procedure of rapporteurs or conciliators for disputes or situations brought before the council for action. 

b:  The so-called „uniting for peace‟ general assembly resolution of 3 November 1950, providing for   

emergency special sessions at 24 hours‟ notice on the vote of any seven members of the security council, or a 

majority of member states, if the security council failed to act because of „veto‟, and pursuant to which there 

were set up a peace observation commission, to observe and report on the situation in any area where 

international tension threatened international peace and security. 

c:  The general assembly recommendations on 17 November 1950, as to the appointment of a permanent 

commission of good offices. 

d: The several general assembly resolutions relative to the situation in Korea 1950-1953, including the 

resolution of 1 February 1951 pursuant to which there was set up an additional measures committee, composed 

of members of the collective measures committee, which reported on measures of economic enforcement action 

to be taken
19

.  

6.  Role of Regional Arrangement in Maintenance of International Peace and Security 

Article 52-54 of the U.N. charter deal with regional arrangements. These articles envisage a definite role for the 

maintenance of international peace and security. Article 53 provides that the Security Council shall, where 
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appropriate, utilize regional arrangements or agencies for enforcement action under its authority. The charter 

envisaged that regional arrangements would remain under the control, authority and supervision. But because of 

distrust and conflict among great powers, they escaped from the control and authority of the Security Council. 

Due to end of cold war and the emergence of U.S. as the sole super power, the situation has changed in the 

1990‟s. Now the provisions of article 53 may be enforced in their letter and spirit. The recent involvement of 

NATO in Bosnia is a glaring example of this
20

.  

Regional arrangements or agencies can deal with matters relating to the maintenance of international peace and 

security. The Charter emphasizes that the Members of the United Nations entering into such arrangements shall 

make every effort to achieve pacific settlement of local disputes through such arrangements or agencies before 

referring them to the Security Council
21

. 

If one of the parties to a local dispute is interested in bringing the dispute to the United Nations, the Security 

Council will put the matter in its agenda. However, if the dispute has not yet endangered international peace and 

security, the Council may decide, under Article 52, to refer the dispute to the regional forum, but keep the 

mattering its agenda to resume its consideration if the regional attempt has failed
22

.  

7.  Role of International Court of Justice in Maintenance of International Peace and Security 

The framers of the Charter of the United Nations, like those of the Covenant of the League of Nations, have 

provided for an agency whose principal function is to apply legal techniques in the resolution of international 

controversies and problems. This agency is the International Court of Justice, which is described in the charter 

as one of “the principal organs” and as “the principal judicial organ” of the United Nations (Article 7 (1) and 

Article 92). With minor modifications, the organizations and powers of the International Court of Justice are 

similar to those of the Permanent Court of International Justice in the League of Nations system, and its Statue, 

which forms an integral part of the Charter, is expressly based on the Statue of the old Court. The reputation of 

the Permanent Court of International Justice, unlike that of the League of Nations, had not been damaged by the 

failure of collective security in the inter-war period. It had developed a tradition and prestige by which the new 

Court was to benefit. However, since many of the enemy and neutral states continued to be parties to the old 

Statue, it was found technically easier to accomplish the necessary changes by the adoption of a new statue and 

the creation of a new Court
23

.  

The Court not only settles legal disputes, but also provides opinions on legal questions sent in by its 

international branches, the UN General Assembly and agencies. The Court has dealt with only a handful of 

cases, although many developing countries are becoming increasingly interested in using the Court. One such 

famous case the Court dealt with was Nicaragua v. United States in which the Court ruled that the United States 
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was in violation of international law. At this point, the U.S withdrew from the courts compulsory jurisdiction 

and now accepts their rulings case-by-case
24

.  

8.  The United Nations Emergency Peace Services (UNEPS)   

The proposal for a United Nations Emergency Peace Service (UNEPS) is intended to create a permanent "911" 

first-responder. UNEPS is to complement existing UN and regional arrangements by filling the critical gap of 

managing the initial six months of demanding operations. This option was specifically designed to help prevent 

armed conflict and genocide to protect civilians at extreme risk, to ensure prompt start-up of demanding peace 

operations, and to address human needs where others either cannot or will not. The core principles underlying 

the UNEPS proposal are that it be: a permanent standing, integrated UN formation, highly trained and well-

equipped; ready for immediate deployment upon authorization of the UN Security Council;  multidimensional 

(civilians, police and military); multifunctional (capable of diverse assignments with specialized skills for 

security, humanitarian, health and environmental crises); composed of 16,000 dedicated personnel (recruited 

professionals, selected, trained and employed by the UN) developed to ensure regional and gender equitable 

representation; co-located at a designated UN base under an operational headquarters and two mobile mission 

headquarters; at sufficient strength to operate in high-threat environments and a service to complement existing 

UN and regional arrangements
25

. A proposal & global movement to address our five big challenges in 

preventing and managing armed conflict. UNEPS was specifically designed to help with: 

1. The prevention of armed conflict; 

2. Stopping genocide and mass atrocity crimes; 

3. Protecting civilians at extreme risk; 

4. Ensuring prompt start-up of demanding peace operations; and, 

5. Addressing human needs in areas where others cannot
26

. 

9.  The United Nations and Peace-keeping 

According to sixth Secretary- General Boutros Boutros Ghali, the nature of peacekeeping which has evolved in 

recent years is “the invention of united nations”. In his report he stated that “as the international climate has 

changed and peacekeeping operations are increasingly fielded to help implement settlements that have been 

negotiated by peace makers, a new area of demands and problems has emerged regarding logistics, equipment, 

personnel and finance.” To meet increasingly demands, he recommended the following: (1) The immediate 

establishment of a $50 million revolving peacekeeping reserve fund; (2) Improved training of peacekeeping 

personnel especially language training for national police contingents who may serve with the organization; (3) 

Establishment of a pre-positioned stock of basic peacekeeping equipment‟s to fill gaps in under-equipped troops 

provided by governments
27

.  
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The development of a peacekeeping function is probably the most significant achievement of the United Nations 

in its attempt to maintain international peace and security. To the layman peacekeeping is a concrete 

manifestation of the United Nations which offsets the common view that the Organization only produces 

rhetoric and ideologically motivated resolutions. To the political scientist peacekeeping probably represents the 

most concerted effort the international community makes in regulating conflict
28

. 

10.  Existing U.N.  Peacekeeping Operations around the World 

Till now, there are 16 UN Peacekeeping operations
29

; the important once are as follows: 

10.1.  U.N. Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO); 

UNTSO was established in June 1948 to assist the Mediator and the Truce commission in supervising the 

observance of the truce in Palestine. UNTSO supervises the general armistice agreement of 1949 and the 

observation of the cases-fire in the Suez Canal area and the Golan Heights which followed the Arabic- Israeli 

war of June 1967. 

10.2.  U.N. Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO); 

It was established in September 1991 originally to monitor a cases-fire verify reduction of Moroccan troops in 

the territory, monitor confinement of troops to designated locations, ensure the release of western Sahara 

political prisoners or detainees, oversee the exchange of prisoners war, implement the repatriation program, 

identify and register qualified voters, organize and ensure a free referendum and proclaim the results, 

MINURSO has a strength of 225 military observers, 100 military support personnel and 103 civilian staff. 

10.3.  U.N. Observer Missions in Liberia (UNOMIL); 

This observer mission was established on 22 September, 1993 to supervise the cases-fire of July 1993, and 

elections of February-March, 1994 and to coordinate humanitarian help. About 300 military, humanitarian and 

election observers were deployed in this mission
30

. 

10.4.  United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA); 

UNAMA is a political mission established by Security Council on 2002 at the request of the government to 

assist it and the people of Afghanistan in laying the foundation for sustainable peace and development in the 

country, on 19 March, 2013. The 15 members of Security Council unanimously adopted resolution 2096 (2013). 

The resolution renewed the mandate of UNAMA and set out the scope and range of activities. It must undertake 

over coming 12 months as Afghanistan continues its political and security transaction
31

. 

10.5.  UN Operation in the Congo (ONUC); 

The United Nations Operation in the Congo (ONUC) was a United Nations peacekeeping force in the Republic 

of the Congo that was established after United Nations Security Council Resolution 143 of 14 July 1960. The 

mission was launched to help restore stability to the Congo after it fell into conflict and disorder following 
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independence. ONUC was the UN's first peacekeeping mission with a significant military force. It was 

withdrawn in 1964.  Following Security Council actions, the United Nations Organization in the Congo was 

established. To carry out these tasks, the Secretary-General set up a United Nations Force—at its peak strength 

numbering nearly 20,000. The UN Force stayed in the Congo between 1960 and 1964, and underwent a 

transition from a peacekeeping presence to a military force
32

.  

11. Critical Analysis 

The General Assembly's performance was poor in relation to the Iraq-Iran war. Its most important action was 

the adoption of Resolution 37/3 in 1982. The General Assembly in its resolution did not adopt any effective 

measures to settle the dispute peacefully, and the prolongation of war did not move the members of the General 

Assembly to take any initiative toward resolving the conflict or even adopt any further resolution. The Security 

Council failed to act decisively in the face of a blatant act of aggression, to identify the responsible state for the 

act of aggression and to force it to compensate the victim. The Council even failed to provide a basis on which 

both sides could cooperate with the United Nations and promote the prospects for a settlement as the Secretary-

General emphasized on it in 1986. In fact, the Council in its actions played a reduced role to resolve the conflict. 

The Security Council did not act under Chapter VII to determine the act of aggression and to enforce measures 

to end the aggression and occupation. Had the Council identified Iraq as the aggressor from the outset, as it did 

in the case of Kuwait, it would have been better able to stop a war that raged for nearly eight years and entailed 

nearly a million casualties
33

. While the Security Council in the case of Kuwait took effective measures to make 

Iraq compensate for damages as the result of its aggression, in the case of Iraqi aggression against Iran it did not 

take any measure in kind. Iraq remains liable for loss and damage as a result of its unlawful invasion and 

occupation of Iran. Although these accomplishments and subsequent UN efforts to improve its rapid reaction 

capability have been important measures, they have not been sufficient. To stop genocide and crimes against 

humanity, the next logical and essential step is the creation of a United Nations Emergency Peace Service 

(UNEPS), a small, highly mobile standing United Nations rapid deployment capability that could be the first 

responder to potential cases of genocide and crimes against humanity
34

. 

12.   Conclusion 

One of the primary purposes of the United Nations is the maintenance of international peace and security. Since 

its creation, the United Nations has often been called upon to prevent disputes from escalating in to war, to 

persuade opposing parties to use the conference table rather than force of arms, or to help restore peace when 

armed conflict does break out. Two principal direct approaches to the maintenance of international peace and 

security, the fundamental purpose of the United Nations, are set out in the UN Charter. The first is the pacific 

settlement of disputes and the second comprises coercive measures against any state that threatens or breaks the 

peace. Specific issues of peace and security may in principle be handled by the General Assembly only when 
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they are not before the Security Council or when the latter asks for the assistance of the larger body. The UN 

Charter traditionally foresees disturbances to the peace as involving conflicts between states, but recently 

practice has allowed UN action in some violent disturbances within states. The Security Council has been 

conferred primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security. In discharging its 

duties, the Security Council should act in accordance with the Purposes and Principles of the United Nations and 

with the specific powers granted to it by Chapters VI, VII, VIII and XII of the Charter. Regional arrangements 

or agencies can deal with matters relating to the maintenance of international peace and security. UN has played 

and is continuing to play an important role in preserving and maintaining international peace and security. Its 

concentrated efforts are laudable and world peace prove beneficial are continued existence of human civilization 

in near future.    
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