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Understanding the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC): Coercion or Consent is a book 

written by Neil Fenton and published by Ashgate 

Publishing Limited in 2004. The target audiences 

for the book are the readers interested to grasp the 

workings of the UNSC. Fenton examines in 

particular the recent history of the decision making 

of the UNSC in the early 1990s regarding state 

sovereignty and the permissibility of the use of 

force. In order to understand the challenges of 

consent-based peacekeeping, humanitarian 

intervention and the debates on sovereignty and 

the shifts to UNSC actions in terms of its 

member’s responses as well as the fall-out of their 

actions for sovereignty, the author illustrates his 

arguments by studying the following cases: 

northern Iraq, Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda and Bosnia.  

The author analyzes the involvement of the United 

Nations in these cases in the post-Cold War period 

in order in order to shed light on the fact that 

UNSC actions demonstrated the shift away of the 

international system from the centrality of the state 

to the development of a doctrine of humanitarian 

intervention, and how it was unable to play an 

efficient role in the Iraq War and has been 

marginalized. In other words, it was not able to 

fulfill neither to preserve international peace and 

security nor “succeeding generations from the 

scourge of war”. 

The case of northern Iraq in 1991 established the 

principle of UN intervention in post-Cold War 

conflict zones. The UN’s response to this crisis 

represents in the view of the author a critical 

milestone in the emerging international system. 

Furthermore it is a significant to note that the 

neither response to the humanitarian crises in nor 

then Iraq was in fact authorizes by UNSC. 

Therefore, the case of Northern Iraq underscores 

the principle of consent. 

The case of Somalia represents a similar problem 

in determining whether or not the UN has a 

responsibility to act to alleviate a humanitarian 

crisis in a situation of state failure, the collapse of 

civil order and national government. How can a 

government that ceases to function give consent 

for outside intervention?  Therefore the UN 

intervention in Somalia establishes the principal 

that consent does not necessary have to be given in 

a situation of state failure. 

The case of Haiti is an important example of UN 

peacekeeping forces operating in an internal 

conflict zone. What rules and norms govern 

peacekeeping presences in a situation of civil 

unrest and state collapse? What is the 

responsibility of the UN to the citizens of a failed 

state? The case of Haiti therefore demonstrated the 

principle that peacekeeping forces have an 

obligation to protect vulnerable people in such 

situations. Furthermore, a de-facto government as 
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opposed to a functional state can give the required 

consent for intervention in such circumstances. 

Fenton’s discussion of Rwanda is the most crucial 

chapter. The failure of the UN to stop this 

humanitarian tragedy established several important 

operating principles to guide future actions in the 

hopes of avoiding similar tragedies. The inability 

of the UN to authorize the use of force or establish 

an alternate plan of action in the face of concrete 

evidence of systematic killing and genocide 

challenged the rational of the UN’s operating 

principles. In short the killings in Rwanda 

demonstrated clearly the consequences of a risk-

adverse intervention ideology. The UN’s belief in 

a necessity of consent in respect for sovereignty 

proved disaster in the case. Because the 

government of Rwanda did not give the UN 

official consent, the UN’s ultimate response 

proved to be too late for millions of Rwandans. As 

a result, the case of Rwanda calls into question the 

conservative approach of the UNSC.  

The UN’s response to the case of Bosnia 

underscores the problems of consent-based 

intervention in situations where there are multiple 

parties or belligerents. What should the UN do 

when it receives consent from only a minority of 

parties?  Does the UN need the consent of all 

worrying parties to interfere? The UN’s ultimate 

course of action establishes the principle that the 

UN does not need the consent of all parties 

involved in order to interfere. Thus, consent-base 

peacekeeping can be applied to minority groups. 

The last case focuses on a Iraq once again. How 

does the UN deal with a state violating its treaty 

obligations? How does the UN deal with Saddam 

Hussein who fails to uphold his obligations after 

the first Gulf War?  When Fenton wrote this case 

the UN had failed to solve this problem. Does the 

US or any other sovereign state have the right to 

uphold the UN’s obligations even if the UN is 

unwilling or unable to enforce its own laws? 

The final chapter discusses the post-Cold War 

period and the increase of peacekeeping operations 

mandated by the UNSC. As we have seen that one 

of the main features of international politics is the 

intervention of a state or group of states into the 

affairs of another. In my view, consent-based 

peacekeeping is problematic. Although sovereign 

states clearly have a role to play in this process, 

the UN should not under some narrow 

circumstances (e.g. genocide) limit itself to 

interventions only when it receives the consent of 

the country in which it wishes to intervene. Some 

balance should be sought between respecting 

sovereignty and preventing humanitarian or other 

disasters when the UN has the capacity to act. 

Fenton’s Understanding the UN Security Council: 

Coercion or Consent brings to light these 

challenging questions. 

 

 

 


