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Abstract: 

The United Nations (UN) was founded in 1945 with the primary objective of maintaining international 

peace and security. Over the decades, it has played a crucial role in conflict resolution through diplomatic 

negotiations, peacekeeping missions, and humanitarian interventions. While the UN has successfully mediated 

conflicts and overseen peaceful transitions in several nations, its inability to prevent mass atrocities and 

prolonged conflicts has led to criticism. This paper explores the successes and failures of the UN in conflict 

resolution by analyzing key case studies, including the Rwandan Genocide (1994) and the intervention in East 

Timor (1999-2002). The failure in Rwanda highlights the consequences of inaction, political reluctance, and 

inadequate peacekeeping mandates, resulting in one of the worst genocides in modern history. In contrast, the 

successful intervention in East Timor demonstrates how decisive UN action, strong international support, and 

a well-defined mandate can lead to a stable post-conflict transition. Despite its mixed track record, the UN 

remains a central institution in global conflict resolution. However, political divisions within the Security 

Council, resource constraints, and operational challenges often hinder its effectiveness. This paper argues that 

structural reforms, greater international cooperation, and stronger peacekeeping mechanisms are necessary 

for the UN to fulfill its mandate more effectively. By examining historical cases, this study underscores the 

need for proactive engagement, timely intervention, and enhanced accountability in future UN-led 

peacekeeping efforts. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

The United Nations was founded on October 24, 1945, in the aftermath of World War II, as a successor 

to the League of Nations, which had failed to prevent global conflict. The UN was established to promote 

peace, security, and international cooperation. Initially comprising 51 member states, it has since grown to 

include 193 nations. The UN Charter outlines its primary objectives, including conflict resolution, protection 

of human rights, fostering social progress, and upholding international law.  Throughout its history, the UN 

has played a key role in decolonization, peacekeeping operations, and humanitarian efforts. Notable milestones 

include mediating Cold War tensions, leading peacekeeping missions in conflict zones, and addressing global 

challenges such as poverty, climate change, and pandemics. Despite criticisms regarding its effectiveness, 

particularly in cases like Rwanda and Bosnia, the UN remains a central actor in international diplomacy and 

global governance. 
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OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY: 

This study explores the Role of the United Nations in Conflict Resolution. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 

 This study is based on secondary sources of data such as articles, books, journals, research papers, 

websites and other sources. 

THE ROLE OF THE UNITED NATIONS IN CONFLICT RESOLUTION: 

SUCCESSES AND FAILURES 

The United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 with the primary objective of maintaining international 

peace and security. Over the decades, it has played a pivotal role in conflict resolution across the world. Its 

efforts have spanned mediation, peacekeeping missions, diplomatic interventions, and post-conflict rebuilding. 

The effectiveness of the UN in resolving conflicts, however, remains a subject of debate, as it has experienced 

both notable successes and glaring failures. While it has managed to prevent and resolve some conflicts through 

diplomatic negotiations and peacekeeping forces, the organization has also faced severe criticism for its 

inability to prevent genocides, civil wars, and prolonged international conflicts. This paper examines the role 

of the UN in conflict resolution by analyzing its achievements and shortcomings. 

One of the most significant successes of the UN in conflict resolution has been its peacekeeping missions, 

which have contributed to the stabilization of war-torn regions. A notable example is its intervention in 

Namibia, which gained independence from South Africa in 1990. The UN Transitional Assistance Group 

(UNTAG) played a crucial role in monitoring the ceasefire, facilitating elections, and ensuring a smooth 

transition to independence. This mission demonstrated the ability of the UN to foster peace and stability in 

post-conflict nations. Similarly, in Cambodia, the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 

(UNTAC) was instrumental in ending years of civil war and overseeing democratic elections in 1993. The 

mission successfully disarmed combatants and reintegrated them into society, helping Cambodia move towards 

stability. Additionally, the UN played a crucial role in East Timor, where the United Nations Transitional 

Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) helped oversee the transition to independence from Indonesia in 

2002. The success of this mission highlighted the UN’s capability in nation-building and post-conflict 

recovery. 

The UN has also played a significant role in mediating international conflicts through diplomatic means. One 

of its most notable successes in this regard was the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s. The UN mediated negotiations 

that led to the 1988 ceasefire under Resolution 598. The role of the UN in brokering peace between warring 

states has been evident in other cases, such as the conflict between Israel and its neighboring Arab states. 

Though the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains unresolved, the UN has been instrumental in facilitating peace 

talks and providing humanitarian assistance to affected populations. Another instance of successful mediation 

was the UN’s role in the conflict in El Salvador, where its efforts led to the signing of the Chapultepec Peace 
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Accords in 1992, ending over a decade of civil war. The UN Observer Mission in El Salvador (ONUSAL) 

helped oversee the implementation of these accords, ensuring a smooth transition to peace. 

However, despite these successes, the UN has been criticized for its failures in preventing some of the most 

devastating conflicts in modern history. One of the most glaring examples is its inability to prevent the 

Rwandan Genocide in 1994. The United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) failed to 

intervene effectively, despite clear warnings of an impending massacre. Over 800,000 people were brutally 

killed in just 100 days, demonstrating the UN’s lack of preparedness and political will to stop mass atrocities. 

Similarly, in Bosnia, the UN peacekeeping forces were unable to prevent the 1995 Srebrenica massacre, where 

over 8,000 Bosniak men and boys were executed by Bosnian Serb forces. The UN's failure to provide adequate 

protection in these instances raised serious concerns about the effectiveness of its peacekeeping missions in 

preventing genocide and crimes against humanity. 

Another significant failure of the UN in conflict resolution is its inability to address prolonged conflicts, 

particularly in the Middle East. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains unresolved despite decades of UN 

resolutions and peace initiatives. The organization has struggled to enforce its resolutions due to political 

divisions among its member states, particularly within the UN Security Council, where the use of veto power 

by permanent members has often stalled meaningful action. Similarly, the UN has been largely ineffective in 

resolving the Syrian Civil War, which has led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people and the 

displacement of millions. Despite multiple peace talks and resolutions, the conflict continues, highlighting the 

limitations of the UN’s influence in conflicts where major powers have vested interests. 

In addition to these failures, the UN has faced criticism for its handling of peacekeeping missions that have 

resulted in scandals and accusations of misconduct. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), UN 

peacekeepers have been accused of sexual exploitation and abuse, undermining the credibility of the mission 

and causing distrust among local populations. Similar allegations have emerged in Haiti, where UN 

peacekeepers were linked to a cholera outbreak that killed thousands of people. These incidents have tainted 

the reputation of UN peacekeeping missions and raised questions about accountability and oversight. 

The UN’s role in conflict resolution is further complicated by the political dynamics within the Security 

Council. The five permanent members—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—

often have conflicting interests, leading to deadlocks in decision-making. The use of veto power has prevented 

decisive action in many critical situations, such as the Syrian conflict, where Russia and China have repeatedly 

blocked resolutions aimed at holding the Assad regime accountable. This has led to criticism that the UN is 

ineffective in addressing conflicts where powerful nations have strategic interests. 

Despite these challenges, the UN continues to play a vital role in global peace and security. Its humanitarian 

efforts in conflict zones, such as providing food, medical aid, and refugee assistance, remain crucial in 

alleviating human suffering. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has been instrumental in 

assisting millions of displaced people worldwide, particularly in conflict zones such as Afghanistan, Syria, and 
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South Sudan. The UN’s role in post-conflict reconstruction, including rebuilding infrastructure, supporting 

governance, and promoting human rights, has also been significant in countries emerging from war. 

Looking forward, the UN must address its structural weaknesses to enhance its effectiveness in conflict 

resolution. Reforming the Security Council to make it more representative and less prone to political deadlock 

is a critical step. Strengthening the mandate and resources of peacekeeping missions, ensuring accountability 

for misconduct, and improving early warning systems for potential genocides and mass atrocities are also 

essential measures. Additionally, fostering greater cooperation among member states and regional 

organizations can enhance the UN’s ability to respond effectively to conflicts. 

The United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 with the primary aim of maintaining international peace and 

security. Over the decades, it has played a pivotal role in conflict resolution across the globe through 

diplomacy, peacekeeping missions, mediation, sanctions, and humanitarian assistance. Despite its efforts, the 

UN has experienced both remarkable successes and notable failures in its peacekeeping and conflict resolution 

endeavors. The effectiveness of the UN in mitigating conflicts varies depending on the nature of the conflict, 

the willingness of involved parties to cooperate, and the international political climate. Examining its track 

record reveals a mixed legacy of achievements and shortcomings, which continue to shape the global security 

landscape. 

Case Study 1: The United Nations and the Rwandan Genocide (1994) 

One of the most devastating failures of the UN in conflict resolution was its response to the Rwandan Genocide 

in 1994. The genocide, which resulted in the massacre of approximately 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus 

in just 100 days, exposed the severe limitations of the UN’s peacekeeping mechanisms. The United Nations 

Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), established in 1993 to oversee the implementation of the Arusha 

Accords between the Rwandan government and the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), lacked the mandate and 

resources to prevent the impending mass killings. 

Despite receiving early warnings from Lieutenant-General Roméo Dallaire, the UNAMIR commander, about 

the planned genocide, the UN failed to act decisively. Dallaire’s requests for additional troops and authorization 

to intervene were largely ignored. Instead, after violence escalated in April 1994, the UN Security Council 

reduced UNAMIR’s force from 2,500 to just 270 peacekeepers, effectively abandoning Rwanda to mass 

slaughter. Political reluctance among powerful UN member states, particularly the United States, to classify 

the events as genocide further delayed any meaningful intervention. 

It was only after the genocide had largely concluded that the UN took action by deploying an expanded 

peacekeeping force. The belated response did little to stop the violence but did contribute to some stabilization 

efforts afterward. The Rwandan Genocide remains one of the darkest chapters in UN history, highlighting the 

consequences of political inaction, bureaucratic inefficiency, and an over-reliance on consensus among 

Security Council members. The failure prompted calls for reforms in UN peacekeeping, including the adoption 

of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, aimed at preventing future genocides and mass atrocities. 
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Case Study 2: The United Nations in East Timor (1999-2002) 

In contrast to its failure in Rwanda, the UN’s intervention in East Timor is widely regarded as a success in 

conflict resolution and peacebuilding. East Timor, a former Portuguese colony, was occupied by Indonesia in 

1975 and subjected to years of violent repression. After decades of struggle, the UN played a pivotal role in 

securing East Timor’s path to independence. 

In 1999, under mounting international pressure, Indonesia agreed to allow a UN-supervised referendum on 

East Timor’s independence. The UN Mission in East Timor (UNAMET) was established to oversee the vote, 

which resulted in an overwhelming majority favoring independence. However, following the announcement 

of the results, pro-Indonesian militias, backed by elements within the Indonesian military, unleashed a 

campaign of terror, killing thousands and displacing hundreds of thousands of East Timorese. 

Recognizing the urgency of the situation, the UN swiftly authorized an international peacekeeping force, the 

International Force for East Timor (INTERFET), led by Australia, to restore order. INTERFET successfully 

stabilized the situation, after which the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) 

was established to oversee governance, law enforcement, and institution-building until East Timor gained full 

independence in 2002. 

The success of the UN in East Timor demonstrated the effectiveness of robust peacekeeping mandates, 

international cooperation, and swift military intervention when necessary. Unlike in Rwanda, where inaction 

led to catastrophe, the decisive actions taken in East Timor prevented prolonged bloodshed and facilitated a 

successful transition to nationhood. However, challenges such as post-independence political instability and 

economic struggles still persist, requiring continued international support. 

CONCLUSION: 

The role of the United Nations in conflict resolution has been marked by both achievements and 

failures. The contrasting cases of Rwanda and East Timor underscore the importance of timely and decisive 

action in ensuring the success of peacekeeping missions. In Rwanda, bureaucratic inefficiencies, lack of 

political will, and an inadequate mandate led to one of the most devastating genocides of the 20th century. The 

failure to act decisively highlighted critical flaws in the UN’s peacekeeping structure, ultimately leading to 

significant reforms such as the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. Conversely, the intervention in East 

Timor demonstrated the UN’s capacity to successfully manage conflict when provided with a clear mandate, 

sufficient resources, and international backing. The rapid deployment of peacekeeping forces, coupled with 

transitional governance support, enabled East Timor to achieve stability and independence. 

Despite these mixed outcomes, the UN remains a vital institution in global peacekeeping. However, 

persistent challenges, including political divisions among Security Council members, resource constraints, and 

bureaucratic hurdles, continue to hinder its effectiveness. Moving forward, the UN must adopt a more proactive 

approach, strengthen its peacekeeping mandates, and ensure swift international cooperation to prevent conflicts 
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from escalating. Additionally, increased accountability and operational efficiency are essential for the UN to 

fulfill its mission of maintaining international peace and security. Learning from past experiences, the UN must 

evolve and adapt to the changing nature of global conflicts, ensuring that its interventions are both effective 

and timely in mitigating violence and fostering long-term stability. 
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