
MILITARY INTERVENTION - MORALITY ETHICS AND LEGALITY

The British House of Commons Defence Select Committee (HCDC) has 
called for evidence in respect of UK intervention operations - asking various 
questions such as: does UK still have a role in intervention operations; if so, 
why, where, when and how? In researching this topic for my colleagues in the 
defence and strategy research group DefenceSynergia I provided the 
following assessment as a start point for a possible input. 

UK Intervention Assessment - A Personal View:   

Since the formation of the United Nations (UN) international diplomacy has  
been locked into a legal position dictated through undertakings in the  
overarching UN Charter with action restrained or enabled by UN Security  
Council (UNSC) resolutions and oversight and obligations inherent in  
historically extant international jurisprudence. The actions of nations being  
viewed and judged through this prism of internationally accepted legal, ethical  
and moral behaviour. 

But how, in the 21st century, does this international system perform in  
practice? How do legal, ethical and moral imperatives impact national  
decisions? Notwithstanding the UN Charter, how do the realities of strategic  
necessity in international diplomacy - the application of soft, flexible and hard  
power - in pursuit of national interests impact the need for, and legitimacy of,  
International Intervention Operations?   

Syria - A case study: 

Consider the running sore that is the latest manifestation of the 'Arab Spring' - 
Syria. Thus far the toll in the 2 year uprising is well over 90,000 killed on all 
sides with close to two million displaced people taking refuge in camps in 
neighbouring Jordan, Turkey, Lebanon and Iraq. The European Union (EU) 
has imposed and, in response to French and British lobbying, lifted an arms 
embargo; the United States of America (USA) has talked of 'red lines' if 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) are used by the regime and is now 
actively examining various intervention options; Russia and Iran have 
continued to support the Assad regime with advisers and weapons; the USA, 
France, United Kingdom (UK) and Gulf states support (and some arm) the 
'rebels'; NATO has deployed anti-aircraft missile systems to Turkey (Russia is 
doing the same in Syria) and Israel has attacked Syrian munitions sites.   

The Assad regime, realises that the UN is incapable of speaking with one 
voice and that this de facto renders the UN executive powerless to effectively 
intervene directly in this internecine struggle. In acknowledging this ineffectual 
role it would be remiss not to recognise the constraint that a lack of 



unanimous consent imposes on the UN Secretary General through the 
arcane workings of the UNSC, not least when the 5 permanent members - 
Russia, China, USA, France and the UK - fail to agree a course of action. To 
fill the vacuum created by a failure of international solidarity nations, 
individually or collectively, tend to fall back upon their own national values and 
interests to inform or justify their actions. 

In this latter respect, Iran and the Gulf states -  Alawite, Shiite & Sunni - have 
diametrically opposed geopolitical and religious interests, whilst Israel, 
Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan all have border stability and internal 
security concerns. The USA, France and UK - stymied by the legalities that 
prevent 'Regime Change' - appear to be unable to convince China, Russia 
and some allied and EU states that the Assad regime must be forced to go if 
stability is to be restored to the region and the Syrian people offered respite 
from a brutal regime. All this is set against a wider international background in 
which The West seeks long term stability in the oil rich Middle East; China is 
vying for greater influence in all regions of the world and Russia is looking to 
its own world interests and influence, not least in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

The result of this seems to be diplomatic stalemate as the Syrian civil war 
rages on and arms and cash flow overtly and covertly to the Regime and 
rebel factions. The USA, UK and France appear to be caught in the 
international legitimacy trap whilst Russia argues that regime change is illegal 
whilst supplying the Regime with anti-aircraft missiles is within international 
law because Assad is still the legitimate ruling authority in Syria. The UN 
opprobrium at the humanitarian crisis being inflicted upon the Syrian people 
taking a back seat to quasi legal arguments that prevent action or intervention 
that is not already covered by a UNSC resolution. This situation leaves the 
USA, UK and France in the position of deploring Assad's humanitarian 
excesses whilst ostensibly acknowledging that they are legally restrained 
from acting notwithstanding any difficulty that military action might entail.

Some argue that this is a good result as the net effect is to prevent wider 
conflict escalation. But others argue that if the result is to hamper conflict 
resolution and/or prevents the UN from protecting ordinary Syrian citizens 
from harm then the system has failed. Therefore, we might ask if there is a 
case for UK to intervene unilaterally in Syria notwithstanding the lack of 
unanimous consent in the UNSC and if, in the context of the HCDC question 
in respect of UK Intervention policy, there is any precedent for UK to act 
outside UN/international authority?  

Past UK Interventions:

When British troops were assigned to UN forces on peacekeeping and 
humanitarian relief duties in the Bosnia-Herzegovina region of the Former 



Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) in 1992 Her Majesty's Government (HMG) was 
responding to a series of UNSC resolutions initiated by UNSC 743 leading to 
UNSC 819 in 1993 which created a number of 'safe areas'. This willingness 
by HMG to offer forces and aid in response to UNSC resolutions was merely 
an extension of a long history of UK support for the UN reaching back as far 
as the united nations intervention in Korea in 1950. However, as the US and 
British intervention in Iraq in 2003 illustrates, a UNSC resolution of itself (in 
this case UNSC 1441) can provide a wide range of interpretation and lead to 
legal challenge. In November 2002 it was alleged by one major UK news 
paper that the advice of the US Defence Policy Board Advisory Committee 
was that the intervention in Iraq was technically illegal but morally justified. 

However, for the UK the very concept of independent military interventions 
outside of special forces operations is not as frequent as some might think. 
Indeed, as the table below illustrates, most of UK's past military interventions 
since 1945 have been as a consequence of a now largely defunct colonial 
legacy or in response to legally authorised and mandated UN operations.

TABLE - BRITISH MILITARY INTERVENTIONS SINCE 1945

Location Date From to Rationale
World Wide 1945 - to Date Special Forces Ops

India Independence  1945 -1948 Colonial Police Action

Palestine 1945 -1948 UN Mandate

Malaya 1948 -1960 Colonial Defence Action

Korea 1950 -1953 UN Mandated Action

Suez Canal Zone 1951 - 1954 Colonial Police Action

Kenya Independence 1952 - 1960 Colonial Police Action

Cyprus Independence 1955 - 1959 Colonial Police Action

*Suez 1956 1956 Non UN Allied intervention

Brunei/Borneo Confrontation 1962 -1966 Post Colonial Action 

Aden/Radfan 1955 - 1967 Colonial Police Action

Belize 1975 - 1994 Protectorate Action

Oman 1969 - 1976 Protectorate Action

Dhofar 1962 - 1976 Protectorate Action 

Northern Ireland 1969 - ? Internal UK Security

the Falklands War 1982 UK Self Defence



the Gulf War 1990 - 1991 UN Mandated Action

Bosnia 1992 - to date UN Mandated Action

Kosovo 1999 - to date UN Mandate Action

Sierra Leone 2000 UN Mandated Action

*Iraq 2003 - 2009 Debated UNSC 1441  Allied 
Intervention

Afghanistan 2001 - 2014 UNSC International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) - in 

2003 under NATO
Libya 2011 Allied/UN Intervention

Mali 2013 Allied/UN Intervention

[The table above is not exhaustive but covers the majority of UK's major operations since 1945; the 
two items marked with * and highlighted were legally challenged and largely condemned]

Given UK's legitimate responsibility to defend its homeland and overseas 
territories - the latter exercised in 1982 in the Falkland Islands - and the now 
well established position that HMG will only conduct military interventions 
within the rule of international law, what part should morality (humanitarian 
considerations) and British values play in future UK military intervention?

If morality, values and ethics are UK national imperatives in what 
circumstances should they be permitted to override the established principles 
of international law and diplomacy however counter-intuitive adherence to 
such arguably arcane and cumbersome rules may sometimes seem? 

As co-founders of the UN and co-authors of much international jurisprudence 
to what extent should UK military intervention be restrained by a UNSC 
system based on unanimous consent that may be used to further the ends of 
less ethically inclined nations?  

Ultimately, as the Syrian débâcle seems to demonstrate, good intentions 
without the resources, will and legal authority to act, are the equivalent of 
sitting on the fence, wringing one's hands, knowing that something must be 
done - if only...?           

Dave Tisdale
1 August 2013    

    
    


