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Rhetoric vs. Reality: Traditional Peacekeeping in the Contemporary World
The term ‘peacekeeping’1 came into use in the United Nations’ vocabulary in the 1950s.
Since then, UN peacekeeping has changed considerably. It started from traditional peacekeeping
field operations, such as observing ‘neutral zones’ and interposing forces between interstate
combatants and has evolved into peace operations which are situated in intrastate conflicts and
may involve not only peacekeeping, employing both military and civilian personnel, but also
conflict prevention, peace enforcement, peacebuilding, and regional arrangements. Considering
such an evolution,2 it is reasonable to question whether or not traditional peacekeeping is still in
demand.
In order to answer this question, the analysis first examines the traditional model of UN
peacekeeping established during the Cold War.3 Then it sheds light on the evolution of
peacekeeping’s aims, tools, and basic principles, such as consent, impartiality, and the appropriate
use of force, during the post-Cold War period. Lastly, it estimates the demand for traditional
peacekeeping in the contemporary world.
UN Peacekeeping in the Cold War
The concept of UN peacekeeping began to form almost from the beginning of the founding
of the organization. The idea of peacekeeping became an alternative way to maintain international
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Within the framework of this study, UN peacekeeping, UN peacekeeping operations/missions, UN peace
operations are used interchangeably.
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The study categorizes the evolution of UN peacekeeping in accordance with UN documents. Due to numerous
existing categorizations of UN peacekeeping in the academic literature, the study does not employ such categories as
‘generations’ or any other typologies of peacekeeping offered by academics and research centres. For this reason, the
phrase ‘classic model of UN peacekeeping’ is not employed in the study. Instead, to be consistent with UN
terminology, the author of this analysis uses ‘traditional peacekeeping’ or ‘traditional model of UN peacekeeping.’
3

The year of the division between the Cold War and the post-Cold War period can vary. According to the
Department of Peacekeeping Operations, 1988 is a year which divides the Cold War from the post-Cold War period.

peace and security since the initial plan of a collective security system was blocked by the constant
confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union. Owing to the flexibility of the UN
Charter, UN peacekeeping appeared as ad hoc response to particular conflict situations, and its
legal framework was generated through practical application.4
Over the Cold War and its fifteen peacekeeping missions,5 the fundamental principles of UN
peacekeeping were established. They are premised on host state consent, impartiality, and the
minimum use of force. The first component, consent, implies that the state on whose territory
peacekeeping forces would be deployed has to give its permission, including which troops are
deployed. If for any reason, permission is withdrawn, peacekeepers must leave the country
accordingly.6 Impartiality means that peacekeepers do not represent the interests of any side and
do not intervene in the fighting; “there is no designed aggressor, and the peacekeeping forces are
to implement their mandate without discrimination.”7 The requirement of the minimum use of
force allows peacekeepers only to carry light weapons, typically rifles or side arms, and to use
force only in self-defence and, since 1973, in defence of their mandate as well.8
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National military and later police personnel9 are the only sources for the UN uniformed
forces (i.e. no hired mercenaries).10 Among other characteristics, it is worth emphasizing the
prerequisite of a ceasefire agreement, the contribution of contingents on a voluntary basis,11 the
multinational composition under UN command, and international backing especially from the
Security Council.12
In the Cold War period, UN peacekeeping was performed by two types of field operations:
observer missions and lightly armed peacekeeping missions. However, there were some notable
exceptions.13 Moreover, most of the operations during the Cold War had only military components
and did not have modern day “whole-of-government” partners. Peacekeeping missions typically
occurred in the period following a ceasefire agreement and were to facilitate political dialogue
between conflicting parties.14
As such, the traditional model of UN peacekeeping created in the Cold War period is
characterized by the following features. First, traditional UN peacekeeping operates in interstate
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police officers include monitoring, observing, and reporting. In the post-Cold War, the responsibilities of police were
extended.
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conflicts. Second, it relies on “the holy trinity”15 of peacekeeping: consent, impartiality, and the
minimum use of force. Another important feature, noted by Rosalyn Higgins and Brigadier
Michael Harbottle, is that Cold War peacekeeping did not include enforcement action.
Peacekeeping emerged due to “the inability of the Security Council to put in place the collective
security system of Chapter VII of the Charter.”16
UN Peace Operations in the Post-Cold War
After the end of the Cold War, a new international context changed the nature of armed
conflicts and led to a shift from interstate to intrastate conflicts. Intrastate conflicts peaked at
around fifty conflicts in 1991. In 1946, it was about seventeen conflicts.17 Even though the number
of civil conflicts has been rising since the end of the Second World War,18 according to Roger Mac
Ginty and Gillian Robinson, these conflicts, especially ethnic,19 have become more prominent
since the 1990s.20
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More on the reasons why intrastate, especially ethnic, conflicts became more visible since the 1900s, see
Thakur and Schnabel, 29-30.

The shift towards intrastate conflicts affected the concept of traditional UN peacekeeping
considerably. UN peacekeeping is no longer perceived as a “homogeneous activity.”21 In the postCold War, peacekeeping was integrated into the concept of peace operations that includes other
elements of conflict resolution, in particular, conflict prevention, peacemaking, peace
enforcement, and peacebuilding.
According to the latest report on UN peace operations, the HIPPO Report, 22 there are three
types of missions that are collectively referred to as UN peacekeeping. A ceasefire monitoring
mission maintains a presence in a latent, or unresolved conflict where political settlements remain
illusive.23 A peace implementation mission is a multidimensional peacekeeping operation aimed
at maintaining a peace agreement and supporting political transition.24 Conflict management
operates in violent conflicts “in the absence of a viable peace process or where the peace process
has effectively broken down.”25 The first type is the traditional model of UN peacekeeping
established during the Cold War which includes observer missions and the interposition of forces.
Other two types are a reflection of a new environment of the post-Cold War period.
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Regarding the three essential principles of UN peacekeeping (consent, impartiality, and
appropriate use of force), even though all main UN documents26 of the post-Cold War period
reassert them, their implementation became more flexible in order to permit the use of force in
cases of not only self-defence and defence of the mandate, but also for the protection of civilians.
For this reason, in order to allow more robust rules of engagement, the mandates of some postCold War peacekeeping operations are Chapter VII operations. What is more, the Capstone
doctrine27 mentions additional criteria for the successful implementation of peace operations.
Besides the three fundamental principles, there is also the international legitimacy and credibility
of UN peacekeeping operations, as well as promotion of national and local ownership of UN
missions.28 The suggestion to have an additional set of criteria is a result of the extended role of
peacekeeping as ‘blue helmets’ started to participate in national political processes.
Given the evolution of UN peacekeeping, the demand for traditional UN peacekeeping
dramatically declined. Although there is no official division of UN peace operations, based on the
tasks assigned by UN mandates and environment where these operations act, the following rough
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Capstone doctrine) and The Report of the High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations on Uniting Our
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Legitimacy implies “the firmness and fairness with which a United Nations peacekeeping operation
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actors. “United Nations Peacekeeping Operations: Principles and Guidelines,” United Nations, 2008,
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/documents/capstone_eng.pdf., 36-9.

estimate can be seen. From 1948 to 1988, the UN launched fifteen peacekeeping missions.29
Eleven out of these fifteen operations were UN traditional peacekeeping missions, while only four
could be considered beyond traditional.30 In the period between 1989 and 1994, the UN launched
twenty-one new peacekeeping operations and continued seven operations established in the Cold
War.31 Only six out of twenty-one new operations could be referred to as traditional.32 The demand
for UN traditional peacekeeping missions continued to decline in subsequent years. As of 2018,
there are fifteen UN peacekeeping operations,33 where only three can be called traditional
peacekeeping missions, and these three originated from the Cold War.34 There is indeed no
demand for traditional peacekeeping anymore.
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Names of these fifteen UN peacekeeping operations, see “List of Peacekeeping Operations 1948 - 2013,”
United Nations, accessed October 17, 2017, http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/documents/operationslist.pdf.
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These three operations include UNTSO, UNMOGIP, and UNDOF. UNFICYP and UNIFIL are not
considered as traditional peacekeeping missions, although they were launched in the Cold War.

Conclusion
The traditional model of UN peacekeeping derived from the context of the Cold War. The
fundamental principles of UN peacekeeping were established gradually, through practical
application. Most of the operations of that period were deployed in interstate conflict and lacked
peace enforcement authority permitted by Chapter VII of the UN Charter.
In the post-Cold War, the traditional model of UN peacekeeping largely faded into the
background. Instead, the ‘umbrella’ concept of UN peace operations became more applicable to
the context of intrastate conflicts. This model of peacekeeping is significantly different compared
to the traditional model. Besides a new conflict environment, peace operations may imply timelimited peace enforcement actions. Moreover, the three peacekeeping principles became more
flexible and, simultaneously, difficult to follow due to existing terrorism and insurgency elements
in peace operations. In fact, in the post-Cold War, there is more discussion on multidimensional
and conflict management peace operations rather than traditional peacekeeping. The rough
estimate of peace operations confirms this tendency that there is no demand for the traditional
model of UN peacekeeping, at least for the current moment.
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