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Introduction to HSC  

The Historical Security Council (HSC) is exactly what you think it is; it is a 

reimagining of the Security Council (SC) at a certain point in history where delegates 

will discuss and hash out solutions to the most pressing issues of the time. The SC is 

tasked with “the maintenance of international peace and security” and as such the 

topics discussed can range anywhere from invasions to terrorism to establishing new 

governments. And although the actual SC of the time already issued resolutions of the 

topics that we will discuss this coming year, the delegates will not be bound to these 

past solutions. The goal of committee will be to learn about the politics and security 

concerns of a different time period and how they would have acted in comparison to 

their predecessors to ensure peace in the world. This year the time period we will be 

discussing will be the early 1990s. 
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Topic 1 | The Gulf War 

Topic Background 

 On August 2, 1990 at 2:00 a.m. local time, Iraq launched an invasion of Kuwait, 

bombing the capital, Kuwait City, and thus thrusting an unwilling Middle East into the 

first Gulf War. And while Saddam Hussein, president of Iraq at the time and chief 

architect behind the offensive, asserted that the principal reason for Iraq’s attempted 

annexation of Kuwait was to defend against Kuwait’s own attacks, that does not begin 

to either name or analyze the multitude of factors that ultimately led to the breakout of 

the Gulf War. To properly understand these tensions and their creation, one must go 

back to the late 1970s, immediately preceding the breakout of the Iran-Iraq war 

(Macfarquhar). 

 In 1978, Ayatollah Khomeini, backed by widespread Islamist fervor throughout 

Iran in response to ongoing social injustice and rapid westernization of the country, led 

strikes and demonstrations that ultimately saw the current ruler at the time, Mohammad 

Reza Shah Pahlavi, leave for exile from Iran in January of 1979. After overwhelmed 

troops loyal to the Shah were quickly defeated in February, Iran voted in April to 

transform itself into an Islamic Republic and Ayatollah Khomeini rose to power as the 

Supreme Leader of Iran in December (Macfarquhar). Meanwhile, in neighboring Iraq, 

Saddam Hussein forced the resignation of then-President, Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, and 

ascended to the presidency in July of that same year (Macfarquhar). The Iranian 

revolution both excited and alarmed Hussein. While the destabilization of Iran and the 

disintegration of its once elite Imperial Army opened the nation up to attack by Hussein, 

who was looking for increased access to the Persian Gulf through the Shatt al Arab 
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river, along a heavily disputed border, it had also allowed for the political rise of the 

Iranian Shia population. Hussein, who headed a secular government in Iraq built on a 

philosophy of pan-Arabism, feared the rise of Iraq’s own Shia community, a group that 

had seen continued marginalization at the hands of past secular governments. Iran’s 

vulnerability was also enticing to Hussein on a personal level as it offered him a chance 

to humiliate Ayatollah Khomeini, a man Hussein deeply despised. Above all, however, 

Hussein was consumed by a drive for power. He wanted to replace Iran as the 

preeminent Persian Gulf state. And thus, after border skirmishes erupted in September 

1980, Hussein swiftly renounced the 1975 Algiers Agreement, which had set the pre-

war boundaries between the two nations, and launched a simultaneous land and air 

invasion against western Iran on September 22. 

 One of Hussein’s primary goals for the invasion was to claim the oil-rich fields of 

Khuzestan region in western Iran. In fact, Hussein was convinced he could easily take 

Khuzestan based on his strong belief that the more than three million wealthy, Arab 

speaking people of Khuzestan would seek to align themselves with the pan-Arabism 

ideology of Iraq as opposed to Iran’s fundamentalist Islamic regime. Unfortunately for 

Hussein, this was not the case as most of the people living in Khuzestan joined fellow 

Iranians in the fight against the Iraqis. Despite this miscalculation, the Iraqi invasion was 

at first extremely successful, quickly pushing in throughout western Iran and capturing 

the city of Khorramshahr in November. Pretty soon, however, the Iraqi army had pushed 

so far into Iran that it had reached its logistical limit, all before Iran had even been able 

to fully organize its army. This was highly problematic for Hussein and Iraq. Having 

already reached its limit in terms of occupation due to the absence of an organized 
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enemy, the Iraqi army was quickly forced into a strategic defensive position as it faced a 

multitude of Iranian offensives on front after front. After Iran recaptured Khorramshahr in 

May of 1982, Hussein withdrew his troops back to the border and proclaimed a 

unilateral ceasefire in June. But Iran, predictably enraged by the initial launch of the 

invasion, rejected the ceasefire and called for both the removal of Saddam Hussein and 

appropriate compensation for war damage. Iraq refused and Iran responded by 

launching a counter invasion into Iraq on July 13, 1982. 

 Despite having significant advantages in both numbers and morale, Iran was 

unable to sustain its surge on the battlefield once the fighting moved into Iraq and the 

Iraqi army had a chance to fortify its defense. Lacking strong leadership and strategy 

due to the execution of many of the Shah’s former officers, Iran’s army instead had to 

rely on mass infantry attacks that were easily repelled by the Iraqis. The war quickly 

transitioned into a bitter stalemate between the better supplied Iraqi army, funded by 

Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the Soviet Union and the United States, and the much larger Irani 

army, albeit one whose supplies and weapons store was heavily depleted. The 

stalemate dragged on for the better part of six years with both sides unable to make 

advances and ultimately resorting to attacks on each other’s capital cities and oil fields 

to create the illusion of success for a global audience. Saddam Hussein, no longer 

interested in his invasion of Iran amidst a rapidly declining economy at home, continued 

to make pleas for peace throughout the 1980s, although these pleas were not given 

much credence upon Hussein’s unprecedented use of chemical weapons against both 

the Iranians and Iraqi-Kurds, whom Hussein considered sympathetic to Iran. 

 Eventually in July of 1988, demoralized by a lack of progress on the battlefield, a 
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nationwide shortage of supplies for both the army and civilians, and repeated attacks on 

Tehran by Iraq, Iran accepted the United Nations resolution 598, which called for an 

immediate ceasefire between Iraq and Iran and reestablished the boundaries that had 

been set by the aforementioned 1975 Algiers Agreement.  

The Iran-Iraq war proved to be devastating for the Iraqi economy. Prior to the 

war, with profits from oil totaling $21 billion in 1979 and $27 billion in 1980, Iraq had 

accumulated $35 billion in foreign reserves and was free from all foreign debt (Central 

Intelligence Agency). However, with arms purchases alone totaling $54 billion during the 

war, Iraq faced a national debt of roughly $40 billion in 1989, much of which was owed 

to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and other Gulf states. While 

these nations believed the aid they had provided Iraq had been in the form of loans, Iraq 

was of the opinion that this aid had been necessary to prevent the rise of radical Islamic 

fundamentalism past Iranian borders into the rest of the Persian Gulf, and as such 

should not need to be repaid.  

Nevertheless, Iraq at first attempted to pay off its massive debt. Saddam Hussein 

looked to oil, Iraq’s most valuable export, to lead him and his country out of their political 

and economic darkness. He requested the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC), comprised of, among others, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE, 

the nations that held the majority of Iraq’s postwar debt, to maintain artificially high oil 

prices long enough for Iraq to clear its debt. Unfortunately for Hussein, his proposal was 

met with vehement opposition, with both Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in preference of 

moderate prices to better maintain the stability of their respective economies. And while 

Saudi Arabia ultimately forgave significant portions of its loans as gifts, Kuwait did not 
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grant Iraq any such favor, instead opting to more forcibly push for the repayment of the 

$12 billion owed by Iraq. 

 Kuwait and Iraq had had a heated relationship even before the tense debt 

negotiations in 1989. It was a relationship, however, that had cooled off considerably 

during the late 1970s and into the Iran-Iraq war, a war that saw Kuwait switch from a 

stance of impartiality to aggressively supporting Iraq in the face of multiple attempts by 

Ayatollah Khomeini to push the Iranian revolution into Kuwait as well as the bombing of 

Kuwaiti oil tankers by Iran in 1984. And as such, Hussein felt Kuwait was even more in 

debt to Iraq than Saudi Arabia for protecting Kuwait against an active threat as opposed 

to a theoretical one. Debt negotiations between the two nations were further strained by 

Iraq’s annexation of the two Kuwaiti islands of Bubayan and Warbah in the Persian Gulf 

to solidify Iraq’s vulnerable access to the Gulf, a concern that had been a primary 

reason for Hussein’s original invasion of Iran in 1980 (El-Najjar).  

 Hussein’s response to Kuwaiti demands for repayment was a criticism of 

Kuwait’s consistent overproduction of oil above its mandatory OPEC quota, which had 

caused oil prices to drop by 30%, culminating in the price per barrel bottoming out at 

$14 per barrel in 1990. According to the Iraqi Foreign Minister at the time, Tariq Aziz, 

“every $1 drop in the price of a barrel of oil caused a $1 billion drop in Iraq’s annual 

revenues,” leading Iraq to lose out on roughly $14 billion between 1985 and 1989. This 

perceived act of aggression against Iraq, along with Iraqi accusations that Kuwait was 

slant-drilling across the two countries’ shared border into Iraq’s Rumaila oil field and had 

stolen $2.4 billion Iraqi oil, pushed Saddam Hussein to move 30,000 troops to the Iraqi-

Kuwaiti border on July 20, 1990. Despite this new military threat, Kuwait held steadfast 
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in debt negotiations, insisting it had not practiced slant drilling across the border, a claim 

corroborated by multiple foreign firms working on the Rumaila oil field at the time.  

Wary of another Gulf war so soon after the Iran-Iraq war, other Arab 

governments, including Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, persuaded Iraq and Kuwait to 

sit down together in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia to resolve matters before further escalation. 

Prior to this meeting, OPEC gathered on July 27 in Geneva where Iraqi concerns over 

Kuwaiti overproduction of oil were met with broad support. The oil ministers ultimately 

resolved to raise the price per barrel of oil by $3 to $21 a barrel by the end of 1990, a 

feat that would be achieved by setting the production ceiling at 22.086 million barrels 

per day and mandating strict adherence to the quota. This set up the Jeddah 

Conference on July 31, by which point Iraq had increased the number of troops on its 

Kuwaiti border to 100,000, where Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister, Izzat Ibrahim, who led the 

Iraqi delegation, presented Kuwait with four specific yet ambitious demands: forgive 

Iraq’s war debt, compensate Iraq for its oil market losses due to Kuwaiti overproduction, 

cede the Kuwaiti portion of the Rumaila oilfield to Iraq and begin to observe OPEC 

quotas. Kuwait predictably rejected all four demands and the talks abruptly ended early 

in morning on August 1, extinguishing any last hopes of a peaceful resolution to the 

crisis. 

 With the preparations for military action by Iraq all complete, the final motivation 

for Saddam Hussein to go ahead with his invasion of Kuwait may have come from the 

United States when April Glaspie, the US Ambassador to Iraq at the time, declared that 

the United States had “no opinion on the Arab-Arab conflicts” and did not intend “to start 

an economic war against Iraq.” Perceiving this to be United States support of Iraqi 
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invasion plans, along with increased pressure from other Western powers for Iraq to 

repay its war debts, Hussein finally decided invasion was his best option and gave the 

order for his troops and tanks to cross into Kuwait on the afternoon of August 1, 1990. 

 Although Iraqi troops reached the Kuwaiti town of Al-Jahra, 56 miles from the 

border, at 2:00 am on August 2, the Kuwaiti Chief-of-Staff, General Mizyid Al-Sani, only 

signed the emergency army deployment orders at 2:30 am and first units were not 

available to fight until 5:00 am despite having known about military buildup on the 

border for weeks. This allowed Iraqi forces almost three hours to move into Kuwait 

unchallenged. This disorganization amongst the Kuwaiti forces was primarily due to the 

Kuwaiti leadership’s preoccupation with escape as opposed to a proper defense of their 

country. Indeed, the Emir and the Crown Prince of Kuwait fled to Saudi Arabia at the 

first sign of invasion, with the rest of the Kuwaiti government following them shortly after 

at around 4:00 am. With no alternate government put in place to organize and carry out 

any serious defense strategy, Iraqi troops were able to enter Kuwait City by 7:00 am on 

August 2 and take over control of most of the city by the afternoon. With most of Kuwait 

under Iraqi control by the night of August 2, Iraq officially completed the invasion after 

capturing the Al-Ahmedi airbase, the final unoccupied airbase remaining, on August 3 

and securing the surrender of the last standing Kuwaiti military unit. 

 The international response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was quick and decisive. 

The United States, who in the 1980s had directly aided the Iraqi army in becoming the 

fourth largest in the world, United Kingdom and Soviet Union all denounced Saddam 

Hussein’s act of aggression and immediately led the United Nations Security Council to 

pass resolution 660 condemning the invasion and calling for a complete Iraqi 
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withdrawal. They also persuaded all European and Asian countries to quickly freeze 

Iraqi and Kuwaiti assets. The United States also rejected requests from the Gulf States 

on August 2 for two days of no non-Arab intervention to wait for the outcome of the king 

of Jordan’s peace initiative by preemptively offering military aid to Saudi Arabia in case 

Iraq did not stop at the Kuwaiti-Saudi Arabian border and threatening a reluctant Egypt 

into explicitly condemning the invasion. The Arab League, meanwhile, held an 

emergency meeting on August 3 where two thirds of members followed Egypt in 

condemning Iraq and demanding the immediate withdrawal of troops from Kuwait, with 

Djibouti, Iraq, Jordan, Libya, Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), Sudan and 

Yemen declining to issue similar statements.  

On August 6, King Fahd of Saudi Arabia finally accepted the United States’ 

repeated offers of military aid and on August 7, President Bush authorized Operation 

Desert Shield, which prepared the United States to lead an international coalition 

against Iraq in the case of continued occupation of Kuwait and was supported by a 

dramatic increase of US troops in Saudi Arabia and the surrounding region. Operation 

Desert Shield was accompanied with by United Nations resolutions 661 and 665, which 

placed severe economic sanctions on Iraq and authorized a naval blockade to carry out 

these sanctions, respectively. Alarmed by such a forceful international reaction, 

especially after initial United States assurances that it would remain neutral in Arab 

conflicts, Saddam Hussein on August 8 declared Kuwait to be Iraq’s 19th province and 

named his cousin as its governor all while beginning to prevent foreigners in Iraq from 

leaving its borders. The next day the Arab League issued a resolution that among other 

things, called for the restoration of the Emir, refused to acknowledge the annexation of 
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Kuwait, supported the UN sanctions and assembled an Arab “expeditionary force” to 

assist Saudi Arabia. The resolution was also notable in that it established firm divisions 

amongst the Arab nations, with Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, 

Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Syria and the UAE supporting the resolution, Iraq, 

Libya and the PLO voting against it and Algeria, Jordan, Yemen, Sudan, Mauritania and 

Tunisia choosing to remain neutral. 

 Understanding the strength of the forces he was working against, Saddam 

Hussein shifted gears and over the course of the final months of 1990, attempted to 

couple Iraqi occupation of Kuwait with other prevalent Middle Eastern conflicts. At 

various different points, Hussein agreed to withdraw Iraqi troops from Kuwait provided 

that an agreement be reached on the Palestinian problem and both Iraq and Israel’s 

weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) be dismantled. At other points, Iraq offered to 

work with the United States and other Gulf states to negotiate an oil agreement that was 

in both of Iraq and Kuwait’s national security interests as well ensure the stability of the 

Gulf region (Royce). The United States, however, refused to comply, believing that 

making any concessions to Iraq would solidify the nation’s power in the area while 

significantly weakening its Arab counterparts (Friedman). 
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United Nations Involvement 

 The United Nations Security Council and Iraq, and by extension, Saddam 

Hussein, have had a long and complicated history, one that was originally marked by a 

reluctant, hands-off approach yet transitioned into a much more admonishing, sanction 

heavy style amidst growing Iraqi misuse of its military force, the fourth largest in the 

world at the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq war. 

 The Security Council’s first resolution explicitly dealing with Iraq came on 

September 28, 1980, six days after Hussein launched his invasion of western Iran, 

when resolution 479 called for the end of military action during the Iran-Iraq war, 

requesting the two countries to instead settle their differences through peaceful 

negotiations (“Security Council Resolution 479”). The resolution was markedly reticent 

in its language, careful not to assign a disproportionate amount of blame to either side. 

However, as the war continued to drag on with no end in sight, the Security Council 

began to issue more forthright resolutions, with resolution 514 authorizing Secretary 

General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar to begin peace mediation efforts between Iran and 

Iraq, resolution 522 calling for an immediate ceasefire between the two nations and, due 

to Iraq’s agreement to the ceasefire, curtailing Iran’s right to self defense, and 

resolutions 540 and 582 condemning attacks by both sides on neutral sites and civilian 

areas, especially Iraq’s use of chemical weapons on Iranian and Iraqi citizens alike 

(“Security Council Resolutions 514, 522, 540, 582”).  

Yet, despite the Security Council’s clear disapproval of the prolonged 

continuation of the war, its actions never proceeded past the issuance of resolutions 

every other year expressing this disapproval and calling for an immediate end to the 
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conflict. Indeed, resolution 588, adopted unanimously on October 8, 1986, did nothing 

but express support for the statements made in resolution 582, passed six months 

earlier (“Security Council Resolution 588”). The Security Council was, however, 

ultimately helpful in bringing the war to an end by issuing a ceasefire, agreed to by Iran 

and Iraq on July 20, 1988, in the form of resolution 598, which ended all military combat 

between the two countries, reestablished pre-war boundaries and authorized inquiries 

into responsibilities for the conflict (“Security Council Resolution 598”). 

 After securing the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq war, the United Nations began to 

take a closer look at the atrocities carried out by the two sides during the war, atrocities 

that had gone unaddressed by the United Nations while the war was still going on. On 

May 9, 1988, the Security Council issued resolution 612 condemning the use of 

chemical weapons during the war and urging both sides to observe the Geneva 

Protocol in the future (“Security Council Resolution 612”). Resolution 620, passed in 

August of 1988, reiterated these same ideas upon finding further evidence of the use of 

chemical weapons (“Security Council Resolution 620”).  

However, despite these attempts to reprimand Iraq for its serious human rights 

violations, the Security Council never once acknowledged that Iraq was the only one to 

actually use chemical weapons during the war, sometimes on their own population, thus 

delegitimizing the resolutions and their impact in the eyes of many. The Security Council 

also failed to identify Iraq as the initial aggressor, again unproportionately shifting the 

blame away from Iraq and providing Saddam Hussein with a sense of invincibility. 

Following these resolutions on the use of chemical weapons, the United Nations largely 

ignored Hussein and Iraq for the better part of two years until the Iraqi invasion of 
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Kuwait. 
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Case Studies  

Arab Nationalism 

 Nationalism is a social and political ideology in which people of a similar cultural, 

ethnic, lingual, or religious identities believe that it is their right to self-govern, free from 

external influence. Nationalism is a relatively modern concept, born primarily from 

German opposition of the Napoleonic Empire in the earlier half of the 19th Century. The 

German-speaking peoples of Central Europe wished to be free from French rule and 

instead united as one German nation, hence the term “nationalism”. The German 

nationalists were largely successful, fueling the unification of German states in the latter 

half of the 19th Century, and solidifying their new German Empire as one of the most 

powerful and influential governments in Europe. The Germans’ success lead to the 

popularity and spread of nationalism across the world, leading to major nationalist 

movements occurring in Asia, Latin America, Africa and the Middle East. 

         Since the Middle Ages, most of the Arab-Speaking world of the Middle East and 

North Africa was secured as part of the Ottoman Empire, ruled by the Turks of the 

Anatolian Peninsula. The Turks spoke Turkish, not Arabic, and as nationalism spread 

through the Middle East and North Africa, the Arab-Speaking subjects of the Ottoman 

Empire began to feel believe that this difference demonstrated distinct ethnic and 

cultural differences from their rulers. While the term “Arabic” had originally only applied 

to the nomadic tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, it began to evolve to encompass any 

individual to whom Arabic was a native tongue, spanning a vast amount of peoples from 

Mauritania to Iraq. From this identification, and the influence of the Nationalist 

movements of Europe, arose the new ideology of Pan-Arabism, a desire to unify all 
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Arab peoples under one government and eliminate foreign rule. 

 Pan-Arabism was allowed to finally seek some fruition through the onslaught of 

World War I. France and Great Britain, seeking to undermine the Ottoman Empire who 

had joined the war on the side of Germany, gave support to Hussein ibn Ali, the 

contemporary Sharif of Mecca and a major supporter of Pan-Arabism. Ibn Ali thus 

began the Arab Revolt in 1916, which led to the freedom of Arab lands from Ottoman 

rule, and the eventual collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1922. Ibn Ali proclaimed 

himself to be “King of the Arab Countries” as a symbol of his attempt to unify all Arab 

lands under his rule.  

Unfortunately for Ibn Ali and other supporters of Pan-Arabism however, France 

and Great Britain had more of an agenda than merely toppling the Ottomans. Following 

their victory in the War, these two nations decided amongst each other to divide the 

former Ottoman lands into British and French spheres of influence with what has come 

to be known as the Sykes-Picot agreement. Great Britain and France recognized Ibn Ali 

as only the King of Hafez, a region contained in present-day Saudi Arabia, and The 

Middle-East, now free from Ottoman rule, was divided based on the facilitation of 

foreign interests in a manner that was ultimately counter-productive to Arab Nationalist 

aims. 

 The division of Arab lands did not entirely deter the Arab Nationalist notion of 

Pan-Arabism. Across the Arab world, Pan-Arabism began to take on new 

manifestations. One group in particular, the Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party, became 

particularly preeminent in this arena. The members of the Ba’ath party, referred to as 

Ba’athists, sought a “Ba’ath” or resurrection of Arab Glory. In a manner shockingly 
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similar to the National Socialist (Nazi) Party of interwar Germany, the Ba’athists used 

rhetoric of an ancient and pure Arabic people - superior to all others and destined to 

hold supreme power, in order to promote aggressive and militaristic regimes. The 

Ba’ath party was able to gain control over several Arab nations under the watch of 

leaders who have since become notorious for their authoritarian, dictator-like rules, such 

as Hafez al-Assad of Syria or Saddam Hussein of Iraq. Saddam Hussein in particular 

proved to be an exemplary case of Ba’athist aggression, prompting wars with Iran (a 

Farsi-Speaking, non-Arab state) over border disputes, and eventually invading Kuwait in 

the initiation of the Gulf War. 

 Over the course of the 20th century, several attempts at Pan-Arab union have 

been performed with largely unsuccessful results. Syria and Egypt were briefly joined 

together under the United Arab Republic in 1958, but a Syrian coup d’état only three 

years later forced the two nations to split. Libya under Muammar Gaddafi attempted to 

merge with Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria, but failed to follow through each time. In fact, 

despite the Arab Nationalist push towards Pan-Arab union, the actual borders between 

Arab nations have seen surprising little change since the end of World War II. In place 

of this, Arab nations have shown other attempts at cooperation, including the creation of 

the Arab League.  

The Arab League, instead of promoting a merger between Arab states, 

safeguards the independence of all member states from foreign influence and protects 

the relations of Arab States. The Arab League has managed to demonstrate some of its 

original roots in Arab Nationalism in its fierce disapproval of the state of Israel and the 

displacement of the Palestinian Arab people. The majority of the Ba’athist and Arab 
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Nationalist sentiments, however, have been left to be expressed through individual state 

governments and radical political groups, with full Arab union now seeming to be an 

unlikely and altogether impractical goal. 

 The lack of intergovernmental support for Pan-Arabism, however, has not 

deterred the effects of this movement. A feeling of Arab superiority and a perceived right 

to Arab dominance has come to shape the social and cultural arena of the Middle-East, 

with large non-Arab groups such as Kurds or Israelis being seen as lesser groups, 

unworthy of their own state in Arab lands. Though we may never see a Unified Arab 

State, the social and cultural influences of Pan-Arabism continue to be felt throughout 

the Middle East and North Africa. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. What level of culpability do Iraq and Saddam Hussein have for their actions in 

Kuwait? 

2. To what effects did the events of the Kuwaiti invasion and the Gulf War 

destabilize the Middle East Region? How specifically was this region 

destabilized? What rifts between the different communities emerged as a result 

of these events and what steps should be taken and what steps should not be 

taken to prevent further destabilization? 

3. How should Iraq be punished for its actions? Do potential punishments carry with 

them the risk of further destabilization? Should the Security Council seek to 

remove Saddam Hussein as president of Iraq? 
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Topic 2 | The Khmer Rouge 

Topic Background 

 The Holocaust, a genocide in which Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Germany and associates 

killed more than six million Jews throughout Europe in a period of roughly four years, is 

the largest mass killing of a population the world has ever seen (Snyder). And in an 

effort to prevent against future genocides, people all over the world have built Holocaust 

memorial museums and sites to never allow each other to forget the horrific crimes that 

humanity is capable of, and tragically, once committed. Unfortunately, the same cannot 

be said be for the Cambodian genocide, the third largest in history. Largely forgotten 

outside South Eastern Asia, the Cambodian genocide was carried out by Pol Pot’s 

Khmer Rouge regime from 1975 to 1979 and was responsible for the deaths of roughly 

three million people in Democratic Kampuchea, or what is now known as Cambodia 

(Frey). Consumed by power and threatened by the loss of it, Pol Pot oversaw the 

systematic imprisonment and eventual murder of anyone he perceived to endanger that 

power, which turned out to be almost a quarter of the population he was meant to have 

been governing. To fully understand the motivations behind the rise of Pol Pot and the 

Khmer Rouge, one must go back to 1953, when Cambodia broke free from the colonial 

rule of France. 

 At the beginning of 1953, the king of Cambodia at the time, Norodom Sihanouk, 

was under siege from the people of Cambodia. Despite having had the authority to 

govern themselves through political parties and a constitution, uncommon amongst 

colonial states, since the mid 1940s, Cambodians were no longer satisfied. They 

demanded full independence from France, and if King Sihanouk could not give that to 
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them, they were willing to look elsewhere for leadership. And so, in March of 1953, 

Sihanouk made a high-stakes gamble and traveled directly to France to request the 

independence so greatly desired by his people.  

At first, the gamble failed to pay off, with the French threatening to remove 

Sihanouk should he remain uncooperative. On his way home from the trip, however, 

Sihanouk travelled through the United States, Canada and Japan, where he publicized 

Cambodia’s struggle to a global audience. After months of continued media stunts by 

Sihanouk, such as a self-imposed exile to Thailand, along with a rapidly deteriorating 

military hold on the Indochina region, the French declared on July 3, 1953 that they 

were ready to grant Cambodia independence. Unsatisfied, Sihanouk insisted on full 

autonomy in Cambodia of national defense, police, judiciary and finance. After France 

ultimately acquiesced to these demands in the fall, Sihanouk returned to Phnom Penh, 

the capital, as a hero, and independence was officially celebrated in Cambodia on 

November 9, 1953 (“The Road to Khmer Independence”). 

 On March 2, 1955, Sihanouk abdicated the throne in order to enter Cambodian 

politics, which he did so in April when he formed his own political party, the Sangkum, 

which Sihanouk proclaimed as a party for people of all ideologies (Jeldres). Assisted by 

the deference most Cambodians had for Sihanouk’s decade long reign as king, 

Sangkum quickly absorbed a majority of the leading political parties at the time, parties 

that, although of different political orientations, were united in their virulent opposition to 

communism (Osborne). Much to Sihanouk’s dismay, however, neither the ruling 

Democrat party nor the left-wing Pracheachon party elected to join forces with what they 

considered an extremist, right wing coalition. Furious and growing increasingly worried 
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about the upcoming general election, Sihanouk began to use the national police to jail 

top leaders of the two parties and break up their political rallies. In September of 1955, 

amidst accusations of fraud and voter intimidation, Sangkum received eighty-three 

percent of all votes cast in the general election and managed to take over every seat in 

the national assembly, a mandate which the party used to appoint Sihanouk as prime 

minister soon after the election (“Shadow over Angkor”). 

 Despite Sangkum’s enormous margin of victory in 1955, Sihanouk was still not 

satisfied; he wanted full, unfaltering support from the Democrat and Pracheachon 

parties and the one-party system that would bring. And so, in 1957, under the guise of a 

“friendly conference”, Sihanouk invited members of the Democrat party to the Royal 

Palace and had his Army Chief of Staff, Lon Nol, beat them up upon their departure 

(Kiernan). Disheartened by a continuous stream of similar attacks, the party quickly 

dissolved itself, leaving the Pracheachon party as the sole opposition group remaining 

in Cambodia at the end of the 1950s. Itself subject to constant harassment and political 

arrests stemming from his resolute refusal to align with Sangkum, the Pracheachon was 

ultimately prevented from participating in the 1962 election and forced into hiding 

(Morris).  

With most of the Pracheachon party seniors either jailed or murdered by 1963, a 

young professor named Saloth Sar ascended to the leadership of the party, elected 

secretary of the party at a meeting attended by the remaining eighteen active members. 

Under Sar, a student of Marxist theory, the Pracheachon party slowly grew to align itself 

with the more radical communist principles of the North Vietnamese, secretly renaming 

itself to the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) in 1966 and declaring the oppressed 
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rural peasant farmers as the true working class and lifeblood of a new revolution. And 

as repression under Sihanouk in the mid 1960s grew to include the middle class, the 

CPK’s popularity amongst this newly disillusioned portion of the Cambodian population 

surged as students and teachers fled to the rural areas from the cities to join Sar’s 

movement. By the end of 1966, the movement had become violent, with clashes 

between peasants and government officials over issues such as the price of rice and tax 

collection growing more and more frequent. In a misguided effort to turn national favor 

away from the rural farmers and his other political opponents, Sihanouk began to refer 

to these “leftists” as the Khmer Rouge, or Red Khmer, a term that Sar and his allies 

instead came to embrace and use to attract more followers to their movement (Pike). 

 Amidst the ongoing, domestic Khmer Rouge insurgency, the international world 

was in turmoil as well, headlined by the ongoing civil war in neighboring Vietnam. As 

prime minister, Sihanouk pushed heavily for neutrality in matters of foreign affairs, 

unwilling to plunge his new, unstable nation into a conflict it would not be able to win. 

Unfortunately for Sihanouk, however, a foreign policy of neutrality in the 1960s was 

simply not possible due to the proximity of the Vietnam War. By the mid 1960s, the 

communist North Vietnamese forces had begun to use bases to attack the United 

States-allied South Vietnamese.  

Alarmed by this movement into Cambodia, the United States began a year long 

campaign of bombing of North Vietnamese forces within Cambodian borders. Although 

he privately supported this campaign due to his frustration with his own communist-

inspired insurgency, Sihanouk publicly reprimanded the United States’ bombing of 

Cambodian territory to prevent further alienation of Khmer Rouge sympathizers and not 
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risk the eruption of a similar civil war within his own borders. These media attacks 

against the United States, however, instead worked to deteriorate Cambodian-United 

States relations as top United States officials began to view Sihanouk as a North 

Vietnamese supporter, pushing them to break off diplomatic ties by May of 1965 

(“Southeast Asia: Cambodia Ends U.S. Ties”). 

Not satisfied any longer with the checks on his power as Prime Minister, 

Sihanouk systematically introduced constitutional amendments to establish himself as 

the head of state of Cambodia, complete with the authority rivaling that of a king. 

Replacing him as Prime Minister was the conservative Lon Nol, Sihanouk’s former Army 

Chief of Staff, who was elected by a large majority of the Cambodian electorate in 1966, 

signaling a shift to the right in Cambodia’s politics despite the ongoing leftist insurgency 

led by the Khmer Rouge (Frey). This shift in the trajectory of Cambodian politics, 

however, was not enough change Sihanouk’s fortunes. On January 17, 1968, the 

Khmer Rouge launched the first offensive of what was to become a drawn out 

insurgency against the Cambodian government, looking for the weapons and supplies 

needed to grow their movement into a full blown civil war for control of Cambodia.  

After the Khmer Rouge gained the support of and funding from the North 

Vietnamese, it became almost impossible for the Cambodian military to completely 

defeat the insurgents (Lipsman and Doyle). Instead, Sihanouk chose to focus on other, 

in his opinion, more pressing, international issues such as the Vietnamese civil war and 

Cambodian relations with the United States. This allowed the domestic situation, 

weighed down by deep divisions over whom to support in the Vietnamese conflict and 

frustration with Sihanouk’s inability to prevent continued attacks by the Khmer Rouge, to 
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slowly deteriorate past the point of return, until in March of 1970, with Sihanouk out of 

the country on a diplomatic tour, large scale protests broke out in Phnom Penh. 

Refusing to quiet the protests through military force, Lon Nol, himself disillusioned by 

Sihanouk’s leadership, instead seized the opportunity to request the National Assembly 

to oust Sihanouk from power, a motion that was accepted and passed by a unanimous 

vote.      

Unfortunately for Lon Nol, his reign as the leader of Cambodia would prove to be 

just as, if not more, tumultuous than that of Sihanouk, as the change in leadership was 

not enough to disrupt the rising Khmer Rouge insurgency. Lon Nol’s problems arose 

when Sihanouk, in exile in Beijing by the end of 1970, chose to strike an alliance with 

the Khmer Rouge as a way of inserting himself back into the political scene of 

Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge greatly benefited from this surprising partnership, using 

Sihanouk’s popularity throughout rural Cambodia to grow their number of fighters from 

6,000 to 50,000 and take over much of Cambodia’s sparsely populated rural areas and 

farmlands. These new lands soon translated to the Khmer Rouge, by then rebranded as 

the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK), controlling a majority of Cambodian territory 

due to the concentration of most of Cambodia’s population into its cities. They used this 

significant geographical advantage, as well as a sudden influx of supporters to rural 

areas due to United States bombings of Vietnamese camps in eastern Cambodia, to 

finally overthrow Lon Nol’s weakening government on April 17, 1975. 
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United Nations Actions 

The Security Council unfortunately had not issued any relevant resolutions 

regarding the Khmer Rouge and Cambodia prior to their meeting at the start of the 

1990s. 

 

Case Study  

Anti-Intellectualism under the Khmer Rouge 

 When the Khmer Rouge came to power, they set back the clocks of Cambodia 

so that the dawn of their reign could be marked as “Year Zero”. The intent of this action 

was to initiate an era in which Cambodia, renamed as “Democratic Kampuchea” by its 

new regime, could exist entirely independent from external influence. To fully achieve 

this effect, however, the Khmer Rouge felt that they needed to wipe all progression that 

their society had achieved, and revert back to a basic agrarian society from which a 

pure, new nation formed from their strict interpretation of Maoist ideology could emerge. 

The name “Year Zero”, therefore, was more than a herald of a new era: it was a 

commitment to return to the earliest origins of civilization. 

         In an effort to achieve these aims, the Khmer Rouge began forcing urban-

dwelling Cambodian citizens to the countryside to live in agricultural communes with no 

classes, no currency, no religion, no normal schooling, and no traditional culture 

(Snyder, 2010). There, the Cambodians worked twelve hours a day under strict military 

oversight with severe punishments for anything the Khmer Rouge considered to be a 

threat to the security of the state and the new regime. These offenses included any 

action performed in the name of self-promotion, or otherwise not beneficial to the 
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community and Cambodia as a whole. Even so much as picking and eating a berry 

without approval from the regime could be considered “personal enterprise”, thus 

punishable by death. This harsh labor and draconian justice system was paired with a 

simultaneous attempt to cleanse the Cambodian people. Various ethnic minorities such 

as Cham, Chinese, and Vietnamese communities, along with other societal outliers 

such as homosexuals and known critics of the state were targeted and exterminated by 

the Khmer Rouge in a fashion similar to the Nazis’ Holocaust in Europe in World War II 

or the Ottomans’ persecution of the Armenians at the turn of the 20th century. What 

sets the Cambodian Genocide apart, however, was the inclusion and clear emphasis on 

intellectuals or otherwise educated individuals (Frey, 2009). 

 The Khmer Rouge saw educated individuals, even those who could so much as 

read or write, as incredibly dangerous to the security of their regime and the mission of 

reversion to “Year Zero”. These middle and upper-class citizens were deemed to be 

“New People”, a people corrupted by urban civilization and western influence, who had 

grown selfish for personal gain and irreverent to the hard work ethic and simple peasant 

lifestyle of the “Old People”. “Old People”, on the contrary, were the Khmer Rouge’s 

idealization of a simple-minded, community-focused society protected from 

modernization and the corruption of Western influence.         

 In order to create a society of “Old People” in the Khmer Rouge’s new era, all of 

the “New People” had to be disposed of. In fact, the Khmer Rouge even went so far as 

to adopt a slogan used towards “New People” to express this contempt: “To spare you 

is no profit, to destroy you is no loss.” With this mentality, the Khmer Rouge sought to 

destroy everything in accordance with “New People” and their values. Schoolteachers, 
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doctors, businessmen, and anyone else whose profession required education were 

regularly taken to prison camps, where they were forced to work until they died of 

exhaustion or were executed by the military (“The Road to Khmer Independence”). The 

intent to rid society of these people was so strong that no proof was even necessary to 

convict someone of the crime of being educated: even those who merely happened to 

found wearing glasses were often killed on the basis that glasses were a sign of literacy. 

As a result, these “New People” came to form an enormous portion of the nearly 1.7 

million people killed in Cambodia during the reign of the Khmer Rouge (Jeldres, 2003). 

 Another significant portion of the 1.7 million deaths, however, had no affiliation 

with any of the groups specifically targeted by the Khmer Rouge. These deaths were 

instead caused by another facet in the new regime’s contempt of “New People” and 

focus on “Year Zero” in the rejection of Western technology. Specifically, the Khmer 

Rouge sought to reject any form of Western Medicine or agricultural techniques. 

Scientifically backed medicines and sanitation techniques were replaced with ancient 

rural Eastern remedies, which were often highly ineffective. Minor injuries sustained 

through the harsh labor endured by those under the watch of the Khmer Rouge often 

evolved into preventable but ultimately fatal infections.  

Meanwhile, the government had initiated a “Four Year Plan”, modeled after 

China’s “Five Year Plans”, that was intended to produce rice and grain at a level that 

could sustain the entire Cambodian population using only primitive tactics fueled purely 

through communal labor. This “Four Year Plan”, however, was not very well planned. 

The yield of crops was not nearly enough to support the country, and mass famine thus 

took hold of the population (Osborne, 1994). Severe lack of food and lack of medicine 
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accompanied by an omnipresence of labor and strain became the bane of countless 

Cambodian citizens. 

         The strive for “Year Zero” therefore manifested itself in one of the most 

devastating affronts to humanity in modern history. Without the support of technology 

and an educated middle class, the Khmer Rouge’s agrarian, communal approach lead 

to the death of nearly twenty percent of their population. This is in addition to the 

massive loss they have faced in the middle class itself. Coming out of the genocide, 

Cambodia’s citizens were now mostly uneducated peasants and unskilled workers. This 

aim for a new start from a clean slate had left Cambodia as a horribly crippled shadow 

of its former self, still plagued with famine and exhaustion, and mourning for the loss of 

its people and culture. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. Who was truly guilty and responsible for the atrocities during the Khmer Rouge 

rule from 1975 to 1979? Was it just the top officials or are those who worked for 

these officials just as guilty? How should they be punished? 

2. What unique situations in Cambodia during the 1960s and 1970s led to the rise 

of the Khmer Rouge? Why did people feel the need to join their movement? How 

did these sentiments change in the 1980s and how can a new government best 

deal with these feelings? 

3. What should the role of the Security Council be in ensuring the establishment of 

a stable government in Cambodia? 

4. How have the incidents in Cambodia changed the way the Security Council 

perceives itself and its responsibility to the international community? 
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