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The Use of Force in International Relations: The Legal Framework and

Boundaries of Legitimacy under the United Nations Charter

Staff Brigadier General Ali Hussein Fadel Ali
Deputy Director of the Operations Directorate / Iraqi Counter-Terrorism Service

The use of force in international relations represents one of the most sensitive and complex
issues in public international law, due to its direct interaction with the principles of sovereignty, collective
security, and the legitimacy of state behavior. The United Nations Charter reshaped the foundations of the
international system by establishing a comprehensive prohibition on the use of force between states, while
simultaneously outlining narrowly defined exceptions that balance the requirements of global peace with
the necessity of protecting states from armed attacks. This study traces the historical evolution of the
concept of force, and then analyzes the legal framework governing the lawful use of force, including
collective security mechanisms, peacekeeping operations, the inherent right of self-defense, and the right of
peoples to self-determination. The research also examines the unlawful use of force through a detailed
analysis of the crime of aggression and its legal elements under UN General Assembly Resolution 3314 and
the 1998 Rome Statute. The study aims to clarify the legal pathways that delineate the scope of permissible
exceptions to the prohibition on force, while highlighting the practical challenges facing the international
community in addressing aggression and unlawful military interventions. The research concludes that
strengthening international legality requires the development of collective security mechanisms, the
modernization of force-regulation norms, and the reinforcement of state sovereignty as a cornerstone of
international stability.

Keywords: Use of force; collective security; self-defense; aggression; UN Charter; international law.
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