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ABSTRACT

The 12-day Gaza war (May 2021) represents a prominent manifestation of the challenges confronting the international legal
order in responding to humanitarian crises. Employing a descriptive-analytical approach and drawing on authoritative
international sources and reports issued by human rights organizations, this study examines the conflict from two complementary
perspectives: first, an analysis of systematic violations of international humanitarian law (IHL); and second, an evaluation of the
performance of the institution responsible for the maintenance of international peace and security, namely the United Nations
Security Council. The findings indicate that Israeli military operations during this period were accompanied by serious violations
of the fundamental principles of distinction, proportionality, and precaution. At the institutional level, the Security Council, owing
to the repeated exercise of the veto by the United States, was effectively unable to adopt any decisive measures to establish a
ceasefire. In terms of national sovereignty, despite the weakening of formal structures, the conflict contributed to strengthening
a unified national identity among Palestinians. The findings underscore the necessity of structural reforms within international
institutions, particularly with regard to the veto power.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Palestinian—Israeli conflict, particularly

in the Gaza Strip, represents one of the most
enduring and complex crises confronting
contemporary international law, international
humanitarian law, and the institutional
architecture of collective security. Since the
1948 Nakba and the occupation of Palestinian
territories in 1967, the conflict has remained
closely associated with prolonged military
occupation, restrictions on Palestinian self-
determination, recurrent hostilities, territorial
fragmentation, settlement expansion, and
extensive civilian suffering. Within this
broader historical and legal context, the 12-day
Gaza war of May 2021 constituted a
particularly significant episode because of
both the intensity of military operations and
the scale of their humanitarian consequences.
The conflict once again raised fundamental
questions concerning the application of the
core principles of international humanitarian
law, including distinction, proportionality,
precaution, and the protection of civilians and
civilian objects during armed conflict. These
principles constitute the normative foundation
of the law of armed conflict and impose
binding limitations on the conduct of
hostilities, irrespective of the political or
military objectives pursued by the parties
involved (Ziaei Bigdeli, 1993, 2007). The status
of Gaza is also central to the legal analysis
because, notwithstanding Israel’s 2005
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military disengagement, continued control
over borders, airspace, maritime access,
population registration, and other essential
dimensions of territorial life has sustained the
legal debate over Israel’s obligations as an
occupying power (Abedi, 2024). Accordingly,
this study examines the 2021 Gaza conflict
through  two  interrelated  analytical
dimensions: first, the extent to which the
conduct of hostilities reflected violations of
fundamental rules of  international
humanitarian law; and second, the degree to
which the United Nations Security Council
fulfilled, or failed to fulfill, its primary
responsibility for the maintenance of
international peace and security. This
combined approach is particularly important
because repeated violations of humanitarian
norms cannot be fully understood without
simultaneously examining the institutional
structures responsible for enforcement,
accountability, and crisis management at the
international level (D'Aspremont, 2014;
Nollkaemper, 2021).

The theoretical framework of the study is
based on three interconnected bodies of legal
thought: international humanitarian law, the
international law of military occupation and
state responsibility, and the legal authority of
the United Nations Security Council.
International humanitarian law seeks to
reduce human suffering during armed conflict
by regulating both the means and methods of
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warfare and the protection afforded to persons
who are not, or are no longer, participating in
hostilities. The principle of distinction
requires parties to an armed conflict to
differentiate at all times between combatants
and civilians and between military objectives
and civilian objects, while the principle of
proportionality prohibits attacks expected to
cause incidental civilian harm excessive in
relation to the concrete and direct military
advantage anticipated. The principle of
precaution further requires belligerents to
take all feasible measures to minimize civilian
casualties and damage to civilian property
(Bigdeli, 2016; Ziaei Bigdeli, 1993). In addition,
the legal regime of occupation establishes
specific obligations for an occupying power
regarding public order, civilian welfare,
humanitarian access, protection of property,
and the prohibition of forcible transfer and
settlement policies. The concept of effective
control remains the principal criterion for
assessing the existence of occupation, while
occupation itself does not transfer sovereignty
over the occupied territory to the occupying
power (Abedi, 2024). From the perspective of
state responsibility, the commission of an
internationally wrongful act requires both the
attribution of conduct to a state and the breach
of an international obligation, after which legal
consequences arise, including cessation,
guarantees of non-repetition, and reparation
for injury caused (D'Aspremont, 2014;
Nollkaemper, 2021). At the institutional level,
the Security Council is entrusted under the
United Nations Charter with primary
responsibility for maintaining international
peace and security, and its authority includes
determining threats to peace, calling for
ceasefires,  imposing  sanctions, and
authorizing coercive measures. Yet this
institutional design is constrained by the veto
power of the five permanent members, a
structural mechanism that has repeatedly
restricted collective action in politically

sensitive conflicts and has been particularly
consequential in cases involving Israel and
Palestine (Chomsky & Pappé, 2011; Rezazadeh,
2019).

Methodologically, the study adopts an applied,
qualitative,  descriptive-analytical  design
based on both documentary analysis and
expert interviews. The  documentary
component relied on books, scholarly articles,
theses, legal texts, institutional reports, and
materials issued by international
organizations and human rights bodies
concerning the Gaza conflict, international
humanitarian  law,  occupation, state
responsibility, and Security Council practice.
In parallel, purposive sampling was used to
identify informed participants with academic
or professional expertise in political science,
international law, humanitarian law, or the
Gaza conflict. Selection criteria included
relevant professional experience, substantive
knowledge of the research topic, accessibility,
willingness to participate, and the ability to
provide analytical and conceptually rich
responses. Interview data were recorded,
transcribed, converted into analytical records,
and coded using qualitative procedures with
the assistance of MAXQDA. The analysis
followed an iterative process of preliminary
coding, category refinement, elimination of
repetitive codes, and consolidation of
conceptually related indicators into higher-
order themes. The final thematic structure
included six principal themes and 33
subthemes. These major themes addressed
demographic and social changes caused by
war, the impact of conflict on everyday life in
Gaza, international legal criteria for evaluating
wartime consequences, changes in patterns of
humanitarian assistance and international
support, preventive measures designed to
protect human rights and reduce future harm,
and the broader legal and social consequences
of the Gaza wars. This methodological
combination of documentary legal analysis



and thematic interpretation of expert
interviews made it possible to connect
normative legal standards with empirical

assessments of humanitarian impact,
institutional = response, and perceived
deficiencies in international crisis

management. Such an approach is particularly
appropriate for evaluating complex conflicts in
which legal principles, institutional behavior,
humanitarian consequences, and geopolitical
interests interact simultaneously
(D'Aspremont, 2014; Nollkaemper, 2021).

The findings indicate that the May 2021
conflict involved serious humanitarian
consequences and raised substantial concerns
regarding compliance with the principles of
distinction, proportionality, and precaution.
The confrontation began amid tensions in
Sheikh Jarrah and clashes at al-Aqsa Mosque
and escalated into reciprocal armed attacks
between Israeli forces and Palestinian armed
groups. According to the data examined in the
study, 256 Palestinians were killed, including
128 civilians, more than 1,900 Palestinians
were injured, approximately 72,000 people
were displaced, and extensive damage was
inflicted on residential buildings, schools,
hospitals, clinics, and essential civilian
infrastructure. A total of 1,042 residential and
commercial units in 258 buildings were
destroyed, while 769 additional units
sustained severe damage, 53 schools were
affected, and six hospitals and 11 medical
clinics were damaged. The destruction of
civilian infrastructure, including residential
towers and facilities essential to water,
electricity, health, and education, intensified
the humanitarian impact of the conflict and
raised questions about whether the
anticipated military advantage of particular
attacks justified the resulting civilian harm.
From the perspective of the principle of
distinction,  attacks  affecting civilian
populations and civilian objects are legally
problematic unless the targets qualify as

legitimate military objectives and all feasible
measures are taken to protect -civilians.
Likewise, attacks producing widespread
incidental civilian damage may violate the
proportionality principle where such damage
is excessive in relation to the concrete and
direct military advantage anticipated (Bigdeli,
2016; Ziaei Bigdeli, 1993). The study also
recognizes that indiscriminate or inadequately
targeted rocket attacks by Palestinian armed
groups toward Israeli population centers may
themselves constitute  violations of
international humanitarian law. At the same
time, the broader legal position of Gaza
remains relevant because the obligations
associated with occupation intensify the
responsibility to protect the civilian
population and maintain minimum conditions
of humanitarian welfare (Abedi, 2024). These
findings therefore suggest that the
humanitarian consequences of the conflict
cannot be treated merely as incidental
outcomes of armed confrontation but must be
assessed against binding legal rules governing
targeting decisions, civilian protection, and
the conduct of hostilities.

The second major finding concerns the
performance of the United Nations Security
Council, which the study identifies as
structurally constrained and politically
ineffective during the 2021 Gaza war.
Although the Council held several emergency
meetings and multiple initiatives were
advanced calling for an immediate ceasefire,
civilian protection, and humanitarian access,
no decisive binding action was adopted during
the critical stages of the conflict. The United
States opposed or blocked initiatives it
regarded as insufficiently attentive to Israel’s
right of self-defense, inadequately critical of
Hamas, or potentially disruptive of diplomatic
efforts conducted outside the Council. This
pattern reflected a broader historical tendency
in which the veto has limited Council action on
the Palestinian question and has exposed the
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tension between the principle of collective
security and the strategic interests of
permanent members (Barat, 2009; Chomsky,
2009; Chomsky & Pappé, 2011). Other
permanent and non-permanent members,
including China, Russia, Tunisia, and
European states, generally supported stronger
calls for de-escalation, ceasefire, and civilian
protection, but their efforts did not overcome
the political deadlock. The study therefore
characterizes the Council’s performance as an
example of institutional paralysis rooted not in
the absence of legal authority but in the
unequal distribution of political power within
the Council itself. This problem is particularly
significant because repeated institutional
inaction can reinforce perceptions of selective
enforcement, weaken the credibility of
international law, and contribute to a culture
of impunity when serious allegations of
humanitarian law violations are not followed
by effective enforcement measures
(Nollkaemper, 2021; Rezazadeh, 2019). The
resulting accountability gap has partly shifted
attention toward institutions such as the
Human Rights Council and the International
Criminal Court, but these bodies do not
possess the same coercive authority available
to the Security Council under Chapter VII.
Consequently, the study concludes that the
legal effectiveness of humanitarian norms is
inseparable from the political willingness of
international institutions to enforce them
consistently and impartially.

In conclusion, the 12-day Gaza war of May
2021 demonstrated the profound interaction
between humanitarian harm, legal norms,
international institutional structures, and
geopolitical power. The conflict caused
extensive civilian casualties, displacement,
infrastructural destruction, psychological
harm, economic deterioration, and long-term
social consequences for the population of
Gaza, while also highlighting the vulnerability
of children, families, medical services,

educational institutions, and essential public
infrastructure during high-intensity urban
warfare. The findings further show that the
crisis had consequences extending beyond
immediate humanitarian damage, including
the strengthening of Palestinian collective
identity, increased international attention to
the Palestinian question, heightened criticism
of selective enforcement in international law,
and renewed debate over the legal and political
status of Gaza. At the same time, the inability
of the Security Council to adopt timely and
decisive = measures exposed persistent
structural weaknesses within the current
system of collective security. The study
therefore emphasizes the need for meaningful
institutional reform, particularly with respect
to the exercise of the veto in situations
involving large-scale civilian harm and serious
violations of international humanitarian law.
Greater transparency in Security Council
decision-making, stronger mechanisms of
accountability, enhanced support for
international investigative and judicial
institutions, and more consistent
prioritization of humanitarian protection are
necessary to reduce the gap between legal
obligation and international practice. A
sustainable resolution also requires attention
to the underlying political causes of recurrent
violence, including occupation, blockade,
territorial fragmentation, insecurity, and the
absence of an effective political settlement.
Without  addressing  these  structural
conditions, temporary ceasefires are unlikely
to produce lasting stability, and repeated
cycles of violence will continue to undermine
both Palestinian civilian life and the legitimacy
of the international legal order.
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