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Introduction 

The basic object of the international law is maintenance of world peace and security and any 

prevention of threats to international peace. For this purpose, either of the method of settlement 

of disputes can be applied. If a dispute is not settled by diplomatic or legal methods use of force 

remains the ultimate answer. 

Diplomatic and judicial methods of settlement of international disputes are called the peaceful or 

amicable methods of settlement. The other methods are based on use of force and are described 

as forcible or coercive or compulsive methods of settlement of disputes. Each category is 

discussed below. 

Forcible or coercive methods of settlement of disputes  

When states fail to their international disputes by peaceful means, they resort to compulsive 

methods and ultimately wage a war, the primitive but final method of settlement of disputes. 

There is difference between war and other forcible methods. Moreover, theoretically, 

international law prohibits war, albeit, states in general, and powerful states in particular, have 

not given up war as a method of coercion. 

The forcible methods of settlement of international disputes are:- 

1. Retorsion; 

2. Reprisals; 

3. Embargo; 

4. Pacific blockade; and 

5. Intervention. 

 

1. Retorsion 



   Retorsion is a retaliatory act used by a state against an unfriendly, discourteous or inequitable 

act of another state. Such acts are not illegitimate and are within the jurisdiction of the state 

employing them. For example, if state “A” as persona non grata. There are no definite situations 

when a state may resort to retorsion. Severance of diplomatic relations or withdrawing economic 

concessions or breaking trade relations are instances of retorsion. 

          Use of such retaliatory measures by the members of the UN has, perhaps, been affected by 

Article 2(3) of the Charter which obliges them to settle their disputes by peaceful means in such 

a way that international peace, security and justice are not endangered. Therefore, if an act of 

retorsion endangers international peace and security, it will be against the Charter of the UN.  

 

2. Reprisals 

     Reprisals is a punitive act of a state against another state for the purpose of settling 

some disputes brought about by the latter’s illegal act. The main object reprisal is to 

compel the delinquent state to discontinue the illegal act and compensate the state 

wronged. 

          Reprisals are different from retorsion. Reprisals are those acts which would, near 

ally, otherwise be quite illegal. Retorsion is merely an unfriendly or discourteous act to 

which no legal objection can be taken. Reprisals is activated by the illegal act of the 

delinquent state. Formerly, reprisals were used to seize property or persons, but now 

reprisal covers every coercive act against the delinquent state. Reprisals may take various 

forms; for example, an embargo of the offending state’s ships, seizure of its property on 

the high seas, economic sanctions, naval demonstration or bombardment.   

 

3. Embargo  

                Embargo means detention of commercial ships of the delinquent state by a state 

when such ships are in its ports. This is also a reprisal to compel the offending state to 

settle the dispute to the satisfaction of the blocking state. Such embargo is called 

“hostile” embargo. In other case known as civil or peaceful embargo, a state may not 

allow its own vessels to trade with the offending. State with a view to expert economic 

pressure on that state. 



 

4. Pacific blockade  

     Pacific blockade used in peace time is different from the war time blockade of a 

belligerent state’s ports. In blockade the ingress and egress of vessels is prevented from and 

into the ports of the blocked state. Peace time blockade is a kind of reprisal which is used as a 

coercive method by the blockading state against the blockaded state to ensure compliance 

with the demand of the former. This method is used by powerful maritime powers against 

weak states. It has been rightly said that pacific blockade is used by strong maritime powers 

in order to avoid the burdens and inconveniences of war. 

           It is generally agreed that a blockading state has no right to seize vessels of third 

states which attempt to break a pacific blockade. In view of the UN Charter, the legality 

of pacific blockade by a state is doubtful. But the Charter accepts the gravity of such 

blockade and provides in Article 42 that when the measures provided in Article 41 are 

not adequate, the Security Council may use “blockade” for maintaining or restoring 

international peace and security.1 

 

5. Intervention  

International law is based on the sovereign equality of states. Sovereignty involves the 

freedom to manage one’s own affairs, both internal and external. If a States interferes in 

such freedom, it is intervention. Oppenheim has defined intervention as “dictatorial 

interference by a state in the affairs of another state for the purpose of maintaining or 

altering the actual condition of things”.2  

  Besides the above, there are three types’ interventions: 

1.  Internal; 

2. External; and 

3. Punitive. 

            In internal intervention, a state interferes between two disputing groups in a state 

favoring one or the other. In external intervention, a state indulges in hostile 



relations of a state with other. Punitive intervention is an action which is resorted 

to by a state as a measure of reprisal against the delinquent state. Intervention is 

equal to subversion of state sovereignty and, therefore, is against the rules of 

international law. 

Exceptions 

Intervention is not a right of any state but in certain exceptional cases, intervention has     

been claimed by states justified on the following grounds:- 

i. Protectorate – A state may intervene in the affairs of a protectorate under it 

dominion in accordance with the provision of the treaty. In such a case, the terms of 

the treaty justify the intervention. 

ii. To protect nationals – States have justified intervention in another state to protect 

the rights and interests of its citizens abroad. The US justified intervention in Grenada 

in 1983 on this ground. But this action of the US has been doubtful since all accounts 

suggest that the US citizens were not at risk.3 Thus, a state may use the protection of 

its national as a ploy for intervening in the affairs of other state. The US again 

intervened in Panama in December 1989 on the same ground. But the UN General 

Assembly deplored this intervention as “a flagrant violation of international law”.4 

iii.  Self defence – Sometimes, states put forward self – defence as an exception 

justifying intervention to contain the danger of actual armed attack. In the Caroline 

case, (1837) between the UK and the US, it was asserted that a necessity of self 

defence must be instant, overwhelming, leaving no choice of means, and no moment 

for deliberation. The act of intervention should not be unreasonable or excessive and 

must be limited by that necessity. A report made by the League of Nations in 1927 

also states that legitimate defence implies the adoption of measures proportionate to  

the seriousness of the attack and justified by the seriousness of the danger.5 

 

      vi.      Collective intervention under the UN Charter 

 



  Charter 7th of the Charter permits the Security Council to intervene in the affairs of a    

state which has threatened or committed breach of International peace and security. The 

general Assembly has also intervened under the Uniting for Peace Resolution of 1950. 
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