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Preface

The United Nations (UN) has survived since 1945, or twice as long as
the League of Nations. Moreover, it has enjoyed a remarkable renaissance since
the end of the Cold War. It is time to take a fresh look at the first half-century of
this intergovernmental organization (IGO).

We have endeavored first and foremost to capture the essence of the United Na-
tions as a political organization caught in the struggle to make public policy
through the exercise of power. We stress how representatives of member states
and other actors seek to use UN symbols and procedures to shape policy. State ac-
tors do not approach the UN only or even primarily in terms of peace and justice.
They may give some attention to these abstract values, but they are primarily
driven by their own values, needs, and interests. Indeed, a classic study of the UN
and the great powers concludes that conceptions of immediate interests, not long-
term and abstract concerns for peace and justice, have been the most important
factor in shaping UN activities.'

Policymaking always involves power, understood as a synonym for influence.
We also observe how UN structure and processes constrain the exercise of power.
Hard power is coercion through manipulation of economic resources and
through military force. Soft power is persuasion and pressure through words and
symbolic acts. The central question for those interested in the United Nations is,
Who seeks what policy objective, using what power, and with what outcome?
What occurs at the UN, to paraphrase Harold Lasswell, is about who governs
across national boundaries and who gets what, when, how.?

Yet this approach to UN politics is misleading in one important way because
the United Nations is about international governance without government, or
about how transnational problems can be managed by public authorities in the
absence of the “normal” attributes of government. These include a true legisla-
ture, a single executive branch, an integrated court system, and, above all, a legiti-
mate monopoly on the exercise of force. Our primary objective is to get students
to understand the UN as part of the fabric of world politics.

We also wanted to capture the essence of public international law as an institu-
tion that exerts real influence on real political struggles. We emphasize that, like
all public law, international law is not a technical subject independent of politics
but rather part and parcel of world politics. International law is formulated
through a political process, frequently centering on the United Nations. Conse-
quently, international law interacts with world politics, sometimes shaping it
greatly and sometimes only slightly or not at all.



xii Preface

Whatever its ultimate impact on a given policy or situation, international law is
always present in UN proceedings. Indeed, the world organization is a construc-
tion of international law because the UN Charter is a multilateral treaty. The ever-
present, often subtle, influence of international law is perhaps better understood
by those who practice politics at the UN than by many academics observing the
process from the outside. We want readers to understand how international law
interacts with “pure” politics; how attention to international legal rules (reflecting
formalized policy) interacts with subsequent considerations of policy and power.

Moreover, we want to stress the importance of history. The present and even
the future have a history. When seemingly new issues arise, there is almost always
a background to the issue that affects its management or disposition. Rather than
providing a tabula rasa or constituting the “end of history,”® a phrase that was
popular for a very brief moment, the end of the Cold War has permitted the bru-
tal expression of historical grievances. So when the Security Council or General
Assembly deals with an apparently new issue such as violence in the Balkans or
humanitarian assistance in Somalia or how to pursue economic growth while
protecting the environment in Brazil, the history of these issues exerts a pull. His-
tory does not necessarily determine the future, but history affects the future. The
history of such issues as using force, coordinating assistance, or promoting sus-
tainable development affects new policy decisions. We want readers to know the
political and legal history of the UN so that present and future choices can be ana-
lyzed and debated against that background.

Writing in the mid-1990s, we are deeply affected by the notion of change. We
ourselves began our studies of world events when the United Nations was in the
headlines and on the front pages of even local newspapers. UN officials were
managing more than 20,000 troops in the old Belgian Congo (now Zaire) in the
1960s. Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjold died while coping with that crisis,
which almost caused the collapse of the world organization. UN diplomatic and
military personnel have been deeply involved in Middle Eastern politics, since the
late 1940s in Palestine but especially in the 1956 Suez crisis and the 1967 Arab-Is-
raeli War.

We then watched as governments placed the United Nations on a back burner.
For much of the 1970s and even more so in the 1980s, major states seemed to by-
pass the UN much of the time. Some developing countries continued to look
upon the world organization as central to world politics, but both Washington
and Moscow seemed to favor action outside of the UN. Washington circles of
opinion, both public and private, were particularly harsh in their criticisms of the
UN in the 1980s. The first Reagan administration, and related think tanks like the
Heritage Foundation, manifested a deep distrust of multilateral diplomacy. One
Reagan official assigned to the UN spoke publicly of “waving ... a fond farewell as
[the UN] sailed into the sunset.” Several U.S. allies also shied away from an orga-
nization whose “automatic” voting majorities, that is, voting groups that seemed
to be unthinkingly predictable, had shifted over the decades from being con-
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trolled by the United States to being dominated by developing states. Even some
developing states seemed at times to despair of an organization whose resolutions
were not followed by commitment to action.

Then we watched again as a marked change came over the organization in the
wake of the collapse of communism during 1985-1991. Mikhail Gorbachev, then
the first secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, called upon the
UN in a September 1987 article in Pravda to play a more central role in world poli-
tics. The Reagan administration, the most unilateralist in modern American po-
litical history, responded cautiously. Nonetheless, by the end of the Bush adminis-
tration, the United States used the UN to a great extent in dealing with such major
issues as the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990, although earlier it had bypassed the
UN on other matters such as the invasion of Panama in 1989. By the mid-1990s
the UN was back again on the front pages and in the headlines—and on CNN as
well!

The notion of change has long bedeviled social scientists. We have found it eas-
ier to chart the past than to understand the full implications of current issues, or
where policy decisions on those issues may take us in the future. Nevertheless, we
want to try to say as much as we can about change in world politics and what this
might mean for the future of the United Nations. We do not pretend to possess
privileged knowledge of the future, but we do want to encourage and guide read-
ers to look at several ways of understanding the political changes that drive events
in the UN system.

We have endeavored to design this book so that it can be used in at least two
ways. First, we want it to serve as a core text in college courses on international
organization and the United Nations. Second, we want it to be useful as supple-
mental reading in other courses, such as international relations and international
law. Thus we have sought to present the essentials of politics at the UN in three
central arenas: security, human rights, and sustainable development.

We selected these areas not only because of their intrinsic importance in world
politics but also because the United Nations has had significant normative and
operational impacts in all three of them. But we have not tried to write everything
we know about the UN. For example, we have not discussed disarmament under
security because the UN has had virtually no operational responsibilities in the
area, and such a discussion would dilute the emphasis on the concrete illustra-
tions of significant military activities over the past half-century. We want to keep
the work short enough to be used as supplemental information in a variety of
courses.

Each of us drafted a section of the book. Tom Weiss wrote the first draft on
peace and security issues; Dave Forsythe did the same for the part on human
rights and humanitarian affairs; and Roger Coate drafted the section on sustain-
able development. Each of us then rewrote all sections so that pride of authorship
could yield to collective judgment. This holds true for the introduction and con-
clusion as well. Our collaboration has, we hope, not only discouraged ill-in-
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formed and parochial points of view but produced a synergy and a better text than
any one of us could have written on our own. Each of us had conducted original
research and taught about the three crucial areas of UN activity that provide the
central framework for this book: international peace and security, human rights
and humanitarian law, and sustainable development. We have also spent consider-
able time working within, or consulting with, international organizations.

Four outside reviewers read the manuscript. Craig Murphy of Wellesley College
and Lawrence Finkelstein of Northern Illinois University, both recognized schol-
ars of international organization and world politics, provided comments through
the cooperation of the International Organization Section of the International
Studies Association. We are grateful to the section for these two readers, whose
critiques greatly affected subsequent revisions. Two other readers, unknown to us,
were provided by Westview Press, and their critiques also guided our revisions. A
discussion group focused on this manuscript at the annual meeting of the Aca-
demic Council on the United Nations System (ACUNS) held in Montreal during
June 1993. The prepress manuscript was finalized by the staff of the Watson Insti-
tute at Brown University, working under a grant from ACUNS. Thus this book is
in some ways a product of the International Studies Association and ACUNS, al-
though only the authors are responsible for the final version. We acknowledge
with gratitude the time and effort that others put into improving our work.

We would like to express our special gratitude to those staff members of the
Watson Institute who—with good humor and professionalism—retyped, edited,
and helped shape various versions of this manuscript. Special thanks are in order
for Susan Costa, Mary Lhowe, and Melissa Phillips, without whose help this final
text would have been considerably slower in appearing and certainly less well pre-
sented. Another word of appreciation goes to those younger researchers who have
helped at one stage or another in framing arguments, checking facts and
endnotes, and prodding their mentors: Christopher Brodhead, Peter Soderholm,
Peter Breil, Jean Garrison, and Charles Hall.

The three of us are sympathetic to multilateral organizations in general, and
the United Nations in particular. We believe that the UN fits into a complicated
world situation in the 1990s that does not often yield to unilateral undertakings.
We believe that the Clinton administration recognized this reality when describ-
ing its foreign policy as one that pursued “assertive multilateralism” and has been
reluctant to act without collective approval and support. Madeleine Albright, U.S.
permanent representative to the United Nations, said in 1993, “There will be many
occasions when we need to bring pressure to bear on the belligerents of the post—
Cold War period and use our influence to prevent ethnic and other regional con-
flicts from erupting. But usually we will not want to act alone—our stake will be
limited and direct US intervention unwise.”*

We do not believe such an orientation is accurately described as “Wilsonian
idealism” or uncritical support for world organizations. A preference for multilat-
eral diplomacy is not idealistic at the start of the twenty-first century. We believe
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some scholars are helpful in referring to much of world politics as a scene of com-
plex interdependence in which a variety of issues require multilateral treatment
largely through peaceful management.

In principle we believe that collectively endorsed policies within the confines of
the UN Charter stand a better chance of being successful than others. We usually
are suspicious of unilateral actions; we believe in the beneficial effects of channel-
ing perceptions of national interests through the process of collective evaluation.
Thus we do not endorse the view that states should use the UN framework only as
a last resort or the view of those who would prefer to say of most situations, “For-
tunately, the United Nations was not involved.”> We believe that much damage
has been done to world affairs by states that disregard the UN Charter and shun
serious multilateral consultation, whether during the Cold War or after. Multilat-
eral diplomacy can be complicated and messy, but much unilateral action can be
dangerous and destructive.

Nevertheless, we point out the weaknesses of the UN system. We do not hesi-
tate to discuss places where the organization has not measured up to reasonable
expectations. After all, the UN is not a religion or a church. It is something not to
be worshiped but to be critically analyzed. It is basically a political organization,
even if it is affected by international law, and it is primarily affected by the foreign
policies of member states. We believe that multilateral organizations reflect a
world of many connections, but we also believe that constructive criticism of the
United Nations is essential for a more peaceful, just, and prosperous world.

If we can get students to better understand the United Nations as a political or-
ganization, affected by international law, with its own history; if we can accurately
portray the UN as greatly affected by basic changes in its political milieu; and if
we can provide insights about what it has done and how these efforts might be
improved in the future, we will have succeeded in this endeavor.

Each of the three substantive parts starts with an overview of basic ideas about
the UN and that issue area (security, human rights, and sustainable develop-
ment). Each follows with a historical overview of how the UN has been involved
in that issue area and a discussion on changes that might lead to improved UN
performance. Current events until the end of 1993 have been incorporated into
the text, which is the cutoff for historical examples. Each part situates the broader
political changes driving events at the UN; the nature of these political changes
appears prominently in both the introduction and conclusion. At the end of the
book we include suggestions for further reading.

Thomas G. Weiss
David P. Forsythe
Roger A. Coate
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