CHAPTER 20

THE UNITED
NATIONS

It has been common for political leaders to borrow a phrase from Abraham
Lincoln and refer to the United Nations as “the last, best hope of earth.”” Any
discussion of a world order that excludes war must include the United
Nations because, for all its imperfections, it does exist and is-the only global

organization dedicated to peace and security. '

THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM

The United Nations Charter, signed in 1945, set up a system with seven
main parts. Two have passed into obscurity—the Economic and Social
Council, intended to promote issues of welfare, and the Trusteeship Council,
intended to facilitate the transfer of territories from colonial status to state-
hood. Two others are thought of more often as independent bodies—the
International Court of Justice, and functional agencies such as the World
Health Organization. A fifth component, the Secretariat, is concerned pri-
marily with administration, although its head, the Secretary General, often
plays an important role in issues of war and peace.

The remaining two components are what we normally think of when we
hear references to the “United Nations”—the General Assembly and the
Security Council. The General Assembly of all members who meet regularly
each September often receives more publicity, but it is the smaller Security
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Council thatis charged, according to Article 24 of the Charter, with “‘primary
responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security.”

To meet its responsibility, the Security Council has been given the most
far-reaching authority of any existing international body. Article 39 states
that the Security Council “‘shall determine the existence of any threat to the
peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression and shall make recommenda-
tions, or decide what measure shall be taken ... to maintain or restore
international peace and security.” That is a very comprehensive mandate.
There is no need to wait for overt acts of aggression, such as tanks crossing
borders; a “‘threat to peace’” is enough. Article 41 authorizes the Security
Council to call on members to apply nonviolent sanctions against offenders.
Article 42 authorizes the Security Council to call for military operations
against offenders. And Article 43 calls on member states to make available to
the Security Council military forces for operations.

On paper at least, the UN clearly limits the sovereignty of its members in
two ways: It decides when they are to employ armed force, thereby taking
‘away from states their traditional power to decide when to declare war; and
it has the power to send troops against a sovereign state for some violation of
international peace or threat to peace, even though the state in question
might view this as a purely intermal matter. The election of an extreme
nationalist leader to head of state (another Hitler) might be considered by
other states a ““threat to peace’” and be used to justify international action to
nullify such an election. Nothing in the UN Charter rules out such a possibility.

But what is written down on paper does not always turn into practice.
Articles 42 and 43 of the Charter became dead letters. They were never
employed and no one expected them to be employed. An illustration of what
happened to the section as whole is the fate of the Military Staff Committee,
which, according to Article 46, was to prepare the UN military forced called
for in Article 43. For years the Military Staff Committee did indeed meet
quite regularly, every other Thursday, in a basement conference room. Its
members were military attachés from the United States, Britain, France, the
Soviet Union, and China. They would assemble for a business meeting that
lasted five minutes, including time for translation into all four languages.
The only item of business was to fix the time of the next meeting, which was
always set for Thursday in two weeks. The only time meetings were longer
was when one member was being assigned to new duties by his government;
on those occasions the others gave speeches praising the contributions of the
departing attaché to the work of the committee.’

Perhaps at some point life will be breathed back into these articles, but
even in the crisis over Iraq’s seizure of Kuwait the UN did not officially revive
them. The crucial Security Council resolution of November 29, 1990, was
worded ambiguously, merely authorizing “‘member states cooperating with
the Government of Kuwait’’ to ‘“use all necessary means to uphold and
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implement” the earlier Security Council resolutions. It referred only to
Chapter VII of the Charter, but not to any specific Article (such as 42 or 43)
found within that chapter. The Soviet Union demanded that the Military
Staff Committee be revived as a price of its support, but it was revived in a
very diluted fashion, not convening at the UN headquarters itself but at the
missions of the member states and attended by political as well as military
advisers. Its handful of meetings were used only to exchange information
and not for planning, much less directing, the military operations against
Iraq. )

Those who saw the UN as a first step toward world government were
clearly mistaken. The unity among the victors of World War II did not last
long; such unity rarely does. If the UN was to survive, it had to make only
minimal demands on its members. The nation-state is still the sovereign unit
of international politics. The name taken for the organization, the United
Nations, reveals who has the real power in the world. States have joined the
UN because they believe it will further their national interests. They may put
up with some small inconveniences that membership in it causes, but if UN
action seems to harm an important national interest, they will simply with-
draw from it. One state has already done so. Indonesia protested the creation
of the state of Malaysia in Southeast Asia. Malaysia included not only the
former British colonies of Malaya and Singapore but also some territory
claimed by Indonesia. In early 1965 President Sukarno of Indonesia took his
country out of the UN rather than share membership with a country that he
claimed had no right to exist. (President Sukarmo was overthrown shortly
thereafter and Indonesia then returned to the UN.)

THE UNITED NATIONS AND COLLECTIVE SECURITY

The UN does not even go so far as to outlaw all war. Article 51 states that
“nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual
or collective self-defense if an armed attack occurs against a Member of the
United Nations, until the Security Council has taken the measures necessary
to maintain international peace and security.” The difficulty of determining
when an action is self-defense makes the qualification of this article next to
useless. In 1971 there was a war between India and Pakistan. Pakistan
claimed that it was defending itself against all-out attack from India. India
claimed that it was engaged in ““protective reaction” against attacks from
Pakistan. Because violence between the two countries had escalated gradu-
ally, it was difficult for a neutral outsider to determine exactly when aggres-
sive action began.

This article also qualifies the right of self-defense by limiting it to the
period before the Security Council can act. But the Security Council often
does not act, indeed cannot act, and for this reason the UN cannot be called a






