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INTRODUCTION

The Roots of Chaos

For President George W. Bush, the crisis was much larger than just Iraq. It

was global.

When the president went to the United Nations General Assembly on
September 12, 2002, he faced a world that had erupted in chaos. Saddam
Hussein, of course, had shown himself to be a ruthless and incorrigible
dictator who had no respect for human rights or international law, and Bush
was at the UN to address that problem directly. But the threats to global
security were multiplying even beyond that. Nuclear proliferation had
become an epidemic, as rogue regimes like North Korea, Libya, and Iran
continued to actively develop the world’s most dangerous arms, and
countries like Pakistan, Russia, and China were only too eager to supply the
technologies for their production. There was also the threat of global
terrorism. The attacks on the United States just a year earlier had been the
most dramatic sign that the post—-Cold War world was anything but safe. A
few months before the president appeared at the UN, the U.S. State
Department had affirmed that at least seven governments continued to be
state sponsors of international terrorism. !

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Twelve years earlier, almost to the day,
Bush’s father, President George H. W. Bush, had told a joint session of
Congress that the opportunity for a “new world order” was at hand. Freed
from the tensions and struggles of the Cold War, he proclaimed in his
September 11, 1990, address, the world would be “freer from the threat of
terror, stronger in the pursuit of justice, and more secure in the quest for
peace.” Bush envisioned “a new partnership of nations” emerging. Clearly,
the primary instrument for maintaining this new world order would be the
United Nations, according to the president, who himself was once a UN



ambassador.” The UN, after all, was no longer paralyzed by the Cold War’s
superpower stalemate, so it could at last perform “as envisioned by its
founders.” Under the UN’s leadership, it would be “a world where the rule

of law supplants the rule of the jungle.”® The UN heeded the president’s
call, as the UN Security Council took a unified stand against Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait. After the Gulf War ended, Bush would declare that the UN had
passed the “first test” facing the new world order.

For a moment, there reemerged the utopian enthusiasm that had been
voiced when the UN was founded in 1945, in the wake of the Second World
War. It was much like the thinking that had spawned the League of Nations
after the First World War and an earlier international society, the Concert of
Europe, at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, in 1815. All those postwar
initiatives had been launched to try to prevent the outbreak of future
conflicts. Now the UN would take the lead in the new world order, and it
promised to succeed where those earlier efforts to preserve peace had failed.
UN peacekeepers would be dispatched globally in unprecedented numbers.
The UN would identify aggressors and act decisively to protect the world’s
security, just as it did in the 1991 Gulf War.

Yet when the younger George Bush went to the UN in 2002, there was
more anarchy than anything else. A new crisis seemed to threaten world
peace every few months. The son, in short, had not inherited any kind of
stable world order from the father. George H. W. Bush had declared in 1990
that the “rule of law” would replace the “rule of the jungle,” but within less
than five years, the rule of the jungle had taken command. The post—Cold
War order, with the UN as its centerpiece, had quickly collapsed—more
quickly than either the Concert of Europe, which lasted for ninety-nine
years, or the League of Nations, which was active for about twenty.

Something had gone terribly wrong. Where was the UN that was
supposed to be the post—Cold War beacon for a better world? What
prevented the UN from working now that the Soviet-American rivalry
could no longer be blamed for the organization’s inaction? Why had
international conflict, and the new global terrorism, spiraled out of control
in an era that was supposed to be marked by unprecedented peace?

The truth was that the UN was singularly unsuited to preserving global
order. The UN had—and has—crippling flaws. The 1990s brought these
flaws into sharper focus, but in fact they were there almost from the
beginning. Indeed, the UN’s record reflects one shocking failure after



another, even in the organization’s earliest days. The UN’s founders created
a world body based on a noble ideal: standing up to aggression, preserving
international peace, and defending human rights and other fundamental
principles. But it is now clear that the UN simply doesn’t work.

The UN is not a benign but ineffective world body. It has actually
accelerated and spread global chaos. This book examines why the UN has
been such an abject failure—what flaws have prevented it from fulfilling
the ambitions of its founders and of its champions, such as George H. W.
Bush.

Recognizing the UN’s critical weaknesses leads inevitably to this
question: What must be done about the United Nations? This is not an
academic question; rather, it lies at the heart of the most crucial policy
debates in Washington and the world’s other capitals. Many people still
suggest that the UN is a panacea for the world’s most difficult problems.
But carefully examining the UN’s past role in some of the most intractable
conflicts reveals that UN involvement, in most cases, only makes matters
WOTSE.

“THERE IS NO NEUTRAL GROUND”

President George W. Bush has often been derided by his critics as a crass
unilateralist, but when he went before the UN General Assembly in
September 2002, he showed that he was keenly aware of the role that the
UN should be playing in international affairs. The trouble, as Bush made
clear to the delegates assembled before him, was that the UN was
abdicating 1its responsibilities. While the immediate issue at hand was
Saddam Hussein and Iraq, the president devoted himself as much to a
forceful, revealing critique of the UN’s performance as he did to the
specifics of the Iraq situation. Bush began his speech by reminding the
delegates of the UN’s original purpose: to dedicate itself to “standards of
human dignity” and “a system of security defended by all.” The UN had
been established in 1945, at the close of the Second World War, when the
horrors of Nazism had cast a long shadow; the UN’s architects had created
the world body expressly to combat aggressors and to protect basic human
rights. Unless the UN acted against Iraq, Bush suggested, it would fail
miserably at both. The president reiterated that the UN’s “founding



members resolved that the peace of the world must never again be
destroyed by the will and wickedness of any man.”

In short, the UN was born at a moment of extraordinary moral clarity.
And Bush invoked the clear vision of the UN’s founders, for he spoke in
broader moral terms, not in the language of geopolitics alone. He started not
with reports about Saddam Hussein’s development of biological and even
nuclear weapons, but by describing how Saddam’s regime had repressed
minorities, imprisoned tens of thousands of political opponents, and
systematically tortured those whom it had arbitrarily arrested. Bush detailed
the regime’s techniques of mutilation, electric shock, rape, and burning of
its opponents. He told of how Saddam’s forces had gassed forty Kurdish
villages. Even those UN members who did not accept Bush’s argument that
an “emboldened” Iraqi regime might in the future supply weapons of mass
destruction to “terrorist allies” could hardly deny Iraq’s troubling record.
Saddam’s regime had trampled on everything for which the UN stood.
More specifically, the Iraqi dictator had continually violated the sixteen
legally binding resolutions against Iraq that the UN Security Council had
adopted since late 1990, and had ignored at least thirty statements from the
president of the UN Security Council regarding Iraq’s continued violations
of those resolutions. All sixteen resolutions were the most severe kind the
Security Council could adopt, falling under Chapter VII of the UN Charter,
which was reserved for cases of aggression. Still, the UN had done virtually
nothing to enforce its own resolutions. Even the Clinton administration, in
1996, had pushed the UN to deal with the Iraqi problem, but the French,
Russians, and Chinese had used their power on the UN Security Council to
repeatedly block any decisive action. Bush was now in the same position as
his predecessor.

The case against Saddam Hussein was clear-cut, as President Bush
pointed out, even if members of the international community did not want
to acknowledge it. Though Saddam had said he would honor his
commitments to the UN, Bush said, “he has proven instead only his
contempt for the United Nations, and for all his pledges. By breaking every
pledge—by his deceptions, and by his cruelties—Saddam Hussein has
made the case against himself.” More important, given the wide scope of
Iraqi violations, especially in the area of human rights, the president made it
clear to the UN member states that this was one of the few occasions when
they were staring pure evil in the face.



Bush was right to put the case in such stark terms. Moral judgments were
a necessary prerequisite for taking any action. But they were precisely the
judgments that the UN declined to make. President Bush, in effect, threw
down the gauntlet in front of the UN member states. “We created the United
Nations Security Council, so that unlike the League of Nations, our
deliberations would be more than talk, our resolutions would be more than
wishes,” Bush reminded the delegates. If the UN was to avoid the fate of
the League of Nations, it would have to confront the Iraqi threat head-on.
This was, he said, “a defining moment” for the UN. “Will the United
Nations serve the purpose of its founding, or will it be irrelevant?” the
president asked bluntly.

George H. W. Bush had dramatically proclaimed after the 1991 Gulf War
that the UN had passed its “first test” in the post—-Cold War era. Now
George W. Bush declared that “all the world faces a test”—a new test posed
by the same rogue regime.*

The UN failed this test. It had indeed become irrelevant, in a sense. But it
was worse than irrelevant. It was dangerous, fanning the flames of global
disorder.

How did this occur? Bush hinted at the UN’s main defect in various
speeches he delivered at the time: The problem was that the UN refused to
make moral judgments and thus ignored the crimes of Saddam Hussein,
among others. A year later, speaking again before the General Assembly,
Bush underlined the point that ultimately the UN had to take sides: “Events
of the past two years have set before us the clearest of divides: between
those who seek order and those who spread chaos. . . . Between these
alternatives there is no neutral ground.”

Alas, neutral ground is precisely what the UN has repeatedly tried to
stake out when confronted with clear cases of aggression, human rights
abuse, even genocide. But in its repeated pursuit of “impartiality,” the UN
actually has taken sides—in effect joining the aggressors and the abusers.
The UN has, in fact, spread global chaos.

MORAL EQUIVALENCE

The UN’s failures in the decade before George W. Bush went to the General
Assembly reveal how the world body has fueled global chaos. Beginning



with Somalia in 1993, the UN was in charge of one peacekeeping disaster
after another. These failures were linked to some of the worst massacres of
innocent civilians that the world had witnessed in decades. In 1994 in the
central African nation of Rwanda, some 800,000 Rwandan Tutsis were
murdered in a deliberate campaign of genocide—this after the UN had
insisted that its peacekeeping forces maintain strict “impartiality.” It didn’t
seem to matter that UN officials had been warned that the Tutsi
extermination campaign was imminent. They did nothing. Then, just a year
later, UN peacekeepers stood by in the Bosnian enclave of Srebrenica as
Europe’s worst massacre of civilians since the Second World War occurred:
more than 7,000 Bosnian Muslims were slaughtered in a UN “safe haven”
where they had sought refuge under the UN flag.

Nor was the damage from the Bosnian and Rwandan disasters confined
to those specific situations. By allowing those conflicts to escalate
unnecessarily, the UN sparked even broader crises. The crisis in the former
Yugoslavia soon enveloped Kosovo and required a massive NATO
intervention. Soon Macedonia was swept into the conflict. In the Rwandan
crisis, the Hutu militants who had slaughtered hundreds of thousands of
Tutsis crossed into the Democratic Republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire).
Ultimately five African countries would become embroiled in the conflict,
and millions would be killed in the bloodiest war in African history. The
chaos was contagious.

UN officials have often blamed these disasters on the inflexible mandate
the UN Security Council gave peacekeeping forces, or on inadequate
budgetary resources for peacekeeping. But a deeper flaw was revealed, one
that also influenced the Iraq debate. Both the Rwanda and Bosnia massacres
occurred on the watch of Kofi Annan, who at the time was UN
undersecretary-general for peacekeeping operations. But the Ghanaian
bureaucrat was not held accountable for his office’s failure to prevent those
tragedies; in fact, he was elevated to the post of secretary-general in 1997.
A few years later he was even awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, despite his
involvement in the UN’s policy of reflexive neutrality on most global
disputes that had only escalated conflicts. In a devastating critique, David
Rieff, who has reported on the international response to humanitarian
emergencies in Bosnia and around the world, attacked Annan for his
“refusal to regard the evil in the world realistically.” In Iraq, Bosnia, and
Rwanda, Rieff concluded in 1998, “moral judgments are not part of what he




sees as his role.” In Annan’s “sanitized, value-neutral” diplomatic parlance,
he wrote, there are no aggressors or victims of aggression, only “warring
parties.”®

This is an indictment of the entire UN, not just of Kofi Annan. Annan i1s
the quintessential UN bureaucrat, having risen up the organization’s ranks
to become the first secretary-general who was not formerly an ambassador,
foreign minister, or high-level official in his home country. He was
intimately linked with the culture and mores of the organization itself.
Annan, in fact, admitted in the aftermath of the failure in Bosnia that the
UN had an “institutional ideology of impartiality even when confronted
with attempted genocide.”” Historically, this was true. For example, when
the UN brokered a peace settlement in Cambodia, Secretary-General Javier
Pérez de Cuéllar insisted on protecting the murderous Khmer Rouge, who
were responsible for killing nearly 2 million Cambodians in the 1970s.%
Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot was not dragged before an international
tribunal at The Hague. His deputies were not charged with genocide but

instead became part of the “peace process.”’

Diplomatic neutralism in the face of genocidal murderers is not amoral; it
1s immoral. Not intervening against those slaughtering thousands of
innocents amounts to taking the murderers’ side. An organization that has
been dedicated to appearing “impartial” at almost any cost has far too often
come down on the side of evil. Robert Kaplan accurately wrote in The
Coming Anarchy that the UN bureaucracy worships consensus, “but
consensus can be the handmaiden of evil, since the ability to confront evil
means the willingness to act boldly and ruthlessly and without
consensus.”!?

That inability, or refusal, to recognize and boldly confront evil is the
UN’s salient flaw, its Achilles’ heel. It was a recurring pattern in the UN’s
handling of Saddam Hussein throughout the 1990s. The UN’s chief
weapons inspector in Iraq under Secretary-General Annan, Australian
diplomat Richard Butler, sensed that Annan was giving greater credence to
the claims of Saddam Hussein’s regime than to those of his own inspectors
in Baghdad. By 1998 Iraq was openly defying UN weapons inspectors, but
still Annan tried to broker a new, softer deal for Saddam in the UN Security
Council. It didn’t seem to matter that his own UN monitors were expressing
anguish over the Iraqi leader’s repeated acts of noncompliance. The
secretary-general undercut their authority and placed the Iraqi dictator’s



grievances on a par with the conclusions of the experts the UN itself had
appointed. Butler would charge the secretary-general with “moral
equivalence” for honoring the dubious complaints of a dictator who was
continually violating UN resolutions.!! Annan continued this pattern after
the Iraq War began in 2003, declaring that he was “getting increasingly
concerned by humanitarian casualties” emanating from U.S. operations in
Baghdad, without saying a word about Iraqi abuses in the conflict.!?

Why had the UN catered to Saddam Hussein for years even when he was
openly breaking the pledges he had made to the international community?
The apparent appeasement of Iraq extended beyond acceding to Saddam’s
requests for a weaker weapons-inspection regime. In 1995 the UN
implemented an “oil-for-food” program that allowed Iraq to sell oil in order
to fund purchases of food, medicine, and other humanitarian goods. The
UN was supposed to control these transactions, but Saddam denied UN
weapons inspectors access to many Iraqi facilities, making it impossible to
ensure that Iraq was not diverting oil revenue to nonhumanitarian purposes.
Nevertheless, Kofi Annan doubled the program in 1998. The UN expanded
the program again in 2002, by which point weapons inspectors had been
barred from Iraq for four years.

By 2004 it became apparent that this UN program had allowed Saddam
Hussein’s regime to pocket as much as $10.1 billion through oil smuggling
and other illicit oil proceeds.!> Worse, it seemed that Saddam had exploited
the multibillion-dollar UN program to give massive kickbacks to friends
and accomplices around the world. An Iraqi newspaper, al-Mada, published
a list of more than two hundred businesses and individuals who had
allegedly received black market oil vouchers for Iraqi oil; on the list was
UN assistant secretary-general Benon Sevan, who had overseen the oil-for-
food program.'* As of this writing, investigations into the corrupt scheme
are under way, and UN spokesmen have denied any wrongdoing.!> But the
early revelations raised serious questions about the UN’s ability to deal with
the most serious threats to international peace. After all, for the duration of
the oil-for-food program, Iraq was supposed to be under strict UN
sanctions. Was the corruption a further indication of the UN’s inability to
make moral choices—of determining the difference between good and evil?
At least one former UN coordinator for the oil-for-food program has
admitted that UN officials refused to squarely address Iraq’s cynical
exploitation of oil-for-food accounts because of their skewered “moral



compass.” This led them to feel more outrage at the United States and
Britain for their sanctions policy than at the regime of Saddam Hussein.'®

The more one probes the UN’s performance, the more difficult it is to see
the organization as a force for greater order, stability, or global justice.
Other scandals have undercut the UN’s claims for any kind of moral
authority. The UN’s blue-helmeted peacekeepers may have received the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1988, but in the 1990s, in order to protect their own
personal security, the peacekeepers or their commanders in New York often
made deals under the table with states massacring their citizens or with
terrorist groups whose goal was the same. Moreover, by 2000, it was clear
that UN peacekeepers were spreading AIDS in Cambodia and East Timor.!”
A year later Italian prosecutors were investigating charges that UN troops
from Denmark and Slovakia, monitoring the Ethiopian and Eritrean frontier,
were involved in a child prostitution racket.!® The same charges had been
leveled at UN peacekeepers in Mozambique in 1996 and in Bosnia in
2002.1

Other developments have highlighted the defects in the UN. The UN’s
main human rights body, the Human Rights Commission, was founded after
World War IT and was chaired in its early days by Eleanor Roosevelt. But in
2003, the UN elected Muammar Qaddafi’s Libya—a sponsor of terrorism
and an abuser of human rights—to chair the commission. It was a fitting
sign of the bankruptcy of the UN Human Rights Commission, which had
also been silent about the “Killing Fields” of Cambodia, the Chinese assault
on protestors in Tiananmen Square, and Idi Amin’s acts of mass murder
against Ugandans. Similarly, eyebrows were raised when just weeks after
the 9/11 attacks, Syria—one of the main state sponsors of international
terrorism—was elected to the UN Security Council for a two-year term.
How could the UN Security Council take any meaningful actions against
international terrorism when one of its fifteen members had been in the
terrorism business for decades and gave no indication that it was about to
reform?

The UN’s moral equivalence affects not just its ability to enforce its
resolutions or to empower its commissions and other bodies to act
decisively. The resolutions themselves—whether issued by the Security
Council or the General Assembly—are dripping in moral equivalence.
Although UN resolutions are not, in most cases, binding international law,
they play a critical role in global affairs, establishing positions on issues to



which leaders and diplomats routinely refer. Even General Assembly
resolutions, which are only recommendations, help determine “the norms
that many countries—including the United States—would like everyone to
live by,” in the words of Annan spokesman Shashi Tharoor.?" In other
words, the UN is supposed to set global standards of behavior—a moral
code of conduct that defines the rules of world order. But when the UN
refuses to identify and encourage proper behavior, it cannot set any
meaningful standards.

This problem became more apparent in the 1990s than in previous
decades. During the Cold War, the competition between the superpowers
had generally dictated the organizing principles of world order: the West
against the Soviet bloc. But with the Cold War’s end, states looked to the
UN to establish the rules of the new world order. The UN has had an
unusual amount of authority within the Middle East, where so much of the
recent global disorder has been concentrated. Virtually every Arab state
invokes the UN’s decisions. Back in 1991, Syrian president Hafiz al-Assad
described the UN as the source of “international legitimacy” during
negotiations with Secretary of State James Baker.?! Such a claim from an
Arab leader is not to be taken lightly, for in Arabic, the word for
“legitimacy” 1s the same as the word for “legality.” Little wonder, then, that
in 1999, Lebanese prime minister Salim al-Hoss, who was little more than a
Syrian puppet, characterized the UN as no less than the “supreme
international authority.” Arab states have often elevated the UN’s
nonbinding resolutions to the level of international law. Even non-Arab
states in the Middle East take their political cues from the UN. The Iranian
foreign minister, for instance, has called the UN “indispensable.”

Of course, in turning to the “indispensable” UN for guidance, the Middle
East has relied on an organization with a defective moral compass. Rather
than promoting norms to combat terrorism, over recent decades the UN has
become one of its primary promoters. The UN could have made a
difference in that conflicted region but has only made matters worse. With
no clear guidelines of behavior, various Middle Eastern leaders could be
confident that they’d suffer no loss of legitimacy for their continued support
of aggression, terrorism, and the abuse of fundamental human rights.

THE SOURCE OF INTERNATIONAL LEGITIMACY?



How exactly did the UN lose the moral clarity that united its founders in
1945? The UN’s architects had been united in their war against Nazi
Germany, the epitome of pure evil in the twentieth century. They were
determined to find a way to prevent the sort of aggression that had led to the
Second World War and were firmly committed to protecting human rights,
having so recently witnessed the horrors of the Holocaust. Significantly,
these founders of the UN did not represent the entire global community and
all its competing interests. The UN was, at base, an alliance built on shared
principles. Indeed, it grew out of a military alliance, for every nation that
attended the organization’s founding conference in San Francisco had
declared war on at least one of the Axis powers. True, the UN’s founding
members included states like Stalin’s Soviet Union and Wahhabi Saudi
Arabia, but as will be seen, these states had to acquiesce to the norms of the
overwhelming majority of Western democracies and their allies. Even on
human rights, they could not challenge the firm convictions of the UN’s
majority, even though they abused the human rights of their own peoples.
(When the Universal Declaration of Human Rights came up for a vote in
the new General Assembly, the Soviets and the Saudis didn’t dare vote
against the measure; they merely abstained.)

That would all change, however. In the biblical story of the Tower of
Babel, the nations of the world initially spoke one language but lost their
unity of purpose when this changed. In the case of the UN, member states
all spoke the same political language at the beginning, but as new members
flooded into the organization, they brought with them their own political
languages—that 1s, completely different values and concepts of
international morality. Soon UN member states were talking past one
another. The clarity of 1945 was quickly lost. As early as 1946, Winston
Churchill recognized that to be effective, the UN had to preserve its unity of
purpose and its ability to act decisively. Churchill expressed the hope that
the UN would become “a true temple of peace in which the shields of many
nations can some day be hung up, and not merely a cockpit in a Tower of
Babel.”??

The UN of the 1990s lost its ability to make clear moral distinctions
because its membership had changed radically over the years. Most of the
UN’s original members had been inspired by the democratic leadership of
Roosevelt and Churchill against the Axis powers. Yet by 1993, only a



minority of UN member states, a mere 75 out of 184, were free
democracies, according to the nonprofit pro-democracy organization
Freedom House. At the UN’s disastrous Durban Conference Against
Racism in 2001, the longest ovations went to Robert Mugabe and Fidel
Castro.?3

The states that applauded Third World authoritarianism had learned years
earlier how to manipulate the UN to their advantage. For example, in 1985,
Soviet bloc states—including Angola, Laos, Syria, and Ukraine—
introduced a draft resolution in the UN General Assembly entitled
“Inadmissibility of Exploitation or Distortion of Human Rights Issues for
Interference in the Internal Affairs of States.” There was no subtlety here.
The draft resolution’s title gave away the cosponsors’ intentions: to
preserve their powers to abuse the human rights of their citizens. A
watered-down version was adopted in 1986.%* They preempted what in the
1990s came to be called “humanitarian intervention”; the UN would not
have the authority to confront states that committed massive human rights
abuses.

Despite this ugly reality, many in the West, including in the United
States, continued to view the UN as indispensable for guaranteeing
international peace and security. When the United States confronted
Saddam Hussein in 2003, many still argued that U.S. military action in Iraq
was illegitimate without a UN mandate. The UN secretary-general himself,
Kofi Annan, berated President Bush: “Until now it has been understood that
when states go beyond [self-defense] and decide to use force to deal with
broader threats to international peace and security, they need the unique
legitimacy provided by the United Nations [emphasis added].”?>

But who exactly was conferring this “unique legitimacy”? Annan was
essentially saying that the collective will of a group of authoritarian regimes
was more legitimate than the decision of the American republic to defend
itself. According to UN standards, then, a consensus of dictatorships was
superior to the decision of a democracy. This reflected the fundamental
problem of the UN’s skewed moral judgment. If this logic was accepted, it
would mean that the president of the United States and the U.S. Senate were
not the final arbiters of when America needed to adopt a military option;
instead the UN Security Council would have that authority over U.S.
foreign policy, or the policy of any other threatened state.



In the past, U.S. presidents had not made military action dependent on
UN approval when vital American interests were involved. President John
F. Kennedy did not seek UN authorization to put a naval quarantine around
Cuba in 1962. Instead, he relied on a “recommendation” of the
Organization of American States (OAS).2% Even in the case of the Korean
War, the UN did not, strictly speaking, explicitly authorize the United States
to use force against North Korea’s invading army; it said only that the U.S.-
led coalition could fly the UN flag. In that same war, President Harry
Truman did not ask for authorization from the Security Council to dispatch
U.S. forces north of the 38th parallel into North Korea; the U.S.
government secured a nonbinding General Assembly resolution instead.

The United States was not alone. Annan was wrong when he indicated
that it was standard practice to turn to the UN to authorize the use of force.
Since the UN’s founding, in fact, most countries had not gone to the
Security Council before using force.?’” Leading statesmen regarded it as too
dangerous to have to petition the UN before protecting their country. For
example, former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher recalled,
“Although I am a strong believer in international law, I did not like
unnecessary resort to the UN, because it suggested that sovereign states
lacked the moral authority to act on their own behalf. If it became accepted
that force could only be used—even in self-defence—when the United
Nations approved, neither Britain’s interests nor those of international
justice and order would be served. The UN was a useful—for some matters
vital—forum. But it was hardly the nucleus of a new world order.”?®

True, the UN Charter severely circumscribes when it is legal for states to
use force, saying that members should refrain from “the threat or use of
force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state,
or in any other manner inconsistent with the purposes of the United
Nations.”?® In short, wars of conquest or territorial expansion are
unquestionably illegal. But how about the use of force for self-defense or in
a manner that is consistent with the norms of the UN itself—such as using
force to stop genocide? Here it is left to the member states themselves to
determine whether the use of force is legitimate. States certainly must
explain and justify their actions in terms laid out in the UN Charter, but
ultimately they are still responsible for making decisions about their own
security.’ The UN Charter is not supposed to supersede the U.S.
Constitution for Americans. Somehow, however, during the lead-up to the



Iraq War, it became commonly accepted that states did not have the moral
authority to make such judgments about their own security needs. This
doctrine threatened to undermine the global war on terrorism, for it could
give authoritarian regimes harboring terrorist groups a distinct advantage—
they could deny any connection to a terrorist attack and depend on the UN
to tie the U.S. military’s hands.?!

The idea that only the UN can authorize the use of force is a problem not
simply because it is a threat to state sovereignty. Perhaps more troubling,
the UN’s moral equivalence can prevent it from defining the kind of
aggression that warrants a military response. As far back as 1969, UN
secretary-general U Thant confessed that the UN was having difficulty
drawing distinctions between attacker and defender. Chapter VII of the UN
Charter had been designed, he said, “for situations where aggressors could
be easily identified and where the ‘good guys’ of the international world
would have no moral doubts about collectively fighting the ‘bad guys.” But
the situation that has prevailed since the Second World War defied such
simplifications.”3? As will be seen in the following chapters, the UN had
many times failed to identify aggressors even in its early decades. And it
would only become harder. In September 1981, just two years after the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, ninety-three UN member states endorsed a
resolution in the General Assembly accusing the United States of being a
threat to global peace.’? If this was the moral compass of the UN and its
growing majority, why make a state’s security dependent in any way on its
judgments?

Serious threats to international order have often been handled outside the
UN framework. State practice, in this context, is useful to review. In the
1970s the Khmer Rouge murdered millions of Cambodians, but the UN did
not authorize a forceful response to this slaughter. Technically, it seemed,
these massacres were not genocide, for the Genocide Convention outlawed
mass murder of religious or ethnic groups but not of political opponents.
The mass murder of the Cambodian people stopped only when Vietnam
invaded Cambodia, for its own expansionist reasons, without going to the
UN. Similarly, Tanzania ended the brutal rule of Idi Amin in Uganda
without UN approval.>* India did not ask anyone’s permission to put an end
to the Pakistani army’s murderous campaign in East Pakistan, a conflict that
gave birth to Bangladesh in 1971. Finally, President Clinton and NATO



defended the Kosovars from the Serb army without a UN Security Council
resolution (the Russian Federation would have vetoed such a resolution).

Were all these actions illegitimate even though they served the very
moral purpose for which the UN was founded? The UN Security Council
never would have approved these interventions; would it have been better to
sit by and let hundreds of thousands more people die? In the book Just and
Unjust Wars, Michael Walzer commented on the imperative to intervene
without the UN when acts offend the moral convictions of ordinary people:
“I don’t think there is any moral reason to adopt the posture of passivity that
might be called waiting for the UN (waiting for the universal state, waiting
for the messiah . . .).”3> After all, the UN might never come. It was perhaps
for this reason that an independent international commission, which
includes members who would normally insist on explicit UN Security
Council authorization for any use of force, chose to characterize Clinton’s
non-UN intervention in Kosovo as “illegal but legitimate.”3%

Interestingly, although the United States had undertaken military action
without explicit UN sanction before the 2003 Iraq War, the claim that only
the UN could confer “legitimacy” on military action gained currency in
large part because of the U.S. government. In rushing to proclaim a new
world order centered on the UN, President George H. W. Bush had,
according to George F. Will, “made U.S. policy subservient to the United
Nations at a moment when the U.N. was pleased to be subservient to the
United States.” Will wrote these words in January 1992, on the first
anniversary of the Gulf War. He offered this prescient warning: “There may
come a time when the United States will be held hostage to a Desert Storm
legacy, the idea that the legitimacy of U.S. force is directly proportional to
the number of nations condoning it.””3’

A decade later, the United States would indeed encounter numerous
critics who accused it of unilateralism. Yet few states would cede their right
to make final judgments about their security requirements to any
international organization, including the UN. They have not done so in the
past and it is not likely that they will do so in the future, as the threats of
global terrorism and of weapons of mass destruction intensify.>® When a
speedy response is essential, and sensitive intelligence is involved, making
military action dependent on UN approval could be disastrous.



INEPT HANDLING AND UNNECESSARY TARGETS

The UN’s distorted perspective has affected vital American interests, and
not just in the situation with Iraq. In the late 1990s, it was clear that the
international system for curbing the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction, which included the UN’s International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA), was breaking down. Iraq, Iran, Libya, and North Korea were
among those actively pursuing the world’s deadliest weapons. And yet,
while the UN failed to halt the spread of offensive weapons, it took action
against defensive systems, as it did in a direct response to the U.S.
government’s plan to deploy a national missile defense system. In
December 1999 the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution that called
on all states to “refrain from the deployment of anti-ballistic missile
systems for the defence of the territory of their country.”® Only the United
States, Israel, and Latvia voted against the Russian-inspired initiative.

In the General Assembly, it is always easier to attack the United States—
explicitly or implicitly—than the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The UN has had other targets. It took stands, for example, against
secessionist movements in Africa, like Katanga or Biafra, and the apartheid
regimes of South Africa and Rhodesia. But the UN acted only
intermittently. On the whole, the organization has had serious problems
condemning any nation—except when it comes to Israel.

For decades, the UN has abandoned its normal ambivalence in global
conflicts to come down against Israel. In 1975, the Soviet Union rallied the
Afro-Asian bloc to support the infamous “Zionism Is Racism” resolution
(Resolution 3379), attacking the very legitimacy of the only national
movement that had been recognized by both the League of Nations and the
United Nations. The resolution was revoked at the end of the Cold War, but
it epitomized how the UN singled out Israel but ignored the massive human
rights violations of its accusers. The UN did not see fit even to comment
about human rights abuses in China or Syria, for instance, but over a thirty-
five-year period, the UN Human Rights Commission devoted almost 30
percent of its resolutions to Israel.*? An Israeli official once quipped, “The
UN was devoting most of its time by going after Israel for jaywalking,
while ignoring others who were engaging in murder.”

The UN’s targeting of Israel did not affect the Israeli government alone.
It was, in a more subtle way, a problem for the world. The disproportionate



energy spent on the tiny state of Israel, where the conflict paled in
comparison to those elsewhere, was the flip side of the UN’s turning a blind
eye to crises where it was urgently needed. It all followed from the
organization’s endemic inability to recognize and respond to cases of real,
dangerous aggression. While busy with anti-Israeli activity, the UN gave
insufficient attention to other areas that demanded the world community’s
attention. For example, a civil war that raged in Liberia from 1990 to 1995
forced more than 800,000 people—fully a third of the nation’s population—
into exile in neighboring countries. Many countries were affected by these
masses of refugees from Charles Taylor’s regime, but the UN did not get

involved.*! In Sierra Leone, between 1991 and 1996, 50,000 people died
and half the country’s population was displaced. Rebel forces
systematically amputated the arms of political opponents—and of their
children—who had used their thumbprints to vote for the embattled
government. The UN took no action. Only years later, in 2000, did it
dispatch peacekeepers to the scene.

In places where the UN did take action, its involvement was too late. The
war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo that spilled over from the
1994 Rwandan war was the perfect example of how the UN failed to take
timely action. In 1998, five African countries invaded the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. The next year, the UN sent a small observer force to
monitor the 1999 Lusaka Peace Accord, but the fighting persisted. There
were widespread reports of torture, mutilation of bodies, and cannibalism as
a form of warfare.*> By 2001, an estimated 2.5 million people had been
killed in the fighting. This was an outright invasion, for several countries
had crossed an international border. Where were the signatories of the 1949
Fourth Geneva Convention, who were mobilized by an Emergency Special
Session of the UN General Assembly and sent to Geneva to discuss Israeli
condominium construction on a barren hill in Jerusalem in 1998, the very
same year as the Congo massacres? Not until 2003 did the UN actually
dispatch a robust French-led force to restore order in Africa. The UN’s only
real success stories have come in situations in which conflicts had mostly
been resolved, such as in El Salvador, Mozambique, and East Timor.

The UN’s inept handling of the Israel, Rwanda, and Congo issues reveals
a deeper problem in the UN: the UN has become a transparently politicized
body. Rather than carefully analyzing what was actually happening in any
of these crises, the UN was letting special interests dictate policy. Arab



states could mobilize automatic anti-Israeli majorities on virtually any issue
and were ready to press this advantage at every opportunity. In Africa,
conflicting interests arrested decisive intervention. Some African states, for
instance, sought to exploit the Congo’s diamonds, gold, and other precious
metals, while Western powers were reluctant to get involved in another
peacekeeping operation. The UN was dysfunctional.

Some have argued that the UN itself cannot really be blamed for its
failures, since all decisions are left up to the member states. A former U.S.
official once said that blaming the UN is like blaming Madison Square
Garden for a bad game by the New York Knicks. But the UN is more than a
building on First Avenue in Manhattan. If its member states’ political
interests led to the mistakes of the 1990s, then the UN Secretariat had an
obligation to produce its own independent intelligence picture of world
crises and comment accordingly in the international media. The UN could
create public opinion if it wanted to. There is a huge UN press corps that
includes all the global wire services, from the Associated Press to Reuters
to Agence France-Presse. In the late 1990s, the chief UN weapons inspector
in Iraq, Richard Butler, regularly went on the 7oday Show and Good
Morning America to alert the American public to Saddam Hussein’s
ambitions (that is, until he was essentially fired by Secretary-General Kofi
Annan). But the UN bureaucracy has taken moral equivalence to new
heights, placing the need for “impartiality” above all other considerations. It
not only placed the mass murders in Africa on an equal plane with its
complaints about Israel, but it elevated its charges against Israel above
nearly all of its other global grievances.

Those who argue that the UN member states ultimately make the
decisions are right, to a point. The UN is not a legal body operating
according to some objective legal criteria; it is a political body that reflects
the sum total of the moral values of its member states. But the UN stood for
certain standards at its birth, and over time it has allowed members to erode
those original standards. The UN Secretariat has not stood up to establish
clear standards for the international community. As result, it is virtually
impossible for the UN to fulfill its most important purpose—to prevent war.

PERPETUATING TERRORISM



In the 1920s, Winston Churchill declared that he refused to remain impartial
when it came to deciding between the firefighter and the fire. The UN has
ostensibly adopted a different logic: It refuses to abandon impartiality. But a
UN that perpetuates judgments based on moral equivalence only tilts world
order in favor of the fire, and the politicization of the UN ends up placing it
far too often squarely on the side of the fire.

Today, the world confronts a raging fire: terrorism, the single biggest
threat to international security. The war on terrorism is a security challenge
for the entire world, not just the United States. Yet the UN has not stood up
to the terrorist threat. Its moral obfuscations have prevented it from backing
the firefighters.

The singling out of Israel reflects the UN’s inability to confront
terrorism. In recent years, for example, the UN has legitimized suicide
terrorism that murdered upwards of twenty Israeli teenagers at a time as
“resistance to occupation,” even though the Israelis had dismantled and
withdrawn their military government over the Palestinians under the 1993
Oslo Accords. True, Oslo didn’t give the Palestinians an independent state.
But it didn’t leave them under military occupation, either; rather, it put them
under the rule of Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Authority. These facts were
unimportant in UN bodies, which had a strong predisposition to support
violence if it was presented in the context of a struggle against foreign rule.
The UN’s authoritarian majority had long ago succeeded in justifying
aggression and terrorist acts on the part of “national liberation movements.”

So in April 2002, the UN Human Rights Commission affirmed “the
legitimate right of the Palestinian people to resist Israeli occupation™ just
after a Hamas suicide bomber killed thirty Israelis celebrating together the
Passover Seder; the resolution recalled that the UN General Assembly had
reaffirmed in 1982 the “legitimacy of the struggle of peoples . . . from
colonial and foreign domination and foreign occupation by all available
means, including armed struggle.” Some wouldn’t go this far, but they have
nonetheless put the Hamas suicide bomber on the same moral plane as the
Israeli soldier seeking to destroy his explosives laboratory; according to this
view, both are simply part of the Middle East’s “cycle of violence.” This
moral equivalence was intended to neutralize Western criticism of the
terrorism campaign against Israel and limit Israel’s freedom of action to
subdue it.



By refusing to condemn terrorist groups like Hamas and Hizballah—the
latter of whom, as will be seen, wielded great influence among militants
squaring off against U.S. troops in Irag—the UN has only perpetuated
terrorism. And by condemning Israel for responding to its opponents’
repeated terrorist acts, the UN has complicated the West’s ability to defend
itself against the new wave of global terrorism. What would happen if
Americans began to doubt their country’s duty to respond to terrorism?
What if they started to believe that the U.S. Air Force pilot charged with
bombing an al-Qaeda training camp was no different from the terrorist
operative in the al-Qaeda camp below? In fact, already during the Reagan
administration, the UN Security Council voted nine to five to condemn the
United States for the 1986 bombing of Libya. Only the jointly cast vetoes of
the United States, Britain, and France prevented the UN’s formal adoption
of the condemnation.*?

For counterterrorism to succeed globally, moral clarity must be
preserved. But the UN specializes in moral obfuscation. Thus Kofi Annan
refused to condemn a Palestinian suicide bombing in the heart of Jerusalem
on January 29, 2004, that killed eleven Israelis and wounded close to fifty.
Instead he directed his press statement to both sides: “Once again I appeal,
to Israelis and Palestinians alike, to rise above feelings of anger and
vengeance, however natural, and to devote all their energies to negotiating a
true and lasting peace.” Compare that “impartial” statement to the
unequivocal response to the attacks from the U.S. secretary of state, Colin
Powell: “Once again, terrorists have killed innocent people.”** The U.S.
government understood what the UN did not: that the only way to deal with
the worst threats to international security is to confront them directly.

“EVIL IS PREVAILING”

Sergio Vieira de Mello, who headed the UN’s humanitarian operations in
Iraq before he was killed in the August 2003 bombing of UN headquarters
in Baghdad, recognized that a new global crisis was emerging. Referring to
the disasters of the 1990s, he said, “Recent history may suggest that evil is
prevailing.” It is obvious that Vieira de Mello understood the need for the
UN to confront this evil, for he pointed out that “the body of international
law is under severe challenge, particularly in the humanitarian sphere.”



Still, in his view the challenge could be overcome. “Does this mean a
breakdown of these norms? I don’t think so. What it means is a breakdown
of respect for those norms.”*

Vieira de Mello was overoptimistic. Those perpetrating the new global
chaos actually speak in the name of the UN’s norms. In the half century
since the UN’s birth, the high standards and hopes that the UN set for itself
have been systematically eroded. That erosion is at the heart of the global
disorder we know today. The UN, supposedly the protector of international
peace and security, has actually undermined world order.

As this book will demonstrate, to consider the UN the “source of
international legitimacy” is absurd. Only by examining the UN’s record—
not just its ideals, but its actual performance—can one understand how it
has actually helped the world descend into such disorder. And
understanding the source of today’s global crises is the only way to begin to
remedy the situation.

One thing is clear: The United Nations is not the answer. But before any
alternatives can be considered, it is necessary to understand where this
noble ideal went wrong.

CHAPTER 1

The Erosion of Standards

T'he United Nations was really an American idea. Indeed, as one former
U.S. ambassador to the UN put it in the 1970s, “At first the UN was seen as
the instrument of American ideologues.”! The UN’s founders established
the organization to promote American values and principles on a global
scale.

Created 1in the aftermath of the Allied victory in World War II, the world
body had actually been conceived well before the defeat of Nazi Germany
and Imperial Japan in 1945. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had
shown his enthusiasm for an international organization as early as the



1930s. The United States had never joined the League of Nations, which
had been created after the First World War, but Roosevelt became the first
president to send American observers to Geneva to sit in on League
sessions. Roosevelt was not naive, however. He saw the League’s flaws.
The organization failed to counter the rise of the Axis powers in the 1930s,
the invasions of Ethiopia, Manchuria, and the Rhineland, and ultimately the
outbreak of the Second World War. Thus, when Roosevelt and British prime
minister Winston Churchill drew up the Atlantic Charter in August 1941—
even before the United States had entered the war—they called for “a wider
and permanent system of general security.” It was in fact FDR who first
used the term “United Nations.” On January 1, 1942, less than a month after
Pearl Harbor, the countries allied against the Axis powers signed the
“Declaration by United Nations,” a title that Roosevelt proposed. Churchill
had preferred the name “Allied Nations.”?

Months later, according to the notes of his trusted aide Harry Hopkins,
President Roosevelt explained to British foreign secretary Anthony Eden
that the new international body he envisioned “should be world-wide in
scope . . . but, finally, that the real decisions should be made by the United
States, Great Britain, Russia, and China, who would be the powers for
many years to come that would have to police the world.””

At 1944’s Dumbarton Oaks Conference outside of Washington, FDR
reiterated his conception of the new international body. Specifically he
described an organization that would enforce peace through the world’s
“four policemen”: the United States, Great Britain, China, and the USSR.4
If an aggressor “started to run amok and seeks to grab territory or invade its
neighbors,” FDR explained to reporters at the time of Dumbarton Oaks, the
UN would “stop them before they got started.” This was precisely the
model the great powers drew up for the UN at the conference. As such, the
UN was designed first and foremost to avoid the failures that had plagued
the League of Nations. FDR was a realist, a point he drove home in an
October 1944 campaign address in New York City in which, when he spoke
about the UN, he reminded his listeners, “We are not fighting for, and we
shall not attain a utopia.”® For Roosevelt, the engagement of the United
States and the other great powers was vital to give teeth to the
organization’s international security measures.

Franklin Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, but the plan for the UN
survived. In fact, within two weeks of Roosevelt’s death, the UN’s founding



conference would convene in San Francisco, where the UN Charter would
ultimately be drafted and signed. The four policemen, along with France,
became the permanent members of the UN Security Council, which would
eventually include ten additional rotating members. It would be responsible
for safeguarding international peace and security. Yet the UN that emerged
also reflected the more idealistic notions of the State Department planners
who wanted the United Nations to be a community of equals that included
all countries. They stressed that the new world body would be a universal
organization, for they did not want to repeat one of the key mistakes of the
League of Nations, which had never included the United States and from
which Germany, Italy, and Japan had withdrawn. The UN General
Assembly, separate from the Security Council, would eventually include all
of the world community. While the Security Council would be the body that
intervened militarily to preserve world order, the General Assembly would
give voice to the values on which that order was based. It would set
international standards for the future. It would also be empowered to deal
with decolonization, disarmament, economics, and even development of
international law.”

Although the UN’s architects created a clear division of labor between
the Security Council and the General Assembly, there was a certain built-in
tension between Roosevelt’s earlier idea of an exclusive great-power club
and the all-inclusive international body that eventually emerged. FDR had
maintained a strong conviction that small nations not be allowed to
complicate the great powers’ task of keeping the peace.® But as the Second
World War had drawn to a close, wild utopian proposals were coming out of
America, as many called for “world government” or a “federation of
democracies.”

Like Roosevelt, the American commentator Walter Lippmann recognized
that the United States could not rely on a broad global organization to
establish peace. Near the end of World War II he had warned that the
victorious powers must not delegate the responsibility for world order “to a
world society which does not yet exist or has just barely been organized.”!?
He had made an important point. The problem with a “world society which
does not yet exist or has just barely been organized™ is that it can share no
common values. What joint interests would bring the diverse countries of
the new UN together? What common principles would bond the UN



together as its membership expanded? What would be their agenda for a
better world?

Walter Lippmann had identified what would become the Achilles’ heel of
the United Nations and why it was bound to fail despite the high ideals of
its architects.

MORAL CLARITY

All the original UN members in 1945 shared one characteristic that might
have offset the Lippmann critique: In order to be invited to the UN’s
founding conference in San Francisco, a state had to have declared war on
at least one of the Axis powers and to have adhered to the “Declaration by
United Nations” that was originally announced in January 1942. The UN’s
founding members, in other words, had to make choices and take a stand.
The UN might have been a universal organization, but at the time of its
creation it was also a military alliance, united by a common strategic
purpose and by declared commitment to certain common values.

The UN’s American founders assumed that it would be possible to freeze
the wartime alliance of the United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union,
China, and France. Further, they believed that it could become an alliance
around certain principles. Political commentators called the idea collective
security. Henry Kissinger has articulated this point well: “Alliances always
presume a specific adversary; collective security defends international law
in the abstract.”!! For the UN’s proposed notion of collective security to
work, the organization would have to undertake two actions. First, the UN
would have to identify that an act of aggression had indeed occurred and
that some state had violated the world organization’s founding principles.
Second, once it determined that aggression had occurred, the UN would
have to mobilize a determined response; that is, its member states would
have to act as though their own vital national interests had been threatened.
This revival in the Wilsonian belief that collective security around
principles of world order could replace the old European balance of power,
with its secret alliances, was able to come about only because of the
postwar circumstances in which the UN was born.

It is impossible to exaggerate the importance of this historical context.
The UN was created in a moment of extraordinary moral clarity, in which



its founding members could distinguish between the aggression of the Axis
powers and their own role as liberators—indeed, between evil and good.
After all, the Nazis, against whom they had fought, had committed acts of
mass murder unprecedented in recorded history. As the UN held its first
meetings in 1946, the Nuremberg trials against Nazi war criminals were
well under way. The Second World War cast a long shadow over the UN
and its first covenants. Consider, for example, the UN Charter, which
begins by making reference “to the need to save succeeding generations
from the scourge of war” and reaffirms “fundamental human rights,”
something the Covenant of the League of Nations had made no reference to.
Moreover, in December 1946 the UN General Assembly adopted a
resolution condemning genocide and tasked a UN committee to draft a
genocide convention.

One of the flaws of the early UN was that because of Stalin’s wartime
cooperation with Roosevelt, the organization’s architects had an excessively
benign, if not naive, view of the USSR. One commentator has written of
“starry-eyed Rooseveltian illusions about Great Power Unity.”!? This might
be somewhat overstated, but the signing of the UN Charter did create a
short-term period of euphoria that affected judgments about the USSR.
Excusing Soviet behavior became common. For example, in November
1945, Secretary of State James Byrnes compared what he revealingly called
the “effort of the Soviet Union to draw into closer and more friendly
relations with her central and eastern European neighbors” to inter-
American organizations in the Western Hemisphere.!> This put the Iron
Curtain over Eastern Europe on the same plane as the American-led Rio
Treaty. The Soviets took advantage of their position to corrupt some
important early UN documents. Most notably, they carved out a dangerous
loophole in the Genocide Convention of 1948; the convention did not
outlaw mass murder against political opponents, as distinct from religious
or ethnic groups. It should also be noted that the acting secretary-general at
the UN’s 1945 founding conference, Alger Hiss, was probably a Soviet spy
(although there is little evidence that he used his position at the conference
to lobby extensively on Moscow’s behalf). !4

In those early days, the Soviet Union could not stand in the way of every
important measure the UN tried to pass.!> The USSR and its Communist
allies had minimal influence because most of the UN’s founding members
still spoke a similar political language as allies emerging from the Second



World War, and the minority of states that did not accept the prevalent
values of the time were reluctant to challenge the postwar ethos. For
example, one of the General Assembly’s earliest acts was to adopt a
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in December 1948. The Soviets
were hardly enthusiastic about the defense of personal liberties at the
expense of the state, and they had sent their prosecutor from Stalin’s purge
trials, Andrei Vyshinsky, to the UN to argue against the declaration. But
they recognized that the overwhelming majority of UN members, mostly
democracies still tied together with a common sense of political purpose,
supported this moral statement. The Soviets could not even bring
themselves to vote against the resolution; they abstained, as did other
Eastern bloc nations. The declaration passed by a vote of 48—0.

Those drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights understood
that the General Assembly was not a “world parliament” and thus could not
create binding international laws. Eleanor Roosevelt, the first chairman of
the UN Commission on Human Rights, referred to the declaration as a
“common standard.” But this common standard could be powerful in the
future: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights could provide guidelines
for international conventions, or for the constitutions of newly independent
states.'® And by outlining a code of behavior expected from members of the
world community, the UN General Assembly might be able to constrain the
behavior of states.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights offers a striking example of
the overwhelming political agreement among the early UN member states.
Some critics have condemned the UN in this era for its clarity of purpose,
arguing that the original UN reflected only Western standards and was not a
truly universal organization. Yet among the original UN members were
states such as Egypt, Turkey, Ethiopia, and India—Muslims, Christians, and
Hindus. Besides Eleanor Roosevelt, the authors of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights included René Cassin, a French Jew with
Orthodox Jewish training; Charles Malik, a Lebanese Christian; and P. C.
Chang, a Chinese intellectual who had lectured on Confucianism and Islam.
Islamic scholars had also been consulted. With the exception of Saudi
Arabia, which abstained, all UN member states with large Muslim
populations voted for the Universal Declaration, including Egypt, Pakistan,
and Turkey. The Saudis’ chief concern was that the declaration allowed for
a Muslim to change his religion.!” By 1994, Hassan al-Turabi’s militant



Islamist regime would argue that the UN Human Rights Commission had
no standing to criticize Sudan’s right to enact punishments like amputation,
crucifixion, stoning, or flogging.'8

What was the difference between the UN of 1948, in which Saudi Arabia
merely abstained from voting for the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, and the UN of 1994, in which Sudan thundered about the right to
behead prisoners? The fact is that the UN had become a totally different
organization by the 1990s. From the original 51 member states, its
membership jumped to 83 in 1959, up to 132 states in 1972, with the
dissolution of European colonial empires, and to 184 by 1993. The addition
of the new states posed a problem not because of race, religion, or
nationality. Nor were the new Third World members added from the 1970s
through the 1990s a problem because of their cultural background. Rather,
the trouble related to their political systems. They were for the most part
completely new states that had emerged after some struggle with former
imperial powers. Many were the authoritarian offspring of the Soviet Union
or the Communist Chinese. They were joined by totalitarian Islamist
regimes such as the Islamic Republic of Iran or Sudan. What was emerging
was a clash of ideologies, not a clash of civilizations. Many of these new
states wanted international rules that would suit the needs of dictatorships
rather than democracies. Even after the breakup of the Soviet bloc, only a
minority of UN member states—75 out of 184—were free democracies,
according to Freedom House.

Moreover, the new members had power disproportional to their actual
population. Many were tiny states. By 2003, the 114 Third World states that
made up the Nonaligned Movement, which voted as a bloc in the UN, at
best represented a little more than a half the world’s population, but it could
claim nearly two-thirds of the 191 UN member states.!” The UN had
gerrymandered itself to give dozens of these authoritarian regimes a greater
voice in the shape of world affairs than they deserved.

In the beginning, authoritarian regimes could not exert much influence on
the machinery of the UN Secretariat. Had that political configuration
survived into the 1990s, the UN could have made a considerable
contribution to international security. But the states who gained so much
authority in the 1990s looked at the world very differently from the way the
United States did. Support for U.S. positions in the UN General Assembly
continued to decline during the 1990s, despite the Clinton administration’s



declared support for multilateralism. In 1995 members of the General
Assembly voted along with Washington 50.6 percent of the time, but by
1999 that number had dropped to 41.8 percent.?’ The United States was
motivated by different political values and interests—values and interests
that had helped define the UN at the outset.

Many have argued that the Cold War prevented the UN from functioning
as it was originally conceived. By the late 1940s Secretary of State Dean
Acheson was already describing the UN Charter as “impracticable” and the
UN itself as an example of misguided Wilsonian beliefs in “the advent of
universal peace and law.”?! President Truman became disillusioned with the
UN as the Cold War got under way. To be sure, when the Soviet Union
shifted from wartime ally to Cold War adversary, it radically changed the
dynamics of the UN Security Council. The Security Council was effectively
neutralized, as each superpower could exercise its right to veto resolutions
authorizing military action. But if the Soviets had been the sole stumbling
block to effective UN operations, then the end of the Cold War should have
meant that the UN could resume the role for which it was designed.

That didn’t happen.

OPENING THE DOOR FOR AGGRESSION

American officials in the early 1990s certainly wanted the UN to reclaim its
original mission. In his January 1991 State of the Union address, President
George H. W. Bush laid out his vision for a “new world order,” and he saw
the UN as an integral part of that new order. When Madeleine Albright
came to the UN as President Clinton’s ambassador in 1993, she noted that
for decades the paralyzed Security Council had rarely met. During her term
it would convene almost daily, for, as she later explained, “the barrier to
coordinated Security Council action had come down.”?? But if that barrier
had fallen, it did not mean that the UN was then prepared to deal with crises
that threatened international security. Too much had changed.

The problem, of course, was that the UN member states had long since
lost a common sense of purpose, which had been so vital to the
international body at its founding. Whereas in 1948 a tiny minority of states
could do nothing but abstain from voting for the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, by the 1990s the majority Afro-Asian bloc was making



assertions to the effect that “ ‘human rights’ was an invention of Western
liberalism, which had little to offer countries whose values derived from
tribal wisdom or other communal traditions.”?? In 1993, for example, the
UN held a world conference in Vienna on human rights. UN diplomats
surrendered to demands from states like China, Indonesia, and Malaysia by
drafting a final declaration that omitted any reference to individual rights
such as freedom of speech or freedom of assembly.?* The new UN majority
had emptied the term “human rights” of its original meaning and hijacked it
to serve its authoritarian political agenda.

The change in the UN’s ethos had become evident decades earlier. The
shift was quite visible in the great UN debates over decolonization in the
1960s. In December 1960, the General Assembly adopted Resolution 1514
(XV), known as the “Declaration on the Granting of Independence to
Colonial Countries and Peoples.” The U.S. government had been one of the
strongest advocates of decolonization, because it would mean emancipating
peoples around the world. But the Americans were concerned about this
initiative, since it called for the “immediate” transfer of powers from
colonial governments, regardless of the state of political preparations on the
ground. The drafters of the resolution had been concerned with the
“subjection of peoples to alien subjugation,” but had remained silent about
people’s rights to representative government. The resolution established no
mechanisms for setting up democratic rule in these newly emerging states.

Despite concerns from the United States and other democratic allies, the
new Afro-Asian majority forced the resolution through. Many Afro-Asian
states had been responsible for drafting Resolution 1514, in which they
appropriated the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights to condemn colonialism. The resolution passed with the support of
eighty-nine states; six nations abstained, including the United States, Great
Britain, and France. The Soviet-bloc states strongly backed the resolution,
since it would polarize relations between the West and the developing
world. They would exploit this more militant anticolonial sentiment to try
to force the United States and its allies to close military bases in the
developing world. For Moscow, this was a matter not of ideological
solidarity but of strategic interest.

Meanwhile, many Afro-Asian states felt that the anticolonial declaration
established a new norm for political action.”> And just a year after the
resolution passed, India attacked Goa, a small enclave on the subcontinent



that was under Portuguese control. Goa was an outdated, nearly 450-year-
old throwback to the colonial era, like British-controlled Hong Kong, on the
Chinese coast. The Indians made no effort to negotiate Portugal’s
withdrawal. Instead, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, who put India’s bid
for Third World leadership above its reputation for nonviolence, decided to
resort to armed force. To justify the action, his representatives at the UN
invoked Resolution 1514. India argued that the attack could not be
considered an act of aggression because Portugal’s control of Goa was
illegal and its sovereignty baseless: “There can be no question of aggression
against your own frontier, or against your own people, whom you want to
liberate.”

What the Indians were saying was that the use of force was legitimate in
some circumstances even when a nation was not acting in its own defense.
The moral clarity of the 1945 UN was becoming obfuscated; standards for
distinguishing right from wrong could not be so easily applied in the new
political universe that was forming, in which aggression could be excused
and morality judged in relative terms. As a result, India was beyond official
reproach.

The Goa incident forced U.S. officials to take a more skeptical view of
the UN. Initially, President John F. Kennedy declared his support for the
UN, seeing it as a reflection of American ideals: “In supporting the United
Nations, we not only support aims and ideals inscribed in our constitution,
but work to convert the high goals of our own foreign policy into living
reality.”?” The U.S. ambassador to the UN, Adlai Stevenson, reflected
Kennedy’s faith in the UN, proclaiming, “World society has to achieve the
minimum institutions of order, and the only embryo of such an order is the
United Nations.”?® Yet to maintain order, Stevenson felt, the UN could not
abide acts of aggression like India’s on Goa. When Portugal went to the UN
Security Council for help after India’s attack, Stevenson said to the council,
“Tonight we are witnessing the first act in a drama which could end with the
death of the [UN] Organization.” He reminded the Security Council that the
League of Nations had died because “its members no longer resisted
aggressive force.” The United States did not win the debate on Goa; the UN
already had other concerns, and in the new political universe that it was
creating, the ends could justify almost any means.?’

India’s attempt to explain away its military action on Goa was part of an
ongoing struggle in the UN to redefine the term “aggression”—an issue that



cut to the heart of the UN’s mission. A clear-cut definition of aggression
had been needed at the time of the UN’s birth, since the waging of a war of
aggression was one of the main charges at both the Nuremberg and Tokyo
military trials.’® Defining aggression on the basis of what happened in the
1930s may have seemed like an open-and-shut case, but everything soon
became twisted. In the early 1950s the Soviets began working on more
restrictive definitions of “aggression,” leaving out indirect aggression—Ilike
subversion and agitating civil strife—in order to neutralize the Western
response to the spread of communism.’! The Indians were further
narrowing the term to serve their purposes.

More and more, the debate about aggression reflected the conflicting
interests of the various UN blocs. In 1969, Third World states insisted that
any definition of aggression must not be interpreted as “limiting the scope
of the [UN] Charter’s provisions concerning the right of peoples to self-
determination.”3? Within five years another restriction was introduced when
the General Assembly adopted a definition of aggression in 1974. This time
it was to protect the rights of peoples under “alien domination”—a vague
term that could include anything from foreign bases to oil concessions held
by Western multinational corporations.>? Thus, one legal expert analyzing
the 1974 definition could only conclude that the UN had codified “all the
main ‘juridicial loopholes and pre-texts to unleash aggression’ available
under preexisting international law.”34

In short, over the years the General Assembly introduced enough
exceptions into prohibitions against aggression to give a pass to states that
initiated armed conflict. (When the UN sponsored the Rome Conference in
1998 to establish the International Criminal Court, an agreed definition of
“aggression” still eluded those who attended; the crime of aggression will
be under the court’s jurisdiction only when a common definition is reached
in the future.)??

It is telling that the UN could not even reach a working definition of the
very thing that it had been created to prevent.

CONDONING TERRORISM

In October 1970, the UN held a special commemorative session on the tenth
anniversary of its 1960 anticolonial declaration. The General Assembly



adopted language during that October meeting that made reference to
“freedom fighters” and the need for the UN to invite “representatives of
[national] liberation movements.” Before the close of the fall session, the
General Assembly crossed a moral Rubicon, adopting on December 14,
1970, Resolution 2708 (XXV), which went far beyond the 1960
anticolonial declaration. The new resolution explicitly stated that the UN
“reaffirms its recognition of the legitimacy of the struggle of the colonial
peoples and peoples under alien domination to exercise their right to self-
determination and independence by all the necessary means at their
disposal [emphasis added].”3°

This was a historic shift in the UN General Assembly, and it occurred at a
time when international terrorism was on the rise, with the world facing a
new wave of airplane hijackings. The UN’s new position could only be
understood by those who regarded themselves as members of “national
liberation movements” as a license to commit murder in the name of the
cause of self-determination. The UN, in other words, had taken the first step
toward legitimizing global terror.

Just four years later, in 1974, PLO chairman Yasser Arafat was invited to
speak before the UN General Assembly for the very first time. Arafat was
the leader of a terrorist organization: a year earlier his Black September
units murdered the U.S. ambassador to Sudan, Cleo A. Noel, and a year
before that they had conducted their massacre at the 1972 Munich
Olympics. He arrived at the UN wearing a military uniform and carrying a
pistol in a holster under his jacket. Nevertheless, Arafat was treated with all
the diplomatic protocol accorded to a head of state. For example, on the
General Assembly podium he was provided with the ceremonial leather
armchair that is reserved only for world leaders (though he was asked to not
sit in it).

Arafat had to be extremely careful about how he expressed himself in his
first address on the world stage. Nonetheless, given the new ethos at the
UN, he felt comfortable enough to state, “We are also expressing our faith
in political and diplomatic struggle as complements, as enhancements of
armed struggle [emphasis added].” He explained to the UN ambassadors
seated below him that he had been able to come to New York because the
UN itself had changed. “The United Nations of today is not the United
Nations of the past,” he said. “Today’s United Nations represents 138
nations, a number that more clearly reflects the will of the international



community.” And the new United Nations, he argued, was “more capable of
implementing the principles embodied in its Charter and in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.” Arafat was co-opting these fundamental UN
documents to justify his movement’s continuing reliance on violence as a
political instrument to advance its cause.

Arafat universalized his message, allying himself with peoples of the
world still “gripped by armed struggles provoked by imperialism and racial
discrimination.” These struggles, he said, were “legitimate and just,” and he
declared it “imperative” that the “international community should support
these peoples in their struggles.” Over the years the PLO has developed
intimate ties with Cuba, North Vietnam, East Germany, revolutionary
African groups, and the Sandinistas of Nicaragua; these are the sorts of
“legitimate and just” struggles Arafat and the PLO align themselves with.

When Arafat finished his speech, the majority of UN delegates gave him
enthusiastic applause, and many rose to their feet to cheer him. The UN’s
original clear concept of human rights and noble postwar efforts to protect
the freedom of individuals had now been changed. The new concept was of
collective national rights protected by self-appointed militant groups, who
were fully prepared to trample on individuals’ human rights. Any moral
restraints on terrorism that might have existed in the world community were
now stripped away.

Arafat was right: The UN had changed. Moral clarity had given way to
moral relativism.

Sure enough, a year after Arafat received his warm reception at the UN,
the General Assembly gave a standing ovation to Ugandan dictator Idi
Amin, who would ultimately murder some 300,000 of his people.

The new set of values that dominated the broadened membership of the
UN clearly limited the organization’s ability to set out clear political
standards banning terrorism and political violence. In 1979, the General
Assembly approved an exception to the international convention against
taking hostages. The exception applied to cases “in which people are
fighting against colonial occupation and alien occupation and against racist
regimes in the exercise of their right of self-determination.””?” The General
Assembly continued along this path in 1982, when it adopted Resolution
37/43, which stated that the UN “reaffirms the legitimacy of the struggle of
peoples for independence, territorial integrity, national unity and liberation
from colonial and foreign domination and foreign occupation by all



available means, including armed struggle.” Rather than outlawing
terrorism, the UN was finding ways of condoning it as a legitimate form of
political expression.

This trend has continued for more than two decades. In February—March
1997, the UN convened an ad hoc committee on “Terrorist Bombings and
Nuclear National Terrorism.” Not surprisingly, a group of Arab states led by
Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Egypt contributed a joint statement that
condemned “attempts to stigmatize legitimate resistance as terrorism.” The
much larger Nonaligned Movement, which at the time embraced nearly 120
of the 184 UN member states, similarly affirmed “the legitimacy of the
struggle of peoples under colonial or alien domination.” Such a struggle
“did not constitute terrorism,” this massive bloc of UN members argued.>®

Two years later, the same argument came from Syria, a nation that the
U.S. State Department has long recognized as a state sponsor of terrorism.
In a letter to Secretary-General Kofi Annan dated March 24, 1999, Syria’s
ambassador to the UN ironically lamented the lack of international
standards for formulating a precise definition of “terrorism”: “The Syrian
Arab Republic has called for the establishment of internationally agreed
standards that clearly distinguish between terrorism, which must be
condemned and combated, and the legitimate national struggles against
foreign occupation which must be supported.”® George Orwell could not
have drafted a better document. Within a year Syria would be voted in as a
nonpermanent member of the UN Security Council, charged with
safeguarding international peace and security.

BEYOND A “TALK HOUSE”

Was all this just the unimportant noise of the politicized UN General
Assembly? A former U.S. ambassador to the UN, Richard Holbrooke, has
called the General Assembly a “talk house . . . which simply has no
importance except as a forum for speeches.”*? But to consider the General
Assembly an innocuous debating society—annoying, perhaps, but harmless
—ignores the significant influence the UN’s General Assembly can have.
True, from a strictly legal standpoint, UN General Assembly resolutions do
not create binding international law. Yet these resolutions have a much
broader political impact that goes beyond their legal status. Indeed, if the



UN General Assembly’s resolutions had no real value, then why did
members of the Nonaligned Movement make such efforts to get the UN to
adopt their positions? What were they trying to achieve? They undoubtedly
understood that the entire UN system was affected by the value structure
that the General Assembly was erecting.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, for example, Third World nations
waged a campaign to force the UN to modify the 1949 Geneva Conventions
on the laws of war in order to elevate the legal status of “national
liberation” groups. They obtained some of these modifications in 1977. In
1984, they worked through the Sixth Committee, the committee that helped
the General Assembly prepare resolutions relating to its responsibility to
“encourage the progressive development of international law.” According to
a 1984 Pentagon memorandum, these nations sought to put armed
combatants from these “national liberation movements” on the same plane
as ordinary civilians—something that would have made it much more
difficult for the United States to prosecute the current war on terrorism. For
example, if armed combatants were only soldiers in uniform or those who
actually fired their weapons, then what would be the status of a terrorist
mastermind, dressed in civilian clothing, who was organizing attacks on
New York or London from a country willing to give him sanctuary? The
Pentagon warned that making this modification might sweep away
“hundreds of years of law and morality.”*! By eroding international
humanitarian law and complicating the West’s ability to defend itself
against terrorist attacks, the UN General Assembly was having far more
impact than just another debating society would have.

Moreover, UN General Assembly resolutions have fed into decisions
taken by other UN bodies. In 2002, for instance, Israel was confronted with
a surge in suicide bombing attacks by Hamas. The worst of the attacks came
on March 27, 2002, with the Passover Massacre at Netanya’s Park Hotel,
the bomb, which went off just as the Israelis sat down to commemorate the
Passover Seder, left 30 dead and 140 wounded. In response, Israel launched
Operation Defensive Shield in order to root out Hamas and other terrorist
groups in West Bank cities. The UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva
took up the subsequent military escalation in its deliberations. Instead of
condemning the terrorist attacks on Israeli civilians, the UN Human Rights
Commission blasted Israel’s self-defense operations and “the military siege



imposed on Palestinian territory.” Worse still, it declared that it “affirms the
legitimate rights of the Palestinian people to resist the Israeli occupation.”

In taking this position, the Human Rights Commission explicitly relied
on UN General Assembly Resolution 37/43, the 1982 resolution that
reaffirmed the right of peoples to engage in “armed struggle” against
“colonial and foreign domination.” Troubled by the implied support that the
UN Human Rights Commission would be providing to suicide terrorism,
Britain and Germany, which might normally abstain in such cases, voted
against the resolution. (The United States could not vote because in May
2001 it had been voted off the Human Rights Commission, a move the
notorious human rights abuser Communist China had reportedly lobbied
extensively for.) Although this vote came just months after 9/11, the West
was by no means united in the fight against terrorism: Austria, Belgium,
and France voted for the resolution. The measure passed by a vote of 40-5,
with seven nations abstaining.*> The whole episode demonstrated how the
international norms that the UN General Assembly created, including those
that provided the moral underpinnings for something as evil as international
terrorism, could seep into the rest of the UN system and disrupt allied
solidarity.

The UN General Assembly affects other parts of the UN in one other
important way. Its resolutions many times have “entrusted” the secretary-
general to remain “seized” of issues that it raised in its resolutions. That is,
the General Assembly’s decisions provide political guidance to the
secretary-general, for UN resolutions set out the terms of reports that the
secretary-general and his staff are commissioned to prepare. Even if a
secretary-general personally disagrees with the content or spirit of UN
resolutions, he has no authority to ignore them. He is their conduit to the
huge UN bureaucracy, which he oversees from the thirty-eighth floor of the
blue-green Secretariat tower in New York City. His policies inform the
political orientation of thousands of UN staff members on the floors below
and the positions of those belonging to the UN’s specialized agencies, such
as the UN Development Program (UNDP) or the UN Educational Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The politics of the General
Assembly influence the entire UN. As early as the 1950s, René Cassin of
the Human Rights Commission complained about the “scandalous

politicization” of the UN’s specialized agencies.*3



The General Assembly’s resolutions have influence far outside the UN as
well. As the chief spokesman for the UN, the secretary-general promotes
the UN General Assembly’s resolutions to the entire international
community. In his public speeches and television interviews, he has to be
careful not to contradict the content of these resolutions. This is the case no
matter what the topic 1s; in recent years, for example, we have seen
Secretary-General Kofi Annan honor the General Assembly’s resolutions
when speaking about terrorism, Iraq, or weapons of mass destruction.

Finally, the UN General Assembly’s resolutions often serve as
recommendations that states can adopt when they are codifying new
treaties.

The influence of these resolutions is far-reaching and must not be
underestimated.

FAILURE

President George H. W. Bush imagined the UN would play a pivotal role in
protecting the “new world order” after the 1991 Gulf War. But Bush and
other U.S. officials did not recognize the flaws in the UN that doomed its
ability to secure international peace and thus doomed the new world order.

World order requires moral clarity to distinguish aggression from
legitimate acts of self-defense. It requires a mandate to combat terrorism
against innocent civilians rather than efforts primarily aimed at excusing
violence by blaming it on “underlying” political or economic causes. And it
requires a commitment to defend individual human rights, and not an effort
to systematically change their meaning to the defense of “national rights,”
which has allowed regimes to abuse their citizens with impunity.

Rather than draw the new UN member states to accept the ideals that its
founders had advocated, the United States and its allies for the most part let
the states of the Nonaligned Movement set the agenda and political program
that the UN would adopt. The old UN was born in the shadow of the
Holocaust; the new UN did nothing in the 1970s and 1980s as mass murder
was conducted in Cambodia, Burundi, Uganda, and Syria, and finally when
Iraq attacked the Kurds with chemical weapons.

Of course, the UN’s failure to deal with pressing conflicts was nothing
new. Indeed, almost immediately after the organization’s founding, it failed
to resolve the most pressing conflicts that emerged: the first Arab-Israel



conflict in 194748 and the first war between India and Pakistan over
Kashmir in 1948. Failure has been a recurring theme in the UN’s history.
CHAPTER 2

Failure Foreshadowed

The First Tests for the UN in Israel and India

T'he invasion of Palestine by the Arab states was the first armed aggression

which the world has seen since the world war. The United Nations could
not permit such aggression to succeed and at the same time survive as an
influential force for peaceful settlement, collective security, and meaningful
international law.”!

That is how the first UN secretary-general, Trygve Lie, summarized the
challenge the UN faced on May 14, 1948, as the British withdrew from
what had been since 1922 their League of Nations Mandate over Palestine.
Israel proclaimed its independence, and five armies from the Arab League
—Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Transjordan, and Irag—with the addition of token
units from Saudi Arabia and Yemen, invaded the nascent state the day it
was born. Lie did not mince words. In his view, a clear case of aggression
had occurred. But how would the UN respond?

The secretary-general concluded that nothing less than the credibility of
the UN as a security organization was at stake. The day after the Arab
invasion, Lie warned the UN Security Council of the gravity of the
situation, explaining how Egypt had cabled the UN to declare that its forces
were engaging in an “armed intervention” in Palestine. The Arab states’
actions that day only reinforced the secretary-general’s conviction that the
military strike constituted an act of aggression. Egyptian air force planes
bombed Tel Aviv, and the Arab League issued a statement confirming that
its forces were advancing into Palestine. The secretary-general of the Arab
League also announced, “This will be a war of extermination and a
momentous massacre which will be spoken of like the Mongolian



massacres and the Crusades.”? In other words, the Arab states made no
effort to hide their aggression and intent.

The pressure on the UN to do something was enormous. Lie wrote to the
Security Council that this was “the first time since the adoption of the [UN]
Charter that Member States [of the UN] have openly declared that they
have engaged in armed intervention outside their own territory.” At the end
of May, the U.S. representative to the UN, Warren Austin, commented on
the Arab League’s pronouncements about its invasion, “Their statements
are the best evidence we have of the international character of this
aggression.” Even on the Soviet side, Andrei Gromyko admitted, “What is
happening in Palestine can only be described as military operations
organized by a group of states against the new Jewish state,” and he
characterized the formation of Israel as a “national liberation movement.”
He added that the states “whose forces had invaded Palestine have ignored
the Security Council’s resolution.”>

At that time there was complete moral clarity as to who was the
aggressor and who was the defender in the unfolding conflict. Even the
rival superpowers agreed. So what would the UN do? This was a critical
question, for if the UN’s collective security system was to work, first
aggression had to be identified, and then UN member states had to
undertake defensive measures in response.

Trygve Lie already saw from the opening discussions at the UN Security
Council on May 15 that “prompt and effective action will not be
forthcoming.” He admitted that failure to address the attack would “result in
the most serious injury to the prestige of the United Nations.”

Lie had good reason to be so concerned. The Palestine issue was one that
the UN had been dealing with throughout its short history. In fact, it had
inherited the issue from the League of Nations, which had confronted the
Palestine situation in the wake of the First World War.

The geographic area that became British Mandatory Palestine had been a
group of imperial districts of the Ottoman Empire since 1517; the British
army conquered it during the First World War and turned to the League of
Nations to resolve its final disposition along with that of other captured
territories. During the war, to convince Sharif Hussein of Mecca, the leader
of the Hashemite clan of the Hijaz in Arabia, to break away from the
Ottoman Empire, Britain had committed itself to supporting the
establishment of a great unified Arab state covering what is today the



Arabian Peninsula, Iraq, parts of Jordan, and Syria. Yet the British were
careful to exclude Palestine, and in 1917 their foreign secretary, Lord
Balfour, declared Britain’s support for a Jewish national home in Palestine.
When in 1920 the Ottoman Empire renounced sovereignty over its Asiatic
territories, including Palestine, it appeared that the Arabs would obtain a
huge state covering most of the Middle East and the Jews would receive a
relatively small wedge of territory in Palestine. (After 1922, the British
insisted that the League of Nations’ provision for a Jewish homeland would
not apply to eastern Palestine, which became Transjordan.)

This almost became the basis for an early Arab-Jewish understanding,
between the Hashemites and the Zionist movement. But once France
received British backing for its territorial share of what was to become the
Syrian and Lebanese Mandate, the Arab side felt it had been double-crossed
by the European powers. Regardless, the 1922 League of Nations Mandate
for Palestine endorsed the Balfour Declaration by recognizing both “the
historical connection of the Jewish people with Palestine” and “the grounds
for reconstituting their national home in that country.” The mandate system
represented a compromise between nineteenth-century European
colonialism and American insistence on various peoples’ right to self-
determination. It allowed the British and the French to retain control of
large parts of the Middle East until the peoples of the region were, in the
eyes of the League of Nations, ready to exercise their rights to obtain
statehood.

When the UN was formed in 1945, the UN Charter committed the new
organization to the obligations undertaken by the League of Nations after
World War 1. Specifically, Article 80 of the UN Charter upheld the existing
rights of states and of “any peoples.” Backers of Jewish statehood had
lobbied for this provision at the UN’s founding conference in San Francisco
in order to reaffirm the Jewish right that the League of Nations had
recognized more than two decades earlier. Thus from its founding the UN
had assumed responsibility for the dispute over Palestine.*

In April 1947, an exhausted British postwar government asked the UN to
make recommendations for the future of Palestine. In response, the General
Assembly formed a UN Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), which
issued a majority report advocating the partition of Palestine into a Jewish
state and an Arab state. In November 1947, the UN General Assembly
adopted this UNSCOP report through Resolution 181; among the



resolution’s thirty-three supporters were the United States and the Soviet
Union. In addition to recommending the partition of Palestine, the
resolution called for the internationalization of Jerusalem. Resolution 181
stated, “The City of Jerusalem shall be established as a corpus separatum [a
separate entity] under a special international regime and shall be
administered by the United Nations.” Jewish authorities had reluctantly
acquiesced to this provision only when they realized that without
Jerusalem’s internationalization, mostly Catholic states in South America
might join the Arab bloc in the UN and reject partition. (Ironically, the case
for Jewish sovereignty was actually strongest in Jerusalem, for a Jewish
majority had been restored in the ancient Jewish capital back in 1864—
more than a half century before the arrival of the British and the
promulgation of the Balfour Declaration.) Although a clause in Resolution
181 held that after ten years the residents of Jerusalem could call for a
referendum on modifying the UN regime, Jerusalem was at that point
supposed to be a UN responsibility.

Resolution 181 was a nonbinding recommendation of the General
Assembly—that is, the UN did not create the State of Israel. Thus, Israel
did not owe its legal existence to the UN Partition Plan.> According to
international law, UN resolutions do not create states; rather, when political
communities meet certain minimal standards—having a permanent
population under the control of a government, a defined territory, and a
capacity to enter into relations with other states—then a state can be said to
have emerged that is entitled to be recognized by other states.® But the UN
Partition resolution was significant even though it was nonbinding, because
it meant that, like the League of Nations, the UN had acknowledged the
Jewish people’s preexisting right to a state. That formal recognition would
be included in Israel’s own Declaration of Independence in 1948.

The Arab states announced that they would not be bound by what the UN
had decided and then walked out of the General Assembly. The next day the
New York Times summarized their position with this headline: “Arabs See
U.N. ‘Murdered.” ”

No wonder the whole issue made the UN secretary-general nervous.

The Arab League refused to accept a Jewish state, declaring the Balfour
Declaration “legally void” and calling the Arab inhabitants of Palestine the
“lawful owners of the country.” The Arab states also argued that the UN
“cannot be treated as the successor of the League of Nations insofar as the



administration of mandates is concerned.”” Implicitly, they sought to nullify
the Jewish people’s rights to their ancestral homeland, which had been
recognized by the international community after the First World War and
reiterated by the UN itself.

Almost immediately, Palestinian Arabs resorted to military force to try to
overturn the UN resolution. Backed by thousands of volunteers from Arab
countries, mainly from Syria, Palestinian Arabs conducted large-scale
attacks against isolated Jewish villages and against cities with mixed
populations. Transjordan’s Arab Legion was already encamped in Palestine,
under the command of British officers, and was receiving weapons from
departing British troops. Jerusalem was a primary target for this first wave
of armed Arab groups. By early April 1948, David Ben-Gurion, who would
become Israel’s first prime minister, would remark, “The Jews of the Old
City of Jerusalem have been under siege for several months. Jewish
Jerusalem as a whole is almost completely cut off from the rest of the
country and is under constant threat of starvation.” Out of a total population
of 160,000, a population of 100,000 Jews was at risk. Arab forces were
working on plans to cut off the city’s water supply, and on May 12, Arab
forces would shut off water-pumping stations for Jerusalem.

According to Resolution 181, the UN was responsible for Jerusalem, and
Jewish authorities appealed to the UN Security Council to honor the
commitments that the world body had undertaken with respect to the Holy
City. On April 1, 1948, the future foreign minister of Israel, Moshe Sharett,
asked the Security Council to intervene: “We consider that the United
Nations is solemnly bound to avert catastrophe by assuming responsibilities
in Jerusalem.”

The specific points of debate regarding Palestine—a debate that went
back decades—were not the key issue confronting the UN. Rather, the issue
was how to deal with the Arab use of force. Article 2 of the three-year-old
UN Charter explicitly stated that all UN members “shall refrain in their
international relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial
integrity or political independence of any state.” Yet the UN Security
Council did not condemn the Arab aggression. Instead, on April 17, 1948, it
called on “all persons and organizations in Palestine” to “cease all activities
of a military or para-military nature.” In other words, the Security Council
drew no distinction between attacking and defending armies. Under such



circumstances it was not surprising that the Arab combatants ignored the
UN.

Instead, on May 14, the Arab coalition launched its full-scale invasion.
The Arab Legion of Transjordan joined the siege of the Arab irregulars
from the north, east, and west of the city. One prong of the two-pronged
Egyptian invasion force tried to break through in Jerusalem from the south,
in the area of Kibbutz Ramat Rahel. Syrian and Iraqi volunteers operated in
the neighborhood of Katamon. On May 22, the UN Security Council
adopted a resolution calling for a cease-fire, but the Arab states rejected it.
They would ignore three further appeals.® The very foundations of the UN
were threatened.

On May 28, the Old City of Jerusalem fell; its Jewish residents were
evicted. Fifty-seven synagogues and academies in the Old City were either
destroyed or desecrated, including the synagogue of the great scholar
Nachmanides, which had been erected in 1267.° Where was the UN as this
devastation occurred? Would the UN now defend its own resolution? Would
the UN protect Jerusalem and its antiquities from further destruction?

Had the UN General Assembly asserted UN authority in Jerusalem the
moment the British withdrew on May 14, further hostilities might have at
least been deterred. The Arab states might not have wanted to challenge the
UN so directly by invading UN-controlled territory. But no such assertion
of UN authority followed. As Israel’s first ambassador to the UN, Abba
Eban, noted, “It was not a passive default, but rather an active relinquishing
of responsibility in a critical hour.”

The UN General Assembly had concluded that in order to provide a legal
basis for UN jurisdiction in Jerusalem, it would have to act before the
British Mandate expired. But the UN did not put its flag in Jerusalem by
that deadline, which pleased the Arab states, who rejected Jerusalem’s
internationalization just as they opposed Palestine’s partition.' When the
mandate expired at 6 »» New York time, Iraq’s UN representative cheered,
“The game is up.” The General Assembly had lost its right of succession in
Jerusalem.!!

With no UN forces deployed to defend against the Arab states’ invasion,
the only armed forces that came forward to lift the siege of Jerusalem and to
save the city’s Jewish residents were the underground Jewish units that
were united under the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). Responsibility for
protecting armored convoys of supplies to Jerusalem fell to the Harel



Brigade under the command of Yitzhak Rabin, which belonged to the
Palmach, the elite prestate Jewish strike force. In April 1948, these troops
had taken the Kastel, the hilltop position that dominated the previously
closed-off road connecting Jerusalem to Tel Aviv. Days later, with the siege
broken, 131 supply trucks carrying 500 tons of food could reach
Jerusalem.'? Within twenty years, Rabin would become chief of staff of the
IDF.

The moral significance of what had occurred was not lost on Israeli
prime minister David Ben-Gurion: The UN had not lifted a finger to defend
the Jews of Jerusalem from the invasion of the Arab states. Only Israel had
provided for their defense. Ben-Gurion concluded in 1949, at the end of the
first Arab-Israeli War, “But for our successful stand against aggressors
acting in defiance of the United Nations, Jewish Jerusalem would have been
wiped off the face of the earth. The whole Jewish population would have
been annihilated and the State of Israel would never have arisen. We cannot
today regard the decision of 29 November 1947 as being possessed of any
further moral force since the United Nations did not succeed in
implementing its own decision. In our view, the decision of 29 November
about Jerusalem is null and void.”!3

REWARDING AGGRESSION

After the UN failed to prevent the outbreak of the first Arab-Israeli War, it
proceeded to make diplomacy more difficult as well. If it was clear to the
UN secretary-general, as well as to the ambassadors of the United States
and the Soviet Union, that the Arab states had committed an act of
aggression against Israel, in defiance of repeated UN Security Council
resolutions, then it might have been reasonable to expect that the UN would
reflect this conclusion in its diplomatic initiatives. At the end of the Second
World War, Germany, as an aggressor state, lost territories to neighbors like
Poland. This principle could have been applied to the Arab states. To
reverse the principle, and penalize the victim of an outright attack while
rewarding the aggressor, would only assure that aggression would be
repeated in the future. Nonetheless, this is precisely what the UN did.
Chapter VII in the UN Charter holds that in cases of “aggression” the UN
can resort to military force to end conflicts. The Security Council brokered



its first fragile truce on May 29, 1948, when it threatened to undertake
Chapter VII action if either party rejected the call for a truce. The threat
worked. The imposed truce lasted for four weeks. For the nascent State of
Israel, the UN cease-fire provided a vital break in the fighting that allowed
the Israel Defense Forces to recover militarily and to go on the offensive in
subsequent stages of the war. But on the diplomatic side, the UN’s
intervention would prove to be highly problematic. In order to enforce its
truce, the Security Council recommended that Count Folke Bernadotte, a
Swedish diplomat who had already been appointed as the UN mediator in
the Palestine conflict, be dispatched to the Middle East.

Bernadotte arrived in Israel and issued his own peace plan on June 28,
1948. Rather than proposing solutions for Jerusalem that took into account
the lessons of the recent fighting, or even just accepting the original idea of
internationalizing Jerusalem in accordance with the 1947 Partition Plan,
Bernadotte now proposed that Jerusalem be placed under completely Arab
sovereignty, with municipal autonomy for the Jews (who, it should be
remembered, were the majority population in the city). He envisioned
further Israeli territorial concessions in the southern Negev region as well,
in exchange for some Israeli land acquisitions in the Galilee.

The Israeli government rejected the Bernadotte Plan, and in September
1948 Bernadotte was assassinated in Jerusalem by Jewish terrorists
belonging to Lehi (the Stern Gang).'* His tragic end somewhat obfuscated
the difficult legacy that he left for resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict: He
had reversed the usual expectations of the defeated party—in this case, the
Arab states—regarding the contours of any future territorial settlement.

Despite the devastation Jerusalem suffered during the Arab armies’
assault, the UN General Assembly continued to call for the
internationalization of the city and for its administration by the UN. The
General Assembly adopted a resolution to this effect on December 9, 1949.
Again the UN was sending a message that was completely divorced from
what had happened on the ground during 1948. Just four days later,
however, Ben-Gurion announced that Isracl was moving its seat of
government to Jerusalem. Then, in April 1950, Transjordan annexed the
entire West Bank, which it had invaded during the war, and changed its own
name to Jordan. Only Pakistan and Great Britain recognized Jordanian
sovereignty over the West Bank, although Britain’s recognition explicitly
did not apply to Jerusalem.



The UN was notably silent about subsequent Jordanian abuses in
Jerusalem. Jews were denied access to the Western Wall and other holy
sites, in violation of the 1949 Armistice Agreement. Moreover, the
Jordanians destroyed thousands of tombstones in the ancient Jewish
cemetery on the Mount of Olives and used them for paving roads and
providing latrines for the Jordanian army. By 1965, Christian institutions
were prohibited from buying land in and around Jerusalem.'® It was not
surprising that the Christian population on the Jordanian side plummeted
during the nineteen years of Jordan’s rule, from 25,000 in 1949 to 11,000 in
1967.

The UN also complicated efforts to reach a solution for the very difficult
issue of Palestinian refugees. The UN had developed its own mechanisms
for dealing with refugee disasters around the world since the Second World
War, which created tens of millions of displaced people. The practical
preference of refugee organizations at that time was refugee resettlement
over repatriation.'® This also required certain operational definitions about
who exactly was to be defined as a refugee. According to the 1951
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee was someone who
was unable or unwilling to live in the country of his former “habitual”
residence and did not have any other nationality. Yet in the case of the
Palestinian Arabs, the UN agreed to unique definitions of what a refugee
was and removed them from the definitions contained in the global
convention.!”

First, Palestinian Arabs could keep their designation as refugees even if
they acquired a new nationality—for example, if they became Jordanian or
Syrian citizens. Second, the UN erased the requirement of ‘“habitual”
residence in the refugee’s previous country; instead, it defined an Arab
refugee as one whose residence was Palestine “for a minimum of two years
preceding the conflict in 1948.” The UN was thus taking into account many
recent Arab immigrants into Palestine even if they would not be seen as
being Palestinian according to general criteria that the UN had established
in other instances. This was not an academic issue of legal fine points, but
involved potentially huge numbers of people. Back in 1939, President
Franklin Roosevelt had observed, “Arab immigration into Palestine since
1921 has vastly exceeded the total Jewish immigration during the whole
period.”!® Finally, the UN determined that the direct descendants of
refugees were also eligible for refugee status.



All other cases of refugees in the world came under the jurisdiction of the
UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); for the Palestinian Arabs,
the UN established a completely separate agency, the UN Relief and Works
Agency (UNRWA).!” The agencies had different missions.”?’ UNHCR was
supposed to find permanent homes for refugees and thus solve refugee
crises. In contrast, UNRWA was designed only to support the Palestinian
refugees within the refugee camps that the Arab states created. UNRWA
also made the Palestinian refugee problem far more difficult to solve, in
part because the Arab states seized on the UNRWA'’s redefinition of refugee
status to assert that the Arab-Israeli War had created 900,000 Palestinian
refugees. By Israel’s count, however, the figure was closer to 520,000,!
and Bernadotte, the UN mediator, had come up with an even lower number,
330,000.22

Moreover, because UNRWA offered no incentive for Arab governments
to absorb the refugees, Arab diplomats could thwart any plan to resettle the
refugees in the surrounding Arab states. Indeed, in December 1948 the Arab
states voted against Resolution 194, which recommended that Palestinians
be repatriated only if repatriation was a refugee’s wish and he was prepared
to live in peace. And when, for example, the UN General Assembly
earmarked $200 million for UNRWA refugee resettlement in 1952, the Arab
League refused to cooperate with any such resettlement scheme.

The Arab states’ rigid approach to the refugee issue became a particular
problem because the UN acquiesced to that approach. UNRWA’s
commissioner-general would even write reports that betrayed sympathy for
the perspective that the UN itself was responsible for the plight of
Palestinian refugees, since it was the UN that had proposed the partition of
Palestine and the creation of a Jewish state.”> According to that logic, the
UN, out of a sense of guilt, would fund Palestinian relief and not press for
alternatives that would lead to the dismantling of UNRWA-supported
camps.

But despite the Arab states’ approach to the Palestinian refugee issue,
overwhelming evidence indicated that it was the Arab states themselves that
had been most responsible for displacing Palestinians. This much was clear
at the time of the first Arab-Israeli War. Sir John Troutbeck, the head of
Britain’s Middle East Office in Cairo, reported that Palestinian refugees had
declared to him that “their Arab brothers” were the ones who “persuaded
them unnecessarily to leave their home.”?* Syria’s prime minister in 1948—



49 confirmed this conclusion in his memoirs: “Since 1948 we have been
demanding the return of the refugees to their homes. But we ourselves are
the ones who encouraged them to leave.”?

Thus it is clear that the refugee problem was a direct result of the Arab
states’ aggression, which launched the first Arab-Israeli War. Had they not
attacked in 1948, there would have been no Palestinian refugees. Of course,
there would have been no Jewish refugees either. Both the Arab states and
UNRWA focused on the Palestinian refugee problem, which obscured the
fact that there were more than 570,000 Jewish refugees from the Arab states
—roughly the equivalent of the number of Palestinian refugees.?® In effect,
an exchange of population had taken place as a result of the first Arab-
Israeli War. Yet the UN twisted the issue in such a way that the victim of
aggression was penalized rather than its perpetrators.

The UN did not make the Arab-Israel conflict any easier to resolve; it left
an extremely difficult legacy that almost assured the outbreak of future wars
in 1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982.

FAILING ANOTHER TEST

Around the same time that the first Arab-Isracli War was heating up, the
UN faced another clear test of its ability to preserve international security.
The UN was a brand-new organization, and many still had high hopes for
its ability to prevent the sort of conflict that had characterized much of the
twentieth century to that point. Unfortunately, just as it could not honor its
commitments in Palestine, the UN failed the early test it faced with a
conflict between India and Pakistan.



THE KASHMIR DISPUTE
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Although the UN did not have a role in the partition of British India as it
had with British Mandatory Palestine, it nevertheless had a stake in the
conflict that eventually broke out. On June 3, 1947, the British government
published a plan for the partition of the Indian subcontinent that provided
for the independence of India and Pakistan on August 15. It would be
inaccurate to say that partition separated South Asia into Hindu and Muslim
states. True, Pakistan was established on the basis of the idea that its
Muslim population constituted a distinct nation, whose rights could be
guaranteed only in a Muslim state. India, however, was based on an entirely
different kind of idea of secular nationalism that guaranteed the rights of its
religious minorities, including tens of millions of Muslims.?’

Conflict arose because the partition of India did not resolve the fate of
some 584 princely states, most of which had Hindu populations, but about a
half dozen of which had mostly Muslim residents. The appointed viceroy of
British India, Lord Mountbatten, urged the princely states to decide whether
to join India or Pakistan; he discouraged them from opting for
independence. The question of which nation to join proved particularly
problematic for the princely state of Jammu and Kashmir. Kashmir, which
bordered both Pakistan and India, had a mostly Muslim population but was
ruled by a Hindu, Maharaja Sir Hari Singh. The maharaja faced a tribal
rebellion in southwestern Kashmir in early October 1947. The Pakistani
army moved quickly to aid the rebels with manpower, arms, and transport.
This Pakistani-reinforced rebellion reached the outskirts of the Kashmiri
capital, Srinagar, where rebels cut off the electrical power.



With his back against the wall, the maharaja appealed to the Indian
government for military help. Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India,
who himself came from an aristocratic Kashmiri family, made such
assistance contingent upon Kashmir’s merging with India. He also insisted
that Kashmir’s decision to join India have the support of the Kashmiri
Muslim leader, Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah, who had been under Nehru’s
influence since the 1930s and had actually opposed the accession of
Kashmir to Pakistan. The maharaja agreed to Nehru’s terms, and on
October 24, 1947, he signed an Instrument of Accession that made Kashmir

part of India.?® Indian forces were airlifted to Kashmir, where they managed
to stop the rebel offensive. Direct battles between the Indian and Pakistani
armies followed. The Indians were unable to dislodge the Pakistani-backed
rebels from about one-third of Kashmir, an area that the Muslims would call
Azad Kashmir (literally, “free Kashmir”). Indian-Pakistani clashes in
Kashmir continued into 1948.

This was more than a territorial dispute. In a meeting with President
Harry Truman in October 1949, Prime Minister Nehru frankly admitted that
determining the fate of Kashmir “on a religious basis” would be
destabilizing for India, for it “would have a deeply unsettling effect upon
the Moslems living in India.”?>® Nehru recognized that if Kashmir was
excluded from India simply because it had a Muslim majority, Indian
Muslims would experience doubts about the government’s commitment to
secularism. In short, the Kashmir dispute touched on the very foundations
of the Indian state as a secular nation.

The Pakistani government undoubtedly had similar considerations, for
the Pakistani state was founded on the basis of the principle that Indian
Muslims needed their own political entity. But Pakistan also had a very
practical problem as it waged an ongoing war with India: If Kashmir went
entirely over to the Indian side, Pakistan would have no buffer zone to
protect its major cities. Islamabad, the Pakistani capital, was only thirty
miles away from Kashmir, while Lahore was about eighty miles away.

Since Pakistani forces were involved in a conflict on Indian territory,
Nehru considered expanding the confrontation into a full-scale
counterattack against Pakistan. But Lord Mountbatten persuaded him to go
to the UN instead. He convinced Nehru that the UN would promptly direct
Pakistan to withdraw the raiders who had invaded Kashmir. So on January
1, 1948, India turned to the UN Security Council.



At the UN, the Indians charged that “such a situation exists between
India and Pakistan owing to the aid which invaders, consisting of nationals
of Pakistan and of tribesmen from the territory immediately adjoining
Pakistan on the North West, are drawing from Pakistan for operation against
Jammu and Kashmir, a State which has acceded to the Dominion of India
and 1s part of India.” In short, India accused Pakistan of outright aggression.
Further damning was the Indian claim that many of the 19,000 “invaders”
who had entered Kashmir were Pathan tribesmen from the area of North-
West Frontier Province, near the Afghan border, who had been transported
across all of Pakistan in order to reach Kashmiri territory. The Indians
insisted that the Security Council call on Pakistan to stop these attacks,
warning that the situation in Kashmir was a “threat to international peace
and security with which it is pregnant if it is not solved immediately.”

Press reports at the time supported India’s charge. For example, the Times
of London wrote on January 13, 1948, “That Pakistan is unofficially
involved in aiding the raiders is certain. Your correspondent has first hand
evidence that arms, ammunition and supplies are being made available to
the Azad Kashmir forces. A few Pakistani officers are also helping direct
their operations.” The New York Times carried similar claims by
independent observers on January 29.3

Pakistan countered the Indian charges at the UN and flatly denied that it
had provided any assistance to the tribesmen who had invaded Kashmir.
Pakistan’s skilled foreign minister, Sir Mohammed Zafrullah Khan,
questioned the validity of Kashmir’s accession to India, though India’s
representative had promised the Security Council that the Kashmiri people
would have a plebiscite to ratify the accession. Khan also accused India of
conducting a genocidal policy against Muslims in general.?! He adeptly
converted India’s charges of a militant Muslim insurgency into a general
problem of “alien” elements that included Sikh bands from India. This way
Pakistan could put itself on an equal footing with India: Each had forcefully
intervened without authorization, according to this view. The Pakistani
representative suggested that all foreign forces needed to be withdrawn
from Kashmir. Clearly there were divergent views of what had occurred in
Kashmir.

The UN Security Council adopted a policy of strict evenhandedness in its
treatment of both India and Pakistan. On January 20, 1948, the UN passed a
resolution establishing a three-member Commission on India and Pakistan



(UNCIP) to travel to Kashmir and determine the facts of what exactly had
happened. The resolution said nothing about a Pakistani insurgency or the
“tribesmen” that appeared in India’s complaint. India had brought what it
felt was a clear-cut case of aggression to the UN and come up empty-
handed, with the UN’s only response being to form a committee. This was
hardly the decisive action Lord Mountbatten had promised.

At the UN, Indian officials felt, Pakistan “had succeeded, with the
support of the British and American members, in diverting the attention
from that complaint [of Pakistani aggression] to the problem of the dispute
between India and Pakistan over the question of Jammu and Kashmir.” As a
result, “Pakistan’s aggression was pushed into the background.” Sardar
Patel, the Indian official responsible for the States Ministry, which guided
Indian policy toward the accession of new states, concluded that by
referring the Kashmir issue to the UN, India had unwittingly prolonged the
dispute and obscured the merits of its case.?? Indeed, the conflict appeared
to be escalating after the UN’s first engagement. In short, for India, going to
the UN was a mistake.

What went wrong for India at the UN Security Council? Didn’t the
Indians have an open-and-shut case of Pakistani aggression against their
territory? It turned out that Mountbatten’s suggestion to Nehru that he
would get a fair hearing at the UN had been somewhat disingenuous.
British foreign secretary Ernest Bevin wrote to Prime Minister Clement
Attlee that London had to be very careful about siding with India at the UN,
given the tensions that had arisen in the Islamic world over Palestine.
Against this background, one can see how it would have been difficult for
India to get a fair hearing in the UN Security Council. The British, as well
as the Americans, who followed their lead, had greater interests in Pakistan,
which was immediately contiguous to the Eurasian landmass and could,
therefore, provide strategic bases to the West in the emerging Cold War.
These military interests, and not any abstract principles about aggression,
would determine their approach to the Indian complaint at the UN.

On April 21, 1948, the UN Security Council adopted another resolution
on Kashmir, this one expanding UNCIP’s membership to five states and
stating that “tribesmen and Pakistani nationals not normally resident
therein” needed to withdraw from Kashmir. With Resolution 726, it looked
as though the UN was slowly beginning to acknowledge aggression. But the
resolution did not suggest strong and immediate steps to remedy what had



occurred, and it also called on India to reduce its forces in Kashmir “to the
minimum strength required” for maintaining law and order. Moreover, it
very carefully balanced its call for Pakistan to withdraw insurgents with a
call for India to hold a plebiscite on Kashmir. It was as though both states
were equally at fault: Pakistan for promoting an insurgency in Kashmir, and
India for delaying the plebiscite that, in fact, it had originally proposed.

The UN created a kind of false symmetry between the fundamental
grievances of each side and placed them on the same moral plane. Indian
leaders felt that the UN had failed to brand Pakistan as the aggressor state;
unless Pakistan’s aggression was recognized and condemned, they argued,
little progress could be made in resolving the Kashmir problem.’* The
Indian government ultimately rejected the UN’s latest intervention, arguing
that Resolution 726 made India look like a “co-accused” with Pakistan.3>

Visiting Karachi, Pakistan, in July 1948, the UNCIP members were
shocked to hear that Pakistan’s denials of official involvement in the
Kashmiri conflict were completely untrue. The Pakistani foreign minister,
Sir Mohammed Zafrullah Khan, admitted that three Pakistani brigades had
been involved in the fighting since May. Josef Korbel, the Czech chairman
of UNCIP (whose daughter, Madeleine Albright, would become the U.S.
secretary of state nearly five decades later), called the news of Pakistani
involvement a “bombshell.”*® Even with this Pakistani admission to
Korbel’s team, however, the UN retained its carefully balanced approach. In
August, UNCIP did state that “the presence of troops of Pakistan in the
territory of the State of Jammu and Kashmir constitutes a material change
in the situation,” but little else changed in terms of what the UN was
proposing to do in its previous resolutions.?’

Very shortly, it became clear that the earliest phases of the Kashmir war
were not just a spontaneous revolt by strictly indigenous forces against the
maharaja’s rule. Rather, Pakistan had directly intervened right from the
start, as India had asserted. In his memoirs, Major General Akbar Khan
disclosed that he had written the plan for Pakistani involvement in the
Kashmir crisis, “Armed Revolt in Kashmir.”3® Referring to the Azad
movement, he explained, “As open interference or aggression by Pakistan
was obviously undesirable, it was proposed that our efforts should be
concentrated upon strengthening the Kashmiris internally—and at the same
time taking steps to prevent the arrival of armed civilian or military
assistance from India into Kashmir.” Pakistan’s Kashmiri allies, he



explained, needed “plans, advice, weapons, ammunition, communications,
and volunteers.” Akbar Khan was by no means the only senior Pakistani
official involved in plans to infiltrate Kashmir; other military officers, such
as the director of intelligence, played key roles, and the Pakistanis also
deployed ground and air forces.>® And Pakistani leader Mohammed Ali
Jinnah approved of the plot to infiltrate Kashmir, according to the 1997
testimony of a Pakistani regional minister on the BBC. British commanders
in the Pakistani army were reportedly kept in the dark, however.*°

When UNCIP prepared its first interim report, it finally recognized
Pakistan’s direct involvement in Kashmir: “The Azad movement, which
constitutes an organized political and military body, is assisted by the
Pakistani High Command and is engaged in active revolt against the
existing [Kashmiri] government. This movement has cooperated since
October 1947 with the invading tribesmen and individual Pakistan
nationals.”

Despite the fact that the UN commission had substantiated India’s
charges against Pakistan, the UN still was not willing to determine that
aggression had occurred and to take measures accordingly. India was
concerned that UNCIP’s August resolution might provide the basis for
recognizing the Azad Kashmir government, which would tighten Pakistan’s
grip on the portion of Kashmir that it occupied. For example, UNCIP
proposed that any Kashmiri territory evacuated by Pakistan be administered
by “local authorities,” precluding the insertion of India’s administration.
And by continuing to recommend a reduction of Indian forces in Kashmir,
as Resolution 726 first suggested, the UN was, in the Indian view, robbing
India of its ability to protect Kashmiri territory from external aggression.*!
Clearly, rather than being punished by the UN for its aggression, Pakistan
was deriving distinct territorial and strategic advantages.

Indeed, Pakistan sent an urgent communication to UNCIP in November
1948 alleging that India was reinforcing its troops in Kashmir. Again the
UN became active, proposing through UNCIP a truce to be followed by a
plebiscite. To monitor the cease-fire, in early 1949 the UN dispatched
twenty military observers, the United Nations Military Observer Group in
India and Pakistan (UNMOGIP). In July 1949, the UN got India and
Pakistan to sign the Karachi Agreement, which formally established the
cease-fire line based on the positions the armies of India and Pakistan had
established on the ground. In other words, the UN did not resolve the



conflict, it merely froze the two antagonists in their positions. Even its
peacekeeping force, as the UN secretary-general would later explain, did
not have the mandate to provide for any security along the mountainous,
500-mile cease-fire line: “Because the role of UNMOGIP appears
frequently to be misunderstood, it bears emphasis that the operation has no
authority or function entitling it to enforce or prevent anything, or to try to
ensure that the cease-fire is respected.”*?

Given that this force, according to the UN secretary-general, exercised
“the quite limited function of observing and reporting,” it had a highly
constrained role in stabilizing the Indian-Pakistani frontier.*3 In fact, in
subsequent years the UN would see its role in Indian-Pakistani affairs
shrink even more.

A second Kashmir War broke out in August 1965. At the request of the
UN Security Council, Secretary-General U Thant flew off to Pakistan and
India in order to mediate. He achieved nothing.** The fighting spread
beyond Kashmir to the international border between the two countries. The
UN Security Council passed five resolutions between September and
December 1965, calling on the parties to observe their cease-fire, but to no
effect. The UN looked impotent. The deadlock between the two warring
countries was finally broken by Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin, who
invited the leaders of India and Pakistan to Tashkent, where they reached a
new cease-fire agreement in January 1966. Soviet diplomacy had succeeded
where UN diplomacy had failed.

The UN failed again in the early 1970s, after the third Indian-Pakistani
war, which led to the dismemberment of East Pakistan and the
establishment of Bangladesh. After the war, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
of India met with President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto of Pakistan at the former
British-Indian colonial summer capital of Simla.*> Pakistan had been badly
defeated militarily. To a large extent, the Simla Agreement, which was
signed on July 2, 1972, reflected the interests of the victor, India. The Simla
Agreement made no mention of previous UN Security Council resolutions
on the conflict between India and Pakistan. It did not even contain a clause
about UN peacekeeping forces.

In fact, the Simla Agreement had a distinctly antimultilateralist clause
that could only be interpreted as an effort to keep the UN out of any
postwar diplomacy: “The two countries are resolved to settle their
differences by peaceful means through bilateral negotiations or by any other



peaceful means mutually agreed upon between them.” The agreement gave
India a veto over any Pakistani move to turn to any other multilateral forum
for assistance, including the UN, and it transformed the previous cease-fire
line into a more permanent “line of control.” Now that India had the upper
hand, it no longer recognized the UN monitoring authority that it had
agreed to in the 1949 Karachi Agreement. The UN observers in UNMOGIP
looked superfluous, though the UN secretary-general argued, weakly, that
only the UN Security Council could terminate the presence of the UN force
in Kashmir.*® India had brought the Kashmir issue to the UN in the first
place, but it wanted the UN out. While India would remain active in UN
affairs as a leading member of the Nonaligned Movement, it was
completely disillusioned with the world organization when it came to the
protection of its vital national interests in the defense of Kashmir.

THE LEGACY OF EARLY FAILURES

The UN’s failure to deal with conflicts in Israel and Kashmir had a
profound impact. These tests came almost immediately after the
organization’s formation, and by failing to take a firm stand against well-
documented cases of aggression, the UN betrayed the vision of its founding
fathers. In each case it was not difficult to establish that a country had been
the victim of armed attack. The natural tendency of UN diplomats was to
accept the arguments of warring parties equally, rather than penalizing the
aggressor, rewarding the defender, and thereby deterring armed attacks in
the future. It is no wonder that India eventually regretted that it had turned
to the UN in the first place. The UN not only “internationalized” the issue
of Kashmir’s fate, which from India’s perspective was an internal matter, it
also prolonged the conflict with Pakistan, which led to at least two more
full-scale wars on the Indian subcontinent. It repeatedly created a false
equivalence between those who tried to work within the norms of the UN
and those who rejected them.

The UN’s failures with Israel and India were particularly problematic
because these cases set precedents. Throughout the process of
decolonization, as newly emerging states were consolidating their
territories, cases in which states made conflicting claims of sovereignty
often arose. Article 2 of the UN Charter prohibited the use of force against



the “territorial integrity” of another state. Many states, disputing the borders
of their neighbors, could argue that this fundamental UN prohibition was
not applicable in their case, because their military incursion did not violate
their neighbor’s territorial integrity.*’ Dozens of states with irredentist
claims could exploit this loophole, leading to worldwide anarchical
conditions. Why rely on the caveats of the UN Charter when Pakistan had
moved into Kashmir and was not condemned? Why shouldn’t they follow
that lead?

Communist China was one nation that took advantage of the UN’s
failures. In October 1950, a half million People’s Liberation Army soldiers
invaded Tibet to assert China’s territorial claim. Tibet had argued that it had
declared its independence from China in 1911, just as Nepal had, and
therefore was a fully sovereign state under the Dalai Lama.*® The Chinese
invasion forced tens of thousands of Tibetan refugees, including the Dalai
Lama, to escape to India, and ultimately the Communist government settled
4 million Chinese immigrants in eastern Tibet.*” The El Salvadoran
government issued an appeal to the UN on behalf of the Tibetan
government, but the UN took no measures. Only in 1959 did the General
Assembly adopt a resolution regarding Tibet, but this resolution, like others
that followed in 1961 and 1965, only deplored the violation of human rights
in Tibet. The UN did not address Communist China’s use of force. The
question of whether the status of Tibet was an internal Chinese affair or a
matter of international dispute had been settled by overwhelming force.

The problem wasn’t that the Chinese specifically examined the cases of
India or Israel and then decided that they could grab Tibet with impunity.
The problem was that the UN’s failure to act decisively had made it difficult
to discern a clear and broadly applied UN doctrine against aggression.
Stopping aggression was one of the main purposes for which the UN had
been founded, yet even in the few years since it was born, aggression was
spreading. In June 1950, just before the subjugation of Tibet, a massive
force from North Korea had invaded South Korea.

The absence of a firm norm against aggression plagued the UN in
subsequent decades as well. As noted in Chapter 1, India took the law into
its own hands in 1962, when it overran the tiny Portuguese colony of Goa.
India could argue that since the UN had not openly condemned Pakistan’s
invasion of Kashmir, India also had a right to use force, especially against



an outdated colonial outpost whose legitimacy, it would argue, the new
global consensus in the General Assembly did not accept.

The use of force to consolidate new states became the norm in the Third
World. Indonesia moved into North Borneo, into Sarawak, and ultimately
into the Portuguese colony of East Timor. The UN did condemn the
invasion of East Timor by a vote of 72-10, with forty-three nations
abstaining, including the United States, which had its own Cold War
interests in bolstering Indonesia.’® But it would take more than twenty years
for Indonesia to respond.

If states could attack the territories of disengaging colonial powers, then
what about colonial legacies? Syria refused to appoint a resident
ambassador to Lebanon, since it believed that French imperialism had torn
that region out of the original Syrian patrimony. The Syrian occupation of
Lebanon became the inevitable result of a diplomatic doctrine that refused
to accept the legitimacy of lines drawn by colonial powers. In 1975,
beleaguered Lebanese Christians invited Syria to intervene in the Lebanese
Civil War against the Sunni Muslims, but within a few years these same
Christian militias would be fighting the Syrians themselves. The most
notable assault on a colonial legacy was the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait,
a state that after all existed only because the British Empire had turned this
formerly Ottoman territory into a British protectorate in the late nineteenth
century.

The international community did not have a clear and consistent response
to these acts of aggression. Because of the poor reputation of Portuguese
dictator Antonio Salazar, the international community was not quick to
condemn attacks on Lisbon’s possessions.’! When Argentina, ruled by a
military junta, tried to invade the Falkland Islands in the 1980s in order to
consolidate its control over these disputed territories, it could not muster
international support in a struggle with democratic Britain. Saddam Hussein
sought to build on the resentment toward the oil-rich Kuwaiti emirate in
poorer parts of the Arab world, and thereby undercut Kuwait’s legitimacy
as well as its right to have its independence restored. The Iraqi leadership
miscalculated, however, and the UN Security Council charged Iraq with
aggression. But the decisiveness of 1991 was rare.

The UN was designed to fill a unique role. It was supposed to create
international standards that would help shape a more stable world order.
The UN Charter specifically empowered the UN Security Council to



determine whether an act of aggression had taken place (Article 39). The
mandate was clear, but unfortunately the UN has not been able to follow
that mandate consistently. The problem is that the UN Security Council is
not a court that determines the guilt or innocence of states by trying to use
objective legal criteria. It is first and foremost a political body, and it has
been grossly inconsistent in judging cases of aggression. Moral relativism
was an inevitable by-product of the UN’s work; often the attacker was not
treated very differently from the victim of aggression.

As early as the 1940s and 1950s, the UN did not meet its responsibility to
respond to acts of aggression, and therefore it did not advance the sense that
there was an agreed basis for a new world order. Instead, what held the
international community together was the alliance system created by the

Cold War.
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CHAPTER 3

The Cold War Freeze



From Korea to Cuba

When North Korean troops invaded South Korea in June 1950, what

followed looked exactly like the kind of crisis for which the UN was
created. It was, after all, a case of bald aggression.

And this was precisely how UN secretary-general Trygve Lie saw it. The
Norwegian refused to assume a neutral position between the warring
parties, for as he would later recall, the North Korean surprise attack
reminded him of “the Nazi invasion of Norway.”! It was beginning to seem
as though the moral clarity of 1945 had returned. If the UN was established
to prevent the sort of conflict that led to the Second World War, here was its
opportunity.

The UN had in fact been focused on the Korea situation well before the
invasion, almost from the organization’s founding. Korea had been divided
into two occupying zones after the Second World War. The Soviets
controlled the northern zone, above the 38th parallel, which they seized
eight days before the Japanese surrender; the Americans, the southern zone.
Japan had occupied Korea in 1905 and annexed it five years later,
converting it into a Japanese colony from 1910 until 1942. During the
Second World War, in 1943, the United States, Britain, and China had
jointly declared that “Korea shall become free and independent.” But the
deadlock between the Soviets and the Americans was such that by the fall
of 1947, the United States decided to place the Korean issue before the UN.
Two weeks before the UN General Assembly proposed the partition of
Palestine, it adopted a resolution calling for all-Korea elections.

Plans for a unified Korea soon collapsed, however. In September 1948,
the Soviets officially recognized the North Korean government of
Communist Kim Il-sung, and five months later the United States recognized
South Korea, whose government the pro-Western UN General Assembly
had declared to be “lawful.” In 1949, South Korea acquired the status of an
observer mission at the UN (like the Vatican).

On June 25, 1950, well-armed North Korean forces poured across the
38th parallel and into South Korea. The Korean War had begun.



The Truman administration turned immediately to the UN Security
Council. It secured approval of Resolution 82, which “determined” that an
“armed attack” had occurred and that the North Korean action constituted a
“breach of the peace.” The resolution also called for “the immediate
cessation of hostilities” and “the withdrawal of the North Korean Forces to
the 38th parallel.” The resolution in addition called on member states “to
render every assistance to the United Nations” in the execution of the
resolution. Two days later, with the adoption of UN Security Council
Resolution 83, the UN urged all members to “furnish such assistance to the
Republic of Korea as may be necessary to repel the armed attack and
restore international peace and security.”

The North Koreans didn’t stop, however. As a result, President Truman
ordered U.S. air and naval forces to give cover to South Korea’s retreating
troops. A little over a week later, the UN adopted yet another resolution,
this one putting the whole UN military effort against North Korea under
U.S. command and authorizing that force to fly the UN flag. Truman
appointed General Douglas MacArthur the commander of UN forces.
Seventeen countries eventually provided military aid; the largest non-
American forces came from the United Kingdom and the British
Commonwealth—as would be the case with the coalition that fought Iraq in
2003. Echoing some of the utopian UN rhetoric of 1945, Truman would call
the American-led UN force a “landmark in mankind’s long search for a rule

of law among nations.”?

The mobilization and deployment of UN forces took time, and by the end
of July the North Korean army had driven the South Koreans into an
enclave in the southeastern corner of the Korean peninsula, around Pusan.
Nevertheless, the UN deployment was significant because it marked the
first time the world body had responded quickly to aggression without
much debate. The UN appeared to be functioning as a tight alliance, as its
architects had intended, rather than as a universal organization incapable of
decisive action because of its diverse opinions.

Yet the UN had not suddenly become a well-oiled machine with well-
defined objective criteria for defining aggression. Rather, the UN was able
to come to agreement so quickly mainly because the Soviet Union had
withdrawn its representative from the Security Council. On January 13,
1950, five months before the North Korean invasion, the Soviets had
boycotted to protest the fact that the UN still recognized the Nationalist



Chinese government even though the Communists had consolidated their
rule on the Chinese mainland. Thus, as the UN Security Council debated
the Korean situation and then adopted resolutions, there was no Soviet veto
to protect North Korea. The rest of the Security Council was pro-Western,
so when the council voted, only Yugoslavia abstained. In short, the UN of
1950 worked because it was more like NATO than like the UN of 2003.
What might have the Soviets said had they sat on the Security Council?
In the Soviet view, the North Korean invasion wasn’t an open-and-shut case
of aggression, as the Western powers thought it was. According to UN
resolutions, Korea was supposed to become one united country. The Soviet
and American military sectors were in the process of becoming states, each
with claims to the other half. The United States and the Soviet Union had
withdrawn their armies from Korea in 1949. Thus, from Moscow’s
viewpoint, the war between North Korean forces and those of the South was
essentially a civil war, and not the invasion of one sovereign state into the
territory of another state. The UN, from the Soviet perspective, had no
jurisdiction to become involved. The Chinese would use the same sort of
argument for their 1950 invasion of Tibet—it was strictly an internal issue.
Although the UN did move quickly to counter the North Korean
aggression, in a sense the UN had already failed when the Korean War
broke out. The UN had not deterred North Korea from taking offensive
action in the first place. Clearly, the strong, principled position against
aggression laid out in the UN Charter had had no impact on North Korean
leaders, or on their Soviet backers. If the North Koreans and the Soviets had
understood that the norms the UN had fashioned against aggression would
be backed by force, then they might not have launched the invasion to begin
with. Perhaps they had witnessed the UN’s failure to act decisively in
Palestine and Kashmir and had decided they would strike quickly, before
the UN could muster a sufficient response. Alternatively, the North Koreans
might have thought that by adopting the Soviet argument that this was just
an internal war, they could obfuscate their aggression and get away with it.
U.S. actions before the invasion also signaled to the North Koreans and
the Soviets that the Americans would not respond forcefully to an attack on
South Korea. After the United States withdrew its forces from the Korean
peninsula in 1949, leading American spokesmen actually said that Korea
was beyond America’s defense perimeter in Asia. General MacArthur, for
instance, stated in March 1949 that the U.S. line of defense in the Pacific



ran through the chain of islands at the fringes of the Asian coastline. On
January 12, 1950, Secretary of State Dean Acheson announced that the
United States could not guarantee the security of any areas on the Asian
mainland, which of course included Korea.3 The United States seemed to be
declaring that Korea was not a vital interest for which it might go to war.

The UN Security Council might have operated efficiently because the
Soviet Union withdrew its representative, but that situation would not last
long. On August 1, 1950, the Soviets returned to take up their seat on the
Security Council once again. They made their presence felt immediately; it
was their turn to assume the presidency of the Security Council, which
rotated every month. They vetoed an American draft resolution that would
have insisted that all states refrain from assisting North Korea. Then
Moscow undertook its own initiatives, calling for the withdrawal of all
foreign troops from Korea—meaning U.S.-led forces. The Soviets
outrageously alleged in the Security Council that the United States was
engaging in mass exterminations of Korean civilians.

The United States did begin to make progress on the battlefield.
MacArthur’s counterattack began in the middle of September, when he
landed a huge American force behind North Korean lines at Inchon and
recaptured nearby Seoul. The North Korean army was routed. Suddenly the
United States and the UN had to decide whether it was sufficient just to
recapture the area of South Korea, below the 38th parallel, or if it was
necessary to drive north and eliminate the Communist regime. Nonetheless,
with the USSR back on the Security Council, the Americans could not think
solely about military strategy. How could the United States keep the UN
supportive of its military operations against North Korea with a Soviet veto
in the Security Council hovering overhead?

AMERICA TAKES THE LEAD

The Cold War had created a complete Soviet-American deadlock in the
Security Council. Accordingly, the Truman administration devised ways of
making its UN strategy compatible with the realities of Soviet
countermoves in the Security Council. Secretary of State Dean Acheson
conceived of a way of skirting the USSR by empowering the General
Assembly. His “Uniting for Peace” resolution of November 3, 1950, stated,



“If the Security Council, because of lack of unanimity of the permanent
members, fails to exercise its primary responsibility for the maintenance of
international peace and security in any case where there appears to be a
threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression, the General
Assembly shall consider the matter immediately.” The resolution specified
that the General Assembly could be convened in an Emergency Special
Session and could recommend the use of armed force.

Acheson’s measure was not an idealistic expression of confidence in
world government. Rather, it was a pragmatic move, demonstrating that the
United States could not rely on the main UN institution designed to protect
international peace and security—the Security Council. Washington
preferred using the UN General Assembly, where it could wield its political
weight to muster an anti-Soviet coalition.

The maneuver worked. Ten days after the Uniting for Peace resolution
was approved, the United States pushed a British draft resolution in the
General Assembly recommending that “all appropriate steps be taken to
ensure conditions of stability throughout Korea.” That was diplomatic
shorthand, albeit somewhat ambiguous, for backing the U.S. decision to

lead UN forces across the 38th parallel and into North Korea.* The
resolution received overwhelming support, passing by a vote of 47-5.

Acheson had pulled off a brilliant move—in the short term. It enabled the
United States to secure UN cover for MacArthur’s offensive toward the
Korean-Chinese border. But the Uniting for Peace resolution would serve
American interests only as long as the majority of UN members remained
pro-Western. Within a short number of years, as decolonization progressed
and the number of new anti-Western states in the UN grew, Acheson’s
resolution would boomerang back against American interests. The UN
General Assembly would evolve into an instrument for the Soviet Union
and its allies to bypass the U.S. veto in the Security Council. Thus, by June
1967, it would be the USSR convening an Emergency Special Session of
the General Assembly, in this case in opposition to the United States and
Israel.

Acheson’s resolution opened a Pandora’s Box in the UN system, as it
would lead to repeated attempts to erode the Security Council’s authority.
The UN Charter specifically assigned the Security Council “primary
responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security” and
stipulated that the General Assembly “shall not make any recommendation”



regarding a dispute already under consideration in the Security Council.
These clauses were intended to protect the supremacy of the UN Security
Council and to avoid situations in which the Security Council made one
recommendation while the General Assembly recommended an entirely
different, perhaps even contradictory, approach.”> Acheson’s resolution
undercut the UN Charter and created numerous problems down the road. In
1989, for example, Cuba and Nicaragua managed to initiate a discussion in
the General Assembly about Panama, against the wishes of the United
States and Great Britain, which preferred to keep the issue in the Security
Council, where they could exercise their veto.b

The United States saw the unintended consequences from Acheson’s
strategy even during the Korean War. Although the UN General Assembly
had supported MacArthur’s advance into North Korea, it proved unreliable
once the fortunes of the U.S.-led coalition changed. U.S. forces had reached
Pyongyang, the North Korean capital, by late October, but in late
November, more than a quarter million Chinese soldiers crossed over into
North Korea and joined the war. MacArthur’s army was forced to retreat to
the 38th parallel. The Truman administration wanted to bring the
Communist Chinese intervention in Korea to the General Assembly in
December 1950. Suddenly UN members, including American allies, were
concerned about an expanded war.” With China now involved, the UN
General Assembly no longer acted swiftly and decisively. The United States
tried to get the General Assembly to employ economic measures against
China, but this rather modest proposal was adopted only after a long delay.
And it took the United States two months just to get the General Assembly
to determine that the People’s Republic of China had “engaged in
aggression” in Korea. The only practical steps the General Assembly
recommended in response to the aggression was boycotting trade of
strategic materials with China and North Korea. Having seen the UN
General Assembly’s failure to remedy conflicts, states that were themselves
victims of aggression could hardly be comfortable with Acheson’s idea.

Secretary Acheson’s resolution created another problem: The General
Assembly could make all sorts of recommendations, but it was not
empowered actually to dispatch armed forces. This limitation exposed a
corresponding weakness in the entire UN involvement in Korea. Even the
UN Security Council resolutions of June and July 1950, which were the
cornerstones of the U.S. military campaign against North Korea, were



worded as “recommendations.” The UN’s authorization of the use of force
was, at best, implicit.8 In the 1991 Gulf War, in contrast, the UN Security
Council actually “authorized” UN member states “to use all necessary
means” to evict Iraq from Kuwait. The Gulf War resolution was adopted
under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which made its contents legally
binding under international law.

This was not just a matter of semantics. The UN actually empowered
states to fight Saddam Hussein, but it empowered no one to beat back the
North Koreans. In 1950, the only step the UN formally ‘“authorized” was
the unfurling of the UN flag. A similar situation would arise more than a
half century later, when in November 2002 the UN Security Council passed
Resolution 1441, which referred to Iraq’s “material breach” of UN
resolutions and warned of “serious consequences” for continued Iraqi
noncompliance. This resolution set the stage for the use of U.S. power to
disarm Iraq but did not formally authorize it. For that reason, European
states in 2003 insisted on a second resolution explicitly authorizing the use
of force before they would support President Bush’s decision to go to war;
by comparison, no one insisted that President Truman receive formal
authorization to use force.

In essence, it wasn’t the UN Security Council resisting North Korean
aggression back in 1950—it was the United States and a coalition of its
allies. President Truman, like President George W. Bush fifty-three years
later, took the lead. The UN did not obligate states to join the war effort in
either Korea or Iraq, but in both cases its resolutions provided justification
for action. Thus, the legal basis for the Korean War wasn’t much different
from the legal basis for the Iraq War.”

Had the Truman administration not taken forceful measures in June 1950,
the UN probably would not have done much against North Korea. Even
with the Soviets absent from the Security Council, securing a multilateral
consensus for swift action would have been extremely difficult. What the
UN provided was legitimacy for the Truman administration’s military
campaign. The UN provided moral sanction, which was particularly
important for U.S. public opinion.

When a reporter asked Truman in a press conference on September 21,
1950, if he had decided whether U.S. military action would spread into
North Korea itself, the president responded, “No, I have not. That is a
matter for the United Nations to decide. . . . It will be worked out by the



United Nations and I will abide by the decision that the United Nations
makes.”!? But in reality, Truman’s Joint Chiefs of Staff, under instructions
from the National Security Council, had spent the previous three weeks
making plans to cross the 38th parallel. It didn’t matter that the UN
secretary-general had not backed the strategy, or even that America’s
British allies were concerned that moving into the north would provoke
Chinese intervention or a Chinese countermove against the British colony
of Hong Kong.!! The United States was in the driver’s seat.

“WHAT IS THE UNITED NATIONS DOING?”

The whole Korean War episode demonstrated how difficult it was for the
UN to stop aggression during the Cold War, especially aggression that
emanated from Soviet expansionism. Perhaps out of recognition of the
UN’s limitations, Trygve Lie’s successor as UN secretary-general, Dag
Hammarskjold, tried to make the UN a “third force” defending smaller
nations. In the Congo in 1960, he pioneered the idea of deploying UN
forces to head off a U.S.-Soviet scramble for hegemony. Hammarskjold
injected troops to support the Congo’s beleaguered prime minister, Patrice
Lumumba. In doing so, however, he drew the UN into an internal war over
the right of the Congo’s mineral-rich Katanga province to declare
independence.

By shuttling back and forth between Lumumba and the Katangan leader,
Moise Tshombe, the UN accorded diplomatic standing to the breakaway
Katanga province—a luxury not afforded to other areas of the Third World
that had far deeper historical claims to independence, from Biafra in
Nigeria to Iraqi Kurdistan to Tibet. Hammarskjold’s support for Katanga
quickly got him in hot water with the Lumumba government and its Soviet
backers. In September 1961, Hammarskjold was killed in a plane crash
during one of his Congo missions; Soviet intelligence reported to the
Kremlin that he had been killed by forces loyal to the late Lumumba, who
had died earlier that year.!?

Hammarskjold’s poor relations with Moscow were surprising, for he had
intended to avoid getting drawn into Cold War politics as his predecessor
had. The Soviets had refused to recognize Trygve Lie, so even though his
term as secretary-general had been extended, he resigned his post in



November 1952. In the words of his aide Brian Urquhart, Hammarskjold
“welcomed the demise of the illusion that the UN could enforce peace and
resolve all conflicts.” He spoke about the UN as “a body where ideologies
are permitted to clash inside the wider framework of a fundamental unity of

purpose for peace.”’®> These intellectual acrobatics meant that the UN
became more of a meetinghouse of ideas than a force to contend with
aggression and defend human rights.

The strongest example of the UN’s Cold War impotence was provided
during the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. As mass demonstrations against
Hungary’s Communist government spread in late October 1956, Budapest
invoked the Warsaw Pact treaty and called for Soviet troops to restore order.
Rebel forces nonetheless fought on. On October 30, a new Hungarian
national government was formed, under Imre Nagy, which announced that
the Soviet Union had agreed to withdraw all its forces from Hungary. But
two days later, fresh Soviet forces poured into Hungary. Nagy appealed to
Hammarskjold, for the new leader had withdrawn Hungary from the
Warsaw Pact, meaning that Moscow had no legal basis for its intervention.
This was now a case of Soviet aggression.

Nagy wanted the great powers to guarantee Hungary’s neutrality to
prevent the Soviet military from forcing Hungary to stay within the Eastern
bloc. He asked the secretary-general to put the Hungary issue on the UN
General Assembly’s agenda. Given the certain Soviet veto in the Security
Council, Acheson’s Uniting for Peace resolution was invoked and an
Emergency Special Session of the General Assembly was convened. Within
twenty-four hours of Nagy’s request, Soviet troops had encircled Budapest.
On November 4, 1956, just as Radio Budapest went off the air with cries of
“Help Hungary!—Help us!” the General Assembly adopted a resolution
calling on the secretary-general “to investigate the situation caused by
foreign intervention in Hungary.” He was to prepare a report to the UN “at
the earliest moment.”

The UN worked at a snail’s pace, however. As Soviet tanks entered
Budapest and crushed the revolt, the UN General Assembly continued to
discuss the Hungarian situation. Free Hungarian radio stations—those that
could still broadcast—appealed to the world, asking, “What is the United
Nations doing?” The Italian ambassador to the UN commented, “While the
Secretary-General studies, investigates, and reports, the Hungarian people is



being massacred.”!* The General Assembly discussions continued through
November 10, by which point the Soviets had taken over the country.

At the very same time that the UN was doing nothing about the Soviet
invasion of Hungary, it condemned the joint operation of Britain, France,
and Israel against Nasserist Egypt. The UN’s condemnations proved
effective, as these nations withdrew all their forces from Egyptian territory.
The UN was an important institution for these countries, because they were
democracies, where public opinion mattered. The UN could have
substantial influence on foreign policy in democracies, since it could
provide moral sanction for military action or it could undercut foreign
policy with its criticisms. But as the Hungary situation revealed, the UN
had only a minimal impact on the totalitarian regimes of the Soviet bloc and
their Third World supporters. Public opinion was irrelevant for
dictatorships. UN resolutions were not a prerequisite for military action,
and UN condemnations did not make any impression on dictators.

Under such conditions, a UN charting a more neutralist course during the
Cold War was doing far worse than encouraging moral equivalence between
the East and the West. Because it could often check the assertion of Western
power and the freedom of action of democracies, it could serve as a
powerful tool in the hands of the Soviet Union. This was not lost on the
Soviet Union, which in the 1960s tried to forge a bloc of states in the
General Assembly that would condemn Western policies.

After Korea and Hungary, the United States would be careful about
turning to the UN in order to deal with its vital interests. In August 1959,
Laos requested UN observers to monitor the assistance that North Vietnam
was providing to the government’s Pathet Lao opposition. After the UN
issued several inconclusive reports, the Kennedy administration took the
Laos question out of the hands of the UN and convened a Geneva
Conference in May 1961.15 Both the Kennedy and the Johnson
administrations decided not to take the Vietnam War to the UN in the 1960s
as the Truman administration had done with the Korean War in the 1950s.

In the Cold War stalemate, the UN did not have much authority; it mainly
had propaganda value for the two superpowers. It could not be ignored, but
it also could not be relied on to resolve key international disputes. That
became evident in 1962, with the outbreak of the Cuban Missile Crisis.



THE CRISIS IN CUBA AND UN INACTION

When Ambassador Adlai Stevenson went to the UN Security Council in
1962 to present U.S. aerial photographs of Soviet ballistic missiles
deployed in Cuba, his action seemed to emphasize the importance of the
UN, even under Cold War circumstances. In truth, however, the UN became
part of the Cuban Missile Crisis relatively late.

On October 16, 1962, President Kennedy was informed that American U-
2 reconnaissance aircraft had photographed the deployment of Soviet SS-4
medium-range ballistic missiles in Cuba. The SS-4 could strike targets that
were 1,020 nautical miles from Cuba—meaning that Dallas, St. Louis,
Cincinnati, and worst of all Washington, D.C., were within range of its
three-megaton nuclear warheads. The CIA concluded that eight missile
launchers with sixteen missiles were deployed at two launch sites in
western Cuba; they required a preparation time of eighteen hours to be
ready.
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Kennedy made the crisis public in an address to the American people on
the evening of October 22. He spoke about “unmistakable evidence” that
Soviet missiles were being put into Cuba. In the speech he disclosed that
the U.S. Navy would impose a “strict quarantine” on all offensive military



equipment bound for Cuba.!® Kennedy already had read fresh reports that
new launch sites were being prepared near Havana for the Soviet SS-5
missile, which had an even greater range (2,200 nautical miles). These sites
would be operational by December 1962. There was no time to waste. The
U.S. Navy’s quarantine got under way almost immediately. Fifty-six
American warships encircled Cuba.!’

Ambassador Stevenson did not go before the UN Security Council to
unveil America’s U-2 photographs until October 25—well after the U.S.
Navy had begun to implement President Kennedy’s quarantine order for
Cuba. The United States had gone to the Security Council on October 22,
even though the Kennedy administration knew that the Soviets would veto
any resolution. The United States had already secured support for possible
military action from the Organization of American States (OAS) through its
Rio Treaty. This was not a substitute for a UN resolution, but during an
October 22 National Security Council meeting, Secretary of State Dean
Rusk had made it clear to President Kennedy that invoking the Rio Treaty
would provide the best legal basis for the U.S. “blockade action.” By going
to the OAS, the United States could argue that it was acting in accordance
with the UN Charter, which recognized the role that regional organizations
would play in maintaining international peace and security.!® Formally, an
OAS “recommendation” was no substitute for the UN Security Council, but
this was the best the Kennedy administration could do. The State
Department did not want to argue that the quarantine of Cuba was an act of
self-defense under Article 51 of the UN Charter, since that would open the
door for Soviet military action against U.S. forward-deployed forces in
countries encircling the Soviet Union.

Clearly, the United States was not waiting for a conclusion of the UN
proceedings or any decisive UN authorization before using force. At best,
Washington could construct arguments showing that it had implicit
authorization to act. Indeed, Kennedy had already taken action without
obtaining even the most minimal UN approval. He was not going to wait
for a UN Security Council resolution before initiating naval operations.
These operations might be regarded as an act of war, even if they were done
for the most justifiable defensive reasons: to protect the American people
from the threat of a Soviet nuclear attack. Nor did the United States invoke
Acheson’s Uniting for Peace resolution to convene an emergency session of
the General Assembly.



The UN acquired a totally different kind of importance in the Cuban
Missile Crisis. Still revered in American public opinion, the UN received
enormous American network television coverage. It had a huge press pool.
It was a place where the Kennedy administration could make its case yet
again to the American people and at the same time to the world. The latter
was particularly important. The Kennedy administration notified U.S. allies
about Cuba on October 21, a day before Kennedy addressed the American
people. British prime minister Harold Macmillan expressed doubts about

America’s ability to muster UN support.!” The Canadian leadership spoke

about the need to provide credible evidence before UN members.2’

The Soviets also understood the potential impact of the UN on world
public opinion, even if the Security Council would not take any specific
actions. Normally, a debate in the UN Security Council does not make good
drama. Ambassadors carefully read their prepared texts while sitting, not
veering a syllable from the language that was approved by their superiors in
their home capital. Often these speeches have a tediously slow cadence to
allow for simultaneous translation. The October 25 debate was different.
Moscow’s UN ambassador, Valerian Zorin, played for a wider audience. He
charged the United States with falsifying its intelligence reports on Soviet
missiles in Cuba: “Falsity is what the United States has in its hands—false
evidence.” To make matters worse, the Soviets sat in the chair of the
rotating president of the Security Council that month, which allowed them
to control the procedural aspects of a Security Council meeting.

Adlai Stevenson responded to Zorin that evening, just hours later. He
opened his remarks by confronting the Soviet ambassador directly: “All
right, sir, let me ask you one simple question: Do you, Ambassador Zorin,
deny that the USSR has placed and is placing medium- and intermediate-
range missiles and sites in Cuba? Yes or no—don’t wait for the translation
—yes or no.” Zorin refused to answer, saying he wasn’t on trial: “I am not
standing on the dock of an American court and I shall not answer at this
stage.”

Stevenson then provided his famous response. After telling Zorin that he
was, in fact, in “the courtroom of world public opinion,” Stevenson
retorted, “I am prepared to wait for my answer until hell freezes over, if that
is your decision.” Using his powers as president of the Security Council,
Zorin recognized the right of the ambassador of Chile to speak. Yet he too
asked Zorin to answer Stevenson’s question. Only then did Stevenson



display the U-2 photographs and explain their content.?! At 7:25 . the
Security Council adjourned; it would never meet again to deal with the
Cuban Missile Crisis. Stevenson’s interrogation of Zorin constituted the
greatest diplomatic theater that the UN had ever witnessed. But it did not
lead to any specific resolutions or any other measures by the Security
Council.

Secretary-General U Thant, who had replaced Hammarskjold, tried to
intervene in the crisis. He proposed to both President Kennedy and Soviet
premier Nikita Khrushchev a suspension of Soviet arms shipments and of
the American quarantine of Cuba for three weeks in order to defuse the
crisis and provide time for diplomacy. Unable to take sides in a superpower
dispute, the secretary-general could only use the UN as an evenhanded third
party. He put the United States and the Soviet Union on the same plane.

The problem here was not one of moral equivalence alone. Kennedy had
no patience for this UN role. He complained about U Thant’s input in the
crisis.?? The president’s advisers were concerned that by focusing on ways
to achieve a “standstill” in the military situation, U Thant had forgotten that
America’s purpose was to achieve the removal of all offensive Soviet
missiles from Cuba. According to U Thant’s proposal, the Soviets could
continue work on the missiles they had already delivered to Cuba. Freezing
the crisis would have given the Soviets a victory—the successful
militarization of Cuba with nuclear weapons. Clearly doubting U Thant,
Secretary Rusk cabled Stevenson in New York to remind the secretary-
general yet again of fundamental U.S. goals.

Khrushchev accepted U Thant’s appeal.>?> This was significant, for it
provided the first indication to Washington that the Soviets were looking for
a way out of the crisis. Nevertheless, Kennedy felt that Khrushchev had not
conceded much at this stage; after all, the Soviets had no ships in the area to
hold back.?* Moreover, despite the intervention of the UN secretary-
general, the Soviets were still building up their missile sites in Cuba, as
U.S. officials had anticipated.?’

U Thant still pressed Stevenson to get Kennedy to match the Soviet move
and “publicly suspend the quarantine” of Cuba. He also hoped that the
United States would halt its U-2 reconnaissance flights over Cuba while he
visited Havana.?® Kennedy wanted to reject U Thant’s proposals outright
and prepared a letter to this effect, but it was held up at the last minute
largely because of State Department input.



Then, on October 28, while U Thant was urging Stevenson to make new
concessions in New York, the Soviets suddenly folded. The Moscow
Domestic Service announced that Khrushchev had decided to dismantle the
missiles in Cuba and return them to the Soviet Union.?’

U Thant’s diplomacy did not get the Soviet missiles out of Cuba. What
ended the Cuban Missile Crisis was the ultimatum that Attorney General
Robert Kennedy delivered to the Soviet ambassador in Washington,
Anatoly Dobrynin. Unless the Soviets removed their missiles, the attorney
general said, U.S. forces would have to bomb them. The implication was
clear: The United States was prepared to attack Cuba. Khrushchev would
later admit that his decision to capitulate was based on a simple calculation:
A Soviet-controlled Cuba without missiles was better than a U.S.-occupied
Cuba.”® The administration added face-saving elements to the Soviet
concession: an American pledge not to invade Cuba and the withdrawal of
obsolete Jupiter intermediate-range missiles from Turkey. Robert Kennedy
requested only that the removal of U.S. missiles from Turkey not be
depicted as a quid pro quo in any way. With that, the nuclear showdown
ended.

The United States had resolved the Cuban Missile Crisis—not the UN.

The UN was involved in the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis in one
important way: The Kennedy administration needed a way to verify that
Khrushchev had indeed followed through on his commitments and pulled
out the Soviet missiles from Cuba. In this early stage of the Cold War,
Moscow had not accepted the idea of on-site inspections by Americans, so
the UN secretary-general became the intermediary who would establish the
rules of verification. The U.S. government, recognizing the importance of
continuing aerial surveillance of Cuba, offered technical assistance if the
UN chose to fly planes with its own markings. But the UN Secretariat did
not seem interested in the American offer. Instead, U Thant put forward a
Soviet proposal that representatives of the International Red Cross inspect
Soviet ships going to Cuba. Moscow did not want trained officers from
Western states allied with Washington gaining intelligence on Soviet
missiles. But the United States had doubts about the Soviet-UN proposal,
seeing that the inspectors it called for did not have sufficient technical
proficiency to verify the removal of Soviet missiles. General Curtis LeMay,
former head of the U.S. Strategic Air Command, commented, “Jesus Christ,

what in the hell do a bunch of gray ladies know about missiles.””?



THE TURN AWAY FROM AMERICA

The UN actually did nothing to achieve peace and security in the Cuban
Missile Crisis, aside from serving as a stage for Stevenson’s verbal battle
with Zorin. Had President Kennedy needed to order an air strike of Cuba,
he would not have waited for UN authorization. Although the Kennedy
administration balked at U Thant’s proposals, Washington was careful not
to openly criticize the UN or its secretary-general, for in 1962 the UN still
retained its aura from 1945. But the U.S. government had good reason to
object to the UN’s handling of the situation. U Thant’s diplomacy
demonstrated a recurrent UN problem: In trying to defuse the crisis, he
treated the aggressor (the USSR) and the defender (the United States) as
equals, sometimes even preferring the Soviet position on specific
diplomatic details. Khrushchev summarized the Soviet view of the UN
secretary-general years later: “U Thant wouldn’t allow the UN to do
anything detrimental to the interests of the Soviet Union, the socialist
countries, and those countries that were unaligned to military blocs.”3° To
Khrushchev, U Thant was a real friend of the Soviet bloc.

U Thant’s position as an intermediary between the superpowers, even one
whom Khrushchev saw as being pro-Soviet, was an inevitable by-product
of the Cold War situation. He had seen how the Soviets had cut off
diplomatic contact with his two predecessors, including Dag
Hammarskjold, who had intended to be evenhanded with the superpowers.
To U Thant’s mind, he had no choice but to carefully maneuver
diplomatically between Moscow and Washington and avoid taking sides.
This inevitably eroded the moral force of the secretary-general, as he
appeared to be wedded to a posture of strict neutrality. Thus the Cold War
crippled the authority not only of the Security Council but also of the UN
secretary-general. Only with the end of the Cold War in 1991 would it be
possible to determine whether UN bodies, as well as its Secretariat, could
take an indisputable stand against aggression instead of adopting the
muddied positions for which they had become infamous.

Despite the UN’s failures during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the United
States ended 1962 with an optimistic view of its position in the world body.
Summarizing America’s standing in the UN as the General Assembly’s



annual meeting came to a close, Secretary of State Dean Rusk wrote to
President Kennedy, “The damage which the Cuban missiles did to the
credibility of Soviet statements was pervasive. By contrast, it helped to
increase confidence in the words, and the actions, of the United States.”
Rusk felt the American position in the UN was stronger than it had been in
years, with one reservation: “Colonialism is the only area in which we
emerged with a spattering of egg on the face.” He explained that the United
States was still caught between the African states and NATO allies like
Portugal and Britain that continued to have colonies in Africa. Still, Rusk
felt that “as the number, if not the intensity, of colonial issues declines, the
Soviet empire stands out more and more prominently on the horizon.”!
That is, he believed the anticolonialist campaign would begin to focus on
Moscow, which had its own empire in Asia.

Dean Rusk might have been confident in America’s position in the UN,
but he did not recognize the significance of changes that were occurring.
Already the UN had been proven to be incapable of taking action against
aggression if one of the superpowers was involved. The United States had
tried to work around that problem by employing Dean Acheson’s strategy
of circumventing the Soviet veto in the Security Council and going straight
to the General Assembly. But new problems emerged that made Acheson’s
strategy untenable. In the 1950s, a majority of UN members had sided with
the United States in the Cold War. In the 1960s, Moscow made it a priority
not to allow that situation to continue. As a result, the UN would become
increasingly hostile to American interests.

CHAPTER 4

Igniting War, Undermining Peace

The Six-Day War and the Struggle over Resolution 242

It was bad enough that the UN had so often failed to prevent the outbreak
of conflicts. But what if it actually ignited them?



The Cold War Middle East had all the ingredients to make it one of the
world’s most combustible regions. From the vantage point of President
Lyndon Johnson, after the United States consolidated its strategic position
in Western Europe through NATO and blocked Soviet expansion in Turkey
as well as Iran, the USSR became more determined than ever to penetrate
beyond this strategic barrier by gaining footholds in the Mediterranean, the
Middle East, and the Indian Ocean.! A new leadership took control in
Moscow in 1964 and, trying to recover from the diplomatic blow dealt
during the Cuban Missile Crisis, made its naval squadron a constant
presence in the Mediterranean. The UN had been active in the Arab-Israeli
sector of this volatile zone since the 1948-49 war, but it failed to either
prevent the outbreak of conflict or pave the way to a lasting peace. It was
about to face another critical test in the Arab-Israeli crisis of 1967—a crisis
that the UN, through its bungling, actually enabled.

At the end of the first Arab-Israeli War, the UN had sponsored the
negotiations that led to the Armistice Agreements of 1949, which drew
lines separating the warring parties. The UN chaired the Mixed Armistice
Commissions, which were set up to oversee the implementation of the
agreements, but already by the mid-1950s the armistice arrangements were
breaking down. Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion complained in
October 1956, after repeated hostile incursions into Israel, “We demanded
week after week that UN representatives take substantial steps to ensure
that the Arab countries put an end to these murderous attacks and legally
observe their cease-fire obligations. All our insistence was in vain.”?
Problems only worsened when the Syrians pressed their claims to the Sea of
Galilee, Israel’s only freshwater lake, which the armistice had established
was entirely within the territory of Israel.> Declaring that a belt of 250
meters of the lake was within Syrian territorial waters, Syria intensified
artillery attacks on Israelis from atop the Golan Heights.* After 1964, Syria
even tried to divert the waters feeding the Sea of Galilee. Israeli-Syrian
clashes followed, but the UN refused to take action.
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The situation deteriorated further in April 1967, when Syria, emboldened
by a new defense treaty with Egypt, escalated its shelling of villages in
northern Israel. The Israelis responded to the unusually heavy Syrian
artillery barrages by launching fighter aircraft, which shot down six of
Syria’s Soviet MiG fighters. Syria’s armed infiltrations of Israel increased.
The chief of staff of the Israel Defense Forces, Licutenant General Yitzhak
Rabin, warned the Syrians in public that continued provocations would lead
to a firm Israeli response that could endanger the Syrian regime.’

Israel was trying to deter the Syrians from further exploiting their
topographical advantage on the Golan Heights to shell Israeli civilians, but
the Soviet Union exploited this situation to spread rumors about Israel’s
plans and inflame the Arab world. The Soviets warned Egypt that Israeli



armed forces were preparing a major offensive against its Syrian military
partner. Israel vociferously denied the charge. Prime Minister Levi Eshkol
invited Soviet envoys to inspect Israel’s northern positions, but the Soviets
refused the offer, as they had their own agenda: expanding their military
presence along NATO’s southern flank. The UN did nothing to stop this
international crisis from escalating. It did not even challenge the Soviet
reports to Egypt. The Egyptians prepared for war. Indeed, by May 18, 1967,
President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt had massed 80,000 soldiers and

550 tanks on Israel’s southern border.®

As the crisis unfolded, the UN’s peacekeeping forces were directly
challenged. On May 16, Egypt’s military liaison to the United Nations
Emergency Force (UNEF) ordered that the UN partially withdraw its
peacekeepers from along the border between Israel’s southern Negev Desert
and Egyptian Sinai, where UNEF had been stationed since the end of the
1956 Sinai War. UNEF had been the pride of the UN—the first full-fledged
UN peacekeeping force ever put on the ground. Now Egypt was conveying
its aggressive intentions by demanding that the UN pull its peacekeepers
back. One of the UN’s observation posts was at Ras Nasrani, just north of
Sharm el-Sheikh, where huge Egyptian artillery guns overlooked the
narrow Straits of Tiran—a vital shipping lane that Israel depended on for
access to the Red Sea and ultimately the Indian Ocean.

The Egyptian call for withdrawing UNEF troops should have gone
directly to the UN General Assembly. Back in 1957, Israel had withdrawn
from Sinai and the Gaza Strip on the understanding that it had a solid
commitment from the UN secretary-general at the time, Dag
Hammarskjold, that any Egyptian request to withdraw UNEF in the future
would have to go through the General Assembly. The American secretary
of state, John Foster Dulles, had confirmed Israel’s understanding of this
UN commitment.” But Hammarskjold’s successor, U Thant, ignored this
promise. He tried to call the Egyptians’ bluff about the UN peacekeepers by
ruling that their request for a partial UNEF pullout was unacceptable.
Explaining to Egypt’s UN ambassador that UNEF “cannot be asked to stand
aside in order to enable the two sides to resume fighting,” he said that “a
request for the temporary withdrawal of UNEF would be considered
tantamount to a request for the complete withdrawal of UNEF from Gaza
and Sinai.” With this “all or nothing” approach, U Thant expected Nasser to
fold. It was a bad miscalculation. The Egyptians came back on May 18 with



a formal request signed by their foreign minister “to terminate” the UNEF
presence altogether.

U Thant went ahead and ordered UNEF’s withdrawal. It was like lighting
matches in a gas station. The UN secretary-general himself had predicted
what would happen if UNEF were withdrawn when, just months earlier, on
September 7, 1966, he reported to the Security Council, “Relations between
peoples on opposite sides of the line are such that if the United Nations
buffer should be removed, serious fighting would, quite likely, soon be
resumed.” When confronted with his own report by Israel’s UN
ambassador, Gideon Rafael, U Thant said he had forgotten that he had
authored these conclusions.?

Although U Thant had ignored Hammarskjold’s earlier assurances to
Israel and refused to take the issue to the General Assembly, he did not take
the UNEF decision alone. He had the full support of his UN staff, including
Undersecretary-General for Political Affairs Ralph Bunche, the African-
American diplomat who had been instrumental in past Arab-Israeli
diplomacy.’ In other words, the UNEF failure was not just a deficiency of
this particular secretary-general; it was a broader UN failure.

U Thant still felt he could deal with Nasser personally and decided to fly
to Egypt to launch a new diplomatic initiative. But on May 22, as the
secretary-general’s aircraft was en route from New York to Cairo, Nasser
announced that he was closing the Straits of Tiran, thereby enacting a
blockade against Israeli shipping. It was an act of war.

Nasser had been a pan-Arab savior since the withdrawal of the British
and the French from the Suez Canal in 1956. He had intervened in the
politics of Algeria, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Yemen, where he
dispatched a huge expeditionary army in 1962. Nasser’s air force even
bombed Saudi border towns close to the Yemeni border as he sought to
extend his power within the oil-rich Arabian Peninsula. The Egyptian leader
was also being courted by Moscow; in 1964 he had been designated as a
“Hero of the Soviet Union.”!? Soviet admirals were making regular
pilgrimages to Egypt at this time, seeking naval and air bases to counter the
U.S. Sixth Fleet. Nasser would not stand down from a confrontation with
Israel. The UN secretary-general mistakenly felt that the Egyptian leader
could be dealt with. Nasser did not need to be understood; he needed to be
deterred.



Once in Cairo, U Thant did not take a forceful stand against the blockade.
In Egypt, he came up with a proposal that was hauntingly reminiscent of his
failed personal diplomacy with the Soviets during the Cuban Missile Crisis.
Engaging in the same moral equivalence, he suggested to Nasser that Egypt
lift its blockade of Israel for two weeks and in exchange he would ask the
Israelis to stop using the Straits of Tiran for the same period of time—
which would have the same effect as the Egyptian blockade.!! Thus, U
Thant was comparing Egypt’s right to engage in an act of war with Israel’s
right to use international waters for peaceful commerce. He had undermined
the UN’s goal of advancing international principles that protected a world
order based on peaceful relations between states. And the appeasement
effort didn’t even work. Nasser declined the offer, and the secretary-general
left Cairo empty-handed.

The UN Security Council did not convene to discuss the Egyptian-Syrian
crisis until the morning of May 24, at the initiative of Canada and Denmark.
The Soviet representative made it immediately clear that the USSR would
block further UN action: “The Soviet delegation deems it necessary to
stress that it does not see sufficien