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‘The reader will observe that we were a mixed staff acting under an international syndicate. On the whole I am inclined to pronounce that such enterprises are less likely to succeed than those conducted on more homogeneous lines. Political considerations naturally cause a company thus constituted to adopt a somewhat flabby and vacillating policy.’ – JOSEPH A. MOLONEY, With Captain Stairs to Katanga (1893).
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‘In fact our [Belgian] policy reflected both a background of sheer funk (obsession with the Algerian war) and a rather Machiavellian calculation. … He [de Schrijver, the responsible Belgian Minister] granted independence immediately, but without carrying out any of the reforms urged by M van Bilsen. The reason for this is that he never intended conferring on the Congolese anything more than a purely fictitious and nominal independence. The financial circles concerned firmly believed – as for our political circles, they were more naïve than anything else – that it would be enough to give a few Congolese leaders titles of ‘Minister’ or ‘Deputy’, with decorations, luxury motor-cars, big salaries, and splendid houses in the European quarter, in order to put a definite stop to the emancipation movement which threatened the financial interests.’ – M. STAELENS, in La Relève, August 27th, 1960.
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This map is reproduced by courtesy of Methuen & Co Ltd, publishers of An Atlas of African Affairs by Andrew Boyd.






















CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN:


AN APPRECIATION


BY OLIVER KAMM





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:




 





In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.




 





As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. Hisbook The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.
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INTRODUCTION:


STAFF REGULATION 1.5







‘All which, Sir, though I most powerfully, and potently beleeve; yet I holde it not Honestie to have it thus set downe.’


Hamlet     





Secretary-General


December 15th, 1961


Dear Mr O’Brien,


In view of the press reports of certain statements made by you following your resignation, I wish to call your attention to Staff Regulation 1.5 which is as follows:




‘Regulation 1.5: Staff members shall exercise the utmost discretion in regard to all matters of official business. They shall not communicate to any person any information known to them by reason of their official position which has not been made public, except in the course of their duties or by authorization of the Secretary-General. Nor shall they at any time use such information to private advantage. These obligations do not cease upon separation from the Secretariat.’





It will be noted particularly that in accordance with the final sentence of this regulation these applications [sic] do not cease upon separation from service, but, on the contrary, continue in effect.


 


Yours sincerely,                                     


(Sgd.) U. THANT                              


Acting Secretary-General    


 


When I resigned from the foreign service of my own country, following my extrusion from the service of the United Nations – in the circumstances set out in this book – I did so, as I stated at the time, ‘in order to recover my freedom of speech and action’.1 Staff Regulation 1.5, were I to consider myself still bound by it, would deny me that freedom. Under the second sentence of this regulation, I should have submitted the manuscript of this book to the Secretary-General and awaited his authorization for the publication of those lengthy, frequent and important sections which contain information known to me by reason of my former official position on the Secretary-General’s executive staff and as Representative of the United Nations in Katanga. It is – to put it mildly – extremely unlikely that such an authorization would ever have been granted. By authorizing publication, the Secretary-General – any Secretary-General – would be taking official responsibility for a personal account of some critically important events: an account which, besides being obnoxious to some members of the United Nations, is different from, and in part inconsistent with, the official UN version already given of the same events. No Secretary-General is likely to assume such a responsibility. The observance of the regulation, therefore, would, in practice, constrain me to silence.


I do not consider myself now still bound by the staff regulations of an organization which I have no longer the honour of serving, and I have not submitted the manuscript of any part of this book to the Acting Secretary-General.


I am conscious that some of my former colleagues – and among them some of those whom I most respect – are likely to deplore my decision, and many things in the pages that follow. The publication of a candid, personal account of the events in which I was involved as a servant of the United Nations is contrary – in what I gather, from certain reticences, to be their opinion – not merely to the letter of the staff regulations but also to the spirit of the organization’s discipline. Furthermore, the actual content of the account will not, on this view, serve the interests of the United Nations, and part of it will play into the hands of its enemies.


These observations cannot be dismissed lightly. It is not enough to reply – adapting a famous phrase of Marshal Juin’s2 – that the discretion of ex-officials is not the discretion of officials. When I resigned, in order to tell the story of my strange experience, I thought that in doing so I was serving the interests of the United Nations. If I did not still think so, if I thought the opinion of these former colleagues well founded, I should not feel justified in having this book published. The impediment would not be Staff Regulation 1.5; it would be the belief that the United Nations, with all its defects, is the most hopeful political institution that human beings have developed.


It is quite true that parts of this book will seem, at first sight, ‘to play into the hands’ of the enemies of the United Nations; the truth, after all, rather often does seem to ‘play into the hands’ of undesirable people. If serving the interests of the United Nations were the same as portraying the organization, as it now is, as impeccable and infallible, then most certainly this book does not serve the interests of the United Nations. It contains many passages which suggest that the Security Council, the General Assembly and the Secretariat itself are less than perfect. Some of these passages are likely to be quoted, with unwholesome approbation and with small regard for the wide context, by people whose dislike of the United Nations is inspired, not by any of the organization’s imperfections but by the great hopes which it carries and especially by its power of leverage in the cause of freedom. There are people, as François Mauriac has said, whose approval is crushing and the risk of such, approval is the most unpleasant of the hazards to which the writer of a narrative like this is exposed. The risk could, of course, be avoided by suppressing all those elements in the narrative which may seem damaging to the United Nations. In that case, however, the narrative would be significantly falsified, partly incomprehensible and entirely unworthy of publication.


Whatever value this story has, derives from the attempt which the writer has made to tell the truth. Some of the difficulties inherent in such an attempt are considered later; for the moment the points I want to make are that the attempt is worth making and is in the interests of the United Nations. That the attempt is worth making, in a general sense, will be obvious to anyone with a historical consciousness; that it is in the interests of the United Nations is not so obvious, yet can, I think, be established. The publication of the truth may provide an opening for malevolent criticism, yet, without such publication, constructive outside criticism, of which the organization stands in need, becomes impossible. No organization is very good at telling the truth about itself. The Secretariat of the United Nations is less inclined to the mensonge officiel than are most of the member Governments but its reticences are profound, its ambiguities rich. To say this is not necessarily to condemn the Secretariat, which is obliged, by the complex nature of its multiple responsibilities to exercise an often tortuous discretion. It is, however, precisely this servitude of the Secretariat, unavoidable as it may be, which makes it desirable that one who carried, but no longer carries, such responsibilities should resume a private citizen’s freedom and habit of relatively unambiguous expression. This outspokenness may, or may not, be of immediate service to the United Nations. In my own case I believe that my resignation statement – coming, as it did, at the moment when hostilities broke out for the second time between the forces of the United Nations and those of Mr Tshombe – did render service of that kind. The public and true accusation that Mr Macmillan’s Government, as well as that of Sir Roy Welensky, had encouraged and helped Mr Tshombe to defy the United Nations in September, must have made it, I think, a little harder for those concerned to provide such help and encouragement in December. This may not be entirely irrelevant to the striking fact that, whereas the September operation ended in Mr Hammarskjold’s flight to Ndola, that of December ended in Mr Tshombe’s flight to Kitona, to seek reconciliation with the Central Government. There were certainly other factors involved – including the military strengthening of the United Nations following the September deadlock – but the diminution of Mr Tshombe’s diplomatic support was real and did play its part. Now the interesting point, in the present context, is that whereas all the high officials of the United Nations knew of, and strongly resented, the help and encouragement given by Mr Macmillan’s Government to Mr Tshombe, the Secretariat could not possibly have denounced these activities as plainly and publicly as an ex-official was able to do. The Acting Secretary-General was obliged, possibly at the request of a Permanent Member of the Security Council, to remind the ex-official of Staff Regulation 1.5; but it is possible that the displeasure of the Acting Secretary-General may not have been, on this occasion, entirely unalloyed.


The truth, however, cannot be relied on always to serve the immediate interests of the United Nations, or any other immediate interests. Some loyal servants of the United Nations will probably consider, for example, that it would be better to allow the official version3 of the events of the morning of September 13th to stand – historically imperfect though that version is known to be – rather than to offer, in substitution for it, the fuller and franker account contained in Chapter XV of this book. Certainly the enemies of the United Nations are likely to make some use of the account given here. But the reason why they can make use of it is not that the events described are inherently discreditable to the United Nations; it is that the official version, hastily issued and mistakenly allowed to stand, is in part misleading and in part untrue. The United Nations is hurt, not by the truths now here published, but by the elements of falsehood in the version which it itself has maintained before the world. It is necessary, in the long-term interests of the United Nations, that these elements should be purged from the record; it is desirable that this should be done, not by an enemy but by a supporter of the United Nations.


It is, I know, well to be wary of what exactly one is about, when one makes this lofty claim: to tell the truth. First of all, I cannot tell the whole truth about the Katanga events because neither I nor anyone else knows the whole truth, or is ever likely to know it. Even to make a reasonably near approach to that goal it would be necessary to know, in addition to what happened at UN headquarters in Elisabethville – which is what I do know – also relevant things which must have been happening in Brussels, both in the Belgian Cabinet and at the Union Minière headquarters; in London, both at Downing Street and in the City; in Leopoldville, at ONUC headquarters, in the Central Government, and at the British, French and American Embassies; in Brazzaville, across the river Congo, where live Mr Tshombe’s friend, the Abbé Fulbert Youlou and his French advisers; in New York at discussions between the Secretary-General and the Permanent Representatives of the major powers; in Washington, at the White House and in the Central Intelligence Agency; in Rhodesia, both in the entourage of Sir Roy Welensky and at various private houses in the Copperbelt; in Kolwezi and Jadotville among the leaders of the dominant European population; finally in Elisabethville itself, at Union Minière local headquarters, in the Cabinet Room of Mr Tshombe’s Government in the CSK building, at the homes of Mr Tshombe, Mr Munongo and others, in the various Consulates, among the Europeans in the Sûreté and at Gendarmerie Headquarters in Camp Massart.


I can try to tell the story of ONUC, Elisabethville, during the time when I was in charge there: about most of the other elements in the story I can only guess, from what impinged, both verbally and materially, on ONUC, Elisabethville. Relatively unsatisfactory as this is, I can see no alternative to it. To wait until the relevant records (in so far as they exist) become available (in so far as they ever do) about these other elements, would mean waiting until the whole story had ceased to hold any political relevance or public interest; waiting, in fact, until it had reached that stage, of total detachment from any contemporary preoccupation, which is – in the view of one school of academic thought – the critical symptom of ripeness for the historian’s attention. Even if we accept that austere view, there are two cogent reasons why I should not wait to attempt to write a history of that kind about these events. The first reason is that, having been a protagonist in the controversies and clashes to be described, I am among the people least likely to be accepted as possessing the degree of detachment from the subject which this school postulates as necessary in the historian. The second reason is that my own account, the memoir of a protagonist, must be one of the sources – and, for one crucial phase, probably the most important source – on which that detached historian, the Oakeshott of the future, will have to draw.


I can well imagine with what caution, reserve and even suspicion, the historian will use his source. Memoirs occupy – for quite sound reasons – a lowly place in the regard of the professional historian. They are suspect for fallibility of memory, for intent of polemic or self-exculpation and for that extra share of human vanity which must be presumed in people who trouble to write and publish the story of events in which they were personally involved. To any retrospective account the historian prefers, when he can get them, scraps of contemporary evidence, not intended for the public eye, and, above all, not intended for ‘posterity’. Only when he has wrung all that he can from such contemporary evidence does he fall back, reluctantly and sceptically, on the memoir material, and even then what he is most likely to take from it will be declarations against interest, if he can find any.


The main element of reassurance I can give this hypothetical historian is – rather paradoxically from his point of view – the fact of early publication. The events I am writing about still arouse fierce passions; there are many people living who know whether this part or that of my story is true; there are also many people who will be anxious, mainly for political reasons, to discredit my story. The historian, by the time he comes to use this source, will know to what degree it has stood the test of controversy. The second element of reassurance is more subjective, and I therefore offer it to him more diffidently. It is that I have undergone, and tried to benefit from, the discipline which is his own. One who has been taught by historians, and has tried to write history, is certainly still liable, when he comes to write of events in which he was personally involved, to all the usual failings of memoir-writers. But he is, at least, conscious of what these failings are and of the need to struggle against them. Even if he is writing a non-scholarly book he will wish to avoid writing a crassly unscholarly one, and even if he is writing for a relatively wide public, the consciousness of the sceptical attention of certain scholars will impose restraint on at least the wilder forms of retrospective self-indulgence.


It is important, at this point, to say a word about sources. The principal source for this narrative – historians will note with regret, and some others perhaps with relief – is my own memory: that memory whose functioning Staff Regulation 1.5 would bid me keep to myself. I possess some copies of contemporary official records, but they are sparse and I have used them sparingly (mainly in Chapter XV). When such records were not available I have checked my own memories, whenever possible, against those of other participants in the same events: in their own interests I refrain from acknowledging their invaluable co-operation. In the dating of events – the field in which memory is least to be relied on – I have found UN official reports and the newspaper dispatches of service. Neither source is wholly to be trusted as to facts but for the exact dates of remembered events they are extremely useful. The fullest newspaper accounts known to me are those of La Libre Belgique, and I have drawn on them fairly heavily. The editorial policy of La Libre Belgique was generally hostile to the United Nations Congo operation (and extremely hostile to me personally) but this fact renders its files all the more valuable as an aid and corrective to my memory. The great advantage of the running record in La Libre Belgique, over that in any English-language newspaper, derives from the fact that Belgian interest in news from Katanga was continuous, not sporadic. The French News Agency, Agence France Presse, gave, mainly for the benefit of its Belgian clients, a very full service and its correspondent, M Jean-Pierre Joullain, became probably the best-informed member of that amiable but curiously fluctuating body, the press corps of Elisabethville. The quality, as well as the quantity, of the news printed must be dictated by the needs of the ultimate consumer, the newspaper-reader. The Belgian reader wanted his newspaper to tell him, as fully and accurately as possible, what was actually happening in Katanga. He did not want the reporter to tell him what to feel about these happenings; he knew what to feel already.


The only other sources of any significance available to me for the period of my stay in Katanga are the letters – written, mainly for security reasons, in Gaelic sprinkled with Russian – which I sent from Katanga to Máire MacEntee, now my wife. A historian would regard these as among my most valuable sources but in considering their evidence he would make an allowance for what he would assume to be a desire, on the writer’s part, to present his own actions in a favourable light. I have no reason to question this assumption; indeed, phrases in the letters bear it out. Yet the letters are, on the whole, a reasonably accurate record of the situation as I conceived it to be at the time of writing: the favourable light was presumed to be more or less constant.


For the background of the Congo operation, as it had developed before my arrival, I have relied mainly – especially in Chapter IV – on the copious collection of documents, and detailed narrative contained in the two volumes and annexes of Congo1960 (J. Gérard-Libois and Benoit Verhaegen) and in the volume Congo 1961 (Benoit Verhaegen) published by the Centre de Recherches et Information Socio-Politiques, Brussels (Dossiers du CRISP). The editorial committee of CRISP is made up, by its own statement, ‘of men belonging to different socio-political groups and different scientific disciplines … teachers, scientists, jurists and publicists, assisted by trade union, political and other advisers’. Since the following pages contain some reflections on the policies and actions of some Belgians, it gives me particular pleasure to acknowledge here my debt to this collection, and to pay homage to the lucid intelligence and firm integrity which animate it, and honour Belgian scholarship.


To Katanga and Back is not a book about ‘the situation in the Congo’ or a history of the UN operations there or a treatise on the United Nations itself. The situation in the Congo was still unpredictably evolving, even while this book was being written. A history of the UN operation cannot be written until that operation is concluded – which is not likely to be soon – and it will probably have to be a co-operative effort, necessarily covering a much wider area, both in space and in time, than that with which I became familiar.


One man who had read my Observer articles asked me: ‘Why have you nothing to say about the Communist set-up in Stanleyville?’ The reason is simple: I have never been to Stanleyville and I do not know whether the ‘set-up’ there was Communist or not. The only Congo set-up I am at all competent to analyse is that in Katanga. It would be interesting and rewarding to be able to tell the story of how Mr Gizenga with the aid of volunteers from the Communist countries defied and fought the United Nations; of how the Secretary-General flew to Guinea – whither Mr Gizenga had made his way after a conversation with the Russian Ambassador – to seek peace; of how the Secretary-General’s plane perished in obscure circumstances near the airport of Conakry; of how the United Nations then concluded a cease-fire agreement under which Mr Gizenga returned to Stanleyville and there again raised the flag of secession in Orientale Province; and of how leading Communist countries then demanded, and eventually obtained, the removal of the UN Representative in Stanleyville who had, in their view, ‘lost the confidence of Mr Gizenga’. This would make a magnificent story, which would arouse the just indignation of the whole Western Press. It is not, however, what happened, and readers of this book will have to be content with a story which, while in many ways strikingly similar, has what will widely be regarded as a fatal defect: the régime concerned is not Gizenga’s but Tshombe’s, whose friends are not in Russia or China, but in Belgium, France and Britain.


As regards the United Nations as an organization, this book has no pretentions to compete with the many treatises which already exist – notably Mr Herbert Nicholas’s excellent The United Nations as a Political Institution. Anyone who wants a comprehensive account of, for example, the workings of the General Assembly, will do much better to turn to Mr Sydney Bailey’s lucid and impartial pages than to Chapter I of the present work. Chapter I, like the rest of the book, is neither theoretical nor exhaustive: in so far as it deals with the Assembly it is a participant’s account of some aspects of that body’s political workings, as experienced in practice. As the way the Assembly works in practice is significantly different from what the records of its proceedings suggest, a participant’s account has its own value, complementary to that of more theoretical works – much as a real-life equivalent of Fabrice del Dongo’s recollection of the great battle of Waterloo would be complementary to the more stately and better arranged accounts of the military histories. Similarly, as regards the main part of the book, dealing with the Katanga events and their sequel, what you have here is not a detached survey, but the testimony of a participant at the centre of these events. I have called it, in the sub-title, ‘A UN Case History’. This is not quite as precise as I could wish – case histories, after all, are normally written by the doctor, not the case, and here there is unfortunately no doctor – yet it gives a fairly accurate idea of what I have tried to do. In so far as I have succeeded, this story should be of interest to those who want to find out, from study of how the UN responded to one particular set of severe challenges, how its workings may be made more secure and effective, to meet the not less severe challenges which the future will assuredly bring.


In my resignation statement and subsequently, in the Press and on television, I referred to some of these challenges and said how I interpreted them politically. That interpretation was based on my own experience and I in no way disavow it. On the contrary, I here develop and amplify it. I believe that the bare recital of facts, without interpretation (but necessarily with a principle of selection, which must contain an unstated interpretation) would be more misleading, because less candid, than an account like this, which combines narrative with explicit interpretation. But in recounting controversial events, I have resisted, to the best of my ability, the inevitable tendency to allow the interpretation, itself derived from the experience of the facts, to impose an all too satisfactory retrospective pattern on the facts themselves. The narrative section of the book will, I think, quite often puzzle or disappoint, and may occasionally scandalize, those who agree most warmly with its political conclusions. Personally, I regret this, being temperamentally not much inclined to ‘letting the Tory dogs have the best of it’, even momentarily. I can only say, to these political friends of various shades, that this is indeed a case history and that the doctor, who believes that the history of his case as a whole points to certain conclusions, is obliged not to suppress mention of any symptoms which might seem to others to point to different conclusions, and not to heighten his descriptions of those symptoms which tend to corroborate his diagnosis. The fact that, in this instance, it is no doctor but the case himself who is trying to write the history, does not in the least lessen this obligation; on the contrary, it increases the need for vigilance in its discharge.


The story which follows is not so uniformly lugubrious as all the clinical imagery suggests. There was, as the world knows, tragedy but there was also, among that heterogenous collection of human beings who made up the UN effort in Katanga, almost everything else: contrasts in exotism, comradeship and suspicions, luxury sometimes and occasionally squalor, heroism and prudence, great talents and impenetrable blankness, hours of gaiety and of horror, inexplicable arrivals and unforeseen departures, the kindnesses, bafflements, sacrifices and laughter of Swedes, Indians, Irishmen, Canadians, Englishmen, Ethiopians, Frenchmen, Tunisians, Danes, Malayans (almost everybody except Belgians and Russians), all partly fused, under their blue caps, into something new – ‘Onusians’.4 Nor did Mr Tshombe’s Katanga present a face of unrelieved gloom. It certainly had, for us in the United Nations, as well as for many of its own citizens, persistent sinister undertones – I should not like to encounter very often in dreams Godefroid Munongo’s dark spectacles or the blood-shot eyes of that grisly refugee, the sorcerer Mantefu. Yet Tshombe’s Katanga had also its carefree, even innocent, and sometimes farcical moments. These I like to remember and I have recorded some of them here. ‘I am afraid’, said a friend somewhat austerely, ‘you may be going to write a funny book about the Congo.’ I have not tried to write a funny book about the Congo but I have not tried, either, to exclude what seemed to me funny, from this account of events which culminated in tragedy. I take for guidance the opening words of an Irish tinker’s story of his own harsh life: ‘I was never a sadist’, he wrote, ‘but always tried to look on the bright side.’




1 The text of my resignation statement is in Appendix III.


2 ‘La discipline des Maréchaux n’est pas celle des sergents.’


3 Paragraph 15 of Security Council Document S/4940 dated September 14th, 1961, Report of the Officer-in-Gharge of the UN Operation in the Congo to the Secretary-General, relating to the implementation of paragraph A.2, of the Security Council Resolution of February 21st, 1961.


4 In French, especially the French of the Congo, the noun and adjective from ONU, Onusien, are in regular use; no parallel formation seems to have taken root in English but ‘Onusian’ has crept into use among English-speaking UN people.
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A DELEGATE AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY







‘Quid vult concursus ad amnem?’


Virgil    





‘Who’, Mr Macmillan was moved to ask one autumn day in 1961, ‘is Conor O’Brien?’1


This inquiry was prompted by the news of certain United Nations activities in Katanga. Essentially, what Mr Macmillan seemed to want to know was: What kind of United Nations man is this?


It may be well, at the outset of this story, to answer Mr Macmillan by some account of my political outlook and of the United Nations experience I had, as a delegate at the General Assembly, before going to Katanga. These are relevant to what happened later – and more relevant to what was believed to have happened – and the account of General Assembly experiences should be of interest to those who would know something of the United Nations as it actually works in practice – the functioning political entity, as distinct from the ideal conception and the proceedings officially recorded.


Any attempt at candour in discussing the real workings of a human institution – be it parliament, university, trade union or business – is liable to attract charges of cynicism and of a desire to injure the institution in question. I would suggest, however, that it is often less cynical, and ultimately less damaging to the institution, to bring the realities of its life into public discussion, than to conceal them behind – in Mr Auden’s words – ‘a set mask of rectitude’. The Assembly, as a forum for mankind, has a most precious function, and the world would be in much more danger were it removed. At present, now that no group of powers has a safe majority there, the Assembly is a genuine centre of international bargaining, and a consensus achieved there has a valuable stabilizing effect. Indeed, one important and little-noted phenomenon of recent times has been the partial resuscitation, by the Assembly, of the Security Council, hitherto held to be paralysed by the veto power of the Permanent Members (‘The trouble with the United Nations’, as a lady remarked to me in Boston, ‘is the Veto that the traitor Hiss sold to the Russians at Yalta’). If a consensus is achieved by delegations representing a wide span in the Assembly, and if a draft resolution embodying this is put in in the Security Council, then it becomes very difficult for any Permanent Member, even the Soviet Union, to apply a total veto. This has been shown by the Security Council’s Congo decisions. There are considerable dangers in this – as we shall see – but it is undoubtedly an area of growth in United Nations authority. The Assembly then, despite the not always creditable, and sometimes comic, light cast on it in the following pages, has very valuable functions to discharge.


But we are not necessarily helping it to discharge these functions more efficiently if we pretend that mankind’s representatives in that forum already behave spectacularly better than the rest of us – mankind at large – are in the habit of doing outside. The Assembly is, in a way, ‘the conscience of mankind’ – as its speakers so often claim – but the conscience is not necessarily clearer for being on the East River. The importance of what Mr Henry Cabot Lodge liked to call ‘the cleansing power of debate’ surely lies in the emergence of truth from among the competing ‘official versions’. But it is impossible to describe this salutary competition without saying some things which seem unedifying.


My own experience of the Assembly was in and through the Irish delegation, and therefore my examples are taken from that delegation’s area of activity and information. I am not seeking to imply that that delegation was central to the Assembly’s work; it was central only to this particular writer’s experience of that work, central only to the case history here recounted.


*


Ireland was admitted to the United Nations in 1955, and an Irish delegation took its seat in the Assembly for the first time in 1956. I had been put in charge of a newly-established United Nations section at Iveagh House, Dublin, the Headquarters of the Irish Department of External Affairs. In that capacity I attended at every session of the General Assembly from 1956 to 1960–61.


Ireland, partly as a result of her neutrality during the Second World War and partly for other reasons, had been isolated from the world for too long and the mental atmosphere in our country had become uncomfortably musty and close. Our Parliamentary delegates to the Assembly of the Council of Europe seemed to devote their time to making speeches about partition: speeches which were designed to be read at home, but which unfortunately had also to be listened to abroad. As such politicians often do, they had underestimated the intelligence of the electorate; I believe that most Irish people read these speeches with a mixture of cynicism and shame. We felt we were involved in an interminable and sterile quarrel: a relationship with our fellow Irishmen which had become sterile because we had allowed it to remain a quarrel.


Like most of my colleagues at the Department of External Affairs, and like many other Irishmen, I hoped that Ireland would do better than this at the United Nations. My colleagues and myself were determined to do what we could – which was not necessarily very much – to see that it did so. For some of us, particularly the younger members of the Department, the ideal of what constituted good international behaviour was exemplified at this time by Sweden. Sweden’s action in the international field was, as we saw it, independent, disinterested and honourable. The Swedes in international affairs did not spend much time in proclaiming lofty moral principles but they usually acted as men would do who were in fact animated by such principles. Their voting record was more eloquent than their speeches. It seemed to contain few or no votes against conscience: few or none of those votes which are cast for reasons of convenience or expediency – not to offend a neighbour or an ally who happens to be in the wrong – and are then justified at the podium by an anguished access of legal scruple. Sweden paid its share, and more than its share, for all the humanitarian and peace-making aspects of the UN work and sent out its men, soldiers or civil servants, on various more or less unpleasant or dangerous tasks as the work of the organization required. Sweden’s willingness to sacrifice was already symbolized by the death of Bernadotte. But above all, the example of Dag Hammarskjold showed that, even in an organization, most of whose members seemed to be guided by standards very different from those of Sweden, a few countries and people could achieve remarkable results. Hammarskjold more than anyone had given the United Nations a focus of moral authority which could attract an international loyalty, and use it in the cause of peace and justice.


We would have been ashamed to use such language (being more given to the elaboration of puns) but these were the common assumptions. We hoped that Ireland would become one of the very small (and mainly Scandinavian) group of delegations at the United Nations whose chief concern it was to safeguard that moral authority; the group which was known to have upheld the Secretary-General against interested pressure from more than one quarter. This group, we later found, was known to its members – rightly, we believed – as ‘the decent countries’. The un-English boastfulness of this expression we ascribed to the unfortunate fact that England, under the Governments of Sir Anthony Eden and Mr Macmillan, was not a member of the group.


An independent, ‘Swedish’, line was what we hoped for. Knowing the unfortunate tendency of many of our countrymen to talk big and act small, what we expected to get was something different. The result, even initially, was considerably better than most of us expected. Mr Cosgrave, who headed our delegation on our entry in 1956, delivered a dignified and felicitous statement which considerably impressed the Assembly. Yet this, though an immeasurable improvement on expected form, was hardly conclusive. Suez and Hungary, as issues at the General Assembly, were ‘sitters’ from the point of view of Irish public opinion. It was right at that time to demand the withdrawal of the Anglo-French forces from Suez and to condemn the Russian attack on Hungary. But, whatever about France, to criticize England is never entirely unpopular in Ireland and as for Russia, a ringing denunciation was, in the circumstances, absolutely mandatory on any Irish politician who hoped to be re-elected. In short, the right positions were also the popular ones, and when the right and domestically popular courses were also those advocated by the United States, no inward struggle was required in order to know what to do.


It was when, in 1957, Mr Aiken came to head the delegation that we got to know about inward struggles and about pressure as a UN phenomenon. Mr Aiken, an old associate of Mr de Valera’s, required little, if any, advice from us, his juniors and subordinates, on the subjects of the virtues of a ‘Swedish’ position, of resisting pressure, and so on. The views he had long held were along these lines and, being a man of integrity, he proceeded to put them into practice. In his first intervention he urged the advantages of a policy of disengagement in Central Europe; in his second, very soon afterwards, he explained why Ireland would vote for a discussion on the question of the representation of China in the United Nations.2


Then the pressure began.


Anyone who has experience of the United Nations, and wishes to discuss the realities of life there, finds it necessary to use, quite often, this word ‘pressure’. Yet the oftener one uses it, the more likely one is to encounter scepticism, even a mild version of that polite but strained look which is evoked by tales of personal persecution. I have known discussions with high-minded, and theoretically well-informed, students of the United Nations to take a faintly nightmarish turn in this direction. When I have touched, in passing, on the means by which this or that delegate has been induced to see the force of (say) the State Department’s point of view, I have noticed my listeners peering at me warily, as if allowing for the possibility that the next phase of the discourse would concern the ground glass that someone had been putting in my soup, or the tiny radio which had been maliciously screwed into the back of my head. Yet pressure is an objective phenomenon, not a paranoid one. Indeed, if this phenomenon is not taken into account, it is impossible to understand the voting pattern on any important question at the United Nations. This same phenomenon is also of no small importance in relation to the workings of the Secretariat, as I was later to find in and out of Katanga. What, then, is this pressure?


In one sense, it is simply a natural reality, a phenomenon of relative mass. When a large and powerful country expresses a wish to a small country within its politico-economic orbit, the mere expression of that wish necessarily exerts pressure. However great the benevolence of the large country, however fierce the sense of independence of the small one, that pressure remains, real and omnipresent like the pressure of the atmosphere, and as little to be resented by any sane person. But there is a secondary form of political pressure, more active and more variable; this comes into play in those cases – now increasingly numerous, as the number of small States itself increases – where the small decides to resist the ‘natural’, immanent, pressure of the large, and act in a way contrary to the wish expressed. What happens then depends on the importance of the thing wished, on the large country’s degree of sensitivity to world opinion, on the small country’s unity, prudence and tenacity (or lack of these qualities) and (increasingly) on the presumed posture of the other great power group. If the conjuncture of these factors is extremely unfavourable, the small country may have its Government and policy changed for it by external military force, either applied directly, as in the case of Hungary in 1956, or indirectly as in the case of Guatemala in 1954. In other extreme conjunctures, more favourable from the point of view of the small country, States like Egypt, Tunisia, Cuba and (to some extent) Poland have been able to hold on to their Governments and policies, against the threat or the reality of the use of force, direct or indirect, by a great power.


Clearly, extreme consequences of this kind do not flow from a vote at the United Nations – although the speeches and votes at the United Nations of a country like Cuba (or Albania) may do much to bring its relations with a great power to the breaking point. Normally at the United Nations what one might call the casus pressūs does not directly involve the vital interests of either the large or the small country, and the penalties for failing to heed the wish of the larger are not dramatic. The casus pressūs at the United Nations arises, typically, when a small country votes – less often, when it speaks – in a way contrary to expectations. Such expectations are often very precise. Barring revolutions, it can usually be confidently predicted, for example, that Bulgaria will vote with the Soviet Union, El Salvador with the United States, Cameroun with France, and Australia with the United Kingdom. The reasons for the coincidences of viewpoint are disparate, but the coincidences are highly reliable.


Those who depict the Assembly as an anarchic collection of small countries, constantly voting down, with vindictive glee, the great responsible powers, are wide of the mark. Most of the small countries have to exercise considerable discretion in the way they vote, because of their ties – very often coercive ties – with this or that great power. Great powers get crushing majorities against them – as Britain and France did on Suez – only when they do something very strange indeed. Even then, if the United States had chosen to support the Anglo-French action, it is quite certain that there would not have been a two-thirds majority against Britain and France, and very probable that there would have been a majority in their favour; the majority in favour, however, would have been hard to get, and getting it would have weakened the diplomatic position of the United States. That is one reason why the exercise was not undertaken.


Apart from genuine satellites, like Bulgaria and El Salvador, there are other cases where reasonably safe predictions may be made, but on the basis of a more complex calculus. Thus Pakistan, say, likes, as a member of CENTO, to vote with the West, but is also sensitive to Afro-Asian opinion, particularly sensitive to opinion in Moslem countries and strong on self-determination (Kashmir). A Western canvasser can therefore safely count on Pakistan’s vote in a direct East-West controversy (Cuba, Hungary) but must make separate calculations if relevant racial, religious or colonial factors are involved. For example, in a ‘colonialist’ issue, where the ‘Moslem’ factor tells on the ‘colonialist’ side (Cyprus), or where the Kashmir issue comes into play (Goa), the West may reasonably expect Pakistan’s support. On the other hand, on a straight racial issue (apartheid), or an issue where a Western power is, or has been, in conflict with Moslem populations (Suez, Algeria, Tunisia, Israel), Pakistan will be indistinguishable from the most anti-colonialist Afro-Asians. On issues where both anti-colonialism and the cold war are involved – for example, the Soviet moves on the liquidation of colonialism – accurate prediction of a Pakistan vote becomes impossible. It is in such cases that experienced Western tacticians become fertile in procedural motions designed to get countries like Pakistan ‘off the hook’ – and safely on to the Western bank – while sparing them the humiliations and dangers which loom when an Asian country casts an obviously ‘pro-colonialist’ vote.


As long as a given country – Pakistan or another – votes according to such an established and accepted pattern, its delegation leads a comfortable life at the United Nations, on reasonably good terms with all. If, however, a country departs from its pattern in any particular, its delegation will receive some uneasy looks; if the departure is on an important question, pressure will begin immediately. This is what happened when Mr Aiken, having already spoken in favour of a measure of disengagement in Central Europe, announced his intention of voting in favour of a discussion on the question of the representation of China.


*


Floor-lobbyists of the major powers – ‘arm-twisters’ as they are regrettably called – carry in their heads sets of assumptions about the delegations they try to influence. These assumptions are seldom made explicit, and they may not even be verbally formulated in the minds of these pragmatic men, but they guide their conduct. If we can suppose the existence of a notebook for such assumptions, in this case as used by a Western delegation, I think the relevant entry in this Manipulator’s Manual would have run, when Ireland was admitted to the United Nations, somewhat as follows:




‘IRELAND: Refused to join NATO, on grounds of Irish claim to control a part of the United Kingdom (so-called ‘Question of Partition’). Is, however, strongly Roman Catholic and therefore anti-Communist. Political leaders and officials are conscious importance of ties with United Kingdom and other Western European countries, but obliged to take into account anti-British and anti-colonial elements in electorate.


Conclusions: Absolutely safe on straight East-West issues.


Needs watching on ‘colonial’ issues and following tactics are suggested: Emphasize pro-Communist character of relevant ‘independence movement’ (Algeria, Cyprus, etc.); stress absolutely no parallel between historic movement for Irish freedom and Communist-led risings in uncivilized countries; say passage of Afro-Asian (or other undesirable) resolution would damage free world and help Communists; supply details, true if possible, of Communist background of leaders insurrection, sponsors of resolution, etc.; produce sensible, relevant missionary (Roman Catholic) if available and if vote of sufficient importance. If delegation already committed to ‘independence movement’ in question, abstention may sometimes be secured by pointing out that passage of Afro-Asian (or other undesirable) resolution would have adverse effects on progress secret negotiations now being (or soon to be) held between the parties and so would play into the hands of Communists.


Despite all efforts, this delegation is likely to cast some ‘anti-colonialist’ votes to placate home opinion. In such cases, however, delegation will probably be helpful on procedural votes, provided significance of these is not clear to general public. Fortunately, no initiative need be expected this delegation, except possibly on so-called ‘question of partition’ (claim to annex Northern Ireland). In case of tendency to raise this question, point out that Ireland’s case would be supported by the Communist countries.’





In 1956 the Irish delegation, although more creditably active than had been expected of it, did not significantly disappoint these expectations. In 1957 Mr Aiken’s speech in the General Debate in favour of disengagement caused some uneasiness but no more than that. It was ‘a bad statement’ (from the then prevailing Western point of view) but a bad statement is by no means as bad as a bad vote. Speeches, indeed, are not taken very seriously at the United Nations, being used rather often as noble decoration, comforting to the speaker, reassuring to his home public, and overlaying a highly realistic and mundane policy of subservience to an outside power. Thus, the best orator in the Assembly at this period, a Latin-American lawyer, used to produce masterpieces of towering, far-ranging eloquence, drawing heavily on history, philosophy, classical literature and jurisprudence, to show the process of reasoning and cultural enlightenment which had led him to his decision as to how to vote on the subject before the Assembly. Curiously, this decision was absolutely invariably the same as that already reached – on a more direct method – by the United States delegation. This was one falcon who could hear the falconer quite distinctly. His remarkable powers, both of speech and of hearing, ensured his election to a high office. On the occasion of his installation the American delegate meaning to congratulate him on his distinguished services to the United Nations, instead referred to him with bleak and unintentional accuracy as this faithful servant of the United States. The audience burst into unseemly laughter; it was a sadly fitting apotheosis of a United Nations orator.3


The distinguished Latin’s captive flights were designed to embellish rather than to deceive, and in this they differed from a more practical type of United Nations oratory; the speech which is designed to distract attention from the vote (or failure to vote). Tsetseland – say – is expected by Afro-Asian friends and such home public opinion as it has, to be ‘for Algeria’ at the UN. Tsetseland, however, has been a French colony, is getting a lot of money from France and has been very clearly told it will get no more if it votes ‘against France’. What is the poor Tsetse delegate to do? He soon finds out that the answer to his problem is a speech; ‘a bad speech’ will be deplored but, unlike a vote, will not have the effect of cutting off the money. The Tsetse delegate therefore makes a ringing statement, ‘pro-Algerian’ in sound, but not very precise. His statement is carried in full on his home radio, and is quoted with approval by many Afro-Asian papers. When it comes to a division, no member of the Tsetse delegation can be found. This is not mentioned on the home radio. The leader of the Tsetse delegation is respected by the public in his own country for his fearless stand, and the French subsidy continues for another blessed year at least.


Against this background, and in the inevitably rather cynical atmosphere of the Delegates Lounge, Mr Aiken’s statement did not arouse too much dismay. True, a senior member of the United Kingdom delegation did describe it at a Press conference as ‘a straight fellow-travelling speech’; he added that these words were not for attribution. But this remark was not taken very seriously at the time; McCarthyism of the cruder kind, although apparently a pleasing novelty to the speaker, was no longer, in 1957, regarded as attractive in America and in any case some Americans seemed to remember Sir Anthony Eden’s once having suggested something rather similar to Mr Aiken’s allegedly ‘fellow-travelling’ proposal. Also, the influence of the British delegation at the United Nations was, in the year after Suez, much less great than it had been and than it later again became.


The trouble really began at 11 a.m. on the morning of September 23rd, 1957, when the Irish delegation, as a matter of courtesy, informed the United States delegation that Ireland, reversing its position of the previous year, would vote in favour of a discussion on the question of the representation of China.


To understand exactly how unwelcome this announcement was, one has to try to enter the Manichean and dramatic mind of the late John Foster Dulles, then Secretary of State. For him, the sessional puppet-show, which preserves a delegation from Formosa as representative of China at the United Nations, had a profound and touching moral significance. It was the annual rebirth of Osiris or, perhaps more accurately, the resurrection of Tinker Bell. The Good Government of China, which was therefore the Real Government, lived again through the faith of the General Assembly. Towards those who manifested doubt about this performance he felt as people who are moved by Peter Pan might feel towards a member of the audience who insisted on announcing, at the crucial moment, that he did not believe in fairies. Certainly there were also some prosaic calculations involved, but the obviously genuine emotion which pervaded Dulles’s utterances on this subject had a Barrie-like quality. Calculation and emotion, indeed, were not altogether independent. Calculation showed that the United States – through its allies in NATO, SEATO and the Baghdad Pact, and its supporters in Latin America – could then still command the necessary two-thirds majority in the Assembly on any subject about which it cared to exert itself, as it certainly did on China. Emotion warmly responded to the annual registration of this vote, as to the verdict of the moral conscience of mankind, stigmatizing Red China as unworthy of membership in the world organization. Unfortunately by this time, the vote, though still sufficient, was beginning to slip.


Since the admission of a number of new members – including Ireland – in 1955 (by the so-called package deal), the ‘automatic two-thirds’4 on which the United States could count in the Assembly was still obtainable, although by the use of somewhat more strenuous means than can have been altogether pleasant either for the United States delegation or for some of its eventual, rather dishevelled, supporters on the floor. Nineteen fifty-seven was probably the last year in which a really safe two-thirds existed. The passage from a position of effectively controlling the Assembly to a position of merely exerting a strong influence over its proceedings was a particularly delicate one for Mr Dulles and Mr Lodge, because of the strong ‘conscience of mankind’ lighting which they and their friends had projected on the Assembly, during the long period of effective US control. There is nothing so inconvenient as a conscience which does not automatically approve of your actions. From a United Nations point of view, however – that is to say, from the point of view of the real, long-term interests of all concerned – the shift was a most healthy one, because it began the transformation of the Assembly, from being little more than a propaganda organ of the State Department, into a genuine organ of, among other things, negotiations and adjustment.


At this time, then, Mr Dulles’s energetic lieutenants at the United Nations were working a little harder than usual on the ‘doubtful’ votes, like Liberia and Ethiopia, patiently turning projected votes for a discussion on the representation of China5 into abstentions, and abstentions into votes against. This work was interrupted by the quite unexpected news that Ireland – reckoned as beyond all question a ‘safe’ vote – was reversing its previous position, and voting ‘for’ a discussion. Such a bolt by a non-Communist, non-Afro-Asian country was regarded as a serious blow, both in itself and as an example certain to be noted by waverers. Something had to be done about it. Something was.


At noon on September 23rd, 1957, one hour after notification of the Irish position had been conveyed to the American Delegation, the Irish Consul-General in New York received a telephone message from the Archbishop of New York, Francis Cardinal Spellman. His Eminence wished to know whether it was true that Mr Aiken was ‘going to vote for Red China’. The Consul-General did not know, had heard nothing of the kind, was not, in any case, a member of the delegation, and suggested that perhaps His Eminence might consider getting in touch with the delegation itself. His Eminence said he had it on very good authority that Mr Aiken was going to vote for Red China. Miss Irene Dunne had just told him so. She had been sent to tell him so by Mr Cabot Lodge, then leader of the United States delegation. (Miss Dunne, a film-star and, somewhat more relevantly, a Catholic, was a member of the American delegation at this time.) In any case, His Eminence wanted to make his own position clear. ‘Tell Aiken’, he told the Consul-General, ‘that if he votes for Red China we’ll raise the Devil.’


Cardinal Spellman was better than his word, for the conjuring feat in question started even before the vote was cast. That afternoon one of the Cardinal’s secretaries, Monsignor ——, rang the United Nations, looking for a member of the Irish delegation. Máire MacEntee, as the senior member of the delegation then available, took the call. The Monsignor wanted to know whether Mr Aiken was going to vote for Red China. Máire told him that Mr Aiken had just made a brief statement to the Assembly, explaining that he intended to vote, on the following day, in favour of a discussion on the question of the representation of China. The Monsignor was not interested in ‘procedural questions’, did not affect to understand them indeed, but thought it would be embarrassing for His Eminence to attend the reception which was being given by the Irish delegation that evening – to which he had accepted an invitation – if his host, on the morrow, were really going to vote for Red China. The conversation then failed to advance for some time, with Máire seeking to establish, and the Monsignor declining to apprehend, the nuance between a vote ‘for Red China’ and a vote for a discussion of the representation of China. On the social front, also, little progress was made, the Monsignor reiterating his phrases about the hypothetical embarrassment of the Cardinal on being entertained by a potential supporter of Red China, while Máire, speaking as a co-hostess at the coming reception, developed the themes of the regret which the Irish delegation would feel at the absence of the Cardinal and the hopes which the delegation cherished that, when the Cardinal had considered the Chinese nuance in the parallel passage, he would feel free to attend the reception. This would be embarrassing, said the Monsignor, if Mr Aiken were really going to vote for Red China. Finally, in an effort to terminate this complex aria, Máire used the words:




‘Of course, His Eminence must do as he thinks right …’.





As a move to end the conversation, this was strikingly successful. The Monsignor immediately hung up. Some hours later Máire had a call from Boston, on behalf of the organizers of a meeting which she was due to address on Irish literature. Was it true that, when Cardinal Spellman had expressed anxiety about a rumour that Ireland would support Red China, she had replied that she ‘didn’t care what the Cardinal thought?’ If so….


For an exercise in pressure, Mr Lodge’s attempt to raise the Devil, through the mediation of Cardinal Spellman, seemed original and rather imaginative. It represented what might be called a theo-political approach, whereas routine practice in pressure, in Mr Dulles’s day, was bluntly economic. Delegations from countries receiving aid from the United States would be warned in a friendly way that ‘Congress might find it hard to understand’ a given vote. Such countries rarely allowed to their delegates the luxury of an incomprehensible, and therefore potentially expensive voting position. Governments of countries in which there were important American business interests would receive less subtle hints from the appropriate quarter. Firestone and United Fruit were believed to be particularly helpful in these matters. Unfortunately neither technique was then applicable to Ireland – which neither sought American economic aid nor received any substantial volume of American investment – and this was no doubt a stimulus to thought along more spiritual lines. The idea, based perhaps on a reading of Mr Paul Blanshard’s works, perhaps on the utterances of some of the Irish clergy and laity, was apparently that the Irish, being Catholics and therefore no doubt essentially a priest-ridden lot, would have to do what the Cardinal told them. For their superstitious minds the mere thought of a Cardinal raising the Devil should be enough to dispel notions about matters which ought not to concern them, like China.


The Devil, when raised, proved a disappointing imp enough. The diocesan press, in Manhattan and Brooklyn, loudly denounced, and I believe still denounces, ‘Ireland’s fellow-travelling delegation’; the far right said and says the usual things; an intermittently cultural body in New York called the Oriel Society stencilled, and still stencils, manifestos on the subject; here and there in Ireland a bishop stirred uneasily; the parliamentary opposition gave China a trial as an issue, found it unrewarding and dropped it; in the Dublin and Cork Press began one of those interminable and eventually Byzantine controversies which are among the minor pleasures of life in Ireland – this time under a satisfactorily grandiose title: ‘Ireland’s China Policy’. But the vote was maintained. Miss Dunne had ridden in vain.


*


Perhaps, however, not altogether in vain, in the long run. Those of us who thought the whole affair would soon blow over, who spoke of ‘a storm in a China teacup’, were wrong. It left a mark on our delegation and a mark on some of us personally. Our delegation was, henceforward, listed among those which are known alternatively – depending on the situation and the outlook of the speaker – as ‘the independent countries’ or ‘the bloody mavericks’. In the politics of the Assembly, these countries have a rather important part. They are more sought after than the ‘safe’ votes as sponsors of resolutions, and tend to become involved in those compromise efforts which mark the closing stages of the consideration of any important question at the Assembly. They are, in short, in the thick of things, where the other small countries, which are reckoned as ‘safe’ votes, are not. This position is not due to any special skill or virtue on the part of the mavericks, although it may be used with varying degrees of acumen and responsibility (two qualities which are not always in concord). The involvement of these countries in United Nations politics is an inevitable, indeed almost a mechanical, result of their being recognized as ‘independent-minded’; a quality which has to be proved – and continue to be proved – not by speeches but by a pressure-resistant pattern of voting.


On every important question, the major powers strive to influence the outcome by inflecting the wording of the resolution, strengthening it or weakening it. Many competing texts circulate in the corridors as ‘working papers’; a few survive, in modified form, to reach the floor of the relevant committee as draft resolutions. Where a tight vote is expected, the interested great powers rarely put forward their own draft under their own names. Not France but Peru or (more recently) Senegal will put forward the resolution or amendment on (say) Algeria which the French delegation needs to block the Afro-Asian move.6 But in this game it is important to have ‘good sponsorship’, that is to say, sponsorship from as far outside the circle of one’s known committed supporters as possible. Thus, on a hypothetical Latin question, the United States, finding Mexico or Brazil out of reach, might try to reach agreement on a text with Argentina and Uruguay; in default of that agreement, Peru might be asked to take the initiative and if even Peru proved sluggish, the US specialist in hemispheric solidarity on this committee would turn with a sigh to El Salvador. (Nicaragua, Guatemala, the Dominican Republic and Batista’s Cuba might not be asked to sponsor – being regarded, even in Mr Dulles’s day, as faintly embarrassing – but that might not prevent them from adding themselves to the list of sponsors as unwelcome volunteers.) Similarly, the delegation of the Soviet Union, slightly later, in its efforts to induce Afro-Asian countries to put forward something as near as possible to Mr Khrushchev’s theses on colonialism, might talk first to the Indian delegation, then to Ghana, then to Morocco, then to Guinea and only in the last resort – rather often reached – present a Communist sponsor, which would today be the Mongolian People’s Republic.


In this quest for the least-committed possible sponsors on the most-committed possible text – the quest which is one of the main forms which the unceasing competition of the cold war and decolonization takes in the Assembly – Ireland’s support became, after the China vote, a desirable prize. The Irish delegate on each committee and on many questions would be approached by the stalkers of the Western powers and of the Afro-Asians, and would quite often find himself a member of the ‘fire-brigade’ engaged in drawing up, at the end of the debates, a compromise text or a rotating device to avoid a clash of candidates. The composition of the fire-brigade varied according to the fire but at least one Scandinavian country was almost always on it and there might also be Canada, Mexico or India.7 Whether to serve or not to serve on a given fire-brigade was often a difficult choice. The decision on such points, as on all important matters, was taken by the Chairman of the delegation – either Mr Aiken, at this time, or the Permanent Representative, Mr F. H. Boland – after a discussion at a delegation meeting. But – and this became important in our lives in the ‘post-China’ atmosphere – such decisions were necessarily based on the reports from the individual delegate serving on the Committee in question. As these delegates were – by a regrettable necessity which intrudes even into the Civil Service8 – human beings, their reports were tinged by their personal outlook, temperament and philosophy of life.


For an understanding of the problems involved, it is necessary to say something of the Assembly’s method of work. The work of the General Assembly is done in seven main committees (committees comprising the full membership). The First, the Special and the Fourth (Trusteeship) are regarded as the political committees. Countries like Ireland cannot normally afford to be represented by more than one delegate on each committee, with the partial exception of the First, on which it was usual for Mr Aiken to sit for part of the session accompanied by an adviser, usually myself. In Mr Aiken’s absence I represented Ireland either on the First Committee or – when, as normally, Mr Boland was available to take the seat on the First – the Special Political. The colleague who represented Ireland on the important Fourth Committee – often known as the African Committee – was Mr Eamonn Kennedy who, at the time of writing, is Ireland’s Ambassador to Nigeria. In our delegation, as I believe in most others, there existed, under the cover of the identical, impersonal ‘delegation policy’, quite a wide span of personal opinions as to what that policy should be; the opposite ends of the span, in our delegation, were represented by Mr Kennedy and myself. Practically, the extent of the difference between us was that I was glad Ireland was neutral and thought that it should behave like a neutral, while he was sorry that Ireland was neutral and thought it should behave as much as possible like a member of NATO. This radical political difference, of which in normal conditions at home in Ireland we might scarcely have been conscious, forced itself insistently on our attention at the United Nations, through the friction produced by the necessity to vote, and sometimes to speak, on so many issues where Western and neutral – mainly Afro-Asian – influences were in deep and often secret contention. Mr Kennedy and I had been friends but under these conditions our friendship noticeably wilted. I regretted this. I believe he did too and I hope that some day, in some more propitious climate, our friendship may revive.


Some readers, at this point, will certainly say that they care very little whether it does or not, and that differences of opinion between Mr Kennedy and Mr O’Brien are not of the slightest importance to the world in general. In themselves, obviously, they are not; in their context they have significance, as part of this case history, and as having a remote but real bearing on events, the importance of which is not disputed, which took place later, some thousands of miles away from New York. In any case, it may do even the refractory reader no harm to be reminded that the United Nations is made up of people; there are ‘Kennedys’ and ‘O’Briens’ on a great many delegations – I could name, but will not, Polish ‘Kennedys’ and Canadian ‘O’Briens’ – and their differences do affect the proceedings and the decisions of the United Nations. It is quite true that the effect of such differences is usually marginal; the basic voting position of a country is laid down by its Government, very often in direct obedience to stringent economic or military necessity. But in the case of the few small countries which can permit themselves the luxury of a relatively independent voting position – no country is totally independent – the personal outlook of delegates does become of some importance. It can be argued that delegates, being there to represent their country, not themselves, ought not to have personal outlooks, or at least ought not to allow them to intrude; but this is in practice impossible.


In the case of Ireland, we knew our Government’s policy had been explained as being ‘not to vote with any bloc but to consider each question on its merits’. Although, in actual fact, the delegation of a country like Ireland will usually – and quite sincerely – see the merits as being on the Western side, there were, especially in colonial matters, many border-line cases. In such cases, the assessment of the merits has to be made, in the first instance at least – and often in the last, also – by the delegate on the spot. I do not know how such an assessment could be made by a delegate who had achieved the total political apathy which some people postulate as desirable in an official representative. In our delegation, assessments of the merits varied widely, because standards differed, in reality if not in words. Mr Kennedy and I each tried to assess merits mainly by reference to the idea of freedom, but our assessments in critical cases almost always produced opposite results. He, like many others, thought of freedom primarily as something already achieved in a given geographical area and to be defended by the defence of that area against the rulers of another given area, who were the enemies of freedom. The free world, for him, existed, although he might have found it hard to draw a map of it; his map certainly included the metropolitan territories of the NATO countries, plus the white Commonwealth and, of course, Ireland; how much else it included I could never be quite sure – I have an idea that for ordinary purposes the frontier ran somewhere between Spain and the Union of South Africa.9 In certain circumstances, however, the Free World could quite simply be defined as the entire area not controlled by Communist governments. Thus, in the event of a Communist-led attempt to overthrow Dr Verwoerd’s régime, it will be Dr Verwoerd who will be defending the Free World and therefore freedom itself. As Dr Verwoerd’s régime has itself legislatively ruled that any attempt to overthrow it is ipso facto a Communist attempt, it will be hard, in practice, for the many people who share Mr Kennedy’s opinions to disentangle apartheid from the institutions of the Free World. They sincerely condemn apartheid – Mr Kennedy spoke very well on the subject – but they are conditionally committed to its defence.


For Mr Kennedy, the consensus of the leaders of the Free World – that is, the rulers of the NATO countries – was effectively the voice of freedom. Failing such a consensus, the voice of freedom became articulate through the mouths of the delegation of the United States, the country which was the heart of the Free World. Thus Mr Kennedy seldom had much difficulty in making up his mind, except in the rare cases where, there being no consensus, the United States itself failed to make its position clear.


*


Not all ideas about freedom are quite so geographical. I valued very highly the freedoms – and especially the freedom of expression – which the peoples of some advanced Western countries, led by the English people, had, in their long and relatively happy histories, won for themselves and transmitted, in various ways and degrees, to some others. I liked living in a society where wide differences of opinion were acknowledged and tolerated, even respected. I slept better for habeas corpus, read Macaulay to my daughters, never doubted that the Glorious Revolution of 1688 was a glorious and auspicious event indeed, for England.


I was obliged to add the last two words – which an English liberal would not necessarily have thought of adding – because I could not help remembering – it was in my bones to remember – that the event which opened in England such a splendid chapter of achievement and growing liberty had imposed, in Ireland, a system of oppression and calculated degradation such as Europe has seldom seen. The Penal Laws were very similar in conception to the apartheid system, with the distinction that religion and not colour provided the line between conqueror and helot.10 The achievement of freedom in the advanced country had involved the negation of freedom in the backward country.11 Any Irishman who thinks about history and about freedom must be conscious of this puzzle and, unless he suppresses this consciousness, it will eventually affect his conception of the world around him. He will be a little wary, for example, when he hears about ‘bastions of freedom’, for he cannot help remembering that there was probably never a greater bastion of freedom than Great Britain in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and that his forefathers were prisoners in that bastion.


This is not just a question of ‘brooding on the past’12 – although it is hard to read history without doing some brooding on the past – but of a present-day contrast rooted in history. Ireland is still a relatively backward country, next door to a highly advanced one. The culture of the advanced country has almost completely destroyed, but only partially replaced, the culture of the backward one. The replacement can only be partial, for the conquered can never properly assimilate one central element in the conquering culture: the psychological attitudes of racial superiority. True, the language of racial superiority has been taboo among enlightened adults since the rise of Hitler, but the thing itself is with us, as not only West Indians or Irish labourers in Birmingham, but any Irish boy at an English school can testify. It is entirely inevitable that this should be so. Of history and its consequences it may be said: ‘Those who can, gloat; those who can’t, brood.’ Englishmen are born gloaters; Irishmen born brooders. There are, it is true, brooders who take to gloating, and they did much to build the Empire. Yet the brooder-gloater, such as the Irishman turned Englishman, is not, as a human type, altogether a success. He is a little too much on his guard, like an excessively assimilated Jew, or a son of Harlem who has decided to ‘pass’. The past of the Irishman, the Jew, the Negro is, psychologically, too explosive to be safely buried.


Now, as most of the peoples of the world have unfortunately more reason to brood than to gloat, the status of brooder, if accepted, has a single advantage: it enables one to feel and vibrate with the sense of the great revolutionary movements which shook the world and shake it today, instead of contemplating these movements, as the best-equipped of gloaters must do, from the remote and critical eminence of historical success. A reformed gloater – an English liberal, say, or a Swede – feels, I think, a sense of guilt about South Africa; this is because he still identifies himself, probably without being entirely conscious of the fact, with the master race. The brooder, making the opposite identification, feels no sense of guilt, only a sense of outrage. This is not just an academic distinction, for the man who identifies himself, however guiltily, with the master race, is likely to regard revolution in South Africa as the ultimate horror. The man who makes the opposite identification regards the indefinite continuation of servitude as the ultimate horror, and revolution, if materially possible, as the lesser evil. It is the first view, not the second, which is eccentric, if we take the majority opinion of mankind as the centre.


In all this, I assume that everyone’s thinking is profoundly conditioned by the historical experience of the society to which he belongs, and by the way in which he belongs to that society. Each of us sees this well enough in products of other societies, but we necessarily regard our own thinking, while we are thinking, as objective and unconditioned. The dialogue between brooder and gloater – today taking the form of the great dialogue between the West and the Afro-Asian world – often comes to grief on this. To the Afro-Asian side, Western language often seems grotesquely smug and hypocritical; to Westerners the Afro-Asians often sound as if blinded by irrational prejudice. There are occasions when both are right: in the United Nations, especially, we have been familiar over the years with a sufficiency of virtuous attitudinizing of both sorts. But even when the protagonists on both sides are as sane and honest as human beings can hope to be, the mutual bafflement is apt to continue. Each side feels the other is being, at best, illogical; both may well be reasoning equally logically, but from sets of historical premises which are far from identical. Thus Americans, Indians, Englishmen, Irishmen, Russians may be taken as equally sincere in their attachment to freedom, but the contours of the idea of freedom have been cut out for them by history into different shapes. Very rarely indeed does a member of any of these historically-formed societies make the imaginative effort necessary to translate the concept of freedom into or out of the cultural language of another society. Very easily, on the other hand, does he reach the conclusion that members of other societies are cheating, using the word ‘freedom’ to delude others, and perhaps also themselves. Frenchmen, for example, pass easily from cynicism to indignation when they discuss the concept of freedom which underlies American anti-colonialism. ‘What’, they ask, ‘happened to the Red Indians?’ The question is pertinent, but the conclusion usually implied – that American anti-colonialism is necessarily hypocritical – is false. Not only in America, but also in France and Britain the great achievements of freedom have cast a dark shadow. The shadows cast by the French Revolution in Brittany and La Vendée, by the English Revolution in the Highlands and in Ireland, by the American Revolution across the Alleghanies, are certainly too easily forgotten by the heirs of these revolutions. Yet these heirs would be making a still greater mistake were they to adopt that form of ‘realism’ which regards the shadows, the cruelties and opressions against less developed peoples, as being the most important part of their heritage, and the achievement, the advancement of the idea of freedom, as being essentially little more than a necessary reorganization carried out through the incentive value of libertarian slogans. In short, the American anti-colonialist, even if his memory plays him a trick or two, is being true to the best part of his own tradition; his French critic is being true to the worst part of his tradition, if he uses the fate of the Red Indian as an argument to justify the actions of the French Army in Algeria.


The acceptance of the fact that your own point of view is historically conditioned in a particular way is likely to lead you to attempt to understand the historical conditioning of other people’s points of view and of their actions. You look at the world around you – at the United Nations the world is around you in rather a special sense – with, first of all, a curiosity about historical roots and possibilities of growth. The full-grown plant of freedom, in some parts of the advanced societies, will still have all your admiration, but you are likely to notice that it can cast a sometimes blighting shadow. What you are apt to find more interesting, however, are the first improbable-looking spikey shoots, breaking with difficulty through unfavourable ground: the places and times where men become conscious of themselves as men, capable of changing their environment and destiny: the beginnings of freedom. I recognized my own interest in, and feeling for, these shoots as being profoundly affected by the Irish historical background, and seemed to discern, in some Western attitudes towards these beginnings of freedom, in Africa or Asia, important elements of unacknowledged historical formation. Many Westerners talked as if they expected the first shoots of freedom to be miniature models of their own favourite forms of the grown plant. They were shocked, for example, by the violence which occurred in Baghdad on July 14th, 1958; they failed to think of another July 14th, source of far greater bloodshed, and also of so many of our present liberties. The people of Iraq, apparently, were supposed to behave as if they were already the refined and liberal heirs of that earlier July 14th, none of the benefits of which had, in fact, reached them.13 The particular Bastille which they overthrew, indeed, was precisely one of those ‘miniature models’ of advanced Western societies which so often serve in underdeveloped countries as façades for feudal or pre-feudal societies.


The immediate reason, of course, why Western opinion was shocked by the violence of the Iraqi revolution, and not by Nuri’s terror – just as it was shocked by Castro’s firing-squads and not, except in hurried retrospect, by Batista’s torture-chambers – was that Westerners were primarily concerned not with Iraqis and Cubans as people, or with any concept of freedom that might be relevant to their needs, but with the effect of the actions of these peoples on the balance of power between the opposing blocs in advanced countries. Even if it were admitted, which it sometimes was, that, say, Egyptians seemed to feel a greater sense of purpose and of their own dignity under the revolutionary Government than they had under Farouk, and that they might even feel freer under a dictatorship which they liked than they had felt under a ‘constitutional monarchy’ which they despised, yet after all – in the eyes of some Western thinkers and many other Westerners – these preferences of the ignorant Egyptian masses were matters of relatively small importance. The real enemy of freedom was international Communism and therefore the real criterion of the interests of freedom, the criterion by which to judge the significance of any political situation, event or decision was: will this help or hurt the Communists? If, on a careful calculation of political profits and losses, it seemed to help the Communists, then it was also inimical to freedom, even if the people immediately concerned thought of it as actually being freedom, for them.


In the conflicting currents of the Assembly every delegate on virtually every vote he cast and every word he said, had to consider exactly how his delegation, and he personally, stood in relation to this proposition. In our delegation, Mr Kennedy seemed to accept it whole-heartedly. I could not accept the ideas of a single world-wide ‘enemy of freedom’, of a single criterion of freedom by which, from a standpoint of superior wisdom, one could determine what constituted freedom for some other people, irrespective of that people’s own opinion. I was well aware of the harsh limitations on personal freedom in the Soviet Union, yet I doubted whether I would feel less free in the Soviet Union than in South Africa, or Portugal, or Spain, or French Algeria, or Guatemala, or Southern Rhodesia or in many other places which are thought of as part of the free world. I was conscious that NATO, which my colleague saw exclusively as a system for defending freedom, appeared in a quite different light to many millions of people: those like Algerians and Angolars, who were appeased by some NATO members with the aid, or at least the assent, of others.


*


In Mr Dulles’s day, ideas of this sort were decidedly unpopular. They were ‘leftist’, and ‘leftist’ was a word of undetermined but menacing content. The prototype, it seemed, was an abominable character in one of the strip-cartoons of the period, who organized spy-rings in cellars, and was known to his friends as ‘Fifth’ because he had pleaded the Fifth Amendment so often in response to legislative questioning. After that unexpected vote on China, people began to look for ‘Fifths’ on the Irish delegation. Outside the walls, the ‘Fifths’ were being identified, by Cardinal Spellman’s adherents and some others, as Mr Aiken himself and Mr F. H. Boland, head of Ireland’s Permanent Mission to the United Nations. Down by the East River, however, the absurdity of these identifications was manifest. Mr Aiken had been Mr de Valera’s closest associate for nearly forty years, and the days when Mr de Valera could be regarded by anyone as a leftist had long gone by. As for Mr Boland, Western delegates, who knew him well and respected him greatly, realized that he would be the last man to counsel ‘extremist’ courses of any kind. He is a man who could make his own the words of the aged Duke of Newcastle’s rebuke to the young Gladstone: ‘I confess, young man, I have a great notion of the horrors of enthusiasm.’ His favourite tags are in the distinctly unenthusiastic Talleyrand tradition. An indiscreet speech will be likely to elicit: Il a raté une bonne occasion de se taire; a refusal of a vote reminds him of the formula, Nous trouverons une autre occasion de vous manifester notre sympathie. Both these tags make him happy, and his amusement is infectious, but what makes him happier still is a little music-hall snatch which he will croon when an acquaintance is, in his very shrewd opinion, about to take a foolish risk:








It’s a wonderful job for somebody –


Somebody else, not me!











Years later, as I was flying out to Elisabethville, I could almost fancy I heard a well-known and not unfriendly voice softly humming that refrain.


The talents and propensities which were to make Mr Boland the successful Western-sponsored candidate for President of the General Assembly in 1959 – an ‘Eastern European’ year under the so-called ‘gentleman’s agreement’ of 1946 on rotation of offices – had already made so deep an impression that no one at the United Nations thought of imputing to him any responsibility for Ireland’s new ‘uncommitted’ position. Those who considered Mr Aiken ‘badly advised’ had to look elsewhere for the bad adviser. They were not long in finding him.


Heads and members of major delegations at the United Nations do not, of course, waste much time in speculating about the political philosophy of secondary members of minor delegations. None the less, for their practical object of influencing votes, the political bird-watchers have become capable of distinguishing the behaviour of individual specimens of a delegation-species. Those species whose voting pattern is apt to waver are, for obvious reasons, the most carefully studied:




‘Hakim, the Chairman, is a sensible fellow enough, but Ibrahim is a bit of a wild man. If Ibrahim, who has taken the seat on the First Committee for the debate so far, is really going to cast the vote, then it means the instructions from home are wrong, and poor old Hakim wants to keep right out of the whole thing, because it will do him no good. The trouble is, this fellow Ibrahim will certainly make things worse; when his friends realize they’re short of the two-thirds, he’s quite capable of putting in a “compromise” amendment which will carry, and do just as much damage as the original resolution. The best thing is to press Hakim to take the seat himself. Make it clear to him that we quite understand that his instructions leave him no elbow-room but that, since the whole matter is so delicate, we should feel much happier about it if he handled it himself. He’ll like that, and at least with Hakim there’ll be no speech and no bloody amendments.’





Under this system of classification I was definitely an ‘Ibrahim’. The bird-watchers were, of course, right – granted their point of view. ‘Which are our guys’, Eisenhower is said to have asked about Laos, ‘and which are the bad guys?’ Not being automatically one of theirs, I was one of the bad guys. How such identifications are established, in an Assembly where each delegate votes, and usually speaks, on instructions, is a little hard to say. Partly, it is because the instructions show a slight but significant tendency to vary with the delegate, on whom the delegation (and eventually the Government) relies for its appraisal of the situation on the Committee. Thus our delegation’s voting patterns on the Fourth and Special Committees were perceptibly different because the delegates – Mr Kennedy and myself – assessed the political contexts in a radically different way. We both reported as objectively as we could, like the conscientious civil servants we both were, but we could not help seeing things differently and therefore giving different pictures of reality. Partly, again, it is a matter of emphasis; no two members of any delegation would explain the same vote in exactly the same way, and an experienced observer can tell whether a delegate casting (say) an anti-colonialist vote has, or has not, his heart in his work. In such matters the vote itself is no sin, ‘provided’ – in the well-known phrase attributed to an Irish confessor – ‘you took no pleasure in it, my child’. A decorous frigidity in the language of a delegate required to cast ‘a bad vote’ is an index of virtue; warmth of phrase, or – much worse still – the detested aggression of irony, reveals the sin in the heart. And, once the sinner has been identified, the sin actually seeks him out; Hakim is a wily old bird and, despite all blandishments, knows that certain business is best left to Ibrahim.


In the case of this particular Ibrahim, the question of Cyprus was a good example of such business. When this question came before the First Committee of the General Assembly in 1957 and 1958 – 1956 was a rather different matter, for Irish internal reasons of little general interest – it was one on which the Irish delegation was bound, if only because of home public opinion, to cast ‘a bad vote’ and even make ‘a bad speech’ from the point of view of the United Kingdom delegation. Call in Ibrahim, then: I spoke for Ireland on this question in these years, although I did not usually lead on the First Committee; my interventions – not just ‘bad’ but frankly deplorable – completed the identification in the eyes of the United Kingdom delegation. Thus the reputation of the sinner brings about the occasion of sin, and the occasion leads to the further darkening of the reputation.


In our case, however, the original sin was, as I have tried to indicate, the 1957 vote on China, with its assertion of independence and uncommittedness. That had been a delegation decision, taken and defended by Mr Aiken as Chairman. None the less, among the relatively few people who were then interested in the matter, the idea spread that here, too, I had been the bad adviser, the ‘Fifth’. How do such ideas spread? I know that none of my colleagues, however different their ideas from mine, would have given any account to outsiders of what took place at a delegation meeting. But at the United Nations, among the like-minded of different delegations, there are modes of silent signalling, comparable to the communications, as we imagine them, between fish or ants. Certain tightenings of the lips, unfocusings of the eye, timings of smiles and cessations of smiles, make up a pattern which says: ‘I am too discreet and too loyal to say a word about it, but I deplore, as much as you do, the recent goings on in our delegation, and the man responsible for them is sitting over there.’


At the United Nations, among career diplomats at least, such identifications and reputations are not taken too seriously. Everyone knows that the ‘dangerous man’ of today is as likely as not to spend the next ten years of his life revising table-plans, seeking import licences for periwinkles, writing unanswered letters about his inadequate representation allowance, re-checking the seniority lists after deaths and retirements, and in general leading the blameless life of the representative of a small country in a minor capital. Ten years of such a life, experience shows, bring maturity and – normally, though not always – the end of dangerous, and most other, thoughts. Career diplomats, knowing these things, tend to be charitable towards each other, except in the rare cases where unexpected developments or their own immediate interests oblige them to act otherwise.


It was not until the autumn of 1961 that I suddenly realized that chance had made me one of these rare cases, and that a reputation which I had taken rather lightly had acquired retrospectively a weight which was no longer light at all. This epiphany was induced, rather oddly, by a clipping from a Portuguese newspaper which someone – whether wishing me well or ill, I do not know – sent to me in Elisabethville after the September fighting. The four-column headline said:








‘Um Ezquerdista Exaltado


Levou a Conflagracao a Catanga.’











The translation kindly supplied by my correspondent said that this meant: ‘An Exalted Leftist Carried Conflagration to Katanga.’ From other sources I gleaned that ‘exalted’ was not a tribute to my high rank but meant something like ‘crazy’, or, more closely, the American ‘wild-eyed’. From acknowledgements it appeared that the text had been supplied by the London Express Service to a Portuguese-language newspaper called O Globo. The article was based on the thesis, then new to me, that the action in Elisabethville had been started by me on my sole initiative and personal responsibility. The subheading ran: ‘Who is Conor Cruise O’Brien, the Man Who Betrayed the Ideals of the UN?’ It was the last section which – completing the answer to this question – dealt with my career as an Irish delegate to the Assembly. Headed ‘Ambicao’, it ran as follows:




‘Mr O’Brien‘s lack of political ability is disastrous. He cherishes the ambition of becoming an “international civil servant” in New York. Hammarskjold, before his death, had picked him out as a possible Under-Secretary. But it is clear that we have to do with a man whose discernment does not inspire confidence.


‘His policy in Katanga has been a Russian policy. He is not a Communist but [sic] in the UN he sought the company of African and Asiatic leaders. Here, as in Dublin, he supports the admission of Communist China to the international organization. He is strongly attached to the policy of ‘disengagement’ in Europe. He is a great supporter of the non-nuclear club. And politically, if not personally, he hates the English. In this, in my view, lies the explanation of his policy in Katanga.’14





Whether derived from Foreign Office sources (‘not for attribution, please’) or not, the second paragraph is a fair summary of how my ‘record’ must have appeared to some members of the United Kingdom delegation. It is also entirely accurate, except for the critical and false assertions, which colour all the rest, that ‘my’ policy in Katanga was ‘a Russian policy’, motivated by my alleged hatred, whether political or personal, for ‘the English’. No evidence at all is produced for the last charge; it rests, I believe, on my share, as seen by the United Kingdom delegation, in the Cyprus debates – which share, perhaps significantly, is not included in the list of my UN activities and positions. There are always people, in all countries, who sincerely feel that any foreigner who strongly criticizes a line of action of their Government must be hostile to their country; this point of view was rather well represented in the United Kingdom delegation, and presumably in the Government also. That being so, it ought not to be surprising – although it did surprise me – that this Government and delegation should have sought to eliminate from Katanga, and from UN service, a person whom they may have believed to be motivated, to some extent at least, by ‘hatred of the English’. Thus the pattern of my activities as a delegate at the United Nations General Assembly probably did contribute in some degree to the intensity of the pressure which resulted, as will be seen, on my departure not merely from Katanga but from the UN Secretariat.


The same pattern of activities which helped to hasten my departure, the same reasons which deepened the hostility of the United Kingdom delegation, were also, I believe, among the reasons for my being invited by Mr Hammarskjold to join the Secretariat, and selected to represent the United Nations in the key post in Elisabethville.




1 The Daily Mail, September 15th, 1961.


2 A discussion of the merits of these positions, and the reasons for taking them up, would bring us outside the framework of the present case history. Here the point is that they were new positions and unpopular in Western circles.


3 In referring to this orator for purposes of illustration I have had to be rather unkind, since the truth involved here is unpalatable. I should add that he was a grave, courteous, witty gentleman, who held office with distinction and proved a capable conciliator. He enjoyed his speeches – as did everyone else – but did not take himself in. ‘The greatest enemy of the freedom of the thought’, he used to say, ‘is the freedom of the speech’.


4 A two-thirds majority is required in the Assembly for a decision on any questions of importance. The opponents of any proposal seek ‘a blocking third’.


5 The formula, now obsolete, whereby the Assembly annually, after discussion, declined to discuss the representation of China, was of course devised to enable the United Kingdom, which recognizes the Peking Government, to vote together with the United States in effectively, but not formally, upholding the fiction that the Government of China is on Formosa.


6 Curiously enough, considering General de Gaulle’s comments on le machin, France, through its influence over the French-speaking African States, can count on more safe votes in the Assembly than any other country except the United States. If – as seems likely at the time of writing – the question of Algeria is withdrawn from the Assembly agenda, France’s attitude to the United Nations is likely to become very much more positive.


7 Joseph Lash (Dag Hammarskjold, p. 174) refers to ‘the “fire-brigades” – the groups of middle-sized powers led by Canada, Norway, Ireland, Tunisia, Nigeria, Yugoslavia and Mexico, which worked with the 38th Floor’.


8 Practice as regards composition of delegations varies widely but Ireland’s delegation has always been a team of permanent officials – or perhaps I should now say officials who were intended to be permanent – headed by a politician, the Minister for External Affairs. Other delegations included trade union officials, army officers, film stars, parliamentarians, seamen and soon; there is no restriction.


9 If so, Spain was in the Free World, South Africa out. An English Protestant version of Mr Kennedy might well put it the other way round.


10 I am aware that there is a school of historiography which regards the Penal Laws as of small importance because they were never fully applied. The apartheid system, of course, is not fully applied either.


11 I do not suggest that there was any moral difference between the parties. The Irish fighting for their own freedom would cheerfully, if their side had won, have helped to impose by force on the English a system which most Englishmen would have regarded as tyranny.


12 To those who are going, in any case, to insist that that is just what it is, I offer – rather handsomely, I think – the following phrase of Evelyn Waugh’s about the Irish in America: ‘dragging with them their ancient rancours and the melancholy of the bogs’.


13 How the refined and liberal heirs actually do behave is a separate question.


14 This was a syndicated article and it, and others like it, mainly emanating from London, were published in many Western countries. The original article, by Mr George Gale, appeared, I believe, in the Daily Express, London; and the above text may not be identical with it. Whether Mr Gale’s prose would be likely to suffer, or actually to benefit, from being translated into Portuguese and then from Portuguese back into English, is a matter of opinion.
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