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Praise for AT THE POINT OF A GUN


“At the Point of a Gun chronicles the intellectual journey of just one American—a lone, reflective journalist. But Rieff’s debate with himself is also representative of the more searching deliberation that is sorely lacking within American society.”


—The Washington Post Book World


“David Rieff combines progressive inclinations with an acute moral sensibility. . . . Converting what survives as a realist disposition into a coherent basis for policy, realism may yet offer a plausible alternative to the runaway globalism that dominates the political mainstream, conservative and liberal alike. To this urgent task, David Rieff, chastened but wiser, may well make a considerable contribution.”


—Los Angeles Times Book Review


“A cogent analysis of Iraq, where Rieff spent six months immersed in the nation’s misery. Many of his incisive observations about the war and its aftermath were made long before others reached identical conclusions and are uncanny precursors of the current dilemma.”


—The Miami Herald


“Always provocative and just as likely to infuriate the left as the right. . . . To his great credit, Rieff decries blanket consistency in foreign-policy thinking and nimbly differentiates the conflicts that have drawn the attention of the West since the end of the Cold War.”


—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“A thought-provoking, very personal analysis.”


—Library Journal


“A timely, probing response to contemporary geopolitics.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Rieff’s analysis is appealing in many ways . . . Having advocated a military response to genocide in the 1990s, Rieff now confesses to a sore conscience about the Iraq War. That is what makes his book so absorbing. At the Point of a Gun documents better than any other printed source the inner torment of humanitarian interventionists who, without forgetting Rwanda and Bosnia, have gazed into the Iraqi abyss . . . To have focused our minds on the challenge ahead is the shared achievement of [this] tortured and illuminating work.”


—The Nation
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This book is for my mother, Susan Sontag.




Qui veut faire l’ange, fait la bête.


(He who wants to act the angel becomes the beast.)


—PASCAL





PREFACE





WHATEVER MY LIMITATIONS AND FAILINGS as a writer, throughout my career I have felt that, if nothing else, at least I knew what I thought. At the Point of a Gun marks the end of that conceit. It is a book conceived more out of fear than hope and haunted by my own second thoughts about many of the positions I had taken during the 1990s in favor of what we somewhat misleadingly call humanitarian interventions (human rights interventions would probably be a more accurate term). What changed my view was not regret over a specific intervention. Far from it. I still believe that there is sometimes no alternative to military intervention from outside to stop slaughter. And I still maintain, to cite only the two most obvious examples, that NATO was right to intervene in Bosnia, however belatedly, and I continue to mourn the fact that no external power intervened to halt the Rwandan genocide in 1994. But I have come to believe that the moral premises of interventionism have changed radically in the intervening decade separating the end of the Bosnian war in 1995 and the fall of Baghdad in 2003, and that frankly terrifies me.


What has changed, I think, is that we have moved from viewing such interventions as exceptional responses, to be undertaken only in the most extraordinary circumstances (again, Rwanda comes to mind; Bosnia, I should add was not, for me, a humanitarian issue but a political one), to viewing them as a principal, though not, obviously, the preferential response not only to mass slaughter but to oppressive regimes throughout the world. Already in the early ’90s, some international lawyers had started to talk about “an emerging norm of humanitarian intervention.” By the beginning of the new century, that conception was being expanded to an extraordinary extent. Perhaps it could not have been otherwise, especially when the United Nations had proved itself incapable of serving as the premiere peace and security institution its founders had imagined it would become. But the answer to this dilemma that seemed to attract many liberal interventionists (among whom, again, I once numbered myself) was to argue for radically enlarging the scope, not to mention the legal basis, of interventionism.


The most extreme version of this has been the concept of an “Alliance of Democracies,” championed by former U.S. government officials like Morton Halperin and Ivo Daalder, as well as by George Soros. Daalder has even gone so far as to insist that “the acceptance of ‘responsibility to protect’ [the doctrine that commits states to intervene when a particular country either fails to protect its people or is committing grave crimes against them] opens up the possibility of when to intervene.” Again, the key point for me is that what was being proposed was not the exceptional use of military force to stop mass killing but rather the thesis that to stop mass slaughter, which, overwhelmingly, was carried out by undemocratic governments or so-called failed states, it was necessary to “democratize” these states, by force if necessary. It was, of course, for this reason that the subtitle of At the Point of a Gun is “democratic dreams and armed intervention.”


Daalder and many other liberal interventionists are adamant that there is an “overriding” interest, for both the United States and other democratic countries, in “fostering liberal democratic demand in the world.” The key word is “overriding.” For an overriding interest is just that—the political equivalent of Kant’s categorical imperative, urgent and indisputable. And combine this philosophical conviction with both the sense that international law now warrants individual states to act to right human rights wrongs even without sanctions (as Justice Richard Goldstone, the former prosecutor at the International War Crimes Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, once put it, the Kosovo war was “illegal” but nonetheless “legitimate”) and the conviction on the part of interventionists that the warrant for intervention may not just be humanitarian, but, as Daalder has put it, “developments on [a given country’s territory] that threaten others beyond it,” and one has a program for endless wars of altruism. In my view, the good intentions of those who take this position, and most are motivated by the most serious and high-minded concern, still cannot possibly justify such a stance. What it promises, I believe, to use a phrase I saw on a placard at the mass antiwar demonstration held in London in the run-up to the U.S. invasion, is “perpetual war for perpetual peace.”


To paraphrase Ernesto “Che” Guevara, as a thinker obviously far less worthy of being taken seriously than the Kant of the visionary credo “Perpetual Peace,” but who nonetheless was a dab hand with a slogan, it is as if liberal interventionists now want to create not “one, two, three, many Kosovo interventions.” In this, of course, they find common ground with neoconservatives like Paul Wolfowitz. Indeed, the claim that it is crucial to American security, and in the country’s overriding interest, to foster democratization has been the basis for the Bush administration’s foreign policy, at least as enunciated. It was also the theme of the president’s Second Inaugural—a speech about which William Schulz, the executive director of the American branch of Amnesty International, had the courage to concede that “had any president other than George Bush promised to tie U.S. policy to the pursuit of ‘freedom’s cause’ . . . [human rights activists’] hands would ache from applause.”


For me, it has seemed more and more apparent that this central idea of committing the United States to foster democratic change throughout the world, at the point of a gun if there is no other alternative, unites the liberal internationalist position and the neoconservative position in ways that bemuse conservatives and tend to push liberal interventionists into paroxysms of denial. To say this, and it is one of the central concerns of this book, is emphatically not to say that there are no important differences between liberal and conservative interventionists. To the contrary, issues such as multilateralism versus unilateralism and American exceptionalism versus what John Ikenberry has called the commitment to a “rule-based international order” are of tremendous importance. But in the end, I believe, these arguments are better thought of as a family quarrel among Wilsonians than as the expression of two genuinely different ways of perceiving the world. Both sides assume that the United States is uniquely placed to right the wrongs of the world and also—a key point: here American exceptionalism seems common to both sides—morally obliged to do so.


Another way of putting this is that often, for liberal interventionists, the United States with its great power is part of the problem but could be at the center of the solution (a good many of the policies of George Soros’s Open Society Institute have long seemed to me to be based on this assumption). For their part, the neoconservatives have insisted that by breaking with the “realism” of President Bush’s father, George Herbert Walker Bush, and his advisors such as James Baker and Brent Scowcroft, and declaring that America will support democracy and stand with dissidents rather than continuing to uphold the status quo in countries like Egypt, the United States has already become that solution. If anything, they are perplexed that liberal interventionists don’t make common cause with them. To a very considerable extent, following the argument made by William Schulz, I must confess that I am as well.


Obviously, I write now as someone fearful of this interventionist tide that seemingly dominates both the liberal and conservative mind in contemporary America. The line between ideals and hubris is always a fine one, but I have come to believe that over the course of the past decade, Americans on both sides of the political divide have crossed over it. When the distinguished international lawyer Anne-Marie Slaughter endorses the new norm of humanitarian intervention, when other liberal internationalists speak of the responsibility to protect, and when, in the same vein in my view, President Bush declares that “the best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world,” I feel as if I can almost hear the hubris. I also hear the ghost of colonialism stirring—the nineteenth-century colonialism that also justified itself on humanitarian grounds.


Yes, “our” intentions are good. Yes, some humanitarian interventions have been worthwhile (think of the British in Sierra Leone) or would have been worthwhile (think of Rwanda), but this does not make the project worthwhile, or even possible for that matter. And the idea that the United States, which may not be exceptional but is most certainly remarkable in many respects, has either the capacity or the wisdom to promote democracy by force has come to seem to me the most dangerous conceit and the most profound illusion. It is against that illusion, an illusion I once shared, that this book argues.


—David Rieff, New York, November 2005





INTRODUCTION





THE LOGIC OF THE PRESENT Moment, we are told by American policymakers across the political spectrum from George W. Bush to John Kerry and from an equally broad range of policy analysts from advocates of “hard” American power such as Robert Kagan to those who extol the uses of soft power and multilateral institutions like the United Nations such as Joseph Nye, is one of American hegemony. Americans are uncomfortable with the term empire, and in many ways it does not adequately describe the realities of United States preponderance in the world. Frank advocates of an imperial vocation for the U.S., many of whom, like the historian Niall Ferguson, interestingly are British (will this “Greece to their Rome” never end?), may not have the influence the attention paid to them in the media might suggest. But within the policy elite, there seems to be a broad consensus that, as the military historian Eliot A. Cohen has put it, “in the end, it makes very little difference whether one thinks of the United States as an empire or as something else . . . the real alternatives are U.S. hegemony exercised prudently or foolishly, consistently or fecklessly, safely or dangerously.”


Cohen is associated with the neoconservative movement in the United States, but his view is one that most members of the U.S. policy elite would probably agree with, even while they would certainly differ over the question of, say, whether the Bush administration’s use of American power in Iraq can best be described as prudent or foolish. It was President Bill Clinton’s secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, after all, who called for an exercise of American power “with allies if possible, alone if necessary.” And those who defended the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 against charges that it was illegal under international law were surely right to respond that by that criterion the War in Kosovo in 1999 had been illegal as well.


If UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s assent and that of the UN Security Council had not been a requirement in the Balkans, why was it necessary in the Middle East? There are answers to that, of course, not least the obvious one that the Kosovo war was overwhelmingly supported (Greece being the predictable exception) by the countries of the region whereas the war in Iraq was opposed by virtually every country in the Middle East with the exception of Israel. Nonetheless, the question is a pertinent one and cannot simply be brushed aside, particularly by those who supported intervention in Bosnia and Kosovo and opposed it in Iraq—i.e., by people like me.


Of course, the triumphalist moment in America with regard to Iraq passed quickly. Almost no one, even the staunchest advocates of the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, would still claim that what followed the fall of the Iraqi dictator was the unbridled success they had predicted before the war started. The continued bloodletting on the ground in Iraq, the overwhelming evidence that although U.S. troops may have been welcomed when they toppled the Baathist regime, they soon came to be viewed with hostility by the Iraqi people, who resented the American occupation of their country, and the growing realization, supported even by U.S. State Department statistics showing that there were more terrorist incidents in 2003 than in any previous year, that the world was anything but safer after Operation Iraqi Freedom despite what the Bush administration had promised, might have been expected to shake people’s faith in the idea of armed intervention in the name of democracy, human rights, and humanitarian need. But this has not been the case.


The enthusiasm in the U.S. Congress during the summer of 2004 to declare that the ethnic cleansing in the western Sudanese region of Darfur constituted genocide in the legal sense of the term; the demand by candidate John Kerry that President Bush go to the UN and help organize a humanitarian military intervention; the support that these demands received in much of Europe; the offer by both Britain and Australia to commit troops to any “humanitarian” deployment: all of these things testified to the extent to which faith in the idea of imposing human rights or alleviating humanitarian suffering norms at the point of a gun remained a powerful and compelling idea. Despite Iraq, it seemed there were many in both Western Europe and, more importantly, in the United States, where most of any serious troop deployment, if nothing else, at the logistical level, would have to come from, still subscribed to the view of humanitarian intervention enunciated by British Prime Minister Tony Blair in Chicago in 1999, when he argued that “if we can establish and spread the values of liberty, the rule of law, human rights, and an open society then that is in our national interests, too.”


It is an argument that the human rights movement had been making for decades. It underscored that movement’s campaign for rights in the former Soviet empire and also its campaigns against U.S. collaboration with Third World dictators from Vietnam to El Salvador. When it was taken up during the administration of President Jimmy Carter, who appointed human rights activists like Patricia Derian to positions of authority in Washington, the American right was aghast. Now, as I write in 2004, this language is the boilerplate of the American right. As President Bush’s deputy defense secretary, Paul Wolfowitz, by many accounts the ideological architect of the Iraq War, has put it, “if people are set free to run their countries as they see fit, we will be dealing with a world very favorable to American interests.”


In the gaps in that sentence—“set free” by whom and under what conditions?—you can hear, in all its pathos, and with a sense of ghastly inevitability, or fatedness, worthy of a Greek tragedy, the Bush administration’s profound miscalculation of and wishful thinking about the realities on the ground of postwar Iraq and the limits of what U.S. military power can actually accomplish. And yet arguably, the human rights justification for the decision to invade Iraq stands up to scrutiny far better than the false claims that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction or the false assurance that overthrowing him would reduce the level of terrorist threat to the United States.


Given the rise of human rights as an over-arching moral context for the exercise of power by Western countries, this probably should not be surprising. By now, the view that, at least where possible, and, ideally, as often as possible, humanitarian or human rights disasters must not be allowed to take place—a view shared by figures with otherwise little if anything in common in their view of the role of international institutions or the authority of international law as Kofi Annan and Paul Wolfowitz—is almost no longer open to question among foreign policy experts. In the United States, only activists on the far left, like Noam Chomsky, on the far right, like Pat Buchanan, and those who belong to the increasingly beleaguered realist school, notably members of President George Herbert Walker Bush’s security team like General Brent Scowcroft and General William Odom (whether it was Bosnia, Iraq, or George W. Bush’s doctrine of pre-emption, American military officers in the post–Cold War era have been consistently more cautious than their civilian counterparts), have bucked this policy consensus on a consistent basis.


In what may have been an unguarded moment, Robert Kagan, viewed by many as one of the premier theorists for the expansive use of American military power, once said to me that his real position was that the choice America faced was “leaning toward or away from” the use of military force. And the argument of “hard Wilsonians” like Kagan—the phrase is that of another neo-conservative writer, Max Boot—was that whereas the Clinton administration had mistakenly leaned away from using force (often they cited Bosnia and sometimes, though less often, Rwanda as an example), the Bush administration at least had the opposite tendency (neoconservatives have been far less enamored by President Bush than American liberals imagine; Vice President Cheney, and, above all, Paul Wolfowitz, have been their men).


My argument in this book is that in fact the tendency is so widespread that it unites American neoconservatives and human rights activists, humanitarian relief groups and civilian planners in the Pentagon. I lay out the arguments for this claim in the essays that follow. But it would be dishonest of me not to add that I also make this argument because I know myself to have been, at one time, a member of this unlikely assortment of bedfellows. And in the interests of, as the cliché goes, full disclosure, I have included an essay I wrote in defense of this view. It was not the only one I wrote, but this is a selection of my pieces and, in any case, I think it states the interventionist case better than I did anywhere else for, as its title stipulates, “A New Age of Liberal Imperialism.”


A writer who deals with war and humanitarian emergency and imagines he or she can be right all the time is certainly deluded and probably either simple or megalomaniacal. I believe I was wrong in supporting the Rwandan Patriotic Front to the extent that I did in 1994 through 1996 in a number of essays that I have not included here. Having arrived in Rwanda toward the end of the genocide in 1994, and seen the graves, and seen that it was the Tutsi-led RPF that put an end to the slaughter, I made allowances and apologies for the RPF’s own ruthless conduct that, while not on the same order of magnitude as the genocide within Rwanda, was nonetheless intermittently murderous and barbarous. And it took me years longer to realize that what the Rwandans had visited on the Congo in the name of their own security was one of the great crimes of our time. That they were not the only villains in the Congolese tragedy does nothing to excuse the role they played in a war that took somewhere between one and four million lives between 1996 and 2000 and still takes many lives today, even as officials in Kigali disclaim any responsibility. This sense that having suffered a great wrong makes anything you do permissible is obviously not restricted to the Great Lakes region of Africa. The conduct of the Israeli government toward the Palestinians, though it has not exacted anything like the same toll in lives, is another obvious case in point.


Relief workers talk—it is a humanitarian cliché by now—of the relief to development continuum. In my darker moments, increasingly the rule rather than the exception, I think one would be well-advised to speak of the victim to victimizer continuum. Or is it a Möbius strip? On the evidence of Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda, Burundi, Kosovo, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Sierra Leone, and Iraq, it would be hard to prove otherwise. And yet I think the natural human instinct to side with the victims often got in the way of my fully understanding what I was seeing during the now decade and a half I have been at this strange vocation of writing about man-made catastrophes. Certainly, it got in the way of my understanding the real nature of the Kosovo Liberation Army, an error which figures in a piece I have included here.


Those blatant mistakes will be evident and, in some of these pieces, I have included a few afterthoughts. For the rest, I have let the essays and reported pieces stand as they were published, and, self-evidently, unlike the Kosovo and Rwanda pieces, I continue to stand by their conclusions. What I do not stand by, what indeed this book is largely an argument against, is my previous conviction that humanitarian military intervention, whether to alleviate massive suffering or rectify grave human rights violations should be the norm that a Tony Blair or, indeed, a Kofi Annan seems to believe it either has already or should become in international relations. This does not mean I always oppose such interventions. To the contrary, it seems to me that consistency, whether of the type practiced by Paul Wolfowitz or Noam Chomsky, is a terrible error when one is talking about wars. It is a utopia, and if my work has any consistency or any merit it is, in my eyes at least, in its fervent anti-utopianism.


For reasons I try to explain in these pieces, or in one of the postscripts to them, I remain convinced that Bosnia was a just cause. And I still wish the United States or one of the European great powers had intervened in Rwanda. But my position is the polar opposite of Kagan’s: I believe we should lean away from war, lean as far away as possible without actually falling over into pacifism. Of course there are just wars: the category was hardly retired with the victory of the Allies in World War II. But I would insist that there are not many just wars, and that the endless wars of altruism posited by so many human rights activists (no matter what euphemisms like “peacekeeping,” “humanitarian intervention,” “upholding international law,” or the like they may care to use) or the endless wars of liberation (as they see it) proposed by American neoconservatives—Iraq was supposed to be only the first such step—can only lead to disaster.


I did not “need” the Iraq war to teach me this, but my experience of spending more than six months in Iraq in a series of protracted stays while on assignment for the New York Times Magazine has hardened me in this view. In a sense, this book is a chronicle of the path I took toward this chastened sense of things that I now have. Iraq, though, was at the center of this journey, and the second half of the book reproduces most of the work I did there. In a previous book on humanitarian action, I tried to make the case that the gap between our moral ambitions and the realities of our world had simply widened too far to be bridged by human rights activism, relief work, or military intervention, and that humanitarian relief groups needed to “opt out” of the role they were being placed in—that of subcontractors to the war efforts of various NATO powers. This is not the direction most humanitarian groups are heading in (the French section of Doctors Without Borders remains a notable though increasingly isolated exception). Indeed, one British humanitarian specialist, Hugo Slim, has written that “there is considerable overlap of moral ends between the Coalition [military forces and civilian administrators], humanitarian, human rights, and development agencies in Iraq and Afghanistan.”


Left and right, that is the received wisdom of our day. “The New Military Humanism,” Noam Chomsky called it, and for once he was right. My own view is that, after Iraq, this fantasy should have been discredited. Obviously it hasn’t. Equally obviously, this book is my attempt to help discredit it, written by someone who was long sorely tempted by what once seemed to me like a way of reducing human suffering but now seems to me like a recipe for a recapitulation in the twenty-first century of the horrors of nineteen-century colonialism, whose moral justification, it should be remembered, was also humanitarianism, human rights, and the rule of law. It is not true that history repeats itself first as tragedy and the second time as farce. It just repeats itself as tragedy, over and over and over again.


—David Rieff


Seattle, July 2004





Part One
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THE UN AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS LEADING UP TO IRAQ






HOPE IS NOT ENOUGH






THE TRUCK BOMB THAT DESTROYED the UN headquarters in Baghdad on August 19, 2003, has been as shocking to the UN as a political community as the events of September 11, 2001, were to most Americans. Hyperbole? No one who witnessed the outpouring of emotion at UN headquarters in New York or Geneva would think so. But the depth of grief and outrage engendered by the murder of Kofi Annan’s special representative Sergio Vieira de Mello, and twenty-one of his UN colleagues, goes beyond the fact that, trite as it may sound, most UN staffers think of themselves as belonging to a sort of extended family. More crucially, they regard themselves as working not just for an institution (as people tend to do at the World Bank or the IMF) but as serving a cause. That cause, as a surprising number of them will say without a trace of irony, is the cause of humanity.


It is easy for an outsider to be cynical about the UN. The end of the cold war had encouraged absurdly high hopes for the organization, hopes that were cruelly deflated by the triple peacekeeping disasters of Somalia (1993), Rwanda (1994) and Bosnia (1992–95). UN peacekeeping had many successes in the past, from Cyprus to Cambodia, and its peacekeeping department won a Nobel prize in 1988. But in Bosnia the moral limits of the peacekeeping ethos were exposed to the world. UN officials refused to accept that they had an obligation to take the Bosnian—that is, the victims’ side—against the government in Belgrade and its Bosnian Serb surrogates. They hewed to the most exquisite neutrality, insisting that this is what their Security Council mandate demanded.


For an organization that continued, at the time, to insist that it was morally superior to the governments it served—the bureaucratic arm of the world’s transcendental values, as Michael Barnett, an American scholar who worked for the UN on Rwanda, put it—this was an astonishing position to take. Later, too late for the 250,000 who died during the Bosnian conflict, the UN admitted as much. In its self-lacerating report on the Srebrenica massacre of 1995, it concluded that there had been a “pervasive ambivalence within the UN regarding the role of force in the pursuit of peace” and “an institutional ideology of impartiality even when confronted with attempted genocide.”


Rwanda in 1994 was worse. Months before the genocide began, Romeo Dallaire, the UN force commander on the ground, warned UN officials in New York—notably Kofi Annan, then head of the peacekeeping department—of the impending slaughter of Rwanda’s minority Tutsis by elements of the Hutu-dominated government. Dallaire asked for permission to act against those plotting the slaughter. New York refused, insisting that his job was to assist with the recently signed peace accord, and even reprimanded Dallaire saying that raids against weapons stores “could only be viewed as hostile by the Rwandan government.” In fact, the UN, still smarting from a peacekeeping failure in Somalia not of its own making, was more concerned about its own institutional survival than anything else. As Iqbal Riza, Annan’s chef de cabinet once he became Secretary-General, put it, “We could not risk another Somalia . . . We did not want the Rwandan peacekeeping mission to collapse.” Another UN inquest painted “a picture of a failed response to early warning.”


Despite these reports on the Bosnian and Rwandan disasters—which, to his great credit, Annan either commissioned or permitted to be issued after he became Secretary-General—UN officials could (and can still) be found shifting the blame for the world body’s often disgraceful conduct on to the member states, and above all on to Britain, France, Russia, China, and the U.S., the permanent, veto-wielding members of the Security Council. In fairness, this is par for the international course. Just as the UN claims success for itself when it mounts effective peacekeeping or nation-building operations (in El Salvador, in Mozambique, in East Timor under de Mello’s leadership), while attributing the failures (Bosnia, Rwanda) to the ill-conceived mandates imposed on it by member states, so the great powers routinely blame the UN for their failures, as the U.S. did so infamously when its own bungling led to an unexpected reverse in Somalia.


Still, a culture of blamelessness is so ingrained at the UN that even Kofi Annan—who has probably been more frankly self-critical about the world body’s shortcomings than any of his predecessors—could address a passing-out parade of troops from UNPROFOR, the UN’s peacekeeping mission in Bosnia, and tell them after the Srebrenica massacre, that they had performed admirably. What he meant was that since they had been given an appalling and unworkable mandate by the UN Security Council, they had done the best they could.


The problem here is that UN officials, while insisting, when criticized, that they have no real autonomy, do not present themselves as an international bureaucracy, or a servicing secretariat along the lines of the African Union. On the contrary, they routinely make large moral claims for the institution. These claims of moral authority, and the credibility they continue to have around the world, are what makes the UN a central, rather than a subaltern institution. The question is whether these claims should still be taken seriously. That they continue to exert a powerful influence is beyond doubt. If they did not, there would be no urgent discussion of the U.S. needing to turn the Iraq operation over to the world organization to impart some legitimacy to the postwar occupation. But does it really make sense to invest such hopes in the UN? That uncomfortable question is seldom addressed by those who wish the UN well. (Those who wish it harm, notably within the Bush administration, particularly at the department of defense, are another matter.)


In a recent essay in Foreign Affairs, Shashi Tharoor made an eloquent case for the U.S. to recommit itself to the principle of multilateralism in international affairs generally and to the UN specifically. (Tharoor, a career UN official and novelist, is part of a talented brain trust around Annan which has also included former Financial Times journalist Edward Mortimer and, until recently, American international relations scholar Michael Doyle.) In the course of setting out his argument, Tharoor addressed the issue of the UN both as a stage and as an actor. The stage role is indisputable. The UN is where “states declaim their differences and their convergences.” But when he says actor, he means actor in the theatrical sense—someone performing according to a script written by someone else—and not the more commonsense definition of someone capable of acting for himself. “The UN is the actor,” he writes “that executes policies made on its stage, sins . . . committed by individual governments are thus routinely blamed on the organisation itself.” Using the metaphor coined by an earlier Secretary-General, Dag Hammarskjöld, Tharoor describes the UN as “a Santa Maria battling its way through storms and uncharted oceans to a new world, only to find that the people on shore have blamed the storms on the ship.” This vision is astonishingly self-regarding. And note the logic of the argument: if the UN can do no wrong, then surely it must be supported, on the “something is better than nothing” principle.


THERE ARE many reasons to support the UN—Tharoor offers some of them in his article, which debunks the quasi-abolitionist arguments of Bush administration officials like Richard Perle and John Bolton—but the fact that it exists is not one of them. The same thing could have been said about the League of Nations in the 1920s or the 1930s. By chance, the Guardian recently reprinted an editorial it ran on August 27, 1928, on the occasion of the signing of the Kellogg-Briand pact that was meant to “outlaw” war, in which it made just such a case. “Anyone can point out the weaknesses of the League,” the leader writer intoned, “describe its failures, analyse its vices; but the man who does not see that the creation of the League has put man’s hope for peace and his nobler ambitions on a new basis is blind to the history of human institutions.”


The point here is not to claim that the UN is as great a failure as the League, or to deny its successes, above all in its sometimes heroic efforts to alleviate human misery among the poor—the cause to which de Mello devoted most of his career. The sheer range of issues the UN is concerned with through its agencies—such as the World Health Organization, UNICEF, the UNDP (United Nations Development Programme)—from treaty law to sanitation, and from peace and security to the environment, proves, as Tharoor rightly insists, that it is not irrelevant. The UN’s humanitarian agencies are often criticized for inefficiency and corruption, and like any other governmental bureaucracy they have their share of fools and knaves. But these specialized UN agencies remain the court of last resort for refugees, child soldiers, and, indeed, for the billions of people in the poor world, above all the hundreds of millions in sub-Saharan Africa.


Still, the UN was not founded as some giant alleviation machine—the International Committee of the Red Cross writ large—even though human rights, justice, better living standards, and human dignity are mentioned in the UN charter. It was founded first and foremost as a peace and security institution, designed, as the charter put it, to “save succeeding generations from the scourge of war” and to “maintain international peace and security.” UN officials now routinely claim that peace and security are only one imperative among several. But this is historically inaccurate and self-serving. The UN was founded as a central part of the postwar answer to Nazism. It was not created to bring relief, valuable as such a mission is. Indeed, if the failures of UN peacekeeping in the 1990s really are the pattern of the world organization’s future, if the UN is incapable of autonomous action in the field of peace and security, and if all it can now be is a giant diplomatic talking shop and a giant relief and development institution, then the case for abolition is far stronger than even the UN’s critics have previously suggested.


This may not be the case. Certainly, the war in Iraq has demonstrated the limits of American unilateralism as clearly as it has demonstrated the reality of the U.S.’s unprecedented military power. And “cleaning up” after U.S. invasions of the new type—Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq—may indeed afford the UN a role as a de facto colonial office to U.S. power. It is still, however, unclear whether the UN will either accept or be invited to play such a role. What is clear is that being fuelled with good intentions is not enough. If the UN is worth defending, it must be because of what it accomplishes, not for some radiant future it may lead us to. After Communism, we should be inoculated permanently against radiant futures. And the example of the League of Nations should serve as a cautionary tale for those who wish to think seriously, rather than sentimentally, about the UN.


Proponents of the UN often remark that if the world body did not exist, it would have to be invented again. Doubtless this is true. The need for what we now call multilateral solutions to international problems did not begin with the founding of the UN in 1945, nor will it end when it is eventually superseded, as it will be one day. But the UN is an institution with a particular history and a specific set of underlying assumptions. It is an intergovernmental institution; in other words, a body comprising—and with a secretariat responsible to—the world’s states, not the world’s peoples. Notwithstanding Annan’s attempts to challenge an unqualified reading of sovereignty—in which states are free to do anything within their own borders—the UN’s bedrock assumption remains state sovereignty. This is what has made going beyond the rhetorical commitment to human rights—a hallmark of Annan’s tenure—so fraught. And it is perhaps why the UN can never live up to the expectations of the world’s peoples, even though for some it continues to incarnate them.


For all its pretensions to moral leadership, the UN remains the product of the postwar period in which it was established. Its charter emerged from the negotiations between the founding members in 1944 and 1945, as Stephen Schlesinger details in a fascinating book, Act of Creation. And it is only sensible to imagine that another global body might well be configured differently and be better equipped to cope with a world that has changed out of all recognition. To say that an institution has outlived its time is not the same thing as saying it is useless. The UN presided with great intelligence and commitment over the dissolution of Europe’s colonial empires (the last mission of this type was de Mello’s UN administration in East Timor). But the fact that it was well-suited to the era of decolonization does not change the fact that it may be ill-suited to the twenty-first century, with its rogue states, WMD, international terror networks, and an interventionist global superpower.


TO CLAIM as William Shawcross did in his book on UN peacekeeping, Deliver Us from Evil, that Kofi Annan was “charged with the moral leadership of the world,” is to indulge in a preposterous sort of sycophancy that impedes serious thought about the UN’s future. Annan has had a long and distinguished career within the UN bureaucracy, which he entered as a young man and in which he has served, with the exception of one brief stint in the government of his native Ghana, for his entire adult life. But he is not the secular equivalent of the Pope or the Dalai Lama: he is a politician, a man of power. The cloying press coverage Annan tends to receive, at least outside the U.S., probably serves to obscure the fact that he is indeed the only secular world leader whose brief is as much concerned with the poor and the powerless throughout the world as with the powerful. A British prime minister or a U.S. president does not wake up prepared to devote most of his day to the problems of refugees in northeastern Congo or pollution in the Strait of Malacca. For Annan, such issues lie at the heart of his work. But as observers of the UN have pointed out since its inception, the world body is not a moral post. Annan is the head of the secretariat of an intergovernmental organization—a body whose charter is virtually silent on the Secretary-General’s actual power and role.


Each Secretary-General has defined his position according to his own lights. Dag Hammarskjöld, who held the post between the surprise resignation in 1953 of Trygve Lie, the first Secretary-General, and his own mysterious 1961 death in Congo, was probably the most daring. The much underrated U Thant, who succeeded Hammarskjöld and served until 1971, took many more risks than he is usually given credit for, and went so far as to denounce in public the American war in Vietnam—something it is difficult to imagine either his predecessors or his successors doing. Kurt Waldheim (1972–81) was a Nazi, of course; Pérez de Cuéllar (1982–91) a cautious, canny diplomat; and Boutros Boutros-Ghali (1992–96) so thoroughly tyrannized his staff that when Washington decided to deny him a second term, the rank and file at UN headquarters were hard pressed to come up with convincing expressions of regret. Annan, while Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, impressed the U.S. government by his willingness to cooperate with their (belated) decision to intervene in the Balkans. But while there is much evidence that Annan was an effective official, he gave no sign of any special moral leadership. Indeed, many, myself included, reproached him for not resigning over the peacekeeping debacles in Bosnia and Rwanda, which were under his direct supervision. On form, he seemed a decent, intelligent, refined man, but not someone who would rock the boat.


It is one of the surprises of Annan’s tenure, which began in 1997, that this man, who is the first career UN official to become Secretary-General, has been willing to go out on a political limb more frequently than his detractors ever imagined. This is not to say that he has often defied the U.S. On taking office, Annan made it his highest priority to restore relations with Washington and to get the U.S. government to repay the vast arrears in dues it owed the UN. Soon after the attacks of September 11th, the Bush administration defused the dues crisis by handing over $582 million, although the UN claims the U.S. still owes it over $1 billion, mainly for peacekeeping duties. (Total annual UN spending, including agencies and peacekeeping, is over $5 billion.) To be effective, the UN is dependent on U.S. participation and on U.S. financial contributions, something Annan and his advisors recognized from the beginning. His success in patching up relations with the U.S. was an extraordinary diplomatic coup. Annan even managed to charm (or at least neutralize) that diehard reactionary opponent of the UN, Senator Jesse Helms. What it must have cost Annan to make such efforts can only be guessed at. A friend of mine in the Secretariat would only say at the time, “Paris is worth a mass.”


The lesson of the League of Nations—from which the U.S. absented itself—played an important role in Annan’s calculations. Whatever he may or may not have thought of particular U.S. policies (urging the U.S. to lift Iraqi sanctions in the mid–1990s was one issue on which Annan did challenge Washington, albeit discreetly), Annan remained faithful to his initial analysis of the UN’s situation: with the Americans, the world body could succeed in achieving many of its goals, but without the U.S. it would flounder. And Annan’s goals were ambitious. In 2000, he convened the so-called Millennium Summit, which was meant not only to chart the course of the UN in the coming decades, but also to set ambitious targets for poverty alleviation, the environment, and education, as well as peace and security. The summit was controversial. Many UN officials privately believed the organization had already hosted too many conferences, and that the gap between the goals set forth and the actual willingness of member states to meet their commitments had grown too great. But Annan persisted; the summit was held—the largest in UN history—and the goals duly set. (The sceptical officials look almost certain to be proved correct, at least in the field of development aid where few rich countries are likely to reach their targets.)


To make even a formal success of securing international approval of the millennium goals, Annan had to secure the assent of the U.S. in a way that his predecessors had never been able to do. The rationale was simple. As Tharoor puts it in his Foreign Affairs piece, turning a dismissive metaphor coined by the American neoconservative Charles Krauthammer wittily on its head, “If international institutions serve as ropes that tie Gulliver down, then Gulliver will have every interest in snapping the ropes and breaking free of the constraints imposed on him. If, however, these institutions constitute a vessel sturdy enough for Gulliver to sail, and the Lilliputians cheerfully help him to man the bridge and hoist the mainsail because they want to travel to the same destination, then Gulliver is unlikely to jump ship and try to swim on alone.” The image is an unfortunate one—what the delegations from the UN’s other 190 member states feel about being called Lilliputians, one can only imagine—but privately both serving and former UN officials make the same point: however much they might grouse about the U.S., Annan would have been grossly irresponsible, both to the UN as an institution and to his role as a political leader trying to further international peace and security, they argue, if he tried to map out a strategy for global governance that did not have the U.S. at its center. Annan’s position in this regard is often described as being similar to Tony Blair’s. Like Annan, Blair is supposed to think that, for better or worse, for the foreseeable future, the U.S. is the only power that can define the global agenda. If it can be persuaded to act in good causes then those causes will be furthered. But if the U.S. declines to act, little will come of the moral ambitions of the human rights revolution or of the lofty goals set by the UN’s Millennium Summit.
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