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Foreword 

This is a book about change. The focus is on the United Nations but the
field of vision is the larger world that the United Nations serves. There
could hardly be a more fitting theme. No doubt most generations have
claimed, with excitement or resignation, that they lived in a time of
seminal change. Those who witnessed the fall of Constantinople were
as justified in their assumption as those of us today who witnessed the
fall of the Berlin Wall. But only since the founding of the United
Nations has there been in place an international organization of global
reach dedicated to the promotion of all the elements of a peaceful
world – to ensure that change brings peace and not war. To accomplish
this task, the United Nations, in the person of its member states, of its
constituent peoples and of its leadership, must understand the nature
and extent of changes in the global complex. It must meet the chal-
lenges that they present. And, if possible, it must prepare for the future
challenges that these changes portend. 

The end of the Cold War clearly signalled a seismic change in world
affairs. The United Nations Secretary-General was among the first to
sense already in the 1980s that change was in the air. In his 1987
Annual Report to the General Assembly, Javier Pérez de Cuéllar wrote
‘countries of disparate political orientations and economic systems
have begun to deal with problems of an interdependent world with a
new pragmatism.’ ‘It is as if,’ he continued, ‘the sails of the small boat
in which all the people of the earth are gathered had caught again, in
the midst of a perilous sea, a light, but favorable wind.’1 The wind, it
turned out, was favourable, indeed, but so strong as to blow the United
Nations into unknown waters, with a Charter, drafted a half a century
earlier, as its principal guide. 

The years following the war between Iran and Iraq, which the United
Nations did much to end, saw major accomplishments: the independ-
ence of Namibia, the successful peace process in Central America, a
reborn Cambodia, hopeful mediation on the Western Sahara, the defeat
of Iraqi aggression. With it all came the reemergence of United Nations
intellectual leadership in defining the means of achieving international
security and promoting democratization based on respect for the human
rights defined in the UN Charter. Yet in the midst of success, it became
apparent that the winds of change were so strong that many feared the
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United Nations could not sail safely into the twenty-first century unless
it was thoroughly overhauled. 

Thus, concomitant with the Fiftieth Anniversary of the United
Nations, there was a widespread call from member states and countless
scholarly institutions and non-governmental organizations for reform.
The General Assembly formed working groups to debate what should
be done. The non-official groups formulated recommendations cover-
ing the gamut of UN activities. These are fully described in the present
volume and their merits and weaknesses well analysed. The General
Assembly Working Groups were mostly unable to agree on significant
changes in the structure or functioning of the organization. The more
ambitious recommendations of the external groups have been put
quietly on the shelf along with their numerous predecessors. Most of
the reforms that have taken place since the Fiftieth Anniversary have
related to the administration and management of the Secretariat and,
to a more limited extent, of the UN system as a whole. They have
been taken at the instigation of Secretary-General Kofi Annan in the
framework of what he has perhaps too grandly termed a ‘culture of
reform.’ 

Yet, as the author of this book helps us to understand, the United
Nations as a unique global organization, has changed profoundly in
reacting – too often on an ad hoc basis – to a world in which the sanctity
of state sovereignty must be weighed against the sanctity of human
rights. It has been scarcely a decade since the United Nations first
agreed – hesitantly – to monitor elections in a member state. Now the
practice has become so common as to require a special section in the
Secretariat. Only in the face of ongoing internal conflict in Croatia did
the United Nations recognize – even more hesitantly – that force should
be used as a provisional measure to bring peace and to end humanitar-
ian crises as well as to meet and repel threats of aggression. In a remark-
ably short time, the Secretary-General and the Security Council learned
that while such use of force was necessary, under still ill-defined terms,
it could best be applied by external coalitions under the Security Coun-
cil’s authority. In Iraq the United Nations has undertaken to deprive a
sovereign state of the right to possess weapons of mass destruction. The
present Secretary-General has declared that: 

State sovereignty, in its most basic sense, is being redefined – not
least by the forces of globalization and international co-operation.
States are now widely understood to be instruments at the service
of their peoples, and not vice versa. At the same time individual
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sovereignty . . . has been enhanced by a renewed and spreading con-
sciousness of individual rights.2 

This has not been said without objections by some states. A decade ago
it could hardly have been said by a Secretary-General at all. These are
changes of profound significance even if they remain undefined in any
guidelines for future action. 

While the present volume expresses doubt as to whether the United
Nations is yet prepared to meet the challenges of a new century, the
final conclusion is that it will survive. The author of this book provides
extensive material on the basis of which the reader can judge these
views. My sense is that the challenges of the twenty-first century are
already upon us. The United Nations is already hard pressed, having
had inadequate time to prepare and insufficient support from its mem-
bers. The burden cannot rest entirely with the United Nations. The gov-
ernments and the peoples that elect them must change as much, or
even more, than the United Nations in response to a world community
struggling to preserve an anarchic state structure within global gov-
ernance regimes of which the United Nations is called upon to be the
unifying element. The present book can do much to help both states-
men and students to understand what is required. 

James S. Sutterlin 
Yale University 
16 October 1999 
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Preface 

The analysis here of reflexive adaptation, reform and learning processes
in the United Nations is both timely and important, particularly when
one considers that epiphenomenal and structural/ideological changes
in international society have forced a re-examination of the signific-
ance and relevance of this multilateral entity to contemporary world
politics. In this study, the problematic facing the UN can be summar-
ized as follows: How has the UN handled organizational change in the
past? In which direction have the change efforts, to date, taken the
organization? Has the UN system adapted sufficiently to accommodate
exogenous and endogenous forces? To what extent is this organization
a ‘decision frozen in time’? Should UN member states and Secretariat
staff adopt more radical or transformative organizational adjustments
in light of what appears to be a transition to a post-Westphalian, post-
modern era? What ought to be the new role for the UN during this
period of transition and beyond? Are there other models of multilateral
arrangements that would be more relevant to the demands of interna-
tional society in the new millennium? 

Richard Berstein has written that when foundations appear to be
cracking and orthodoxies questioned, ‘a public space is created in
which basic questions about the human condition can be raised anew’.1

This study attempts to occupy such a public space, at least as it applies
to the subject of evolving multilateralism and changing the UN in
response to the quest for global governance, global order and global
democracy. 

W.A.K. 
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