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Has President George W. Bush fundamentally changed US policy, undermined the US commitment to the UN, and gravely weakened the UN itself?  Some of the allegations are as follows.

a. Bush has appointed neo-conservatives, military hawks and unilateralist American triumphalists to high positions, most of whom are critical of the UN.


b. Bush has still not met US budget obligations in full.


c. Bush has distanced the US from treaties sponsored or supported by the UN, including:



Biological Weapons Convention



Land Mines Convention



International Criminal Court



Kyoto Greenhouse Gasses Protocol


d. To avoid the ICC’s jurisdiction, the US pressured other states in the UN SC to grant the US an annual exemption, and pressured a number of states bilaterally to sign exemption agreements with Washington.


e. Bush pre-empted the UN weapons inspection process in 2003 and attacked Saddam Hussein’s government without UNSC authorisation.


f. Bush in 2003 proclaimed a US doctrine of pre-emptive defence which appears to sidestep the UN Charter rules for use of armed force.


g. Critics from the Arab World, the Non-Aligned Movement, Europe (notably France), have condemned Bush for lack of support for the United Nations and other international agencies, and for a retreat from multilateralism in general in favour of unilateralism if not imperialism.  Partly as a consequence the US was voted off the UN Commission on Human Rights for a year.

h. And the reputation of America has fallen in almost every country in the world according to the latest Pew survey.  US international legitimacy is tarnished and international order is eroded.  World disorder threatens to overwhelm the good work the UN has done. 

I propose to put these allegations into historical and political perspective with eight observations:  

First, American scepticism about the United Nations is not new but has existed from 1945.  Some of the reasons: 


a. Potential conflict with US sovereignty embodied in Constitution


b. Assumption of great power security management in “Four 

Policemen” concept at Dumbarton Oaks.


c. Perceived international welfarism clashing with US free 


market ideal


d. Domination of GA by radical Third World members, 


especially Arabs.


e. Readiness of the UN GA to condemn Israel, US allies, and 

US itself


f. Overblown bureaucracy of ineffective political appointees


g. Waste and occasional corruption


h. Bungling of particular operations e.g. Somalia


i. Inability to act quickly or decisively, e.g. Rwanda, Kosovo, Iraq 


Second, despite this scepticism the United States has been and continues to be a stalwart of the United Nations and its predecessor for nearly a century.

a. President Wilson negotiated the League of Nations and a majority of 
Senators supported it.  A minority of Senators were able to block ratification of the Treaty of Versailles so the US had to stand aside.


b. The US government was active in the inter-War period in international organisations such as the ILO and the London and Washington disarmament negotiations, and American philanthropists such as 
Andrew Carnegie sponsored initiatives in international peace and 
cooperation.  The rise of the dictators and aggressors convinced many Americans of the need for a better system of collective security.

c. US President Roosevelt led the domestic campaign and international negotiations in 1944 leading to the setting up of the UN and President Truman completed them in 1945.  Every US president since 
then including President Bush senior has supported the UN, at least rhetorically.

d. The US became the venue of the UN HQ are remains so.  There is no 
movement to expel the UN HQ from the US the way France expelled NATO
HQ in 1967.


e. The US has been the principal financial supporter of the UN

ever since, 
and has negotiated a dues repayment schedule, although some areas of dispute remain to be resolved.

f. The US government has never contemplated leaving the UN even though it suspended participation in the ILO and UNESCO because of alleged mismanagement and politicization.



g. US elites, and the general public, public continue to support the UN and US participation in it, although with declining majorities.



Third, the USG has sidelined the UN SC on specific issues, most spectacularly the attacks on Serbia-in-Kosovo and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, but has made public its reasons, and has secured partners who accept those reasons, notably all of NATO in the case of Kosovo and Britain, Spain, Italy, Poland, and Australia in the Iraq case.

Fourth, the Bush Administration continues to work through the UN SC and often secures a majority, as on Resolutions 1483 and 1511 on the temporary governance of Iraq.


Fifth, President Bush and his spokespeople have insisted that the doctrine of pre-emptive defence is explicitly a last-resort policy for exceptional circumstances, not a routine first-resort policy.  US cooperation continues with UN collective security and UN approved regional defence arrangements such as NATO providing essential US security interests are served.

Sixth, contrary to the anxiety of internationalist critics, the UN has not been weakened by Bush’s policies.

a. The US welcomed the UN into Kosovo immediately after Serbian forces were driven out, and welcomed the circumscribed but growing UN role in Iraq, where the UN is providing vital services.

b. The US continues to engage with UN agencies over security issues such as Iran’s and North Koreas nuclear programmes and breakdown of civil order in Liberia and Haiti.  

c. The other permanent members such as France have used the UN SC even more vigorously than ever, not only to criticise the US on some issues but also to reach agreement with it on others, indeed, on the great majority of issues that come before the UN SC.


d. The UN GA’s activities have been unaffected by the Bush Administration’s policies and, for example, has been able to ask the ICJ for a ruling on Israel’s wall.

e. The specialised aid, relief, welfare, and monitoring agencies have continued to function, e.g. responding to the tsunami, perhaps more effectively as a result of reforms induced by the US in the 1990s, and still funded by US dollars.

Seventh, the November election did not impact on the UN as much as hoped (or feared).  I’m prepared to argue that many of President Bush’s policies were foreshadowed by President Clinton, and also that in 2009 a new president would carry on most of President Bush’s UN policies.  Despite a neocon US Ambassador John Bolton, behind the headlines and personalities the USG’s policies are fairly consistent, for better or for worse.

Eighth and in conclusion, it is unrealistic to expect a superpower with 228 years of successful history behind it to subordinate its security interests to a relatively young international organisation made up of former enemies, current sceptics, and dubious friends.  That the US has stood aside from the UN from time to time is not remarkable.  What is remarkable is that the US has cooperated with the UN so closely for so long and is likely to continue doing so.   
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