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FOREWORD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The United States and the United Nations: Congressional 
Funding and U.N. Reform is a welcome contribution to the 
study of the foreign policy of the United States. In the clear 
and concisely written pages that follow, Benn Bongang 
confronts a profound anomaly. By almost any and all 
measures of public sentiment, Americans prefer 
international cooperation, endorse peace-seeking 
diplomacy and support the work of international 
organizations. Such public attitudes greeted Woodrow 
Wilson’s grand design for a League of Nations and buoyed 
the president in his efforts to persuade a skeptical Congress 
to accept American participation. Two decades later, a 
more than enthusiastic American public applauded the 
results of the San Francisco Conference, cheered the United 
Nations Charter and welcomed the newly established 
United Nations to its New York home. Even today many 
more Americans favor the activities of the UN than oppose 
them, and large majorities continue to urge their 
government toward multilateralism. 

Despite this bedrock of support among the American 
people, the United States Government has opted more often 
than not to eschew institutionalized international 
cooperation. With regard to international organizations–the 
League, the UN, the World Court, and numerous other 
treaty-established bodies–favorable American public 
opinion has been one thing and unfavorable American 
foreign policy quite another. Frequently forsaking 
international cooperation, Washington has time and again 
squandered opportunities to lead the world toward 
outcomes actually preferred by Americans. Today, in the 
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post-cold war era of the “single remaining superpower,” 
where chances to lead would appear greatest, the United 
States Government’s efforts to mobilize international 
cooperation are at their lowest ebb. For Washington, the 
UN remains the problem rather than the answer. 

Benn L. Bongang’s thoughtful analysis addresses the 
anomaly. Presidential administrations have varied in their 
attitudes toward international organizations, as the 
preferences and policies of some have been more 
supportive of collective approaches than the preferences 
and policies of others. Woodrow Wilson initially, Franklin 
Roosevelt, Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower early on 
and later Jimmy Carter and George H.W. Bush encouraged 
multilateralism. Rhetorically, the Clinton administration 
also sought collective engagement, but here, after the 
debacle in Somalia, words and deeds disconnected. Ronald 
Reagan was not a friend of the United Nations, nor 
certainly was Jeanne Kirkpatrick, the forthright ambassador 
this president sent to New York. Future writers of history 
may well point perplexedly to George W. Bush’s choices 
first to deny the jurisdiction of the International Criminal 
Court and then to defy the UN Security Council in order to 
attack Iraq.  

But since variables do not explain constants, the 
wavering of presidential administrations hardly accounts 
for the relentless UN bashing that has emanated from 
Washington for decades. Here one must look to the 
Congress. This is precisely what Bongang does, and his 
explanation of congressional skepticism concerning 
American participation in international organizations is the 
great strength of The United States and the United Nations: 
Congressional Funding and U.N. Reform. Regardless of 
how successive administrations have felt about 
international cooperation via multilateral organizations, 
there has almost always been a sizable coalition in 
Congress that either questioned American participation or 
opposed it altogether. Such a coalition is certainly present 
today. 
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Bongang variously identifies the doubters in Congress 
as “conservatives” or “exceptionalists.” While their 
common preference is to distance the United States from 
international organizations, their outlooks and motives 
vary. Some are isolationists who either want to reduce 
American entanglements with the world, or who otherwise 
dread international rules because they perceptibly diminish 
national sovereignty. Others are internationalists who seek 
to shape the world to accord with American interests and 
values, but who also seek to avoid the diversions and 
compromises that cooperating with others might entail. 
Why collaborate with others when we can do the job 
ourselves? These days, we would label people of this 
persuasion “unilateralists.” Still others are fiscal 
conservatives who look with disfavor upon the resources 
that America is obliged to allocate to the support of 
international organizations and who reckon that the costs 
are out of proportion to the benefits. All are also to some 
extent exceptionalists who are drawn to the conclusion that 
Americans are more enlightened, morally advanced, and 
divinely or historically favored than other peoples. 
Therefore the institutions and rules of world order need not 
be of great concern to the United States of America.  

While their presence in Congress may increase or 
decrease according to the cycles of American politics, there 
are always sufficient numbers of isolationists, unilateralists, 
fiscal conservatives and exceptionalists in the Senate and 
the House of Representatives to frustrate whole hearted 
American cooperation in international organizations. The 
foreign policy prerogatives of the Congress are 
constitutionally limited; but they are formidable 
nonetheless, and, as Bongang shows, those in Congress 
who are skeptical about American participation in 
international organizations have used the power of the 
purse and their constitutional role of advice and consent 
with devastating effect. Congress kept the U.S. out of the 
League of Nations entirely by refusing to consent to the 
founding treaty, and Congress continues to punish the 
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United Nations unremittingly by withholding mandated 
financial support. Helms-Biden haunts the latter chapters of 
Bongang’s book.  

Today, some would say, the single most important issue 
on the agenda of the United Nations is how to deal with the 
United States; and the future of the UN may well depend 
upon the working out of this issue. A good number of third 
world governments are increasingly disenchanted with the 
world organization because they see it being used by 
Washington as a tool of U.S. foreign policy. The UN, they 
say, is an instrument of American unilateralism that is 
allowed to act only when Washington approves and 
perceptibly benefits. Otherwise, Washington uses its power 
and its money to keep the UN at the distant margins of 
relevance and effectiveness. Congressional critics in the 
U.S. have little objection to using the United Nations in this 
manner. Nor do they care very much about the 
disenchantment of the third world. Meanwhile, other 
members of the United Nations, including the Europeans of 
the EU, the Russians and the Chinese, seem to be engaged 
in fashioning the UN into an instrument of resistance to 
American world hegemony, a place, that is, where the 
world gangs up and stands up to the U.S. Should this 
tendency materialize, Congressional critics in the U.S. 
would predictably heap further abuse on the world 
organization. Either way, the United Nations would suffer, 
and international cooperation along with it.  

Benn L. Bongang’s The United States and the United 
Nations: Congressional Funding and U.N. Reform goes a 
long way toward explaining how and why the United 
Nations has arrived at this historic impasse. The story is far 
from comforting to those who believe that more rather than 
less institutionalized international cooperation is required to 
address the problems of a troubled planet. Nevertheless 
Benn L. Bongang’s telling of this story is lucid and the 
scholarship that founds it is of the highest quality. 

 
DONALD J. PUCHALA— 



INTRODUCTION 
 

 1

International Organization and 
the United States 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
American attitudes towards the United Nations have 
remained divided between hope and skepticism since its 
creation in 1945. Although American ideals and resources 
created and sustained the organization; in Congress, in the 
White House, and in the American public feelings about the 
UN have swung from enthusiastic support to denigration 
and calls for U.S. withdrawal from the organization. These 
ambivalent American attitudes about the UN baffle 
observers of international politics around the world. Why 
would the United States, as architect of modern multilateral 
institutions seek to undermine its own creation? This book 
attempts to answer this and similar questions by focusing 
mainly, on how the U.S. Congress contributed to the 
ambivalent relations between the United States and the 
United Nations. 

Two events marking the transition in leadership at the 
UN at the end of 2006 underscored the conflicted 
relationship between the U.S. and the UN. On Thursday, 
December 14th, 2006, in the hall of the United Nations 
General Assembly, representatives of the sovereign states 
of the world rose in guarded optimism to welcome yet 
another Secretary-General of the United Nations. If they 
were hoping for a better and more effective United Nations, 
these world representatives must have been worried about 
the future of the organization and deteriorating relations 
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with the U.S., the leader and principal financier of the 
organization. They must have been wondering if with a 
new leader, might relations with the United States and 
especially with the U.S. Congress improve and lead to UN 
reforms supported by the majority? The incoming 
Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon of South Korea, like Kofi 
Annan, who served from 1997 to 2006, was elected to the 
position with strong support from the United States. In his 
swearing-in remarks, Ban Ki-moon aptly captured the 
mood of hope and skepticism in the General Assembly. He 
dubbed his mission at the UN, “Operation Restore Hope.” 
But quickly reminding himself of the enormous task of 
bringing hope back to the divided organization, he added 
that he hoped like many in the GA hall, that it would not be 
“Mission: Impossible” (Hoge 2006, NYT, Dec. 14th). He 
was right to be cautiously optimistic after listening to Koffi 
Annan’s parting words. 

A few days earlier in a farewell address at the Truman 
Presidential Library in Missouri, U.S.—a venue chosen to 
drive home that American ideals inspired the creation of 
the organization—Koffi Annan complimented the U.S. for 
its multilateral vision, but implored its administration, 
especially the administration of President George W. Bush 
to meet the challenge of its multilateral responsibilities. 
Annan reminded the U.S. that “no state can make its own 
actions legitimate in the eyes of others.” He recalled Harry 
Trumans’ warning to the American people over 60 years 
ago, “We all have to recognize [that] no matter how great 
our strength, that we must deny ourselves the license to do 
always as we please” (Annan 2006, draft farewell speech). 
The outgoing UN Secretary-General’s pointed remarks 
coincided with a U.S. government report on Iraq that 
concluded the U.S. war effort in Iraq was failing. The Iraq 
Study Group report was yet another example of U.S. 
unilateral impulses. The Bush administration ignored 
United Nations’ diplomatic proposals for resolving Iraq 
weapons problems, deposed Saddam Hussein and fueled 
sectarian strife in the country. The speeches by the 
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outgoing and incoming UN leaders reminded the world that 
the future of the UN depends on the relationship between 
the United States and the world organization. Annan’s 
farewell address, with the Truman library as a prop, was 
meant to remind the United States and especially the Bush 
administration of its multilateral responsibilities to the 
world. Also, Ban Ki-moon’s hope that his task of restoring 
hope to the UN does not end as a “Mission: Impossible” 
was a plea for a better relationship with the United States 
during his tenure as Secretary-General of the United 
Nations. 

For almost two decades following the creation of the 
UN in 1945, the majority of General Assembly members 
voted with the United States. This changed with the influx 
of new member states following decolonization in Africa 
and Asia. As discussed in chapter 3, against a backdrop of 
the cold war, and as both the Soviet Union and the United 
States courted the new states, the U.S. began to lose its GA 
majority. The new members of the UN were asserting their 
diplomatic positions, preferring positions that differed from 
those of the United States.  

This book focuses on how the United States Congress 
led U.S. reactions against what was perceived as anti-
Americanism in the UN. Congressional strategies against 
the UN included withholding U.S. dues to the organization 
and imposing conditions for financial contributions. These 
actions surprised many observers because most of the anti-
UN actions were violations of the charter that created the 
UN and could starve the organization to death. Legislative 
actions were also crafted and pushed through Congress by 
ideological and partisan interests within Congress and in 
policy think tanks. This book chronicles the genesis of 
these ambivalent attitudes towards the UN, which can be 
traced to isolationists in the Senate who were against 
international organization, when they rejected the Covenant 
of the League of Nations and the Treaty of Versailles. 
Similar negative attitudes towards multilateral 
organizations in general and the UN in particular, endure as 
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a major aspect of U.S. foreign policy. This book seeks to 
explain this phenomenon of anti-UN feelings in the U.S. by 
examining how domestic political forces and international 
system factors shaped these feelings. Consequently, it 
focuses on the consequences of the Senate rejection of the 
League of Nations and the Treaty of Versailles, the effects 
of decolonization in increasing UN membership, the rise of 
conservatism in U.S. politics, as well as the different views 
held by western and non-western member states regarding 
the role of the UN. 
 
The UN Charter: Guarded Optimism at Birth 
 
From the beginning, many expressed hope, but had reason 
to doubt whether the San Francisco Conference (April 25–
June 26, 1945), the international meeting that established 
the United Nations and was attended by the 45 nations 
which had declared war on Germany and Japan and had 
subscribed to the United Nations Declaration, could 
produce a viable instrument for international security. The 
League of Nations failed to prevent the war, and now the 
victors of World War II had to craft a charter acceptable to 
all, with better guarantees for survival. In the U.S. 
Congress, many hoped for a better outcome for the UN. 
Hopes dimmed two weeks prior to the birth of the UN with 
the death of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, on April 12th, 
1945. He was a key architect of the conference. In Vice 
President Harry Truman, Roosevelt had not only a 
successor, but an heir to his idea of a universal 
organization. In The Parliament of Man: The Past, Present 
and Future of the United Nations, Paul Kennedy (2006) 
writes about the profound effect on Truman of “Locksley 
Hall,” an 1837 poem by Alfred Lord Tennyson. The thesis 
of the poem inspired Truman to conclude as well that 
“mankind was going to destroy itself unless it invented 
some form of international organization to avoid conflict 
and advance the common humanity.” This message struck 
Truman so deeply that he carried the poem in his wallet, 
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eagerly reading it to those puzzled senators and staffers 
who inquired about his commitment to the idea of an 
international organization (p. xii).  

Even as senators stood in the chamber and cheered their 
colleagues, the U.S. delegation departing for San Francisco, 
memories lingered of the 1919 brutal clash between the 
isolationists led by Sen. Henry Cabot Lodge, Sr. (R-MA) 
and President Woodrow Wilson that scuttled U.S. 
participation in the League of Nations and in the Treaty of 
Versailles. The isolationists won, but on the eve of the 1945 
conference the Democratic Senator, Tom Connally of 
Texas, and the Republican, Arthur H. Vandenberg of 
Michigan expressed guarded optimism in their speeches. 
Although he warned his colleagues against having illusions 
that the San Francisco Conference could “chart the 
millennium,” Senator Vandenberg hoped that it could 
perfect a “charter of peace and justice so that reasonable 
men of good will shall find in it so much emancipation for 
human hopes that all lesser doubts and disagreements may 
be resolved in its favor…” Connally lowered expectations 
for San Francisco in forthright terms: “We shall not be able 
perhaps to secure all that we desire…We shall not be able 
to bring back perfection.” Then, as Time Magazine, of 30 
April 1945, reported, Sen. Tom Connally sat down and 
cried from the emotions of it all.  

Yet there was hope. Time Magazine concluded that in 
San Francisco Sen. Vandenberg would be “unquestionably 
the most important U.S. delegate present, and perhaps the 
single most important man,” for the world organization 
“would stand or fall on the question of U.S. adherence.” 
Another reason for hope was that on 10 January 1945, 
Vandenberg made a stunning announcement on the floor of 
the Senate. He had decided to convert from isolationism to 
internationalism. This was a major victory for 
internationalists on the eve of the conference. Later 
Vandenberg cooperated closely with the administration of 
President Harry Truman to forge bipartisan support forsuch 
international initiatives as the Truman Doctrine, the 
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Marshall Plan and NATO.  
In hindsight, the assessment of the UN Charter by Time 

Magazine in its 2 July 1945 edition was prescient. 
According to the magazine, by stressing “security” as a 
goal rather than as a path, the UN Charter “opened the door 
to all opportunities—and to all contradictions.” 
Comparatively, the magazine stated, Emperor Augustus 
had sought the security of the world through Roman 
“justice”; Pope St. Gregory I sought security through 
Christian “brotherhood”; Napoleon through “law and the 
Grand Army”; Prince Metternich of Austria through 
“legitimacy”; and President Wilson had sought world 
security through “democracy”. In short, San Francisco did 
not provide an idea or a concept by which to achieve 
security as the previous cases had.  
 
Contradictory Multilateral Signals in Congress 
 
Nonetheless, on their triumphant return to a cheering and 
adoring Senate, Vandenberg and Connally emphasized 
multilateralism as the central pillar of the UN Charter. They 
urged fellow senators to ratify the Charter. According to 
Time Magazine, their report to the Senate chambers of 28 
June 1945, was a call to endorse the spirit of international 
cooperation established in San Francisco. In addition to 
building “a comradeship for peace,” they stated that San 
Francisco created an organization “subjected to principles 
of justice and international law.” They reminded their 
colleagues that the charter they were called to ratify was for 
an organization which should create conditions of stability 
and well-being through international cooperation, and 
would promote higher standards of living through cultural 
and educational cooperation. As such, they called on 
senators and the world to permit the UN to grow and 
develop into an organization possessing “sufficient 
flexibility to meet the changing needs of the times.” In its 
essence, when the Senate ratified the United Nations 
Charter, it endorsed these ideals as clearly outlined by 



International Organization and the United States 
 

 

7 

Connally and Vandenberg.  
In San Francisco the U.S. assumed leadership of the 

new institution, and according to the agreed formula, the 
U.S. was the financier of the new institution. It contributed 
about 25 percent of the organization’s regular budget until 
1999 when the U.S. Congress under Helms-Biden 
legislation pushed to reduce its share of the budget to 22 
percent. The U.S. remains the highest contributor to the 
budget of the 190-member organization. In less than three 
decades in the life of the UN, both domestic and foreign 
consensus achieved in San Francisco began to fray as the 
institution matured, increased in membership and 
confronted the challenges of a changing international 
system. 

These changes included challenges to U.S. positions in 
the General Assembly of the UN where a new majority of 
sovereign states from Asia and Africa were not only 
outvoting the U.S., but they were vocalizing anti-American 
positions. Most of these states did not even exist at the 
creation of the UN in 1945. They were still European-
controlled territories that won their independence, in part, 
through the decolonization efforts of the United States and 
the UN. For many of them, the General Assembly of the 
UN was the first forum they had to exercise their new 
power as actors in international politics and to push their 
agenda of political and economic development. Their anti-
American actions fueled U.S. reactions; reigniting 
skepticism in Congress about the UN, and U.S. attitudes 
swung from enthusiastic support of the organization to 
acerbic rhetoric against the UN and legislative actions, 
including conditional funding of the organization.  

But the reactions against the UN that continue to plague 
U.S. relations with the world body are fed as well by 
opinion leaders in the media. Reactions to positions 
adopted by the UN that contradict U.S. views are promptly 
lambasted by even the mainstream newspapers. For 
instance, a New York Times editorial of 21 November 2006, 
‘A Discredit to the United Nations,’ underscored the 
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competing perceptions about what the role of the UN 
should be. It criticized the new UN Human Rights Council 
for doing no better than its predecessor, “the old, 
unreformed United Nations Human Rights Commission” 
which was “selective and one-sided.” The newspaper 
dismissed the Council suggesting that its deliberations had 
fallen into “…a shameful pattern,” because “when it comes 
to the world’s worst and most consistent human rights 
violators, like China, Iran, North Korea, Myanmar and 
Sudan, there has been a tendency to muffle words and 
conclusions and shift the focus from individual and 
political rights to broader economic and social questions.” 
The editorial went on to suggest that the council was guilty 
of double standards since when it comes to criticizing Israel 
for violations committed “…in a wartime context that 
includes armed attacks against its citizens and soldiers, the 
council seems to change personality, turning harshly 
critical and uninterested in broader contexts.” 

The Times editorial clearly touched the heart of the 
differences that explain U.S./UN relations. Different 
perspectives on human rights, on development, and on the 
role of the UN in world security inform relations between 
the U.S. and the UN. However, within the United States, 
attitudes towards the UN vary and change depending on 
partisan and ideological reasons. But within the same party, 
different policies and attitudes towards the UN occur. For 
instance, the Bush Presidents adopted different approaches 
to dealing with the UN. While President George H. W. 
Bush sought and obtained a Security Council approval for 
the 1991 Gulf War; George W. Bush, ignored the UN and 
unilaterally declared war on Iraq. George W. Bush’s 
unilateral action against Iraq supported by his “coalition of 
the willing” contradicted the spirit of the San Francisco 
Conference. At the creation of the UN, President Harry S. 
Truman sensed that the impulse for the powerful to 
undertake unilateral actions would sometimes be 
irresistible. He cautioned on 25 June 1945, “We all have to 
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recognize, no matter how great our strength that we must 
deny ourselves the license to do always as we please.”  

President George W. Bush also did as he pleased when 
against obvious criticism, he appointed Ambassador John 
Bolton, an acerbic critic of the UN, as U.S. Representative 
to the UN. Even when Democrats took over Congress in 
2006, President Bush continued to push for Bolton until 
Sen. Lincoln Chafee (R.-RI) went against his party and 
opposed the Bolton nomination. It was clear then that 
prospects for a Bolton nomination were bleak. Only then 
did President Bush reluctantly accept Bolton’s resignation. 
To many, the Bolton recess appointment as U.S. 
Ambassador to the UN was the ultimate insult to the 
organization by a United States President. For Bolton was 
on record, even before his appointment, suggesting that 
losing ten floors of the UN New York headquarters would 
not really be missed. These examples confirm that like 
Congress, George W. Bush’s Administration was highly 
critical of the United Nations. This is unusual. Compared to 
Congress, U.S. presidents have been less strident in their 
criticism of the UN than have the legislators. And in 
general, conservatives in both the White House and in 
Congress have been more critical of the UN and more 
inclined to push for punitive actions against UN institutions 
than have democrats in both branches of the United States 
government.  

Indeed, to understand the troubled relationship between 
the U.S. and the UN requires examining how perceived 
anti-Americanism in the UN informed partisan politics in 
Congress since the 1970s. Since then, several legislative 
actions indicate that negative actions towards the UN have 
steadily increased over the decades. Among the most 
prominent have been the Kassebaum Amendment of the 
1970s, the Helms-Biden Agreement of 1999, and the House 
of Representative bill dubbed the UN Reform Act of 2005. 
These are varying stipulations imposing changes the UN 
must undertake in order to receive U.S. financial 
contributions. Such coercive conditional funding actions 
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contradict UN Charter obligations and reflect deep partisan 
and ideological divisions within the U.S. regarding both 
domestic and global changes.  
 
Roots of Ideological Anti-UN Reactions 
 
From major financial contributor to major debtor of the 
United Nations, these contradictory positions of the U.S. in 
its relations with the UN are the reasons for the focus on 
the role of Congress in U.S./UN relations. It is a role that 
precedes the creation of the UN itself. It is a role marked, 
among others, by such legislative actions as the non-
ratification of the League of Nations Covenant in 1919, the 
bipartisan Helms-Biden Agreement of 1999 and the United 
Nations Reform Act of 2005. Both Helms-Biden and the 
UN Reform Act of 2005, perceived by many as coercive 
financial strategies to impose American-inspired reforms 
on the UN were outcomes of the politics of funding the UN 
in Congress. The processes revealed the power of ideology 
and money in Congress. They divided not only members of 
Congress and Americans; their impact will be felt around 
the world as the future course of the 193-member United 
Nations organization depends on what happens in the 
Congress of the United States.  

In tracing the genesis of the changing attitudes towards 
the UN in the United States Congress, this book provides 
an overview of both historical and ideological factors 
essential to understanding the debates that brought about 
changes in the relationship between the U.S. and the UN. 
These include a legacy of isolationism in Congress, that is, 
members of Congress who, even as the U.S. was immersed 
in global politics, argued for staying out of entangling 
relations.  

Besides isolationism, another factor examined is that of 
American exceptionalism, the notion of America’s having 
superior values, valor and fortune. Indeed, this book 
describes how the ideas of the isolationists who rejected the 
Covenant of the League of Nations evolved into similar 
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anti-UN ideas; ideas embraced by conservatives of various 
stripes, including fiscal conservatives, anti-communists, 
and pro-lifers whose arguments against the UN emerged 
from intellectual think tanks such as the Heritage 
Foundation, the American Enterprise Institute, and others. 
The book also argues that the strategies adopted in 
Congress inspired by these ideas to reform the UN 
according to U.S. preferences violated UN Charter 
obligations by withholding paying U.S. assessed 
contributions. Arguments in Congress highlighted real 
problems of the UN that ranged from poor management 
and lack of accountability to anti-American actions and 
resolutions in the General Assembly. However, this book 
suggests that U.S. coercive strategies to reform the UN 
have been largely perceived as eroding the legitimacy of 
the United States as global leader. 

What is revealed is the clash of opposing visions of the 
world. The vision of the majority of UN members, made up 
of third world states for which the UN is the forum for 
them to engage in international politics and to articulate 
their views as sovereign actors in world affairs; to them, the 
General Assembly of the UN puts their states on an equal 
international legal status with great powers. To them, the 
UN is a forum to correct global economic and political 
inequalities caused by a history of western imperialism. But 
this vision clashes with that of the United States and other 
western powers. Indeed, Brett D. Schaefer (2006) of the 
conservative Heritage Foundation in Washington, DC, 
views with suspicion the role of the majority in the UN 
General Assembly. In his view, they are “…focused on 
increasing the scope of the organizations’ power as a means 
of amplifying their influence and priorities and using the 
organization as a lever to extract increased international aid 
transfers.” Besides, at the creation of the UN, the U.S. and 
western powers focused on creating an organization that 
would foster peace and security and assist in bringing about 
democratic changes around the world. Implicit in this 
perspective was that change in the world would reflect 
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fundamental western values and principles, especially 
capitalism, free market economies, and democratic 
institutions. Against the international background of the 
cold war, the new majority organized into a caucusing 
group—the Non-Aligned Movement—to mine diplomatic 
capital in the UN General Assembly. The United States 
soon found itself in the minority in the General Assembly; 
as these third world groups began to wield their “power in 
numbers.” Therefore, to understand the changing attitudes 
in the United States Congress towards the UN, it is useful 
to examine how the changing dynamics of the membership 
of the UN underscored the clashing worldviews at the UN, 
and how this, in turn, infuriated conservative, anti-UN 
members of Congress. 

The reaction of the American public to the UN draws 
on attitudes of opinion leaders in Congress, in the executive 
branch and in the media; but the UN, according to Stephen 
Schlesinger (2006), remains one of the few institutions 
poorly understood by Americans, who “… remain ignorant 
about how the UN is structured, what shapes its agenda, 
and why it acts the way that it does.” But insufficient 
knowledge of the UN has not dampened passionate and 
competing views about the UN in the American public. 
Among scholars and public intellectuals, internationalists 
consider the UN a vital tool for diplomacy and world 
peace, a forum for diplomacy that the U.S. must embrace 
and cultivate for its national interests and for the interest of 
world peace. But there are the UN bashers, from the 
ideological right, for whom the UN is an obstacle to U.S. 
interests. To most of them who write from conservative 
think tanks, the institutional system of the UN is a 
constraint on the ability of the U.S. to act promptly in 
world affairs. 

The latter are the ideological heirs of the isolationists 
who rejected the Covenant of the League of Nations in the 
Senate in 1919. They were reluctant to meddle in European 
conflicts that had no direct bearing on the interests of the 
United States. They were also conservative in that they 



International Organization and the United States 
 

 

13 

rejected the idea that the U.S. would submit to a 
supranational organization for some of its foreign policy 
decisions. And they were conservative in their reliance on 
military power rather than on diplomacy as a preferred 
instrument to achieve foreign policy objectives. 
Conservatives in the Senate were skeptical about a 
multinational organization that might be a supranational 
authority over the U. S. Constitution (Bendiner 1975; Scott 
1973). To conservatives then, the United States was an 
exceptional power by its democratic values, military might 
and abundant resources compared to “old Europe” with its 
autocratic monarchs. 

In his memoirs, a veteran of both the League and the 
UN, Clark M. Eichelberger (1977) attributed the non-
ratification of the League treaty to the fierce fight launched 
by isolationists, mainly Republicans, led by Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge (R.-MA) for whom solving international 
problems would divert attention from social revolutions at 
home. But to Eichelberger, this anti-League position did 
not represent the views of most Americans. In fact, he 
noted that because Lodge was quite aware that over 80 
percent of the American public supported the League, 
Lodge decided that instead of trying to beat the League by 
“a direct frontal attack,” he would do so by “the indirect 
method of reservations” (p. 5). He succeeded. Lodges’ 
followers opposed ratification of the League Covenant 
unless some 15 amendments were attached to it.  

Similar patterns of ideological and partisan debates 
were later replayed in Congress regarding the United 
Nations. United Nations bashers were mainly fiscal 
conservatives such as Nancy Kassebaum who noted with 
dismay, mismanagement and corruption within the UN and 
its agencies. She was incensed that U.S. taxpayers were 
paying about a quarter of the budget for an organization 
which was profligate and fiscally irresponsible. Other UN 
bashers were mostly anti-Communists such as Jeanne 
Kirkpatrick and Daniel Patrick Moynihan for whom the 
UN, especially with the independence of most African 
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countries, was dominated by a majority pushing the 
organization to adopt socialist and anti-American policies.  
 
Patterns of Persuasion and Coercion 
 
This book adopts a historical and an interpretative approach 
to the analysis of patterns of continuity and change in 
U.S./UN relations. As such it assumes that in international 
politics, all actors seek to spread their ideas as ideals by 
adopting deliberate strategies of persuasion and coercion. It 
examines recurrent patterns of relationships to identify how 
actors define themselves and others. It relies on beliefs, 
ideologies and the language by which actors frame their 
ideals. As such, in the relationship between the United 
States and the UN, the rest of this chapter examines how 
each party in the relationship framed and deployed ideas 
and concepts to achieve various goals including 
isolationism, American exceptionalism, third worldism, and 
UN Reform. 

In Historical Sociology of International Relations, 
Hobden & Hobson (2002) state that to understand 
international affairs in the present, it is essential to unearth 
the processes of continuity and change as they occurred in 
the past. To get to processes that contribute to change 
requires an inductive approach that focuses on particular 
events and phenomena (p. 12). This approach assumes that 
patterns that recur in international affairs reflect processes 
and relationships of power. Donald Puchala (2003) 
suggests that to explore such relationships, it is essential to 
ask questions about the nature of events or happenings, and 
to seek answers to these questions in a variety of historical 
contexts. We continue to ask the same questions about 
additional historical contexts so as to generalize on the 
basis of the answers we find. 

In the rest of the book, we seek such answers by 
analyzing relevant historical events, such as the debates 
that led to the non-ratification of the Covenant of the 
League of Nations, debates about the creation of the UN, 
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debates and events surrounding the emergence of the third 
world bloc in the UN General Assembly, reactions in 
Congress, as well as debates about UN reform. These 
debates produced such legislation as the 1999 Senate 
Helms-Biden Agreement and the 2005 House of 
Representatives Bill—The United Nations Reform Act—
proposed by Henry Hyde. In order to interpret these events 
that represent continuity and change in U.S./UN relations, 
the analysis draws extensively from congressional reports 
and previous analysis of U.S./UN relations. 

So, how did political actors involved in relations 
between the UN and the U.S., especially those in Congress, 
deploy ideological resources to shape historical events? We 
assume that political ideologies perform functions that 
chart political action programs. As Terence Ball and 
Richard Dagger (2004) demonstrate, “every ideology 
provides a vision of the social and political world as it is, 
and as it should be, in hopes of inspiring people to act 
either to change or to preserve their way of life” (p. 6). This 
functional definition of ideology serves in the following 
chapters, to clarify the strategies of such third world groups 
as the Non-Aligned Movement and the Group of 77 to 
construct an identity and a program of action. The 
ideological perspective also clarifies how the production of 
conservative positions within such think tanks as the 
Heritage Foundation and the American Enterprise 
Institution provided resources for charting anti-UN 
positions in Congress.  
 
American Exceptionalism and Power 
 
An indispensable dimension of this framework of analysis 
is the assumption of American exceptionalism and power. 
According to Stanley Hoffman (2003), only the United 
States has tried to develop foreign policies that reflect 
exceptionalism. By this, he implies that the United States is 
the only state that liberates itself from constraints imposed 
by allies and treaties when it deems such treaties 
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inconvenient. The U.S. simply ignores or withdraws from 
international institutions when these obstruct U.S. foreign 
policy goals. Indeed, according to Michael Reisman (2000), 
U.S. involvement in international organizations is quite 
complex and distinctive; the U.S. seeks to suspend or to 
modify institutional rules in particular cases, and in some 
cases, it accepts whatever political costs come as a result of 
unilateral actions (p. 62-80). Examples of such displays of 
U.S. exceptionalism abound, including the U.S. ‘unsigning’ 
of the Kyoto Accord on global warming, and the 
withdrawal of the United States from the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) in the 1980s. 

Furthermore, as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
(2004) noted, two distinct dimensions clarify the concept of 
American exceptionalism: an exception from the corruption 
of old Europe and an exception from the law. The first 
dimension distinguishes the United States from the 
complex history of Europe and emphasizes its republican 
and democratic virtues; the second—as Secretary of State 
in the Clinton Administration, Madeleine Albright put it—
the idea that the U.S. is “the indispensable nation” that 
increasingly “exempts itself from international agreements 
(on the environment, human rights, criminal courts, and so 
forth) and claims its military does not have to obey the 
rules to which others are subject…” (p. 8). The basis of this 
U.S. exceptionalism is “its exceptional power and its ability 
to dominate the global order” (p. 9). 

American exceptionalism, or Americanism as David 
Gelernter (2005) called it, is rooted in puritan beliefs, 
“…the set of beliefs that are thought to constitute 
America’s essence and to set it apart; the beliefs that make 
Americans…positive that their nation is superior to all 
others—morally superior, closer to God.” It is this belief 
that Americans are God’s chosen people, that America is 
the “shining city on the hill,” that partly explains the 
crusading bravado of American presidents in the 20th 
century—Wilson, Truman, Roosevelt, Reagan—and at the 
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beginning of the 21st century, George W. Bush, with the 
mission to promote American values and ideals around the 
world. It is with the same conviction that legislators in 
Congress are determined to fight anti-Americanism at the 
UN and reform the institution according to their foreign 
policy objectives. 

Consequently, when American exceptionalism and 
power are combined, the U.S. relies on its ability and its 
capacity to set standards, to impose such standards, and to 
persuade others who have not attained such standards to 
believe in their inferior status (Foot, et al. 2004; Geyl, 
1974). Such power explains the impulse to take unilateral 
actions, to use coercion, and to threaten others into 
compliance. On the other hand, Joseph Nye, Jr. (2002) 
advocates soft power as an antidote to the coercive power 
of the United States. This form of power is “… just as 
important to set the agenda in world politics and attract 
others as it is to force them to change through the threat of 
use of military or economic weapons.” Nye’s soft power is 
about the ability to entice and to attract, and it relies on 
establishing others’ preferences, a notion which requires 
“intangible power resources such as an attractive culture, 
ideology, and institutions” (p. 9). 

George Lakoff (1996; 2004) provides useful insights 
for this work by demonstrating the use of language as a 
political weapon. According to Lakoff, “framing is about 
getting language that fits your worldview. It is not just 
language. The ideas are primary–and the language carries 
those ideas, evokes those ideas” (2004, 4). In his study of 
conservative political discourse in American politics, 
Lakoff found that conservative perspectives on 
international politics relied on a worldview which assumes 
that the world is a dangerous place that must be made good. 
And “the United States, being the best and most powerful 
country in the world—a moral authority—knows the right 
thing to do” (2004, 10). This suggests that when 
conservatives are in leadership, a worldview that relies on 
American moral authority prevails. Metaphors abound that 
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describe the rest of the world, including such terms as 
“friendly nations,” “rogue states,” “axis of evil,” and 
others. Lakoff clarifies this conservative worldview further 
with the metaphor of “nation-as-person,” the adult nation is 
mature when it is industrialized, democratic and practicing 
free trade; immature nations are underdeveloped and 
undemocratic. The United States is the strict father who 
tells the children “what rules they should follow, and 
punishes them when they do wrong” (2004, 11). The 
implication from this worldview is that the majority of 
nations in the UN represent “backward children who still 
need to be taught how to develop properly or be punished 
for failing to do so.” Consequently, a close reading of how 
issues regarding the UN were framed by conservatives in 
and out of Congress provides a guide to understanding the 
deep divide that characterizes the relationship between the 
United States and the UN.  

A focus on Congress implies paying keen attention to 
what the legislators said about the events discussed. Words 
and language matter. For, “to understand the depths of 
disagreement, one must listen to the words and voices, feel 
the anger and obstinacy with which they are expressed” 
(Luck 1999, 12). 

 
The Rise of Anti-Americanism at the UN 
 
In his 1978 book, A Dangerous Place, Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan chronicled the changes at the UN, in particular 
the anti-Americanism and especially as demonstrated by 
the 1974 Sixth Special session of the General Assembly of 
the UN. According to Moynihan, it was the beginning of 
the open hostility between the U.S. and the UN. The 
conservative columnist William F. Buckley summed up the 
prevailing views of many of his ideological peers and their 
reactions to the anti-Americanism emerging from the UN: 
“The United Nations is the most concentrated assault on 
moral reality in the history of free institutions, and it does 
not do to ignore that fact, or worse, to get used to it” (p. 30-
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31). He alerted Americans to the danger of complacency in 
the face of the affront from the UN. To Moynihan, the new 
majority of third world nations in the General Assembly of 
the UN were “increasingly infused with socialist ideas and 
attitudes,” preferring economic development based on 
redistribution rather than on production. In the resolution 
passed by the General Assembly for a New International 
Economic Order (NIEO), Moynihan perceived a rejection 
of the principles of American capitalism. Like him, others 
in Congress saw in the idea of a NIEO evidence that 
dangerous communist doctrine had infiltrated the United 
Nations.  

To confirm fears voiced by Moynihan and Buckley, in 
1974 the majority of developing nations at the UN General 
Assembly adopted a Cuban resolution condemning the 
United States’ ‘colonial’ relationship with Puerto Rico. 
Furthermore, at the UN Population Conference of 1974, 
developing countries ganged against U.S. policy on 
contraception, describing it as capitalist imperialism. Then 
in 1974, and perhaps the ultimate scandal from the 
perspective of the United States, Yasir Arafat of the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization, to many a terrorist at 
that time, was welcomed by the UN General Assembly 
with the deference reserved for heads of state. This event 
crowned a year of UN anti-Americanism, Moynihan 
believed that the appropriate response to the indignities the 
U.S. faced at the General Assembly of the UN was to 
follow the prescription of aides in the Kennedy White 
House: “Don’t get mad, get even…” (p. 30). 

The early decades of the relationship between the 
United States and the UN were good, disproving skeptics 
and critics of multinational-organizations. Instead of the 
UN imposing supranational authority as the skeptics feared, 
U.S. ideas dominated the agenda. The U.S. initiated UN 
activities in such areas as atomic energy, economic 
cooperation, and human rights. Both Presidents Truman 
and Kennedy introduced ideas about development that were 
adopted by the UN: Truman with “Point Four” of his 
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inaugural address which expressed the need for the U.S. to 
share the benefits of its sciences with underdeveloped 
areas. And Kennedy proposed a development decade as the 
springboard for UN development assistance programs 
(Eichelberger 1977, 291-298). It was also in the General 
Assembly that President Eisenhower presented his “Atoms 
for Peace” proposals in 1958, using the UN General 
Assembly as a springboard to mobilize a global audience to 
support the idea (Swift 1958). These and other positive 
actions in support of the U.S. in the GA confirmed U.S. 
high moral leadership and the idea of its exceptionalism. 
But global events and changes that began in the early 1960s 
with the UN supported decolonization reversed the trend 
and support for U.S. diplomacy in the GA in the 1970s. 
First, according to Eichelberger, the U.S. moral position 
began to erode when the United States intervened in 
Vietnam without UN authorization. Second, positions held 
by the U.S. were challenged in the GA where every 
member state had just one vote. Those who challenged the 
U.S. were, for the most part, a new majority in the GA, the 
Non-Aligned states made up of mostly newly independent 
developing countries of Asia and Africa. While the group 
questioned inconsistencies and disrespect for the Charter by 
the United States, members of the U.S. Congress perceived 
anti-U.S. actions within the UN as evidence of communist 
influence in some of the new states and of the 
organizations’ slide towards irrelevance. To Eichelberger, 
instead of evolving toward a parliament of nations, as it 
might have done with U.S. leadership, the GA had become 
a quarrelsome body which passed meaningless resolutions, 
many directed at the United States (p. 298). 

It was obvious that by 1974 developing states at the UN 
asserted their independent group ideals about world politics 
that stood in stark contrast to U.S. preferences, if not 
provocative of the United States. An indignant Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan, abhorred that the honor of American 
democracy had been impugned, was surprised that other 
delegates ignored his protests. “What is honor?” he was 



International Organization and the United States 
 

 

21 

asked. “Let us talk about malaria eradication, and aid 
levels.” It was obvious that developing countries and the 
U.S. had different priorities. As Moynihan sought 
explanations from delegates about why the United States 
was systematically dishonored at the GA, developing 
countries wished to know how the UN planned to eradicate 
diseases and increase aid.  

Getting even with the UN was how the U.S. planned to 
proceed. Moynihan had allies among his intellectual peers 
who would eventually be dubbed neo-conservative. In 
addition to Moynihan, the new intellectual movement that 
emerged in the 1950s and 1960s included Norman 
Pordhoretz, Irving Kristol, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, and others 
whose ideas would inform both domestic and international 
policies of the United States. They were fiercely anti-
Communist and defined national interests to include 
ideological interests as well. In a 2003 article for the 
Weekly Standard, “The Neoconservative Persuasion” Irving 
Kristol addressed neoconservative foreign policy attitudes 
as encouraging patriotism in private and public institutions, 
defining U.S. national interests to include ideological 
interests in addition to material interests, and having the 
“deepest suspicion” of international institutions.  
 
U.S. Reacts to Anti-Americanism 
 
Anti-Americanism at the UN coincided with the 
strengthening of neoconservatism. In one of the first salvos 
of hostile actions from the U.S. Congress in the U.S./UN 
debates, the Kemp-Moynihan amendment to the 1983 
appropriations bill was passed, apparently in retaliation for 
a UN General Assembly vote against Israel. This was 
followed by the Kassebaum-Solomon amendment requiring 
a weighted voting system in the GA assembly of the UN. In 
addition, Congress cancelled funding of UN programs 
supporting the Palestinian Liberation Front (PLO). 

In the 1990s in Congress, anti-UN forces gained 
formidable support with the re-emergence of a conservative 
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majority in the House of Representatives in 1994 led by 
Newt Gingrich. The new majority’s blue print for action 
was dubbed, The Contract with America. It defined a 
conservative agenda in both domestic and foreign policies. 
Consistent with neoconservative attitudes, multilateral 
avenues were not essential in the pursuit of U.S. foreign 
policy interests. In particular, the UN was not a key factor 
in U.S. foreign policy calculations from the perspective of 
the Republican drafters of the contract. While Congress 
imposed further conditions for repaying dues owed the U.S. 
by the UN, it drafted legislation to chart future UN reform. 
Anti-UN actions in Congress in the 1990s culminated in 
Helms-Biden, a bipartisan agreement that compelled the 
UN to either adopt conditions set forth in the agreement or 
lose U.S. funding. Against the flurry of anti-UN actions in 
Congress in the 1990s, opponents of the UN at policy think 
tanks and elsewhere castigated the organization for its 
corrupt management, as this caustic view attests: 

 
UN budgets are shrouded in secrecy, and the actual 
performance of the myriad bureaucracies is 
translucent, if not opaque. There is no reliable way 
to determine whether the various and often 
competing, specialized agencies (at least two dozen 
UN agencies are involved in food and agricultural 
policy) are doing their jobs, and many UN 
activities, even if they are of some value, can be 
carried out better and more efficiently by other 
groups. Other activities should not be undertaken at 
all” (Halper 1996, 1). 
 

These were the issues held against the UN by the anti-UN 
forces in and out of Congress. Pro-UN forces in and out of 
Congress could not muster convincing arguments to 
support an organization that had real deficiencies and was 
in need of reform. And just as pro-League of Nations 
constituencies of the 1920s failed, the pro-UN forces of the 
later part of the century, including the United Nations 
Association of the United States, and think tanks such as 
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The Carnegie Foundation failed to generate a more 
favorable view of the UN in Congress. Reforms initiated in 
the UN were few and did not satisfy members of Congress. 
Instead, they decided to exercise their “power of the purse”. 
Members of Congress went beyond anti-UN rhetoric to 
initiate legislation to compel reform and greater efficiency 
at the UN. They linked future funding of the UN and 
repayment of U.S. debts owed to UN to thorough reform of 
the organization in line with U.S. prescriptions. The call for 
UN reform was bipartisan, even if a majority of 
Republicans, in their language and initiatives, were more 
hostile to the organization. Even some in the Democratic 
Party—with its tradition of supporting the UN—took 
openly anti-UN positions. Alan B. Mollohan, a democrat 
from West Virginia, joined the Republican chorus to 
support withholding funds, suggesting that the United 
States Congress could effectively “…ratchet up the pain on 
the United Nations to provide needed responses” (Luck 
1999, 244).  

A consequence of anti-UN forces in Congress and of 
the resilient build-up of conservative power was an 
emboldened U.S. Congress that imposed coercive 
conditions for funding the UN. When they spoke about 
U.S. and UN relations, representatives and senators 
justified the need to make the UN effective through reform. 
But in framing UN reform, they disguised conservative 
agenda items such as prohibitions against UN-sponsored 
birth control programs to discourage abortion around the 
world. For instance, Congress promised to fully fund the 
UN and pay off U.S. debts only when such UN agencies as 
the United Nations Fund for Population Activities 
(UNFPA) ceased to support family planning initiatives 
around the world.  

The purpose of this book is to draw attention to a vital 
instrument of international understanding—the UN. To do 
so by examining how the U.S. Congress has undermined 
the institution in an attempt to reform it, is to suggest that at 
a time when the world needs the UN more than ever, it is 
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imperative to revisit the relationship between the United 
States and the UN if the UN will be an effective 
organization in a century that began with a brazen attack by 
non-state actors on the U.S. on September 11, 2001. The 
consequences of that attack require the UN to reinvent 
itself. Critiques of the coercive power of the U.S. Congress 
in shaping UN policies underline the illegitimate exercise 
of American power in an institution that represents almost 
all of the sovereign states of the world. According to the 
UN Undersecretary-General for Communications and 
Public Information, Shashi Tharoor (2003), “the exercise of 
American power may well be the central issue in world 
politics today, but that power is only enhanced if its use is 
perceived as legitimate” (p. 78). Indeed, at the United 
Nations, “for the United States, as for other countries, 
power plus legitimacy remains the key to leadership” 
(Puchala 1982). According to Puchala, there exists a mutual 
dependency between the UN and the U.S., and what serves 
the interests of both parties is a more positive official U.S. 
attitude towards the organization. This “could recreate a 
situation where American foreign policy works in tandem 
with UN objectives to build legitimacy for both” (p. 587-
588). The rocky start of the 21st century proves indeed, that 
how the United States decides to exercise its power could 
shape the rest of the century.  

The story of how and why Congress turned hostile 
towards the UN and imposed coercive conditional funding 
of the organization, hopefully, will be understood as an 
instance of the exercise of U.S. power. In December 2006, 
the negative report of the war in Iraq was submitted by the 
Iraq Study Group, a bipartisan group created to suggest 
ways out of the apparent quagmire that followed the U.S. 
overthrow of Saddam Hussein. The November 2006 mid-
term elections indicted George W. Bush’s Iraq policies and 
returned Democrats to Congress. The logic of 
neoconservatists and their preference for unilateral 
exercises of power without the constraints of multilateral 
organizations explains the Iraq debacle. It might alert future 
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U.S. foreign policy leaders, especially members of 
Congress to work to strengthen the UN rather than to 
denigrate it. Events at the beginning of the 21st Century 
suggest that states and non-states actors will need the 
services of the United Nations more than they did during 
the last century. But they will need a UN which is truly 
representative of the global community and not one that 
channels only the foreign policy objectives of its most 
powerful and influential member. Should the UN be subject 
to the politics of one of its almost two hundred members, 
the organization will not be perceived as legitimate and as 
playing its role as set in its charter. 

The structure of this book follows the themes 
highlighted in this overview of the ambivalent relations 
between the U.S. and the UN. Based on its emphasis on 
how ideology shapes historical events and policy strategies 
in understanding patterns in the complex relationship, 
chapter one revisits the battle in the Senate that culminated 
in the rejection of the League of Nations and the Treaty of 
Versailles. Chapter two examines the corrective act by the 
Senate in embracing and championing the creation of the 
United Nations. Chapter three follows the creation of the 
idea of the concept of a ‘Third World’ and of the critical 
role this concept represented in the UN by a new majority 
of independent sovereign states shifting the diplomatic 
balance in the General Assembly, challenging the U.S. and 
asserting themselves within such caucusing groups as the 
G77 and the Non-Aligned Movement. Chapters four and 
five reveal how members of the U.S. Congress adopted 
legislative strategies to respond to anti-Americanism at the 
UN and how they framed UN reform to recreate a UN that 
would address U.S. concerns. The book concludes by 
suggesting that the focus in Congress on legislation on UN 
funding essentially had political objectives rather than 
financial concerns. It was about reasserting U.S. dominance 
in an organization it fathered, but that changed with an 
influx of a membership with an agenda that challenged the 
views of the United States. 
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The League of Nations and the 
United States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Late in the second decade of the twentieth century, 
President Woodrow Wilson and Senator Henry Cabot 
Lodge, two proud scholars and politicians, clashed over the 
role of the United States in world affairs. The United States 
had entered the war late, but had made the decisive 
difference in victory over Germany. However, the postwar 
problems resolved in Europe, took on a contentious and 
bitter tone in, of all places, the Senate of the United States. 
Returning in triumph from Europe with a draft of the 
Treaty of Versailles and a blueprint for a postwar 
organization of peace, the League of Nations, Wilson 
witnessed his dreams evaporate in the Senate.  

Wilson’s vision of American leadership of the first 
postwar international organization of the twentieth century 
died because of ideological differences over the proper role 
of the United States in world affairs. The U.S. had entered 
World War I halfheartedly; at the wars’ end, Cabot Lodge 
and isolationists disagreed with the nature of Wilson’s 
postwar fantasy of an international organization of global 
governance. 

This Wilson and Lodge rivalry inaugurated the complex 
relationship between the U.S. and international 
organizations for almost a century. It was a rivalry between 
isolationists and internationalists; between those for whom 
Europe was alien, better left to its own devices, and those 
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for whom the U.S., with its wealth and values had a divine 
calling to lead the world and share its ideals worldwide. 
The bruising battle in the Senate ended with the rejection of 
the Treaty of Versailles and the League of the Nations; 
almost a century later, it is recalled in discussions of the 
United States and its global role. That rivalry is recalled as 
it evokes ideological and political divisions among 
Americans in current discussions about the role of the 
United States in world affairs and whether or not 
international organizations are useful in that role. 

Wilson was an idealist with the zeal of a missionary. He 
also believed in his vision of a new international system, 
led by the United States, to prevent future wars by 
spreading democracy around the world. If Cabot Lodge 
budged at all from his isolationist vision of the U.S. that 
continued to prosper in its hemisphere, away from 
European rivalries, it was to advocate a limited 
internationalism, with the United States as the unfettered 
and dominant power in the hemisphere. Seeking 
compromises between these tensions—a conservative idea 
of a limited international role for a dominant U.S., and a 
liberal internationalist role of spreading democracy and 
American values continued to define U.S. foreign policy 
objectives. The views articulated by Cabot Lodge and his 
supporters, as well as the competing arguments by 
Wilsonian idealists during the Senate debates over the 
League of Nations, provide an essential back story for 
understanding future debates about the role of the United 
States in the United Nations. 
 
U.S. Role in International Organizations 
 
Cabot Lodge prevailed over Wilson to keep the United 
States out of the League of Nations, strengthened by the 
majority his party won in the 1918 midterm elections. He 
also controlled the agenda as the Senate Foreign Relations 
Chairman. Lodge wanted a world dominated by the United 
States, a world in which U.S. power remained unrivaled, its 
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sovereignty and actions unfettered by any international 
organization. Lodge presided over an important branch of 
the U.S. Congress with constitutional powers in shaping 
foreign policy. These are the strengths Lodge and 
isolationists deployed against Wilson and idealist 
internationalists. 

But these isolationists who voted against the League of 
Nations failed to appreciate President Wilson’s foresight 
that the U.S. had the opportunity to replace the collapsed 
balance-of-power in Europe with a collective security 
system to prevent future wars. They were understandably 
concerned about the “vengeful” punishment meted to 
Germany as well as by the continued control of overseas 
territories by the victors of World War I. As such, they 
scoffed at Wilson’s utopian dreams to democratize these 
victorious monarchs of Europe. To them, the U.S. risked 
enmeshing in Europe’s “entangling alliances.” Besides, 
isolationists believed the U.S. would jeopardize its 
sovereignty if it participated in the League. To them, the 
U.S. would do very well to take care of its interests alone 
without the constraints of collective decision making 
implicit in any international organization. As such, 
isolationists would only concede to ratify the League 
Covenant if President Wilson returned to Europe and urged 
his European counterparts to amend it to reflect the 
predominant role of the United States in the organization. 
Of course, that option was impossible. They knew it. 

What the League of Nations competition in the Senate 
did was clarify the chasm between Wilson’s liberal vision 
of the world and Lodge’s conservative worldview. These 
competing perspectives for a U.S. role in the world as 
played out in the Senate following World War I drew the 
ideological and partisan battle lines of what Democrats and 
Republics emphasize as their respective worldviews; what 
Thomas Fleming (2003), calls the “deepest dichotomy in 
American life,” a conflict which “…threads like a 
bright,sometimes blood-soaked ribbon through American 
history” (p. 478). 
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The Reluctant Internationalist? 
 
By the turn of the century, the United States had emerged 
as an imperial power in a Europe-centered world. At the 
end of the 19th century the Spanish-American war had 
expanded the imperial reach of the U.S. into the Caribbean 
and the Pacific. By 1900 the United States was a world 
power. According to Foster Rhea Dulles (1965) in Prelude 
to World Power, the U.S. was “a peer of the European 
powers which had heretofore seemed to hold all the major 
stakes in the great game of international politics.” But the 
United States was a peer that the Europeans accepted into 
their exclusive club with a mixture of hope and fear. 
Discussions in the European press introduced the idea of an 
“American peril,” while “the old concept of America 
against Europe, born of the clash of principles a century or 
more earlier, had a possible new significance now that the 
United States had itself become a world power” (p. 221). 

On the other hand, as the new century started, 
Americans were still captivated by Washington’s 
isolationism even if the times had changed. According to 
Dulles, “…the American people, not entirely clear as to 
where their country actually stood in the confusing 
complex of international politics, did not yet accept the full 
implications of the new position the United States had 
attained. They remained very reluctant to shoulder the 
responsibilities and obligations inescapably thrust upon 
them in facing the challenges to the peace of the world that 
were so soon to arise in the new century (p. 228).” 

Even Woodrow Wilson, who would later champion the 
League of Nations, was himself a reluctant internationalist 
who preferred neutrality when war broke out in 1914. 
According to Freidel (1990), Wilson was urged on to war 
by Theodore Roosevelt, who strongly advocated 
preparedness. In January 1917, Roosevelt forwarded to 
Wilson the original of the 1812 memorandum by James 
Monroe that justified the “appeal of the sword” after 
frustrating years of neutrality (p. 29). As Wilson told 
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Roosevelt, war was a last resort, “I want history to show 
not only that we have tried every diplomatic means to keep 
out of the war; to show that war has been forced upon us 
deliberately by Germany; but also that we have come into 
the court of history with clean hands”(p. 29).Like Wilson, 
many Americans were weary about engaging in war. 
According to Eichelberger (1977), these were mostly 
Americans who had come from Europe, the “old world” 
and did not want their new country to become entangled in 
world affairs. Some of them worried that, with war, 
domestic problems could fall off the agenda of government. 
 
Nascent Conservatism  
 
Even before the Spanish-American war of 1898, the U.S. 
could not be accurately described as isolationist. Even 
though it sought to take America out of European affairs 
and Europe out of American affairs, the U.S. unilaterally 
pursued expansion in North America. Even Lodge who 
championed the anti-League vote in the Senate was no 
isolationist. He was a keen internationalist. According to 
Fleming (2003), Lodge worked to become chairman of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee since his election to 
the Senate in 1893. He supported the Spanish-American 
War, backed the creation of the Panama Canal, and pushed 
for a big navy and an expanded army. To Lodge, 
“American idealism could become a more significant force 
in world affairs than the often ‘sordid’ imperialism of Great 
Britain, France and Russia, who dominated two thirds of 
the world.” 

If Lodge was not an isolationist, why then was he so 
virulently opposed to Wilson’s vision of the role of the 
United States in the World? A reading of their various 
positions regarding the League of Nations suggests they 
saw the role of the U.S. in the world colored by ideological 
lenses. Whereas Wilson saw the U.S. as part of a 
community of nations working together within international 
organizations of legally sovereign nations; Lodge saw the 
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U.S. as the dominant leader whose leadership should be 
welcomed by a world of lesser endowed states. Wilson was 
guided by a moral compass and by the notion of American 
exceptionalism. Wilsonism was thus premised on the idea 
that American values were superior and had universal 
resonance. Freedom and democracy could be spread around 
the world by the United States. It is based on these 
principles that Wilson argued for the ratification of the 
League Covenant. Whereas Wilson wished for a world safe 
for democracy; Lodge expected that the U.S. pursue a self-
interested role in the world, without submitting its wishes 
to the rules and constraints of an international organization 
that would threaten U.S. sovereignty. In CBS–Sony 
recordings from World War I and the 1920 elections, 
Lodge can be heard saying: 

 
I am anxious as any human being can be to have the 
United States render every possible service to the 
civilization and the peace of mankind. But I am 
certain that we can do it best by not putting 
ourselves in leading strings, or subjecting our 
policies and our sovereignty to other nations.” 
 

It was obvious then from the above, that President 
Woodrow Wilson and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge were 
both internationalists, but with ideologically different 
proposals for how the U.S. should pursue its global world 
role. Andre Tardieu, a French plenipotentiary at the Paris 
Peace Conference of 1919, recalled in his memoir, that as 
far back as 1908, Lodge hinted that his conservative 
worldviews were based on U.S. economic interests, 
eschewing political entanglements. Reacting to a statement 
by Theodore Roosevelt that “…American policy is a world 
policy and that [Americans] are and shall be identified in 
the future with all great questions” of the world, Lodge 
retorted: 
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Let us understand each other. Our policy is a world 
policy in so far as commerce is concerned. But I 
hold that we should not intervene in purely political 
questions outside of America. It is neither our 
interest nor our tradition. My policy and, I think I 
may say, the policy of our Senate, is the policy of 
George Washington.” 
 

Lodge added that in the Senate, his party’s views were 
“…more constitutionalist than [Roosevelt’s] and more 
conservative.” Tardieu recalled the conversation with 
Lodge partly to admit that the conservatism evident in the 
U.S. Senate after World War I had firm roots. To him, the 
actions of Congress reflected a contradictory trend, a 
deepening of conservatism in American attitudes. He 
lamented how “events stronger than principles or traditions 
threw the United States into a European war. But the war 
over, the conservative spirit of the Senate …reasserted…” 
He regretted that a “negative and self-sufficient form” of 
Americanism had found many converts in America. 
 
The U.S. Making the World Safe for Democracy 
 
Wilson envisioned a post World War I world as an idyllic 
global community of major and lesser states living in 
peace, organized under the umbrella of an international 
organization of legally equal sovereign states with the 
United States as the vanguard nation, shining its values of 
freedom, liberty and democracy upon all. Nations of the 
world would craft and abide by the laws, norms, and rules 
of the global community. Every opportunity he had, Wilson 
elaborated on these principles, but taken together, three of 
his major speeches emphasize these ideas the best: his War 
Message to Congress in April 1917; his fourteen point 
speech to the same body in January 1918; and his desperate 
and fervent appeal to the American people on behalf of the 
League delivered in September 1919, in Pueblo, Colorado 
as he traversed the country for the last time. 
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He reiterated his global vision on each occasion. In the 
war speech to a special session of Congress on 2 April 
1917, Wilson cast the German Empire’s submarine attacks 
against commercial vessels as warfare against humanity. In 
his “War Message,” he defined postwar U.S. engagement 
in world affairs as, not to achieve narrow U.S. interest, but 
to rid oppressed peoples of imperial domination and to 
create a forum where free and sovereign nations would 
promote their mutual interests in a peaceful world. 
Consequently, the U.S. role in the war was clear: 

 
…to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in 
the life of the world as against selfish and autocratic 
power and to set up amongst the really free and self-
governed peoples of the world such a concert of 
purpose and of action as will henceforth ensure the 
observance of those principles. 
 
According to Wilson, neutrality was no longer feasible 

as policy when peace and freedom in the world were 
challenged. He called for high standards of conduct among 
nations and their governments similar to standards 
observed among individual citizens of civilized states. In 
these Wilson suggested ideas of human rights laws that 
emerged from international organizations. What emerged in 
his rationale for the war were major principles and a model 
for international relations beyond the narrow war aims of 
the U.S. 

In a short and direct address to a joint session of 
Congress on 8 January 1918, President Wilson outlined in 
fourteen terse points, the principles that dominated his 
thinking about the role the United States should play in the 
world. Guided by a strong moral compass, the U.S., 
according to Wilson, was challenged by world events to 
help bring about justice to all peoples and nationalities. 
This meant that the weak and the strong of the world would 
have equal rights “to live on equal terms of liberty and 
safety with one another.” It also meant that the United 
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States must live by its own principles, and that it “could act 
upon no other principle.” Therefore, to Wilson, “the day of 
conquest and aggrandizement” was over. Gone, too was 
“the day of secret covenants entered into in the interest of 
particular governments and likely at some unlooked-for 
moment to upset the peace of the world.” In sum, Wilson 
called for the end of the international system as it had 
existed until then, a system dominated by Europe with its 
colonies spread around the globe. He had boldly called for 
the end of colonialism. 

Specifically, Wilson called for the end of the secrecy 
that was integral to the old international system. In its 
stead, he advocated open covenants and open diplomacy, 
free trade, arms reduction, and the creation of an 
international organization “for the purpose of affording 
mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial 
integrity to great and small states alike.” The impact of 
these ideals, what has come to be known as “Wilsonian 
Internationalism,” contained the seeds of multilateralism 
that mushroomed in both intergovernmental and non-
governmental organizations in the twentieth century. 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman as post World 
War II American presidents, steered the new international 
system by adopting Wilson’s principles, creating the United 
Nations system of organizations and speeding up the 
decolonization of territories formerly ruled from European 
capitals. These territories that became independent and 
sovereign states of Africa and Asia, members of the UN, 
were products of Wilsonian principles.  

After the speech in Congress, Wilson took his 
campaign on the road, to the American heartland to 
convince the nation that the world looked up to the U.S. to 
assume leadership of the new international order. In 
Pueblo, Colorado, he tried to counter some of the 
arguments of his senate adversaries. He reassured his 
audience that the Peace Settlement deserved the support of 
the American people, that Germany deserved the 
punishment meted by the Versailles Treaty, and that the 
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Covenant was a pledge by its signatories to prevent future 
wars. Wilson stressed that the fundamental principle of the 
peace settlement was that the time had finally come when 
people no longer would live under masters, “but were going 
to live under such governments as they chose themselves to 
erect.” American support for these principles, Wilson 
reiterated, was indispensable. The Covenant of the League 
would collapse, he predicted, if the U.S. and other powerful 
governments of the world failed to support it. Indeed, the 
Covenant was a pledge of non-aggression by states against 
each other; it was also a warning against aggressors 
amongst nations of the world. According to its terms, states 
in conflict would first submit the matter of their discord to 
arbitration or to the council of the League of Nations, 
including all the documents, and all the facts. In addition, 
the states would agree that the council can publish the 
documents and the facts to the whole world; in other words, 
they consent, “no matter what happens, to submit the 
matter of difference between them to the judgment of 
mankind…” 

In this argument for the League, Wilson hoped to 
remind Americans that at the core of the Covenant of the 
League and the Treaty of Versailles were American ideals 
and leadership. Americans, he said, should be proud that 
their moral principles were the fabric of international law. 
He also recalled that it was the vision and ideals of other 
American leaders that inspired his work for the League in 
Europe. The Covenant of the League had drawn, he said, 
from Theodore Roosevelt who had stated earlier that “the 
one effective move for obtaining peace is by an agreement 
among all the great powers in which each should pledge 
itself not only to abide by the decisions of a common 
tribunal but to back its decisions by force.” Roosevelt had 
also added that the great civilized nations should combine 
by solemn agreement in a great world league as an 
institution for seeking peace and justice through legal 
channels. 
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Wilson used Roosevelts’ ideas to bolster his arguments, 
but also to remind his audience that greater Americans than 
himself believed as well that international organizations 
were for the good and essential for U.S. leadership of a new 
international order. In addition, the Covenant was a “tested 
American document” since it contained recommendations 
made by members of Foreign Relations Committees of both 
Houses of Congress. These included the right to withdraw 
from the Covenant; the safeguarding of the Monroe 
doctrine …and the exclusion of domestic questions from 
League discussions. 

Although Wilson exhausted himself in these fervent 
pleas for American support of the League of Nations and 
the Treaty of Versailles, he had not always been the ardent 
internationalist. He converted to internationalism later. In 
Modern Times: The World from the Twenties to the 
Nineties, Paul Johnson (1991) suggested that Wilson did 
not warm up to the idea of a League of Nations when it was 
first suggested to him by the British in 1917. What changed 
Wilson’s mind and made him the driving force of the 
League was when he found that Lenin was about to 
champion the idea for the self-determination of oppressed 
people around the world. According to Johnson, the notion 
that the Bolsheviks would champion such a noble cause 
“threw Wilson into consternation …for he felt that 
America, as custodian of democratic freedom, could not be 
outbid by a revolutionary regime which had seized power 
illegally”(p. 23). 

But some have argued that once an internationalist, 
Wilson failed during the drafting of the Treaty of Versailles 
and the League Covenant to insist on including the 
essential instruments that could guarantee a stronger 
League. For instance, Lloyd C. Gardner (1984) criticized 
Wilson for missing the opportunity to lay the foundation 
for the “Covenant with Power,” a covenant that would 
serve liberal purposes, “…a way for liberalism to expand, 
and to reassert its legitimacy against reaction and 
socialism” (p. 12). According to Gardner, spokesmen of the 
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European right and revolutionaries of the left upstaged 
Wilson in Paris, and relinquished his grip on ideas that 
would guarantee nations against internal and external 
perpetrators of war and revolutions. Indeed, this explains, 
why the treaty abandoned such ideas as the use of 
American expeditionary forces and American loans at the 
service of Wilsonian internationalism. 
 
U.S. Dominance and World Stability 
 
Wilson fought a difficult battle convincing American 
people and his ideological rivals in the Senate that the 
League could survive with these limitations. Henry Cabot 
Lodge stood firm against Wilson leading his isolationist 
peers to tear down the League Covenant piece after piece. 
Besides the problems they found with the Treaty of 
Versailles and the Covenant of the League, the isolationists, 
“irreconcilables,” moderates and limited internationalists—
indeed, most conservatives in the Senate—also suspected 
the intentions of the European victors with whom President 
Wilson designed what they called the “peace of the 
victors.” They found contradictions embedded in the 
Treaty, and could not understand how President Wilson 
could seek to democratize the world while the European 
imperial powers would keep their colonies around the 
world. Besides these considerations, those of them who 
supported a world role for the United States wished first of 
all that no engagement with the world should compromise 
the integrity of the U.S. Constitution. They would join the 
League only if the organization would be dominated by the 
conservative ideas proposed by Senator Lodge in his 
fourteen reservations.  

Framed as a counterpoint to Wilson’s fourteen points, 
Lodge’s fourteen reservations implied that President 
Wilson did not firmly defend the Constitution since he 
entered into an agreement that would relinquish some U.S. 
sovereignty and the ability of the U.S. to take independent 
actions in international affairs. “No alien authority”, Lodge 
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argued, “should compromise the integrity of the 
Constitution”. To Lodge, only Congress, according to the 
Constitution, acting on behalf of the sovereign will of 
American people, could make such decisions. Therefore, in 
his arguments, Lodge juxtaposed his constitutionalist 
position that defended the narrow interests of the U.S. to 
what he portrayed as the reckless internationalism of 
President Wilson: an internationalist vision that would 
diminish the stature of the U.S. as it would be reduced to 
equality with small states, and an internationalist vision that 
would contradict the pillar of U.S. foreign policy—the 
Monroe Doctrine. 

Lodge realized quite early that the League idea was 
popular, winning the hearts of most Americans who wished 
for peace following the traumatic carnage of the World 
War. He knew that simply attacking the Covenant’s 
weaknesses would not succeed, so he opted for an ‘indirect’ 
and potentially more convincing strategy to fight Wilson’s 
ideas in Congress. He proposed to fight and beat the 
League Covenant, not by “…a direct frontal attack, but by 
the indirect method of reservations.” 

True to his constitutionalist position, Senator Lodge 
decided to make use of the congressional mechanism of 
reservations even if the American people supported the idea 
of a League. According to Clark Eichelberger (1977), 
Lodge charged Senator James E. Watson of Indiana to help 
organize opposition to the Treaty in the Senate, but Watson 
returned with news that over eighty percent of Americans 
supported the League, and that about the same percentage 
of preachers advocated the League idea in their churches. 
But this enthusiasm for the League among Americans did 
not deter Lodge from launching a fierce assault against the 
Covenant with his fourteen reservations.  

Lodge adopted the constitutional strategy of 
reservations well aware that, neither the European parties to 
the Treaty of Versailles, nor President Wilson and pro-
League Senators in Congress could possibly accept the 
terms of the reservations. They read like an ultimatum. As 
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written, the reservations would unravel piece by piece the 
work of the Paris peacemakers and ensure U.S. domination 
of all aspects of the League of Nations’ activities. Consider, 
for instance, that, as proposed in the reservations, the 
United States would remain “…sole judge as to whether all 
its international obligations and all its obligations under the 
said Covenant…” had been fulfilled. And should the U.S. 
decide to withdraw from the League Covenant, notice of 
such withdrawal “…may be given only by a concurrent 
resolution of the Congress of the United States.” 

Lodge’s reservations doomed the League Covenant in 
the Senate as they were crafted to unravel the very structure 
of Wilson’s negotiated settlement in Europe. They stated 
among other limitations, that the U.S. should not submit 
“…to arbitration or to inquiry by the Assembly or by the 
Council of the League of Nations… any questions which in 
the judgment of the United States depend upon or relate to 
its long-established policy…;” that “the United States 
assumes no obligation to preserve the territorial integrity or 
political independence of any other country or to interfere 
in controversies between nations—whether members of the 
League or not—under the provisions of Article 10.” In 
addition, the League could not count on the military or 
naval forces of the United States unless in situations where 
the U.S. Congress declares war. No surprise then that in a 
response to a letter from democratic senators asking 
counsel from the president before the vote on the 
reservations, President Wilson stated without hesitation that 
Lodge’s reservations “…did not provide for ratification but, 
for the nullification of the treaty.” 
 
Congress Constrains Executive Foreign Policymaking 
 
Debates in the Senate over the League Covenant and the 
Treaty of Versailles underlined the significant role of the 
United States in shaping U.S. foreign policy. The strategy 
of the reservations adopted by Senator Lodge and his anti-
League colleagues derailed President Wilson’s efforts to 
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begin a new international order under U.S. leadership. It 
was obvious, during debates in the Senate, that senators 
who supported the treaty understood that Lodges’ 
“resolution of ratification” was never meant to achieve 
ratification, but the rejection of the treaty. According to 
Senator Robinson, what Lodge accomplished through 
“alleged reservations”—which no party to the treaty could 
accept—was to “…exclude the United States from 
fellowship with her allies and from membership in the 
League of Nations.” He noted that each of Lodge’s 
reservations was an “implied antagonism of senators 
toward the President” and an undisguised suspicion and 
mistrust of nations with which President Wilson worked to 
draft the Treaty. Indeed, Robinson added that the declared 
purpose of Lodge and the anti-League of Nations senators 
was to “…completely repudiate every obligation of this 
government to encourage and sustain the new and feeble 
states.” Nonetheless, in his reservations, Lodge demarcated 
an alternative approach to the U.S. role in the world. 
Opposed to Wilson’s role for the U.S. in the world, a role 
of leadership among equal and sovereign nations, Lodge’s 
reservations suggested and supported that the U.S. could 
only participate in institutions of global governance if it 
dominated in every respect with little regard for the views 
of others. It was a view that rejected U.S. participation in 
any collective peace settlement in which the U.S. 
surrenders any aspect of its sovereignty.  

In his strategic use of reservations, Lodge demonstrated 
either Congress or the Executive branch could use 
constitutional powers to seize control and shape important 
foreign policy issues. Each branch of the U.S. government 
could vie for concurrent powers, in what is “a gray area 
where Congress and the president each can reasonably 
claim a power to act, especially when the other has not 
acted” (Koenig 1981, 42). In the case of the Treaty of 
Versailles and the League Covenant, President Wilson used 
his constitutional powers to negotiate a treaty, but had to 
submit the treaty to Congress for the constitutionally 
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sanctioned ratification process without which the U.S. 
cannot be held responsible for any treaty signed by the 
President. Lodge and opponents of the League used the 
reservation tool, in the case of the League, to ensure the 
non-participation of the United States. According to David 
Auerswald and Forrest Maltzman (2003), ratification 
reservations can dictate how the United States will interpret 
and implement a treaty, how the United States will behave 
on unrelated foreign policy issues, and in some instances, 
how the U.S. changes actual text of a treaty (p. 1106). 
Reservations “provide the Senate the capacity to 
simultaneously avoid accepting the treaty terms negotiated 
by the executive branch or settling for the status quo that 
would result from rejecting a treaty.” In his use of 
reservations to derail the League of Nations, Senator Lodge 
initiated what would be a contentious relationship between 
the U.S. Congress and international agreements into the 
twentieth century. 
 
Personality Conflicts: Lodge versus Wilson 
 
Against the backdrop of real ideological differences 
between President Woodrow Wilson and Henry Cabot 
Lodge were personality differences that deepened the gulf 
between them and ensured the non-ratification of the 
League Treaty. Although both men agreed it was essential 
to stop wars, they disagreed on the U.S. role in the future of 
the world and in the keeping of the peace. Both Lodge and 
Wilson, by their actions, were arrogant and self-righteous. 

Wilson, for instance, ignored the power of the Senate. 
He knew he could not get ratification of the League Treaty 
without winning over some Republicans. Yet, he charged 
blindly. He was either too naïve or too presumptuous. A 
political scientist and former President of Princeton 
University, he believed in his Calvinist religious upbringing 
which, in his mind, confirmed that his actions were God 
ordained. According to George Scott in The Rise and Fall 
of the League of Nations, Wilson eventually blundered 
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when he sought ratification of the League Covenant, 
because he did so in a way that played into Lodge’s hands. 
According to Scott, Wilson, “…had not come to persuade, 
but to receive the grateful affirmation of the Senate” (p. 
42). Similarly, to Jean-Baptiste Duroselle (1963), Wilson 
was too aloof, too isolated, too inaccessible, to assure a 
following (p. 424). Duroselle suggests that had Wilson 
invited some Republicans to join his delegation to the Paris 
Peace negotiations, Lodge would have been a member of 
that delegation, given his leadership of the republican 
majority in the Senate following the elections of the 66th 
Congress. In addition, Wilson disdained his ideological 
rivals; he denounced Lodge and his allies as “contemptible, 
narrow, selfish, poor little minds that never get anywhere 
but run around.” Yet, Wilson believed his idea would 
succeed because it was right. To Duroselle, therefore, 
Wilson identified “…the supreme interest of the U.S. with 
the triumph of righteousness as it is conceived in a true 
democracy” (p. 424). 

On the other hand, Lodge believed in peace, but peace 
through strength, not through the niceties of diplomacy. He 
believed in revenge, that is, prevent wars by crippling the 
nations that perpetuate wars. Cabot Lodge was an 
“enthusiastic imperialist” who “believed that military 
strength, not law or moral suasion,” determined the conduct 
of international affairs. His ideas drew from a realist 
perspective of foreign policy shared by conservatives and 
most republicans that power, above all else, determines 
outcomes in competition among states. The U.S. had 
emerged as the most powerful nation and consequently 
could act independent of others. Consistent with the 
Monroe Doctrine, conservatives objected to involving the 
U.S. in European “entangling alliances;” to them the U.S. 
should not be in the business of fighting other peoples’ 
wars. These ideas had been clearly stated a century earlier 
when President James Monroe told Congress in December 
1823, that the U.S. will intervene in Europe, “…only when 
our rights are invaded or seriously menaced.” This doctrine 
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implied that so long as European ambitions were limited to 
their own hemisphere, the U.S. would remain in and control 
its own hemisphere. 
 
Debating the League’s Covenant in the Senate 
 
In charting a new course for the U.S. in international 
affairs, Wilson implied that the Monroe Doctrine was no 
longer relevant given the new international realities. But, in 
the Senate, isolationists remained convinced that the U.S. 
could revert to earlier times of blissful isolationism. 
However, the U.S. had fought for and helped to victory, 
allies in Europe, and President Wilson was charting a new 
internationalist vision for America at odds with the 
isolationism implicit in the Monroe Doctrine. 

One of the contentious issues of disagreement in the 
Senate between Wilson’s internationalists and Lodge’s 
isolationists was Article 10 of the Covenant of the League, 
meant as a new mechanism to manage aggression amongst 
states that would be the cornerstone for collective security. 
Lodge and other conservative critics vehemently 
condemned especially Article 10 of the Covenant as it 
required the United States to commit economic and military 
forces to maintain collective security of member states. But 
Article 10 was the cornerstone of the Covenant for Wilson, 
who drafted the article himself. He argued, however, that 
the U.S. enjoyed veto power in the League Council and 
could therefore prevent any attempt to sanction the U.S. by 
the League. Moreover, according to Wilson, when and if 
the League voted for sanction against the United States, it 
would only serve as advice. However, Wilson insisted that 
the U.S. was morally bound to the dictates of the League. 
And it is on this moral question, to some extent, that he 
differed with some of his opponents. Historians have 
suggested that there was room for Wilson and Lodge to 
find a middle ground, but that this did not happen because 
of arrogance and Wilson’s self-righteous stance, and also 
because following the massive stroke he suffered in 
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October 1919, Wilson refused any compromise with 
Lodge. Moreover, even prior to the stroke, Wilson felt he 
had worked very hard to convince allies to frame the Treaty 
and was not ready to return to Paris to renegotiate. 
According to Article 10: 

 
The Members of the League undertake to respect 
and preserve as against external aggression the 
territorial integrity and existing political 
independence of all Members of the League. In case 
of any such aggression or in case of any threat or 
danger of such aggression, the Council shall advise 
upon the means by which this obligation shall be 
fulfilled. 
 

Wilson would not compromise on this. But isolationists and 
conservatives interpreted this article as a challenge to the 
U.S. Constitution since it implied that an authority other 
than the Congress of the United States might call on the 
U.S. to intervene in a war that had no bearing on U.S. 
national interest. 

The Republican Senator from Idaho, William E. Borah 
condemned this article. He belonged among the anti-
League republican senators dubbed “irreconcilables” or 
“bitterenders,” so called for their complete rejection of the 
treaty. The irreconcilables’ main quarrel was with the 
stated object of Article 10 requiring League members to 
support each other against external aggression. This meant 
the United States would be involved in armed conflicts not 
central to its interests. Borah also felt the League Covenant 
was a scheme which would directly or indirectly modify 
the powers of the government of the United States. 

Borah was even more conservative than Lodge. He 
dismissed even Lodge’s reservations as irrelevant and not 
capable of saving the U.S. from the turmoil of European 
conflicts. He told the Senate that to join the League meant 
the U.S. had “…forfeited and surrendered, once and for all, 
the great policy of no ‘entangling alliances’ upon which the 
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strength of this republic has been founded for 150 years.” 
In essence, Senator Borah alerted his colleagues to the 
dangers of intervening in European affairs, as this would 
invariably mean Europeans would mix in American affairs. 
Moreover, Senator Borah suspected that one of the goals of 
Europeans at the Paris Conference was to nudge the U.S. 
away from its Monroe Doctrine and its policy of no 
meddling in the affairs of the continent. As such, he 
wondered, how under the League’s Article 10, the U.S. 
could keep from meddling in the affairs of Europe or 
Europe from meddling in the affairs of America? 

Some senators such as Senator James A. Reed of 
Missouri, did not believe that European Monarchs were 
ready to give up their power to Republican governments. 
As such, they scoffed at Wilson’s idea to democratize the 
world “…as senseless a thing as ever fell from human lips.” 
To Reed, it was an indefensible thought to imagine that “… 
six or seven kings, backed by six or seven aristocracies, 
were about to take the crowns off the heads of the 
monarchs of the world, including themselves, and turn the 
world into a great democracy.” Similarly, to Senator Selden 
P. Spenser of Missouri, the League was “…a brimful of 
glittering generalities,” and he would not favor it if it 
“means for us the abandonment of our nationalism.” Some 
Democrats who joined the anti-League Republicans, like 
Senator William H. King of Utah, declared that the 
American people would never abdicate any of their 
sovereign rights. To him, “…the Sermon on the Mount, the 
Ten Commandments and the Monroe Doctrines…” were 
good enough (Elmer 1975, 100). To Republicans, then, the 
League was essentially a bad idea that would bring 
problems to the United States rather than advance U.S. 
foreign policy goals. 

Democrats believed otherwise. To them and to pro-
League constituencies, Wilson was a visionary. They 
believed in cooperation among states as a sure path to 
world peace. Senator Key Pittman of Nevada said Wilson 
had won the greatest diplomatic victory recorded in history 
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and “had overcome the cynical diplomat, the skeptical 
statesman and the hopeless materialist.” As for the 
Secretary of the Navy, Josephus Daniels, the Covenant of 
the League was “…a document which makes the Magna 
Carta and the Declaration of Independence mere 
forerunners of an immortal instrument that blesses all the 
world for all generations…the draft of the League of Peace 
is almost as simple as one of the parables of Jesus and 
almost as illuminating and as uplifting. It is time for church 
bells to peal, for preachers to fall upon their knees, for 
statesmen to rejoice, and for the angels to sing, ‘Glory to 
God in the Highest!’”(Elmer 1975). However, these 
effusive celebrations of Wilson and the League by 
Democrats did little to change Cabot Lodge, for whom the 
League was nothing else but a bridge built to 
“…international socialism and anarchy” (p. 102). 

The two competing visions of future U.S. relations with 
international organizations were thus etched in ideological 
terms. Indeed, writing at the time in The Atlantic Monthly 
of October 1920, Raymond B. Fosdick confirmed that the 
League debate sharpened the ideological historical divide 
in the U.S. Senate. The idea of the League was attacked, 
according to him, from two ideological sources: 
conservative nationalism and liberal internationalism. 
While conservative nationalists criticized the Covenant and 
the idea of the League of Nations, liberal internationalists 
criticized the Treaty of Versailles as reflecting “too much 
the spirit of vengeance.” To liberal internationalists, the 
spirit of President Wilson’s fourteen points was “in part 
distorted and in part ignored” in the Treaty of Versailles. 
And to Fosdick’s dismay, in all the Senate debates, 
“scarcely a single voice was raised in condemnation of 
these reactionary sections of the treaty.” Instead, he adds, 
when President Wilson made an effort to fight against 
national selfishness and imperialism, he invited “nothing 
but abuse and censure from the Republican senators.” The 
eventual rejection of the League in the Senate, based on 
Fosdick’s assessment, reflected the triumph of conservative 
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ideology. Even though a liberal trend was discernable in 
public thought regarding the League, Fosdick found that 
“the tremendous swing of the pendulum [was] toward 
conservative extremes.” 

Wilson had convinced the American public that the 
treaty was important for world peace, but the public support 
for it was not enough to impress conservatives in the 
Senate. This was the first, but not the last, instance of 
conservatives ignoring public opinion to reject U.S. actions 
in international organizations. As Edward Luck (1999) 
observed later in the twentieth century, conservative attacks 
against the United Nations also ignored general public 
positive attitudes towards the organization. Even though 
Steven Kull and I. M. Destler (1999) found in Misreading 
the Public: The Myth of Isolationism, support in the 
American public for multilateral cooperation, that was not 
enough to republican congressmen from anti-UN positions. 
Indeed, they found that members of the Republican Party 
disproportionately held the erroneous view that Americans 
wanted disengagement from the world. According to their 
findings, “it would appear that the Republican Party is the 
most out of touch with current public opinion on foreign 
policy and [the U.S.] role in the world” (p. 4). 
 
U.S. Relations with International Organizations 
 
The League debates were rancorous, in part, because they 
involved a decision about how the U.S. should participate 
in an international political organization. At the turn of the 
century, the United States had been involved with 
essentially non-political international organizations, but 
participation in a political organization required setting 
foreign policy goals with bipartisan support. But Congress 
remained divided between an active internationalist 
worldview by which the U.S. plays the role of leader 
amongst other states of equal legal status, and a limited 
internationalist worldview protective of U.S. sovereignty, 
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seeking to dominate organizations when and if the U.S. 
condescends to join. 

The later perspective was the basis for Cabot Lodge and 
others to fuel anti-international organization positions to 
frame the League of Nations as a threat to the sovereignty 
of the United States. It is a charge against international 
organizations that continues ‘til this day to emerge from 
conservative constituencies. With this sovereignty-erosion-
claim, conservatives assail treaties, resolutions, decisions, 
and actions of international organizations as anti-American.  

This skepticism that links sovereignty issues and 
adherence to international organizations has endured 
throughout the twentieth century. According to Inis L. 
Claude Jr., “concern about sovereignty has pervaded 
America’s policy with respect to international institutions, 
from the earliest days to the present.” But it is a position 
that has not deterred the U.S. from joining such institutions. 
And when it does join, the United States is both alert and 
worried that “organizational involvements might cut more 
deeply into national autonomy than originally intended or 
agreed” (p. 476). Within international institutions, 
therefore, U.S. foreign policymakers seek to modify the 
rules and the norms of the organization.  

The United States became very reticent of international 
organizations beginning with the 1895 Lake Mohonk 
conference in New York State. Although the conference 
brought together various nations to establish the idea of 
annual meetings to discuss international arbitration, the 
U.S. Senate was skeptical about the benefits to the U.S. of 
such arrangements. In 1897, it revised the Olney-
Pauncefote Treaty with Great Britain which called for the 
arbitration of monetary and territorial differences to 
exclude disputes affecting national interest and honor, it 
added reservations, and eventually refused to approve the 
treaty. Later on, even after the idea of international 
agreements had evolved considerably, President William 
Howard Taft confronted a reticent Senate. In 1911 when he 
sought Senate support for arbitration disputes involving the 
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U.S., the Senate nullified the agreements and restricted the 
process which Taft then abandoned. Consequently, by 
1912, according to Kuehl, (1978) it was obvious the Senate 
would reject proposals for a world organization since it 
“would not approve any instrument that infringed upon the 
sovereignty of the United States” (p. 445-446). But Inis L. 
Claude Jr. has argued that important stimulants to the 
development of international organizations were the Hague 
Conferences of 1899 and 1907. In addition, World War I 
would “demonstrate the necessity of extending the concept 
of international organization” into the “higher sphere of 
international relations” (p. 478). 

Nonetheless, records show that by 1900, the United 
States was a member of at least ten international bodies and 
participated in about twenty-eight others. Consequently, 
America’s record of interest and involvement in 
international organizations made it less surprising that 
President Woodrow Wilson should take the lead in creating 
the League of Nations than that the United States should 
refrain from joining it (p. 474). Although Inis L. Claude Jr. 
argues that American rejection of the League was rather 
more an aberration than a continuation of settled policy 
regarding international organizations, it is obvious, from 
the discussion so far, that there was in that rejection an 
enduring Senate reticence to international political 
organizations. 
 
Exceptionalism and International Organizations 
 
The ideological divisions that affect views about the role of 
the United States in international organizations lead 
scholars to agree that U.S. behavior draws on the idea of 
American exceptionalism. The idea that the United States is 
unique in global politics by virtue of its military and 
economic power, its origins, its ideals of freedom and 
liberty, and the belief among its citizens that its “manifest 
destiny” is to lead or to dominate the world explains, in 
part, the ambivalent attitudes of its political leaders towards 
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international organizations. Attitudes that vary from 
enthusiastic support of some treaties to ignoring others; and 
from withdrawing adherence to some treaties deemed 
inconvenient to the U.S. to embracing other treaties only to 
reject them with a change in political leadership either in 
Congress or the White House. Such attitudes of foreign 
policymakers, some scholars suggest, explain why the U.S. 
takes charge in international organizations to impose 
modifications to rules and to treaties. Sometimes the United 
States, as long as U.S. interests are served, accepts the 
political costs of ignoring treaties and of taking unilateral 
actions even if the public thinks otherwise (Foot et al. 
2003; Hoffman 2003; Riesman 2000). 

But the apparent disconnect between the conservative 
views of U.S. foreign policymakers and of the liberal views 
of the American public intrigues observers. John J. 
Mearsheimer (2001) suggested that the gap between the 
American public and policymakers stems from “the 
American proclivity for moralizing.” He suggests that 
Americans are optimistic and more liberal in their thinking 
about foreign affairs than are policymakers. As such, 
Americans “regard progress in politics, whether at the 
national or the international level, as both desirable and 
possible” (p. 24). Therefore, because Americans view their 
country as “virtuous” and “a benevolent force” in world 
politics—a view at odds with that of policymakers—public 
discourse about foreign policy in the United States tends to 
be couched in the language of liberalism, while behind 
closed doors “the elite who make national security policy 
speak mostly the language of power, not that of principle, 
and the United States acts in the international system 
according to the dictates of realist logic” (p. 25). It is this 
logic, based on conservatism, which explains the rejection 
by the Senate of President Wilson’s liberal and moral 
vision of the role of the United States in the world of the 
twentieth century. 

American foreign policymakers failed to heed Wilson’s 
ideas and the world paid a price. To them, U.S. 
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conservative foreign policy based on a realist projection of 
power contributed to some of the tragedies of the twentieth 
century. Robert S. McNamara and James G. Blight (2001) 
argue in Wilson’s Ghost: Reducing the Risk of Conflict, 
Killing, and Catastrophe in the 21st Century that the 
tragedies of the wars of the twentieth century, tragedies that 
might have been averted, may be ascribed to the rejection 
of Wilson’s vision. As internationalists who lean towards 
Wilson’s vision of the world, McNamara and Blight urge 
U.S. policymakers to adopt multilateral and moral 
imperatives to guide foreign policy. They call for U.S. 
leadership rather than U.S. domination in international 
organizations and institutions to avert similar tragedies in 
the twenty-first century. 

On the other hand, conservatives continue to reject the 
multilateral imperative in U.S. foreign policy in a unipolar 
world. To them, organizations such as the UN constrain 
U.S. power. The conservative columnist Charles 
Krauthammer (2004) suggested that Wilson was utopian 
and wrong, but offers that Wilson should be forgiven, 
because “in 1918, there was no way to know how utterly 
corrupt and useless those international institutions would 
turn out to be. To him, multilateral organizations are 
unnecessary in a unipolar world, for what can guarantee 
peace and security in the world is “overwhelming force, 
unilaterally, preemptively delivered.” These anti-
international organization perspectives today echo Cabot 
Lodge, for whom the League of Nations as conceived by 
Wilson, was wrong for the United States. For instance, 
Fleming (2003), claimed that “the most dangerous aspect of 
American idealism is its tendency to become utopian, to 
propose as ideals a foreign policy, or political reforms, or a 
world order that ignores the realities of the way men and 
women—and nations—live and prosper”(p. 478). No doubt 
then, as a consequence of what Fleming describes as the 
“utopian derangements” of Wilson’s idealism, succeeding 
generations have backed Henry Cabot Lodge rather 
decisively, not Woodrow Wilson, in affirming an 
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international commitment, but retaining control of 
America’s sovereignty (p. 478). 

The scholar of international organizations, Inis Claude 
Jr. agreed with some of these views of the anti-League 
senators. Even if Wilson’s contribution made the Covenant 
an American creation, he suggested that what the Covenant 
created was a profoundly un-American institution as it 
promised or threatened to involve the U.S. “deeply and 
systematically in the political and security problems of a 
world that was still fundamentally Europe-centered.” It is 
obvious from the debates that although the U.S. by 1920 
was no longer isolationist, in rejecting the Covenant of the 
League, the Senate made the point that how America 
decided eventually to involve itself in international affairs 
will be its decision and not one emerging as a result of the 
obligations of a treaty. Indeed, the debates also revealed 
that “Americans continued to value the freedom to decide, 
unilaterally and ad hoc, whether, when, and how to become 
involved in the quarrels of other states.” Independence of 
action, even as a member of an international organization, 
thus emerges as a key dimension of American grandeur that 
underscores a conception of “sovereignty, interpreted as the 
retention of a free hand” (p. 476). 

Indeed, conservative politicians and thinkers today, 
depending on the foreign policy issue at hand, return to this 
dimension of American grandeur and refine arguments 
along the lines of Lodges’ own views during the League 
debates. The current rendition on a similar theme is what 
Krauthammer (2004) has dubbed “democratic realism.” To 
him, the preemptive policies of President George W. Bush 
and British Prime Minister Tony Blair to fight wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq derive from such thinking. 
Democratic realism therefore combines the less utopian 
aspects of Wilson’s idealism and provides an ends or goals 
to the power projection of realists. Its rationale is to support 
democracy everywhere, but to “commit blood and treasure 
only in places where there is a strategic necessity—
meaning, places central to the larger existential enemy, the 
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enemy that poses a global mortal threat to freedom.” 
The enduring lessons of the rivalry between Senator 

Cabot Lodge and President Woodrow Wilson remain the 
essential constitutional role of Congress, especially the 
Senate in shaping U.S. foreign policy. Over the twentieth 
century, the ideological differences that separated the two 
scholar/politicians, in their various refinements, inform 
U.S. foreign policy makers. Should the U.S. pursue its 
foreign policy goals through multilateral institutions as 
Woodrow Wilson assiduously sought to create with the 
League of Nations, or should the U.S. opt for power 
projection, adopt unilateralist, do-it-alone, policies?  

Although a different world at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, the arguments Cabot Lodge and 
Woodrow Wilson articulated almost a century ago resonate. 
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge sought to see the United States 
as the dominant power in the world by the force of its 
wealth, ideas, and military might. He was repulsed by the 
suggestion contained in the Covenant of the League that the 
U.S. should participate on an equal footing with smaller, 
less endowed nations of the world—and worse, that the 
United States should intervene to fight wars of no 
consequence for American interests. International 
organizations, to Lodge and other conservatives, were 
threats to U.S. sovereignty. On the other hand, Woodrow 
Wilson’s vision of the United States in world affairs was 
that of a leader among equals, that is, states with equal 
claim to international peace and justice, nations that would 
count on the U.S. to support them by assisting them to 
attain American ideals of democracy. 
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Creation of the United Nations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 28 July 1945, members of the U.S. Senate ratified the 
United Nations Charter by an overwhelming vote of 89 to 
2. Their vote came less than one month to the day after 
President Harry S. Truman urged them to avoid mistakes of 
the past. When their peers rejected the Covenant of the 
League of Nations and the Treaty of Versailles, the role of 
the United States as the predominant power was diminished 
because it was not a member of the League. The League 
failed because it lacked the infrastructure to prevent wars, 
but also, in part, due to the absence of the United States. 
The U.S. once again contributed to the end of another 
global conflict started in Europe, and was poised for 
another opportunity to create a new international order. 
Although the need for an instrument to prevent future 
conflicts was imperative, a Senate vote was not guaranteed. 
The interwar years strengthened isolationists within 
Congress and in the White House, with three republican 
presidents succeeding each other in the 1930s. The 
influence of a conservative worldview, including 
guarantees for strong U.S. domination of the new 
international order, emerged in the Charter of the UN and 
planted the seeds of future problems for the organization. 
 
Impact of World War II 
 
When senators overwhelming voted to ratify the UN 
Charter, it was because of the consequences of WW II. As 
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Woodrow Wilson had warned, another world war erupted 
in Europe in 1939 and dramatically changed the course of 
both international affairs and domestic politics in the 
United States. The burden was on the Senate in 1945, and 
members realized the need for concerted efforts to prevent 
another global war. This was as much a domestic, as well 
as, an international political imperative. U.S. economic and 
military resources decisively defeated Hitler and Nazism, 
and the U.S. had the responsibility, as the leader of the 
victorious Allied Powers, to build an international system 
based on the concept of collective peace and security. 

Both the White House and Congress played a 
significant part in shaping this new role for U.S. foreign 
policy by drawing on the lessons of President Woodrow 
Wilson’s failed attempt to engage the U.S. in world affairs. 
One of the first lessons the White House considered as it 
engaged Congress, was not to assume Senate support. 
Wilson assumed that his League of Nations idea was so 
well thought out as a guarantee of peace that senators 
would enthusiastically support it. He was quite 
disillusioned. Unlike Wilson, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, and later President Harry S. Truman deliberately 
and eagerly engaged Congress in all their plans. 
Roosevelt’s delegation to the drafting of the San Francisco 
conference to establish the UN included Senators from the 
major parties in Congress who contributed ideas that 
shaped the Charter of the United Nations. Roosevelt 
acknowledged the enduring strength of isolationists in 
Congress, made concessions when necessary, and accepted 
the conservative ideal that the new organization must be 
based on the foundation of “peace with strength.”  

FDR’s deference to Congress paid off. Although 
Senators were relatively less rancorous during debates to 
ratify the UN Charter than were their counterparts during 
the League debates, they argued and pushed for their 
positions. The spirited debates underlined the ideological 
differences and ambivalence about the proper role of the 
U.S. in international organizations and in the world. 
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Senators of both parties and competing ideologies tangled 
over what should be the acceptable relationship between 
the U.S. and the UN. The major difference between 1945 
and 1919 was that conservatives were confident that they 
were contributing to the crafting of the architecture of the 
new organization. This worked as a result of the efforts of 
both Presidents FDR and Truman to bring conservatives on 
board who, by their ideological inclination, were generally 
suspicious of any form of international organization, 
especially those with a global governance agenda that 
might threaten U.S. sovereignty. 
 
The Struggle and Failure to Maintain Isolationism  
 
During the interwar years, isolationists in Congress 
continued their efforts to keep the U.S. out of European 
efforts politically, even though the U.S. had commercial 
and economic ties to Europe. They preferred not only to 
stay out of conflicts, but to work to avoid them. They 
endorsed conservative ideas that reaffirmed the Monroe 
Doctrine, such as the Brian-Kellogg agreement outlawing 
war and supporting disarmament. The interwar years were 
a period of conservative internationalism to the extent that 
Congress promoted those ideas to defend U.S. interests 
with minimal interference from other international entities, 
especially from international organizations. For instance, in 
1930, the Senate rejected a proposal for the U.S. to join the 
World Court. Furthermore, many in Congress reaffirmed 
the Monroe Doctrine and worked to avoid “entangling 
alliances” with Europe by passing neutrality laws to limit 
U.S. links with Europe. Congress passed four neutrality 
laws in 1935 to keep the United States out of any future 
European war, and in 1937 it passed the Neutrality Act 
which imposed more restrictions on dealing with Europe—
including prohibition of travel on belligerent ships, 
prohibition of loans, and an arms embargo. But when war 
broke out in Europe, it was obvious that international 
affairs were turning in ways that meant the United States 
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could not stay neutral for too long. These efforts to distance 
the U.S. from Europe occurred during more than a decade 
of republican presidents and by equally strong republican 
forces in Congress. 

The interwar years were not completely isolationist; the 
U.S. was never completely disengaged from world affairs. 
Notwithstanding its neutrality laws, the U.S. loaned money 
to several European states. Eventually, as war loomed in 
Europe, Congress undermined the neutrality laws when it 
passed the Lend-Lease Agreements: a means to provide 
munitions to European allies without immediate charge, to 
be repaid in kind and not in dollars, after the war. For 
instance, according to the Lend-Lease Act of 14 August 
1941, the U.S. pledged to continue to supply defense 
articles, services and defense information to the United 
Kingdom. Lend-Lease facilitated the transfer of weapons 
and other essential defense material from the U.S. to the 
United Kingdom and provided for the U.S. to manufacture, 
sell, transfer, lease, and lend defense articles to any 
government Congress deemed vital to the defense of the 
United States. It provided for Congress to authorize various 
defense efforts, and facilitated procurement of defense 
materials for any country whose defense was considered 
vital for the security of the United States. Consequently, 
rhetoric to the contrary notwithstanding, support for the 
Lend-Lease Act in Congress proved the effective shift 
towards greater U.S. involvement in Europe, and an 
ideological shift towards internationalism. Isolationism as a 
foreign policy option was dead. 

However, isolationism never really meant the U.S. was 
disconnected from world affairs. According to the 
historian, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. (1999) in Cycles of 
American Politics, isolationism simply meant the rejection 
of commitments to other states and an insistence on 
unhampered national freedom of action. Isolationism meant 
no “entangling alliances”, in the words of Thomas 
Jefferson in his first inaugural address. The period from 
1918 to 1940 in America, Schlesinger Jr. notes, was 
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described by many, including Frank L. Klingberg (1983) as 
“introverted” to underline the concern with domestic 
economic issues. It was a period of economic conservatism 
characterized domestically by the growth of private 
interest, the belief that in promoting ones individual 
interests, the individual promotes general interests. It was a 
period during which the emphasis was on individual wealth 
over common wealth (p. 40-41). It was a period dominated 
by domestic conservative themes, a return to the 
conservatism of the 1890s as witnessed by the 
administrations of Warren G. Harding in 1920, Calvin 
Coolidge in 1924, and Herbert Hoover in 1928. The swing 
between the impulse to engage with the world or to turn 
inward remains a major characteristic of American politics. 

The so-called isolationism of the interwar years was, 
therefore, simply the demonstration of U.S. exceptionalism. 
Indeed, Edward C. Luck (1999) suggested that it was a 
strategy of unilateralism that offered a way to project core 
features of American ideology such as independence, free 
enterprise, and personal liberty “onto the foreign policy 
screen without becoming encumbered with unnecessary 
entanglements”(p. 81). As Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., noted 
elsewhere, when threatened by war, Americans turn to 
collective security organizations; they return to political 
isolation in peace time. From this perspective, the gradual 
turn towards events in Europe confirmed the tendency of 
the U.S. to determine when and if it goes to war, preferably 
making the decision alone.  

But even as war echoed from Europe, isolationists, to 
some extent, still held considerable political ground in 
Congress. Their conservative mood ranged from “bitter-end 
isolationists” to pacifists and internationalists. According to 
William E. Coffey (1992), isolationists approved American 
participation abroad if it involved U.S. interests in the 
Western Hemisphere, but not in Europe; pacifists 
condemned war as morally bad. A prominent pacifist, 
Senator Rush D. Holt (D-WV) saw a natural affinity 
between isolationists and pacifists in resisting American 
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intervention in a Second World War in Europe. He 
condemned “war as destructive of constitutional liberties, 
unnecessarily sacrificial of human life and material goods, 
and in most cases immoral.” He, consequently opposed 
tampering with the embargo of Neutrality Acts which he 
felt was “a first fateful step over to the precipice of war” 
(Coffey 1992). 

Another obvious reason isolationists continued to hold 
strong anti-war positions in Congress was due to the 
domestic effects of the Great Depression. It made more 
sense to concentrate on domestic economic issues than on 
expending resources abroad. For isolationists therefore, 
neutrality laws prohibiting U.S. companies from trade with 
European belligerents were enough; there was no need for 
military preparedness. Indeed, the Senate Munitions 
Investigation Committee (1934-36) chaired by North 
Dakota’s Republican Senator Gerald P. Nye supported 
neutrality laws that would prohibit American companies 
from selling arms to belligerent countries. In revealing that 
U.S. banks and corporations financed World War I and 
supported the Allies even before the formal involvement of 
the United States, the Nye report deepened opinions in 
Congress and in the American public against further 
involvement in European conflicts. In addition, isolationists 
argued in Congress for the Ludlow Amendment of 1938 
which proposed that the U.S. require a popular vote to go to 
war except in the case of an actual attack on the United 
States. Although narrowly defeated in the House of 
Representatives, the Ludlow Amendment was yet another 
example of enduring isolationism in Congress. 

These persistent isolationist strategies in Congress 
contradicted President Roosevelt’s notion of prudence in 
requiring preparation against military threats from 
Germany and Japan. As Europe trembled with war shivers, 
Roosevelt called for rearmament, and preparations to 
defend the hemisphere. He urged changes to the neutrality 
laws and support for the Allies. His reaction to the Ludlow 
Resolution was consistent with this strategy. In a letter to 
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the Speaker of the House of Representatives on 6 January 
1938, the President rejected the notion of the referendum 
prior to war by drawing on the Constitution. He told the 
Speaker that the “proposed amendment would be 
impracticable in its application and incompatible with our 
representative form of government,” for as he added, “such 
an amendment to the Constitution as that proposed would 
cripple any President in his conduct of foreign relations, 
and it would encourage other nations to believe that they 
could violate American rights with impunity.” Roosevelt’s 
position was supported by allies in Congress and by 
interventionists in and out of Congress who believed the 
U.S. could no longer fail to participate in the changing 
global events taking place in Europe. 
 
From Isolationism to Internationalism 
 
When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7th, 1941, 
it ended U.S. isolationism and galvanized the mood in the 
country to bellicosity, readiness to strike back in angry 
revenge. It took the brazen attack on U.S. territory to 
awaken die-hard isolationists to the reality that geographic 
remoteness could no longer guarantee the safety of 
Americans. Even ardent isolationists like Senator Arthur 
Vandenberg converted to internationalism and eventually 
contributed to the creation of the UN. What a remarkable 
turn around! According to Townsend Hoopes and Douglas 
Brinkley (1997) in FDR and the Creation of the UN (1997), 
isolationism was so rooted among Republicans in Congress 
that the idea that the Republican Party (GOP) might 
endorse the UN organization had as much chance as “the 
Sermon on the Mount has of being endorsed by the 
Gestapo.” Yet, none other than a former GOP presidential 
candidate, Wendell Willkie urged his fellow Republicans to 
immediately create a United Nations council, and to help 
establish “an effective international organization for the 
good of all” (p. 161). Willkie did not only advocate a UN 
organization, he also called for the creation of an 
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international police force. Coming from the cream of the 
GOP, this break with party foreign policy ideology was 
symptomatic of a gradual shift in thinking driven by both 
dramatic developments in Europe and the reactions of 
Americans.  
 
Interventionists for American Leadership 
 
But Pearl Harbor was not the only explanation for the shift 
toward internationalism among isolationists. A less 
dramatic, but real process was at work in the American 
heartland. Besides the changes on the international scene in 
the interwar years, the role of interventionists in the 
American public contributed to the shift towards 
internationalism. Interventionists were those Americans 
who opposed isolationism and believed, when war broke 
out in Europe, that it was more important for the U.S. to 
insure British victory over Germany. Most of them, like 
Walter Lippman in his writings, swayed public opinion in 
favor of U.S. intervention in Europe. According to Stephen 
J.S. Niegoski (1987), one of the clearest statements of this 
effort by Lippman appeared in a June 1939 Life Magazine 
piece, “The American Destiny.” In the article, Lippman 
castigated isolationists, as well as some of the domestic 
policies of the New Deal that contributed to closing the 
U.S. to the world. He criticized conservative Republicans 
for their high tariffs that set “a Chinese wall of protection” 
around the U.S. These protectionist policies, he wrote, 
reflected conservative Republican negative views of 
reforms. According to Lippman, a pattern of conservative 
influence was closing America to the world—the rejection 
of the League of Nations and the adoption of the neutrality 
legislation of the 1930s—were examples of this. To him, 
conservatism nullified “the fact that America has 
preponderant power and decisive influence in the affairs of 
the world.” 

Besides Lippman, other interventionists calling for a 
more active U.S. role in world affairs included Henry R. 
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Luce, editor and publisher of Time, Life, and Fortune 
magazines; Clarence Streit, an Atlantic Federalist; the 
theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr; and literary figures such as 
Archibald Macleish, Lewis Mumford, and others. 
Collectively, these interventionists saw the war as the 
struggle of evil versus good, and Nazism was evil. They 
argued that “not only was isolationism untenable, but so 
was a limited war to contain Nazi aggression.” Secretary of 
the Interior, Harold L. Ickes summed up this prevailing 
mood of thinking: “there can be no peace while a Nazi is 
active in any place, at any time.”  

Interventionists also believed that active contribution 
from the U.S. would not only ensure victory in Europe, but 
would bring about global democracy and an improved 
international order. For instance, Clarence K. Streit’s idea 
of a unified world resonated with most interventionists for 
whom a global community would emerge after the war. 
Most important in the views of interventionists was the idea 
of American dominance, the notion that the U.S. would 
provide the basis for a global capitalist system. And as Max 
Lerner suggested, the United States would lead the world, 
and would “have to use an iron fist, both in the war and in 
the years immediately following it” to create and sustain 
the new global order. These ideas emerged and were 
adopted by isolationists and conservatives who, especially 
after Pearl Harbor, could no longer reasonably justify their 
nonintervention in the war. 
 
Conservatives for Peace through Strength 
 
Pearl Harbor and the activism of interventionists changed 
thinking in Congress, but for isolationists, the peace to 
come after the war would have to be peace with strength. 
Isolationists, inevitably, had turned towards 
internationalism. All these ideas were influential and 
important in turning around some fervent isolationists to 
accept the inevitable turn towards internationalism by the 
U.S. Conservative internationalists believed in peace 
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through strength. To them, Wilsonian internationalism 
offered no solution to the age-old dilemma of 
multilateralism: “the unequal military capacities of the 
involved nations and consequently the unequal burdens that 
they assume.” To these critics, “an alliance that grants 
relatively equal power to all nations involved, but 
distributes the bearing of burdens to a mere few, is clearly 
untenable.” In this, they were prescient, hinting at the 
problems that later plagued the United Nations.  
 
Postwar International Organization 
 
No sooner was the U.S. at war than ideas about postwar 
arrangements began to preoccupy members of Congress 
and the American public at large. In Congress, members 
argued for an international organization led by the U.S. 
reflecting American exceptionalism. They produced 
legislation that laid the foundation for a postwar 
organization. The Fulbright Resolution in the House of 
Representatives in September 1943, and the Connally 
Resolution in the Senate in November were the 
cornerstones of the contribution of the U.S. to the creation 
of the UN. According to Secretary of State Cordell Hull, 
these resolutions cleared the path at home for the United 
States to actively engage in a multilateral organization and 
to end twenty years of isolationism (Schlesinger 2003, 45). 
These resolutions also vindicated, to a considerable extent, 
President Woodrow Wilson’s vision of a U.S.-led world 
order of sovereign states working within an international 
organization to prevent future wars, to settle international 
disputes by peaceful means, and to provide opportunities 
for the spread of democracy. 

In the Senate, Arthur Vandenburg led the conservatives 
and articulated their positions and their vision of the future 
international organization; while in the House of 
Representatives, William Fulbright (D-AR) called upon the 
Foreign Affairs Committee to “develop a specific plan or 
system” for the maintenance of international peace. 
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Although Republicans were gradually leaning towards 
accepting the idea of an international organization, they 
were determined that such an organization would not 
jeopardize the constitutional processes of the United States. 
Accordingly, with the approval of the Republican 
leadership on the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the 
wording of the Resolution was modified to reflect 
conservative preferences: the Committee approved 
language proposed by Congressman Hamilton Fish Jr. (R-
NY) that the Fulbright Resolution should end with the 
language “favoring participation by the United States 
therein through its constitutional processes.” This meant 
that any commitment to join the United Nations, made 
either by agreement or by treaty, “must go through a 
constitutional process, either by a two-thirds vote of the 
Senate or by the approval of the entire congress.” Fish, 
probably referring to other Republicans, reminded the 
House, that these members of Congress were prepared to 
oppose the Fulbright resolution because they were “afraid 
that some secret commitments will be entered into and that 
the Congress will be by-passed,” and the Constitution 
ignored. Nonetheless, by a House Concurrent Resolution, 
with the Senate concurring, the Fulbright Resolution 
approved U.S. participation in “the creation of appropriate 
international machinery with power adequate to establish 
and to maintain a just and lasting peace, among the nations 
of the world.” By insisting on constitutional processes, the 
House sought to ensure that the Senate would not 
monopolize the initiatives to influence postwar foreign 
policy.  

The Senate went further a month later with the 
Connally Resolution. It recognized the need to establish “at 
the earliest practicable date a general international 
organization, based on the principle of the sovereign 
equality of all peace-loving states, and open to membership 
by all states, large and small, for the maintenance of 
international peace and security.” The Resolution 
acknowledged that the organization to be created should 
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have the authority and the power “to prevent aggression 
and to preserve the peace of the world.” 

The Connally Resolution established the primacy of the 
American Constitution. It reaffirmed the Senate’s power of 
advice and consent requiring that any treaty signed by the 
U.S. must be ratified by two-thirds of the Senate members 
present. By insisting on constitutional processes, the 
Resolution confirmed the role of Congress in the creation 
of the new organization, thus eliminating the possibility 
that the President might join the United Nations without 
explicit congressional support. Indeed, as Louis Fisher 
(1995) added, the Connally Resolution underscored the 
critical role of the Senate, in particular, and of Congress, in 
general, in shaping foreign policy-making.  

Congress approved the Connally Resolution on 5 
November 1943 only days following the multilateral 
endorsement of the Moscow Declaration which 
acknowledged the principle of a postwar international 
organization. Issued by the United States, the United 
Kingdom, the Soviet Union and China, the Moscow 
Declaration of 30 October 1943 underscored the imperative 
to establish an international organization to maintain peace 
and security. Synder and Furniss Jr. (1954) noted that the 
Connally Resolution went further than the House resolution 
to make two significant points: The first was that the new 
organization would be of “free and sovereign nations;” the 
second that “participation by the United States therein” 
meant that the instrument must be a treaty submitted to and 
ratified by the Senate. The wording of the Connally 
Resolution indicated that Congress acknowledged that 
other foreign states would participate in postwar efforts for 
peace alongside the United States. It was a view consistent 
with Woodrow Wilson’s ideal of an international 
organization for peace that would recognize sovereign 
states. 

Congress and the White House collaborated closely 
with foreign allies towards the San Francisco Conference, 
and allayed fears of die-hard conservatives who remained 
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unconvinced that creating a supranational organization was 
the right way for the U.S. to lead the world and provide 
peace and security. FDR consulted with representatives of 
both parties in Congress and included congressional 
representatives as part of the San Francisco delegation. In 
addition, members of the Roosevelt administration lauded 
the values of the organization that was to be created. 
According to Snyder and Furniss (1954), they encouraged 
Americans to welcome the new organization as an essential 
relief from power politics. They confirmed that it would not 
interfere with the domestic institutions of its members and 
that it would not infringe on the sovereignty of the U.S. (p. 
794). These reassurances by the Roosevelt administration 
were aimed at allaying the fears of conservatives and of 
reluctant internationalists for whom the international 
organization remained a nebulous proposition.  

The efforts of the administration paid off in Congress. 
In the Senate on 16 March 1943, Joseph H. Ball (R-MN) 
joined by another Republican, Harold Burton (R-OH) and 
Democrats Carl Hatch (D-NM) and Lister Hill (D-AL), 
proposed bipartisan legislation in favor of an international 
organization. The initiative that came to be known as “B2-
H2” called for the creation of a permanent international 
organization during the war with authority to run the war, 
occupy liberated territory, and handle economic recovery 
and the peaceful settlement of disputes. In addition, the 
new organization would also create an international police 
force to suppress any military aggression by any nation 
(Hoopes and Brinkley 1997, 66-67). As Louis Fisher 
(1995) concluded, the Ball Resolution also proved that, on 
the matter of a postwar organization, the Senate assumed an 
important role. As Senator Ball confirmed, “the whole 
world, and our allies, know today that it is the United States 
Senate which will finally decide what will be the foreign 
policy of our country when the war ends.” He noted that—
in apparent reference to the Senate rejection of the Treaty 
of Versailles—in the past the Senate’s constitutional 
powers had been used “negatively.”  
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These initiatives from Congress challenged the White 
House, which had neither formulated a clear position on the 
matter nor discussed most of its preferred positions with 
allies (Hoopes and Brinkley 1997). FDR was cautious; 
concerned that bold internationalist initiatives might revive 
some of the sentiments of the die-hard isolationists in 
Congress and scuttle his efforts to win congressional 
support for his idea for an international organization. These 
congressional actions propelled the momentum towards the 
creation of the UN, fueled American public opinion, and 
“galvanized major elements of the internationalist 
movement by providing a sharper focus and a power lever 
in the Senate …” (p. 67). 

Another pro-UN resolution in the Senate, Resolution 
239, otherwise called the Vandenberg Resolution, 
reaffirmed U.S. policy to achieve international peace and 
security through the United Nations. That its sponsor was 
Arthur Vandenberg, the former isolationist senator, 
indicated the ideological sacrifices isolationists made to 
defend the United States. In this case, many who supported 
the UN, while wary of the supranational aspects of the 
organization, were willing to work within an international 
organization to maintain peace. The proposals contained in 
the Vandenberg Resolution concerned most Americans 
worried about potential threats to sovereignty with an 
international organization. Therefore, it proposed that the 
armed forces of the U.S. could not be used on behalf of the 
organization “…except in the common interest, and that the 
President of [the U.S.] be advised of the sense of the Senate 
that this Government, by constitutional process, should 
particularly pursue…” Additionally, the Vandenberg 
Resolution contained the broad outlines of what would 
eventually become the charter of the UN. 

The changes in Congress also facilitated a bipartisan 
approach and improved cooperation between the White 
House and Congress in crafting the major principles that 
would eventually provide the basis of the UN. The ongoing 
confirmed that congressional initiatives favored the 
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creation of an international organization that would resolve 
disputes among nations; it was a preference for 
mechanisms of multilateralism similar to what Oran Young 
(1991) has called “framework agreements encompassing 
the basic order of ordering principles of an entire social 
system.” U.S. congressional actions indicated the postwar 
international order would be what victorious allies 
deliberately negotiate and construct. The allies would 
create a new world order based on norms and rules reached 
within a multilateral framework, norms and principles 
inspired by American democratic culture, and by American 
exceptionalism. 

For conservatives, however, international organizations 
remained doubtful entities. In congress and in the American 
society, international system changes and especially Pearl 
Harbor had transformed isolationists into conservative 
internationalists. Most of them harbored ideas of options to 
back out of the organization if it did not offer the 
guarantees they expected. Their reluctant and gradual 
endorsement of the idea of an international organization 
was guided by conservative and realist principles. Hence, 
their endorsement of the postwar organization was 
conditional. It was a perspective motivated by their 
conviction that American uniqueness and power warranted 
that the new organization reflect an American vision of the 
world, and that the UN would either be “a creator of norms 
and a source of collective legitimization,” or “an instrument 
for the accomplishment of political change.” Either way, it 
would be an organization that would represent, to an extent, 
a conservative and realist approach to international 
relations. In this conservative push to impose American 
power on a new organization, they failed to heed the 
warning of the Founding Fathers for whom nations, like 
people, are subject to delusions of grandeur. The 63rd 
Federalist cautioned that it was indispensable for the U.S. 
to pay “attention to the judgment of other nations “because 
it was important for other nations to perceive U.S. actions 
as “the offspring of a wise and honorable policy” and 
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because “the presumed or known opinion of the impartial 
world may be the best guide that can be followed” 
(Schlesinger 1999, 68). 

So, for conservatives, for whom conserving old 
traditions is a guiding principle, agreeing to finally join an 
international organization was not totally inconsistent with 
their traditions; they were determined, nonetheless, not to 
abdicate or dilute U.S. sovereignty in such organizations. 
They joined only when they believed they could steer the 
organizations towards directions they preferred. They 
sought when possible to influence government, they 
evaluated carefully that agreements reached between the 
Executive branch and Allied governments did not 
jeopardize their positions or U.S. preferences and interests.  
 
Congressional Influence on UN Initiatives 
 
Though FDR’s administration led efforts with allies to craft 
the structures of the new organization, it could not lose 
sight of how Congress would react to every initiative they 
took. The administration engaged the U.S. in several 
multilateral agreements that steadily built up towards the 
creation of the UN, including, among others, the Atlantic 
Charter of 1941; the Moscow Conference of 1943; the 
Dumbarton Oaks Conference of 1944; the Yalta 
Conference of 1945; and the San Francisco Conference 
which created the UN.  

Eager to win over the allies, the administration adopted 
a two-pronged approach. It convinced foreign leaders of the 
need for a postwar organization. But it made sure that at 
each stage the agreements reached were those that stood a 
chance of passing in Congress. The administration had 
learned its lesson from the League of Nations fiasco in the 
Senate. Nightmares of President Wilson’s embarrassing 
failure to convince the Senate to ratify the Covenant of the 
League of the Nations obsessed FDR and his key advisers. 
They knew that to win over isolationists, it was imperative 
they seek and find allies in the Senate to support the new 
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international organization. The administration knew that 
any error could still derail the project in the Senate. 
According to Stanley Meisler (1995) this obsession FDR’s 
administration had with Congress was both a haunt and a 
bargaining chip. The administration was haunted by the 
prospect of failure in the Senate because many 
conservatives remained to be won over. On the other hand, 
its obsession was a bargaining chip, for during negotiations 
with allies, American diplomats constantly reminded their 
foreign interlocutors of why the U.S. did not participate in 
the League of Nations and, therefore, would warn that “if 
they yielded on this or that point …the same dismal fate 
would await the UN” (p. 4). It was a ploy that had to work 
as Europe was even more eager for the war to end, and 
ready to participate in any arrangements to prevent future 
wars. 

The first opportunity for FDR’s assertive diplomacy 
came in Argentia Bay off Newfoundland, where with 
Churchill in August 1941, they signed the Atlantic Charter 
and planted the seeds of the UN. For FDR, it was the 
second opportunity to sell an idea that he enunciated six 
months earlier in his message to Congress on 6 January 
1941. His “Four Freedoms” speech, so named because of 
his call for a world founded upon “freedom of speech and 
expression; freedom of religion; freedom from want; and 
freedom from fear,” spoke of his ambition for a postwar 
mechanism based on these principles. FDR indicated that it 
would be wise for the world to create an international 
organization after the war that drew inspiration from these 
essential freedoms based on American political values. 
Indeed, the Four Freedoms, did constitute “the moral 
cornerstone of the United Nations” when the charter was 
drafted (Hoopes and Brinkley 2003, 27). 

Indeed, like conservatives in Congress, FDR 
emphasized that the new organization’s principles would be 
American-inspired. The idea of global governance 
contained in the concept of international organization still 
troubled many in Congress. FDR could not lose sight of 
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this. For instance, consider the attention to the details of the 
language in negotiating agreements in Argentia. When the 
British negotiators presented the draft of the agreement, 
Roosevelt deleted reference in the British draft of the 
Charter to an “effective international organization.” It was 
because Roosevelt was aware that conservatives might 
interpret “effective international organization” to mean that 
the postwar arrangement would be given to a supranational 
entity that might challenge U.S. sovereignty. According to 
Hoopes and Brinkley (1997), this issue revealed FDR “as a 
thoroughly disenchanted Wilsonian.” He had become an 
advocate of realpolitik who dared not mention any form of 
international organization at this time as he was still well 
aware of the formidable strength of enduring isolationist 
opinion in Congress and in America (p. 39). Roosevelt and 
his advisers eventually agreed to less specific wording 
calling for the disarmament of the aggressors “pending the 
establishment of a wider and permanent system of general 
security” (Schlesinger 2003). Within a couple of years, as 
discussed above, change would come to Congress and 
effective planning for the UN would be part of national and 
international discourse. 

Nonetheless, debates over wording in Argentia 
indicated conservative reluctance over accepting 
international organizations had affected FDR. His 
administration had adopted a conservative approach to 
international organization–a realpolitik (peace with 
strength) approach for a postwar order. This was a 
remarkable shift for a former staunch supporter of 
Wilsonian idealism. But it was also a measure of FDR’s 
pragmatism. He simply adapted to both international and 
domestic realities in foreign policy—to the enduring 
influence of isolationism and conservatism in Congress 
contributing to shaping foreign policy-making.  

The Atlantic Charter signed by FDR and British Prime 
Minister Winston S. Churchill, set down the principles that 
the United Kingdom and the United States hoped would 
constitute a future world order after the war. According to 
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the wording of the Charter signed in secrecy, the victors 
agreed that following the destruction of Nazism they would 
establish, “a peace which will afford to all nations the 
means of dwelling in safety within their own boundaries, 
and which will afford assurance that all men in all lands 
may live out their lives in freedom from fear and want.” It 
called on nations to abandon force, “since no peace can be 
maintained if land, sea or air armaments continue to be 
employed by nations which threaten, or may threaten, 
aggression outside of their frontiers ….” In addition, the 
Atlantic Charter set such principles as decolonization and 
disarmament as central goals for the UN. 

FDR performed more than an agile balancing act in 
Argentia between British expectations and congressional 
suspicions. The British expected a more forthright 
declaration for war by the U.S., but were disappointed. 
However, FDR did convince them to sign on to the Charter. 
On the other hand, many in Congress suspected possible 
potential secret deals that would commit the U.S. to war, 
but FDR allayed their fears by adopting the ambiguous 
language of the Charter. Nonetheless, apart from such 
strategic maneuvers, his contribution to the Atlantic Charter 
was a major triumph. The Charter marked “a revolutionary 
pronouncement of American diplomacy, representing a 
break with the narrow isolationist policies of the Harding, 
Coolidge, and Hoover administrations” (Hoopes and 
Brinkley, 1997, 41). 

Unlike Woodrow Wilson, FDR succeeded in navigating 
between Congress and European allies and laid the ground 
work for the future UN with the Atlantic Charter of 1941. 
In Congress, the Vandenberg Resolution and the Fulbright 
and Connally Resolutions represented efforts on the part of 
Congress to support FDR’s initiatives. However, 
negotiations for the San Francisco Conference and for the 
ratification of the Charter of the UN, once again, indicated 
that the new organization was not going to be endorsed 
without the ideological battles that characterized 
discussions about international organizations. 
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Deference to Congress in UN Charter Negotiations 
 
In San Francisco at the negotiations for the UN Charter the 
impact of the U.S. Congress was obvious. FDR made an 
astute move when he selected a bipartisan delegation to 
represent the United States at these negotiations. Again, 
unlike Wilson, whose delegation to France during the 
League of Nations negotiations did not include members of 
Congress, FDR included members of Congress to the 
delegation to San Francisco—Senators Connally and 
Vandenberg—who were warmly cheered off before they 
departed for San Francisco. 

Connally and Vandenberg ensured Congress’ 
imprimatur on the final document. During negotiations they 
insisted on representing the conservative mood of Congress 
and argued for provisions for the Charter that stood a fair 
chance to pass during the ratification process. For instance, 
on plans for a trusteeship system, they “continuously 
wanted to make sure that the authority to assign territories 
to the organization remained in the hands of the states, not 
the UN.” This position ensured that colonial powers 
“holding on to a territory had the sole right to decide 
whether, where, and how [the territory] should be placed 
under UN authority.” This meant that “the act of placement 
was to be an elective choice, not a compulsory one” 
(Schlesinger 2003, 213). That the legislators insisted on this 
position proved that even though there was a gradual shift 
towards internationalism, Congress would only ratify the 
Charter if it was structured around conservative ideas of 
sovereignty and the preeminence of states over 
international organizations. 

Representatives of the U.S. Congress thus played a 
determinant role in the power politics that dominated 
proceedings in San Francisco. The U.S. delegation did not 
give support to the small states. When, for instance, 
Australia led a drive in support of smaller nations to add 
limits to the use of the veto, Senator Connally’s 
uncompromising comments underscored the American 
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position on the matter. He told the other delegates, “You 
may go home from San Francisco, if you wish, and report 
that you have defeated the veto… But you can also say, we 
tore up the Charter.” He then picked up his copy of the 
draft of the Charter, tore it to shreds, and flung the scraps 
upon the negotiating table (Meisler 1995, 19). The dramatic 
display must have left no doubt on all present that the U.S. 
Congress would not consider the UN Charter if it did not 
contain the veto reserved for the victors of the war and the 
powerful states.  

To some extent then, provisions such as the veto 
allayed the fears of conservatives that the powerful states 
would not be overcome by the majority of small states, 
should the concept of sovereign equality be adopted for 
every decision of the new organization. It was a 
compromise that conservatives could accommodate as it 
echoed similar principles of power sharing in the U.S. 
Constitution. In San Francisco, the deference to the U.S. 
Congress explains, in part, the relatively less rancorous 
ratification process in the Senate than was the case during 
the failed attempt to ratify the League Covenant.  
 
Senate Ratifies UN Charter 
 
Senators Connally and Vandenberg received a standing 
ovation in the Senate chambers on their return from San 
Francisco. The warm reception acknowledged their positive 
contribution to shaping the structure of the kind of 
organization a conservative Congress could live with. In 
their report to Congress on 1 July 1945, the Senators urged 
their colleagues to support the Charter because, regardless 
of “infirmities,” the document promised that members of 
the United Nations would collaborate for peace as 
effectively as the allies had made a common cause for war 
(Schlesinger 2003, 266). Vandenberg reassured Congress 
that Americans would remain “the captains of their own 
souls” even though the United States would collaborate 
wholeheartedly with the United Nations for peace and 
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security. He added that the United States had “everything to 
gain and nothing to lose by giving its support; everything to 
lose and nothing to gain by declining this continued 
fraternity with the United Nations on behalf of the dearest 
dream of humankind” (p. 266). 

Despite these reassurances, some Senators wanted 
clarification on some aspects of the Charter, especially the 
question of the use of American forces by the UN. Senator 
Eugene Millikin, a Republican from Colorado queried State 
Department witnesses Leo Pasvolsky and John Foster 
Dulles on what the role of Congress would be in the event 
of U.S. troop deployment on behalf of the UN. Millikin 
wanted to know if the United States would breach the 
Charter if it reserved the right to determine in each instance 
whether to supply troops for council ventures (Schlesinger 
2003, 270). Millikin preferred that “Congress should give 
its approval each time the UN asked that forces be 
deployed” (p. 269). It was evident that Millikin’s idea, if 
other conservatives supported it, could scuttle the 
ratification process. But eager to defend their work in San 
Francisco, Connally and Vandenberg warned that any 
congressional intrusion advocated by Millikin would 
violate the spirit of the Charter. Such unilateralism, 
according to Connally, would be detrimental to the UN, 
“because if every country who is a party to the Charter did 
that, we would be almost right where we are now, 
dependent upon the individual action of each nation in case 
a dispute arose”(p. 271). John Foster Dulles eventually 
convinced Millikin to agree to vote for the Charter when he 
cited the provision of the Charter requiring all special 
agreements made with the Security Council to be approved 
by the “constitutional processes” of member nations. To 
win the support of Senators, Dulles added that in San 
Francisco, it was the view of the U.S. delegation that the 
agreement which will provide for the United States military 
contingent will have to be negotiated and then submitted to 
the Senate for ratification just in the same way as with any 
treaty (p. 272).  
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Besides the testimony of is own representatives in San 
Francisco, Congress was also deluged with testimonials of 
support for the UN Charter from diverse groups of the 
American public. According to Stephen Schlesinger (2003), 
several groups submitted statements in support of the UN 
including some thirty national, two hundred local, and nine 
state organizations. Opposition to the UN in the American 
public was relatively feeble with only about thirty-one 
groups—among these some against the idea of the UN 
because they saw it as a potential super state, and others 
who disliked it because it did not create a world federation 
(p. 272). These public opponents of the UN failed to shake 
the solid support the idea of the UN enjoyed in Congress 
and in society at large. 

Senator Connally continued to drive home the need for 
stronger support for the UN in the Senate. He reminded 
those who still held lingering doubts about the organization 
how the League of Nations had been slaughtered on the 
Senate floor. He asked them, “Can you not see the blood on 
the floor? Can you not see upon the walls the marks of the 
conflict that raged right here in the Chamber where the 
League of Nations was done to death?” (p. 273). Such 
dramatization reminded Senators that a quarter of a century 
before them, their peers missed an opportunity to ensure 
U.S. leadership of a world organization that might have 
prevented another war.  

On his part, Senator Vandenberg appealed to his 
Republican peers and allayed the fears of isolationists, 
reassuring them that the United States would retain every 
basic attribute of its sovereignty since the Charter gave the 
U.S. a veto on war and on any steps leading to war. He 
warned that a third global conflict would be too terrible to 
contemplate, and ratification of the Charter was the chance 
to “stop the disaster before its starts” (p. 273). 

Another supporter of the UN Charter, who reminded his 
colleagues of the lessons of history, was Senator Lucas. In 
his view, the Senate ratification of the UN Charter would 
correct the blunder it committed 25 years earlier, “We can 
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regain for the United States Senate the confidence of the 
Allied Nations by demonstrating now that we are a group 
of forward-looking Americans who believe firmly in world 
cooperation” (Luck 1999). 

However, some in the Senate felt the UN Charter was 
sailing through towards ratification too smoothly and 
easily. They were concerned that if the debates were not 
rigorous enough, important issues could be overlooked that 
might come back to haunt the United States. They preferred 
a more vigorous and critical debate. Speaking about how 
Senators Connally and Vandenberg had won the hearts of 
their peers, Senator Fulbright, a Democrat from Arkansas 
noted, “Sometimes I wish that they had not been quite so 
persuasive. A little more spirited debate, a little more 
opposition on the floor might serve to sharpen our 
understanding and our appreciation of the true significance 
of this agreement”(p. 275). He was one of those who 
wanted clarification of some of the Charter articles.  

In a similar vein, Senator Francis J. Myers (D-PA) was 
disappointed that isolationists and internationalists did not 
fight enough over the ratification. He predicted that 
opponents in Congress of the theory of international joint 
action for peace were “waiting for future opportunities to 
make the flank attacks when their purposes will be less 
obviously…but perhaps more effectively served.” Indeed, 
according to Edward C. Luck (1999), “the stress on 
unanimity and bipartisanship in 1945 created a false 
impression that America’s commitment to the UN rested on 
far broader and deeper political foundations than was the 
case” (p. 259). These were few but prophetic observations 
that, in time, would turn the support for the UN to hostility 
within Congress.  

These preceding factors combined to favor the quick 
ratification of the UN Charter. Domestic and international 
political climates at mid-century had shifted the mood in 
Congress from isolationism to internationalism. Public 
support for the UN and concern for the creation of a 
postwar peace mechanism blinded former critics of 
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international organizations to obvious sources of potential 
future problems with the organization. In San Francisco, 
negotiators were too keen to avoid issues that could derail 
the conference that they overlooked or glossed over some 
problems that would return to haunt the organization in the 
future. And the FDR administration had guided the process 
with outstanding strategic skills. 
 
Senate Concern over U.S. as “World’s Cash Cow” 
 
However, a few problems that would eventually loom large 
in the relationship between the United States and the UN 
were either glossed over in San Francisco, or when they 
were raised in Congress they were not satisfactorily 
resolved. Among them was the problem of how to finance 
the organization. Congress began to show concern about 
the financing of the UN from the early days of the 
organization. Legislators asked “why other member states, 
if they shared the U.S. enthusiasm for the new body, were 
not readier to make greater financial sacrifices for its 
realization” (Luck 1999). Senators Henrik Shipstead (R-
MN) and William Langer (R-ND), who were the only two 
senators to vote against ratification of the UN Charter in the 
Senate—warned that “if the United States, as the world’s 
milk cow, should run dry, not only these novel international 
experiments would die for lack of nourishment, but so 
would men’s hopes they should see any such things as the 
‘four freedoms; extended to supply their desperate 
necessities” (p. 225). Similarly, another Republican Senator 
Howard A. Smith of New Jersey opposed the role of the 
United States as “Santa Claus” for the rest of the world. 
According to Smith, “the worst thing we could do for the 
world would be to let the impression get abroad that we are 
expected to pay the bills.” 

Another question was whether the U.S. President’s 
approval for deployment of American troops to serve the 
UN was sufficient or whether Congress had to support the 
action as well. Since Congress had ratified the Charter of 
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the UN, including its principle of “peace by force,” was this 
an implicit endorsement, as Snyder and Furniss (1954) 
suggest, that U.S. troops would then be placed, when 
necessary, at the disposal of the UN? The question was 
partially clarified when Congress passed the UN 
Participation Act of 1945 granting the President the 
discretion of making available to the UN Security Council 
a limited force. Section 6 of the Act authorized the 
President: 
 

to negotiate a special agreement or agreements with 
the Security Council which shall be subject to the 
approval of the Congress by appropriate Act of joint 
resolution providing for the numbers and types of 
armed forces, their degree of readiness and general 
location, and the nature of facilities and assistance, 
including rights of passage, to be made available to 
the Security Council on its call for the purpose of 
maintaining international peace and security in 
accordance with article 43 of said Charter. 

 
This executive/legislative collaboration with regard to U.S. 
troop deployment on behalf of the UN did not satisfy some 
in Congress who feared that Congress thus abdicated its 
constitutional powers to declare war. For instance, Senator 
Wheeler sought to amend the act such that Congress would 
need to approve each use of U.S. forces. However, support 
for the UN and for the UN Participation Act remained 
strong in Congress. If skeptics remained, they probably 
changed their minds when they listened to touching 
testimonials in favor of the UN from Senators like Walter 
F. George of Georgia, who lost a son to war less than two 
years before. In addition, President Truman reassured 
Congress, in a cable from Potsdam, that when the U.S. 
would have to send troops for UN missions, he would send 
to Congress the military agreements as a joint resolution 
requiring a majority of both houses of Congress. If this 
remained murky to many, the amendment to the UN 



Creation of the United Nations 
 

 

81 

Participation Act of 1949 clarified matters and the level of 
presidential discretion about U.S. military participation in 
UN missions. The amendment permitted the President, on 
his own initiative, to provide military forces to the United 
Nations for “cooperative action.” But the President, the 
amendment added, could only deploy a maximum of one 
thousand soldiers without congressional approval, and they 
would serve only in non-combat operations as observers 
and guards. 

These limitations notwithstanding, during the 20th 
Century all U.S. Presidents have acted on the basis of 
executive power and the UN Participation Act of 1945 to 
send troops for UN missions, except for Presidents George 
H. W. Bush and George W. Bush who sought joint 
congressional resolutions for their wars in the Persian Gulf 
and Iraq wars respectively (Schlesinger 2003). 
 
High Expectations of the United Nations 
 
The United States held high hopes that the UN would 
ensure peace and security in the world and serve as a forum 
to facilitate the global spread of U.S. foreign policy 
objectives. At both the legislative and executive branch 
levels, the United States government invested its ideas and 
resources to achieve this ideal. At the executive level this 
involved winning the approval of allies; at the legislative 
level it included a gradual shift from isolationism to 
internationalism and the embrace of international 
organizations. Not only did President Roosevelt and later 
President Truman work with allies to craft the UN, both 
men played a key role in convincing Congress, especially 
isolationists among its members, to believe in the potential 
of the new organization and its goals. 

The United States crafted a new instrument for world 
politics consistent with the conservatism in its Congress, as 
well as with the conservatism of the big powers who 
participated in the process. Conservatism rooted in the 
belief that peace should be achieved by force if necessary; 
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and that international organization will work if the role of 
its powerful members is acknowledged. This conservative 
perspective on international politics contrasts with 
Woodrow Wilson’s idealism, a view that peace could be 
achieved through an international organization that 
emphasized the sovereign equality of all member states, 
and peace through diplomacy. 

Wilsonian idealism was also worked into the UN 
Charter. Although the main articles of the UN Charter 
underscored the role of power in preventing potential future 
conflicts and emphasized peace through strength. They also 
underlined the need to encourage peaceful resolution of 
conflicts through diplomatic channels, and to adopt 
international law and practice in relations among members 
of the organization. In the first section of the first article of 
the Charter of the UN, the purpose of the organization 
includes these ideals—balance of power and international 
law: 

 
to maintain international peace and security, and to 
that end: to take effective collective measures for 
the prevention and removal of threats to peace, and 
for the suppression of acts of aggression or other 
breaches of the peace, and to bring about by 
peaceful means, and in conformity with the 
principles of justice and international law, 
adjustment or settlement of international disputes or 
situations which might lead to a breach of the peace. 
 

United States legislators and policy makers assumed 
members of the new organization would acknowledge U.S. 
leadership and preeminent position within the UN as 
indispensable to the success of the goals of the 
organization. According to Robert Gregg (1993), the 
United States preferred an organization which respected the 
status quo, that was not politicized, and that “would oil the 
wheels of the newly emergent world order, not one that 
would tear it down and build new orders” (p. 9). Therefore, 
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the United States preferred the status quo, to conserve 
traditions for a system of known fundamental principles 
and norms. And the United States preferred debating 
changes “within the system, rather than changes of the 
system.” As such, as Gregg adds, the United States rejected 
attempts to politicize the technical work of the UN system. 
The nature and role of the UN, with time would be the 
source of problems between the United States and the 
emergent third world majorities in the 1970s. 
 
U.S. Ideas Win Support in the UN 
 
But before then, the United States enjoyed a honeymoon 
relationship with the UN. U.S. ideas dominated the agenda 
during the first decades of the organization. Less than a 
decade in the life of the organization, the United States was 
satisfied with its relations with the UN. In 1962, the 
permanent representative of the United States to the UN, 
told Senators during a hearing, that “on virtually all vital 
questions, we and the majority of members find common 
ground;…in all the history of the UN I know of not one 
case in which the UN has injured the vital interests of the 
United States” (Luck 1999, 59). He was convinced of this 
because of the preeminent position the U.S. enjoyed in the 
organization, and because the U.S. was not only the “host 
country”, but because it was also the “largest single 
contributor to its regular budget.” 

Also, the U.S. role in the UN was felt around the world 
as it funded economic development programs within the 
specialized organs of the organization. In his inaugural 
address of 20 January 1949, President Truman 
acknowledged that more than half the population of the 
world lived in poverty and misery, and he spoke of “a bold 
new program for making the benefits of our scientific 
advances and industrial progress available for the 
improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas” (p. 
297). And following on the same theme, President 
Kennedy, in the early 1960s, proposed a decade of 
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development adopted by the UN, which launched a broad 
program of development assistance for the developing 
world. 

Indeed, to judge by decisions and initiatives taken by 
the UN, the U.S. Congress must have imagined the UN a 
great investment of American ideas and resources. 
According to Clark Eichelberger (1977), as the moral 
leader of the UN, the U.S. inaugurated global ideas such as 
the widely accepted notion that outer space should never be 
used for weapons systems; initiatives on atomic energy; 
economic cooperation; human rights and other ideas by 
which the UN would be known around the world. In 
addition, the United States introduced the ideas of an 
International Atomic Development Authority that was 
eventually rejected by the Soviet Union, but that eventually 
would be replaced by the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA). 

However, these bold U.S.-inspired initiatives at the UN, 
while endearing the United States to most around the 
world, began to erode as U.S. foreign actions seemed to 
contradict some of its moral ideals. With the U.S. war in 
Vietnam without UN authorization, it seemed to 
Eichelberger that the United States compromised its moral 
standing at the UN. Such behavior, which was less than 
consistent with U.S. moral leadership, may have 
contributed to the UN General Assembly, instead “...of 
evolving toward a parliament of nations, as it might have 
done with the U.S. leadership, [it became] a quarrelsome 
body” which, seemed “satisfied to pass meaningless 
resolutions, many directed at the United States” (p. 298). 

Also small states were asserting themselves in ways 
that would eventually displease many in the U.S. Congress. 
Ironically, the ire against the United States was partly a 
responsibility of the United States itself. In San Francisco 
during the drafting of the Charter, the U.S. supported small 
states for elevating the Economic and Social Council of the 
UN into a major organ of the UN. In addition, the small 
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powers sought to diminish the influence of the big powers 
through the Security Council by increasing the importance 
of the General Assembly. For instance, Article 10 of the 
Charter gave the General Assembly the authority to 
“discuss any questions or any matters within the scope of 
the present Charter.” According to Bennett and Oliver 
(2002), this sweeping grant of power served to justify “a 
broad range of General Assembly activities, both of a 
supervisory and of an initiatory nature” (p. 57). It is thus 
within the GA that the UN majority of small states would 
concert in an attempt to collapse the world order that the 
United States and its allies crafted in 1945. 
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Third World Bloc in the UN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“The role of the writer is not to wallow in the wind, but to 
make sense of a turbulent neo-colonial world.” 
        -Professor Bate Besong, 2006 
 
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India defined a new 
ideology for a new force in international politics for the 
twentieth century. When he rose to face leaders of the 
fledgling states of Asia and Africa in Bandung, Indonesia 
in April 1955, he was eager to lead by example. He spoke 
to them with the confidence he drew from India’s 
experience. Alone, his country stood its ground and 
emerged victorious against the mighty British Empire, the 
Empire “upon which the sun never sets.” He drove home 
his point that with courage and determination even the most 
economically weak and small states of the world could 
stand up and rely on themselves. 

Nehru wanted his audience of leaders of formerly 
colonized states, who were attending the Asian-African 
Conference hosted by President Sukarno of Indonesia to 
return to their countries armed with the conviction that they 
too could succeed without looking on to the West. He 
warned them to steer clear of the powerful political and 
ideological blocs that were ever so ready to lure and reel 
them in. According to Nehru, Asians and Africans had to 
rely on themselves, for to rely on others for sustenance, 
“…whatever great powers they might be,” was a sure sign 
of weakness. Therefore, it was imperative for new 
sovereign states of Asia and Africa to adopt a non-aligned 
approach to world affairs. To Nehru, “communist 
teachings” and “anti-communist teachings” were both 
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based on “wrong principles”; no reason then for Africans 
and Asians to adopt them. Besides, as the host leader, 
Sukarno of Indonesia, reminded the delegates during the 
opening of the conference on April 18th, the people of Asia 
and Africa, as the majority of the human race could 
“demonstrate to the minority of the world” that all they 
wanted was peace (Kahin 1956). 

The Bandung Conference of 1955 was held less than a 
decade after World War II in which Africans and Asians 
had fought on behalf of Western bloc countries, and less 
than a decade after the creation of the United Nations, 
bringing together in an unprecedented forum of members of 
the new bloc in international politics that included such 
giants like China and the entire African continent. They left 
Bandung really inspired, judging by the successes of 
independence movements that brought into the 
international arena, in quick succession, former European 
states as new, independent and sovereign states ready to 
assert themselves collectively as the alternative and third 
major bloc in global affairs. They swelled membership of 
the UN General Assembly, eager to translate the ideals of 
Bandung into concrete achievements. They did so within 
caucusing groups created within the UN General Assembly.  

It is within the groups—the Group of 77 and the Non-
Aligned Movement—that the third world set out to create 
diplomatic and UN history. These so-called third world 
states formulated their aspirations in distinctively radical 
terms. They called for new orders in both economic and 
cultural areas to challenge if not the status quo—prevailing 
liberal international order reaffirmed with the establishment 
of the United Nations under the auspices of the United 
States in San Francisco. Buoyed by the power of their 
numbers at the GA, third world blocs outvoted the U.S. and 
introduced and passed anti-U.S. resolutions. It was their 
activism that rattled the United States and changed 
American attitudes towards the United Nations, 
confirmingconservative fears and reservations about 
international organizations. 
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The Spirit of Bandung 
 
The spirit of Bandung was a combination of hope and 
determination. Those returning from Bandung to fight for 
their independence were inspired by words of Nehru, 
Sukarno, and others. They were determined to make a mark 
on the international scene to ensure peace and development 
for their people. Bandung instilled in leaders of Asia and 
Africa a spirit of activism as well—an activism that would 
be expressed the most effective way by avoiding both cold 
war ideological camps. As they articulated their views, 
members of this new bloc in world affairs frightened many. 
To Western observers, there were only two options in the 
world, and any new bloc had to belong to one or the other. 
It was no surprise then that some Western observers 
quickly perceived the threat and the potential contained in 
the positions these new leaders of Africa and Asia adopted. 
According to the Luxemburg daily, Luxemburger Wort, the 
Bandung Conference sounded a warning to the rest of the 
world in so far as it gave “a glimpse of the immense power 
that lies dormant in these nations,” a situation that evidently 
raised the question as to which super power would help the 
new nations find their path. As the paper observed, the 
Communists were already “making strenuous efforts to win 
the trust of those peoples and to export Bolshevist 
Leninism to these distant places.”  

From France, writing in Le Populaire, Andre Bidet 
hinted Bandung held the potential for the worst and for the 
best. According to him, it was a shame that the Conference 
organizers had “not suppressed opposition to the presence 
of Israel.” Demonstrations against Israel in Bandung were 
not prevented by the government of Indonesia. This early 
opposition to Israel eventually resurfaced in resolutions at 
the General Assembly of the UN in the 1970s.  

Even before the conference, some Western observers 
warned that Bandung harbored something of a menace to 
the West. The Corriere della Sera of Italy underscored the 
diplomatic juggling by China and India to promote 
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neutrality in Bandung. According to the paper, the Indian 
Prime Minister Nehru tried “to moderate Chinese 
expansion by taking the Peking Government at its word 
regarding its famous principles of non-interference,” while 
the Chinese leader Chou En-Lai tried to “neutralize as 
many Asian countries as possible to remove them from 
Western influence.” Indeed, as Domenico Bartoli observed, 
the United States ought to be concerned more about “Indian 
non-alignment, than direct Communist influence.” It was 
evident from these European observations just before the 
conference that Bandung would leave an indelible mark in 
world politics.  

At the conference itself, besides their call for 
nonalignment, Nehru and Sukarno, alarmed at the arms 
race, called on the young states to impose themselves on 
the world by the strength of their moral values and 
diplomatic skills. They warned that because of the threat to 
world peace from atomic weapons, it was imperative for 
developing countries to collectively work to stay out of 
superpower alliances. Sukarno lamented that “the political 
skill of man has been far outstripped by technical skill,” 
and that the resulting fear is why “man gasps for safety and 
morality.” 

Nehru called on Africans and Asians to steer clear of 
the dangerous big blocs—the U.S. and the USSR—whose 
military might threatened to bring the world to war. As 
such, Asians and Africans resolved to count on their moral 
force to avoid alignment with the two colossi. Ultimately, 
according to Sukarno, what would save the third world 
would be how effectively it wielded its political and 
diplomatic power to “inject the voice of reason into world 
affairs.” He pointed out that Asian leaders had 
demonstrated that this was possible when they worked 
together through peaceful means to bring about an end to 
the Indo-China war. Asian leaders had consulted one 
another, discussed the specifics of the issues, and applied 
their individual negotiating skills to achieve “sound and 
reasoned suggestions which formed the basis for a 
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settlement of the long struggle in Indo-China.” 
Accordingly, Sukarno invited delegates in Bandung to 
develop similar skills based on what he called, “the moral 
violence of nations in favor of peace” in world affairs. 

The Final Communiqué of the Afro-Asian conference 
of Bandung laid out a blueprint of a third world ideology—
a distinct worldview with a program of action. A third 
world worldview called for the redistribution of global 
resources, nuclear disarmament, an end to global economic 
imbalances, the promotion of human rights, and an end to 
the colonial exploitation of peoples and resources of third 
world countries. Also, Bandung instilled a drive to correct 
the problems created by colonialism in members of the new 
bloc in international affairs, and to establish a world order 
based on equity and justice. Bandung also emphasized the 
following concerns of African and Asian states:  

 
• The Conference recommended that collective action 

be taken by participating countries for stabilizing 
the international prices of and demand for primary 
commodities through bilateral and multilateral 
arrangements and that as far as practicable and 
desirable they should adopt a unified approach on 
the subject in the United Nations Permanent 
Advisory Commission on International Commodity 
Trade and other international forums. 

 
• The Conference declared its support of the rights of 

the Arab people of Palestine and called for the 
implementation of the United Nations Resolutions 
on Palestine and the achievement of the peaceful 
settlement of the Palestinian question. 

 
• The Conference considered that the representation 

of the countries of the Asian-African region on the 
Security Council, in relation to the principle of 
equitable geographical distribution... was 
inadequate. 
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Assertive Third Worldism as Ideology 
 
The generation of Bandung leaders believed in collective 
power to translate this impressive blueprint into action. To 
a large extent, the powerful Organization of Petroleum 
Exportation Countries (OPEC) was a consequence of the 
spirit of Bandung that animated oil-producing states from 
Algeria to Venezuela. It was the same spirit that took hold 
at the GA of the UN in the diplomacy of the G77 and of the 
Non-Aligned Movement. This activism could not go 
unnoticed. The label of a third world took hold and 
international discourse followed.  

Used extensively throughout the second half of the 
twentieth century, there is consensus that French journalists 
were the first to introduce and popularize the term in 
international discourse. Indeed, the term, le tiers monde, the 
third world, was first used by Alfred Sauvy writing in the 
French language newspaper L’Observateur of 14 August 
1952. Concluding his article, Trios Mondes, Une Planete, 
or “Three Worlds, One Planet,” in which he compared the 
desolate countries of the third world to the Third Estate of 
the French Revolution, Sauvy suggested that what was 
common about this world was that it was torn between the 
desires of the capitalist West and the communist East, 
ignored and exploited like the Third Estate, but also 
wishing to be acknowledged as worthy of contributing to 
world affairs. With time, writers and commentators around 
the world adopted the term and the concept of a third world 
as an integral part of the lexicon of international politics.  

The third world was a term meant to draw world 
attention to the desperation of an important part of 
humanity; the term was also an expression of the hope of 
millions to integrate the international society as fully-
fledged members. According to the historian, Paul Johnson, 
the concept of a third world was “…based upon verbal 
prestidigitation (verbal juggling), the supposition that by 
inventing new words and phrases one could change (and 
improve) unwelcome and intractable facts” (p. 476). To 
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him, a third world did exist because there was “… the first 
world of the West, with its rapacious capitalism; the second 
world of totalitarian socialism, with its slave-camps; both 
with their hideous arsenals of mass destruction…” 
Therefore, since the first two worlds had made the history 
of the world so far, Johnson thought there ought to be a 
third world, which would arise “… like a phoenix from the 
ashes of empire, free, pacific, non-aligned, industrious, 
purged of capitalist and Stalinist vice, radiant with public 
virtue, today saving itself by its exertions, tomorrow the 
world by its example” (p. 476-477). 

Indeed, that was the charge of Bandung to the leaders 
of the third world—to provide a peaceful alternative in a 
murderous century. But the third world label, for various 
reasons, confuses writers. Because some believe third 
world is derogatory, they seek alternatives in newer 
variations such as Less Developed countries, Developing 
countries, Underdeveloped countries; others have 
determined to make geographical separations as in 
Northern and Southern hemispheres, and yet others make 
cultural distinctions as in adopted Non-Western—to speak 
of cultures that are not European or Western. The confusing 
labeling is the “verbal prestigitation” that Paul Johnson so 
aptly termed. Whatever the new label that emerges in the 
near future, Bandung inspired a third world ideology and 
idealism that spurred leaders of the new states to project 
their aspirations on the arena of world politics.  

Leaders and diplomats from states as geographically 
and culturally distinct as Indonesia and Ghana, Cuba and 
Cameroon, Mauritius and Venezuela found strength in 
numbers and in their common colonial experiences. Most 
of them had lived the experiences of European empires 
marauding, pillaging their natural resources. Even after 
colonization, they witnessed the strategies of neocolonial 
domination in new forms of relationships that achieved the 
same ends—transfer of raw materials from their countries 
to European and Western world capitals. Therefore, shaped 
by similar histories and aspirations, these states developed 
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a common perspective of the world. They believed they 
were poor because the developed world colonized and 
exploited their resources. They believed they could find 
redress to the situation with a change in the exploitative and 
unjust economic order that perpetuated their problems. 
They were determined to achieve justice and equity in the 
world, to carve a common identity for themselves, and to 
translate their program of action into concrete goals.  

With time, as more third world states achieved 
independence and joined the international community, the 
“spirit of Bandung” inspired their representatives, and on 
issue after issue, their positions clashed with cherished U.S. 
and developed world preferred positions. For instance, the 
third world voted Beijing into the UN, ousting U.S.-backed 
Taipei as representative of China. They took sides in the 
resurgence of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and resolved that 
Zionism was a form of racial discrimination. They almost 
crippled the oil-dependent, developed world by making oil 
a portent weapon of diplomacy through the support of the 
actions of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC). 

On 17 October 1973 Arab members of OPEC decided 
to stop shipment of petroleum to nations that had supported 
Egypt during the Yom Kippur War. The third world had 
gained leverage in international bargaining and created a 
crisis that deeply affected economic life in oil-consuming 
Western states. Dire consequences of the oil crisis changed 
how people and businesses functioned in the United States 
and in Western European states where oil was the 
indispensable liquid that sustained their economies. OPEC 
tested the oil punishment on them for their apparent 
unconditional support of Israel.  

The oil weapon alerted the world to third world power; 
it also emboldened third world representatives at the UN to 
push their radical agenda. To achieve maximum effect with 
the oil weapon, OPEC members slowed down production 
and used their leverage of the oil price-setting mechanism
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to quadruple world oil prices. The consequences of the 
OPEC decisions were immediate.  
 
The Third World at the UN 
 
Even prior to the 1970s and to oil power, third world 
power-in-numbers had made such impressions at the UN 
that even the Secretary-General of the UN took sides with 
the new majority on some issues. According to Paul 
Johnson, Secretary-General, Dag Hammarskjold, was 
determined “to cut the umbilical cord which linked the UN 
to the old wartime Western alliance, and to align the 
organization with what he regarded as the new emergent 
force of righteousness in the world: the ‘uncommitted’ 
nations” of the Bandung generation (Johnson 1992, 494). 
Indeed, another UN Secretary-General, Kurt Waldheim, in 
his memoir, A Challenge to Peace, suggested that the 
global concept had changed in significant ways, and “what 
we now call the third world—that large group of African, 
Asian and Latin American countries which eschews 
alignment with any of the major political systems of the 
world—has long been one of the essential components of 
the community of nations.” To Waldheim, the newly 
independent nations were “getting increasingly impatient 
with the egocentricity of the West…” (Waldheim 1980, 
102).  

The U.S. disapproved of these third world leanings of 
UN top officials. The United States complained that 
Waldheim was taking positions that were pro-third world 
and was more responsive to concerns of developing nations 
such that he appeared to be more the Secretary-General of 
the third world than of the whole international organization. 
Even when Waldheim took clear positions such as he did 
against terrorism, his American critics found that he was 
not speaking out enough when third world sensitivities 
were involved. Clearly the rise of the majority from the 
South, buoyed by the spirit of Bandung and the need to
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exercise its diplomatic power in the GA and international 
affairs, deeply irritated U.S. officials. 

 
Early Constraints to American Exceptionalism 
 
U.S. officials were equally offended and baffled by the 
anti-American attitudes blossoming in the General 
Assembly of the UN. For instance, “it came as a shock to 
the U.S.A., proud to claim the title of the first anti-
colonialist country, to find itself in the dock after its 
intervention in Stanleyville, (now Democratic Republic of 
Congo) in 1964 and over its record in Puerto Rico and the 
Pacific Islands at the hands of the Committee of Twenty-
Four. In both Congo and these Islands, the third world 
rejected U.S. policies. Similarly, over Rhodesia and over 
Vietnam, the United States found itself on the defensive 
within the GA” as third world majorities lobbied and voted 
against U.S.-preferred positions (Nicholas 1975, 203). 

And in the China membership drama, the third world 
and the United States were in opposite camps. There were 
two Chinas and one UN seat. While the U.S. originally 
supported Taiwan, the majority of third world states firmly 
stood by Beijing, and the Peoples Republic of China. 
Beginning in the 1950s, the U.S. supported Kuomintang 
Nationalist Chinese of Taiwan to represent China in the 
UN. In the General Assembly, at this time, the U.S. 
influence was effective, and from Peking’s perspective, the 
U.S. tactics included “manipulation” and postponement 
tactics, as seen in the U.S.’ successful influence on the GA 
in 1950, and again in 1951 to vote down resolutions on the 
restoration of the lawful rights of the People’s Republic of 
China in the UN. By the 1960s, however, with the rise in 
numbers of third world states, the United States could 
nolonger exert the pressure it had wielded a decade earlier 
when the majority of the GA supported U.S. positions.  

According to the Chinese, the U.S. in the minority in 
the GA, resorted to delay tactics to prevent bringing up the 
China seat vote. In "Struggle to Restore China's Lawful 
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Seat in the United Nations," a document of the Foreign 
Affairs Ministry of the People's Republic (2003) stated that 
the US "adopted" procedural maneuvers and got the 
General Assembly to adopt a resolution according to which 
China's representation was an "important question" that 
could only be decided with a two thirds majority vote of the 
General Assembly. Nonetheless, even this delay strategy 
would no longer work by the 1970s. 

The U.S. changed tactics and suggested a “dual 
representation” for China, namely, accepting the 
representative of Peking and of Taipei. Representatives of 
the third world rejected the proposal by the U.S. in favor of 
a seat for Beijing in the Security Council while maintaining 
seats for both Taipei and Beijing in the General Assembly 
(Bennett & Oliver 2002, 89). Instead, the General 
Assembly of the UN passed Resolution No. 2758 of 25 
October 1971 to “restore all its rights to the People’s 
Republic of China and to recognize the representatives of 
its Government as the only legitimate representatives of 
China to the United Nations, and to expel forthwith the 
representatives of Chiang Kai-shek (Taiwan) from the 
place which they unlawfully occupy at the United Nations 
and in all the organizations related to it.” This was another 
stunning defeat for the U.S. at the UN as the vote in favor 
of Beijing representing China passed by 78, with 35 votes 
against and 17 abstentions. As a key player in Bandung 
1955, the People’s Republic of China was the natural ally 
of the majority of third world countries at the UN. With 
arms and other resources, China also supported the efforts 
of nationalists who were fighting for independence in most 
African and Asian countries. Even Mao-Tse-Tung, China’s 
venerated leader, specified in his “Theory of Three 
Worlds” that the “third world was the main force in 
international affairs”—an apparent rejection of the United 
States and the Soviet Union. 

In time however, the U.S. normalized diplomatic 
relations with China. Chinese leaders softened their 
positions towards the United States when they assumed by 
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the mid 1970s that the Soviet Union posed a greater threat 
to them than the United States. This improved relations 
between China and the Soviet Union and led to President 
Nixon’s historic visit to China. And China was just one 
among several Asian states building better relations with 
the United States. Besides, according to some authors like 
Michael G. Kulma (1999), many Chinese considered Soviet 
actions in Asia much more threatening than actions by the 
United States. Normalization of relations with the U.S. was 
not a political threat to Chinese leaders who promoted it as 
might have been the case before. Notwithstanding all these 
explanations, support for China in the General Assembly of 
the UN came, mainly, from the third world, which explains 
the overwhelming vote to return the China seat to Beijing.  

However, no sooner did Beijing take its seat than it 
emerged as the new leader of a burgeoning anti—U.S., 
third world bloc in the General Assembly of the UN. China 
began its UN diplomacy by voting with 106 other nations 
of the General Assembly to condemn the United States. 
The majority expressed “grave concern” that the U.S. 
Congress had defied Security Council injunctions and 
permitted American corporations to import chrome from 
the racist white-minority regime led by Ian Smith in 
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). The vote condemning the U.S. 
provoked swift and angry reactions from Congress. A solid 
bipartisan reaction called for financial retaliation. Some 
members of Congress loudly questioned the wisdom of 
continued U.S. participation in the UN, and others 
suggested cutbacks in aid to UN member nations that voted 
against the U.S. (Luck 1999). These early warnings of 
things to come indicated that Congress, in the future, would 
take more severe actions against the UN. But as tensions 
rose between the United States Congress and the UN, the 
White House called for calm and vowed to maintain U.S. 
commitments to the organization (Luck 1999). 

Nonetheless, it seemed by the heat generated by this 
early skirmish that a long conflict between the UN and the 
U.S. Congress was in the making. It seemed as if the UN 
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majority had roused a hornet’s nest. Senators and 
Representatives framed their reactions to anti-Americanism 
at the UN in contemptuous and threatening language. In the 
ensuing debates, a number of recurrent themes emerged as 
special targets of U.S. attacks: UN management, 
incompetence, failure, threats to U.S. sovereignty, U.S. 
withdrawal, etc. In reaction to the China crisis, for instance, 
both Democrats and Republicans were indignant. They 
were baffled by the UN members from third world states 
that had the audacity to challenge the United States. Many 
barely contained their rage that members of the U.S.-
sponsored and financed organization gleefully fanned 
flames of anti-Americanism.  

Many called on Congress to squeeze the purse of the 
UN. These were the first calls for Congress to exercise its 
constitutional “power of the purse”—what eventually 
became the weapon of choice in the deteriorating U.S. /UN 
relations. The calls to wield the financial weapon were 
undisguised: “Let the Communist nations pay in 
accordance with the number of people they represent,” 
suggested Representative Ovie C. Fisher, D-Texas. Senator 
Robert C. Byrd, a Democrat from W. VA, also called for a 
reduction of U.S. financial contributions to the organization 
and for Congress to reexamine U.S. commitment to an 
organization that had “failed so miserably” when faced 
with a test. 

But Republican legislators were the most indignant. 
Paul J. Fannin, of Arizona said that “America’s 
contribution should not be any larger than that of any other 
major nations such as the Soviet Union or the new member, 
‘Red China’.” As for Barry Goldwater (a former 
Republican presidential candidate from Arizona), the time 
had come for the United States to cut off all financial help, 
withdraw as a member of the organization, and ask the UN 
to find a headquarters location outside the United States, 
“some place like Moscow or Peking,”  

Following the China vote, a Republican Representative 
from Illinois was disgusted by the UN General Assembly 
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one state, one vote system. He said “there are 41 African 
‘states’ which in reality are little more than aggrandized 
principalities, all carrying full voting rights in the 
UN”(Luck 1999, 99). The Bandung generation was 
asserting their role in international politics as sovereign 
states, inspired by Nehru, Sukarno, Chou-En-Lai, and 
others in Bandung in 1955. 

The activism of African and Asian states at the UN 
confounded many Americans outside of Congress. Some 
writers quickly dismissed members of the third world in 
derogatory terms. According to Burton Yale Pine (1984) a 
majority of UN members were incompetent, barely on the 
threshold of political and economic development, with no 
experience in international matters, and with little 
knowledge of any other history than their own transition 
from colonialism to independence (Luck 1999). And other 
critics like Alan Tonelson concluded that African states 
were less than states. To Tonelson, “…these places are not 
real countries—at least not in the sense that states in the 
industrialized free world and parts of the Far East are.” He 
belittled their belonging in the UN, flying flags, postage 
stamps, etc as irrelevant since these African countries 
lacked the “…critical attributes of statehood—the 
institutional structures and the bedrock cohesion needed 
both to generate resources and to use them productively.” 
Whatever the negative portrayal of the third world, its 
diplomatic influence stunned the world, surprised 
Americans who apparently had not anticipated these kinds 
of challenges in San Francisco in 1945.  

Looking back at similar challenges to American foreign 
policy over the years, the British weekly, The Economist, 
stated that what the U.S. faced at the UN was “the sheer 
difficulty of engagement abroad.” The paper suggested that 
engagement abroad and global economics are two factors 
that limited the exercise of American power abroad and in 
international institutions. To the paper, the third world anti-
Americanism at the UN contained elements of both 
constraints, chipping away at the very tenets of American 
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exceptionalism. U.S. engagement in the UN, and the rise of 
the third world spawned a host of international problems 
that were framed in North and South geographic, economic, 
and political terms.  

The rise of the third world had become a U.S. foreign 
policy problem. The new force in international politics, 
pressured the United States and other Western states, as the 
G77 and the Non-Aligned States crafted, sponsored, and 
passed UN resolutions promoting third world positions, 
such as the one equating Zionism and racism, and the one 
calling for a New International Economic Order. 
 
Tyranny of the Majority” 
 
U.S. President Gerald R. Ford warned members of third 
world groups about the depth of U.S. exasperation when he 
addressed the General Assembly’s 29th Session on 18 
September 1974. Although he emphasized that the United 
States remained committed to the organization, Ford 
warned that the American people were exasperated by what 
he termed a “tyranny of the majority” represented by the 
coalition advocating radical changes and rejecting U.S. 
preferred positions at the UN. Ironically, his speech came 
on the heels of one of the diplomatic triumphs of the third 
world at the UN. He spoke a few months following the 
historic 6th Special Session of the GA. It was at this 6th 
Special Session of the UN that the third world formally 
drafted resolutions that rejected the prevailing liberal 
international order. But, thinly veiling his warning as “just 
straight talk among friends,” Ford expressed his alarm at 
the new orders with their socialist-inspired language. The 
proposed New International Economic Order and its 
Program of Action called for the redistribution of wealth 
from the rich North to the poor South, from the developed 
states of the north—some of them former holders of 
colonial territories—to the underdeveloped poor states of 
the South. Drafters of the declarations apparently felt that it
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was justice for the developed states of Europe and the West 
with histories of slavery, exploitation and colonization.  

In conceding that the third world had indeed become a 
player to reckon with in international politics, the American 
President was both conciliatory and deliberate. He advised 
the new majority that it had to “...take into account the 
proper interest of a minority if the decisions of the majority 
are to be accepted.” Ford’s “tyranny of the majority” 
speech was a warning to the world in general and to the 
third world in particular. It was also a lesson in democracy; 
for to him, the representatives of states of the world ought 
to learn that “majority rule thrives on the habits of 
accommodation, moderation, and consideration of the 
interests of others.”  

But Ford also wished to win over those for whom U.S. 
leadership remained the source of real power in the UN. 
Carefully avoiding any direct references to the NIEO 
resolutions, he promised instead that the United States 
would continue to work to improve development in the 
underdeveloped world, for as he observed, everyone was a 
part of “one interdependent economic system.” As proof of 
continuity in U.S. commitment to multilateralism and the 
UN, Ford announced that the United States had initiated the 
process to convene a World Food Conference later in the 
year. 

He warned, nonetheless, that “a world of economic 
confrontation cannot be a world of political cooperation.” 
Implicit in this warning was American rejection of the 
objectives of the NIEO Declaration. The declaration and its 
program of action offered a clear alternative and a 
competing model of development to the Western vision of 
a liberal economic order in an interdependent world. 
Ironically, the drafters of the NIEO declaration depended 
on Western political will to achieve their objectives. 
Nonetheless, Ford promised that America would “… 
continue to do more than its share,” in providing funding 
for the UN. However, he cautioned the world that there 
were limits to American capacity. If President Ford had 
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been diplomatic and somewhat vague speaking to the world 
from the hall of the UN General Assembly, a few months 
later in December, in a less formal setting, John A. Scali, 
the U.S. representative to the UN restated President Ford’s 
warning about the tyranny of the majority in less 
ambiguous terms.  
 
U.S. Warns of United Nations “Irrelevance” 
 
Ambassador Scali warned third world countries that the 
resolutions they passed at the UN were “unenforceable, 
one-sided” and a threat to the survival of the organization. 
If President Ford’s warning about the “tyranny of the 
majority” apparently failed to impress third world 
representatives who had tested a measure of victory, Scali 
reminded them that the United States would take retaliatory 
actions, for it had invested enormous resources in the 
institution as host country and as the source of over a 
quarter of the regular budget of the organization. To him, 
the UN had departed from the ideals of its founders and its 
charter which was “…designed to insure that the important 
decisions of [the] organization reflected real power 
relationships, and that decisions, once adopted, could be 
enforced.” 

He was simply reminding the third world that it had 
neither real power at the UN nor the ability to translate 
their resolutions into concrete programs. In short, Scali was 
restating the obvious, that when serious issues arise, only 
those states that possess real power can effectively 
influence events. In that sense, all the resolutions passed 
with great fan-fare were doomed for they would require 
funding to work. 

But even after his scathing rebuke of the third world, 
Ambassador Scali still promised steadfast support for the 
organization by the United States. The U.S., he stated, “will 
work to return the UN to the path paved by the Charter, for 
if the organization ceased to work for the benefit of all its 
members, it will become irrelevant.” Even if the United 
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States was outvoted at the GA on several occasions, 
Ambassador Scali reminded third world states that the U.S. 
and its allies, though the minority, were in fact “the 
practical majority” for they possessed the “capacity to 
support [the] organization and implement its decisions.” 
The warnings from President Ford and from Ambassador 
Scali hardly impressed third world majorities at the GA. 
They invited Palestinian Liberation Organization leader, 
Yassir Arafat—considered at the time by the U.S. to be a 
terrorist—to address the GA. In addition, the GA expelled 
apartheid South Africa from the Assembly.  

Contrary to what critics of the third world in the U.S. 
government suggested, members of third world groups 
believed the exercise of their power at the GA was 
legitimate and consistent with the UN Charter. Article 10 of 
the Charter suggested that the General Assembly could 
“discuss any questions or any matters within the scope of 
the present Charter or relating to the powers and functions 
of any organs, provided for in the present Charter.” This 
broad mandate granted to the GA by the Charter permits 
any member state to propose any item for the agenda of a 
general session. As H.G. Nicholas (1975) noted, the GA 
agenda “excludes nothing and inhibits no one” (p. 109). So, 
with UN membership of about 138 in 1974, the third world 
bloc could get any resolution adopted. Indeed, they did 
achieve remarkable political victories and drew world 
attention to their concerns.  

Critics of the third world bloc also failed to appreciate 
the common experiences of states that were former 
colonies. What became the third world voting “bloc” in the 
UN was united by a history, by a common victim-hood, as 
they were similarly harassed and pillaged by Europeans. 
No surprise then, that free from colonialism, these states 
should forge collective action plans. A common anti-
imperialist ideology drove their need to assert newly 
acquired sovereignty in international affairs to address the 
problems of the development of their new states. In 
addition, based on past experiences they were suspicious of 
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Westerners. No doubt then, as would emerge in the 
resolutions they adopted in the GA, they spoke a language 
against “exploitation,” against new forms of Northern 
attempts to control their economies based on an unjust 
economic relationship. They had acquired political 
independence, but nothing had changed in North-South 
economic relationships; they still produced raw materials 
for factories in the North and acquired manufactured 
products from the North. It was an unfair system of 
economic relationships that the new majorities at the 
United Nations wished to transform. 

The Bandung spirit drove third world representatives to 
believe in the force of their collective wills. At the UN, 
they believed that it was a moral duty to stand apart from 
the dangers of superpower rivalries, and they were also 
determined to collaborate to end colonialism where it still 
existed. They understood and were quite alert to Sukarno’s 
caution that “colonialism has also its modern dress, in the 
form of economic control, actual physical control by a 
small but alien community within a nation.” This explained 
their suspicions of the intentions of the North in relations 
with them. Therefore, in drafting the NIEO declaration, 
they addressed these concerns in the articles that suggested 
nationalization of those transnational corporations 
controlled from the West that were the economic forces in 
the new states. The new states were thus aware that 
political independence and a seat at the UN did not 
guarantee economic independence. The source of influence 
was in their numbers in the GA and the majorities they put 
together against the established, democratic, and 
industrialized nations.  

Another achievement of third world influence was the 
creation of UNCTAD. third world groups lobbied for, and 
the UN created the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD) to assist their fragile 
economies in negotiations with developed and advanced 
economies of the West. third world economies were not 
competitive. The hope was for UNCTAD to create 
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mechanisms for fairer competition in the global 
marketplace. So UNCTAD “sought to gain legitimacy for 
the southern countries’ use of protectionist trade policy as a 
mechanism for industrialization and demanded accelerated 
transfer of technology to the South”(Bello 2002).  

These diplomatic successes at the GA and the publicity 
they generated worldwide confirmed the third world as a 
major bloc in international affairs. Its caucusing groups, the 
G77 and the Non-Aligned Movement transformed politics 
and diplomacy in the GA. But these groups also pushed the 
UN to organize major global conferences out of New York. 
These groups and the popular support they generate in third 
world states “coalesced in support of a single set of 
international economic reforms that would become the 
touch-stone of southern unity for the indefinite future” 
(Hansen 1979, 20-21). The Non-Aligned Movement and 
the G-77 united their goals, strategies and programs at the 
1973 Algiers summit of the Non-Aligned countries as they 
prepared for North-South confrontations in the GA of the 
United Nations.  
 
Third World Calls for a New World Order 
 
The Non-Aligned Conference in Algiers prepared the 
blueprint for the South’s diplomatic offensive. It adopted 
an “Economic Declaration” and an “Action Program for 
Economic Cooperation”, it called for the establishment of a 
“New International Economic Order”, and it called for the 
convening of a conference of developing countries to 
analyze issues around raw materials and prices. The 
conference also called for the UN Secretary-General to 
convene a special session of the General Assembly that 
should focus on the role of the UN system in assisting third 
world countries to overcome their development problems. 
These resolutions contained the South’s political and 
ideological perspectives on world affairs and influenced 
such issues as the Arab-Israeli War of 1973; the oil crisis 
that saw a quadrupling of prices set by the Organization of 
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Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and the 6th and 
7th Special sessions of the UN General Assembly.  

Third world diplomats promoting this radical agenda 
believed that the institutional framework of the UN could 
establish rules to change, what to them, was the obvious 
imbalance in world development caused by the historical 
injustices perpetrated on the third world by Europe and the 
West. According to the agenda of the third world, members 
of developed states at the UN could show their goodwill by 
acknowledging global injustices and endorsing the main 
idea of the third world agenda: the redistribution of global 
resources from the North to the South to establish equity.  

Diplomats from the U.S. and European states dismissed 
these third world ideas as statist, pro-communist—and 
politically and ideologically contradictory to the very 
essence of the liberal democratic ideals that the United 
States hoped the UN would foster. These diplomatic 
discussions coincided with a flurry of opinion, commentary 
and research from conservative think tanks in the United 
States. The writers rejected third world ideas as hostile to 
U.S. foreign policy objectives, and as communist-inspired. 

 For instance, writing from the Cato Institute, Doug 
Bandow (1985) concluded that under the control of the 
numerous third world nations, the UN had been “actively 
promoting a comprehensive and totalitarian system of 
global management.” He prescribed for the UN “a 
searching and critical evaluation by America’s foreign 
policy establishment.” Some of the critics of the UN were 
eventually brought into policy positions from where they 
could directly influence change. Jeanne Kirkpatrick, who 
eventually moved from academia and policy think tanks as 
a UN and foreign policy critic, became the U.S. 
ambassador to the UN under President Ronald Reagan. 
Like other critics, she saw the role of the third world at the 
UN as promoting a philosophy of “global socialism” aimed 
at the “international control of natural, financial, and 
informational resources, as well as the global regulation of
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economic and even cultural activities” (Kirkpatrick 1985, 
Cato papers). 

Indeed, the language of resolutions from the 6th Special 
Session of the GA confirmed the fears of Ambassador 
Kirkpatrick’s assessment and of other critics of the third 
world UN agenda. The resolutions underscored the 
sovereign right of third world states to control and to 
nationalize transnational corporations whenever the states 
felt such actions protected their national interests. The 6th 
Special Session, which met from April 9th to May 4th, 
1974, adopted to the letter the recommendations of the 
Algiers’ Non-Aligned Conference. Some observers contend 
that third world diplomats called for the UN Special 
Session to counter similar activities by Western states. The 
6th Special Session, called to study the problems of raw 
materials and development followed a similar conference 
held by states of the North in Washington in February 
1974. The conference was to elaborate a common approach 
to the oil crisis that eventually established the International 
Energy Agency, (IEA) (Hansen 1979, 24). A fierce 
ideological and political conflict between the North and 
South was underway in international affairs with each side 
determined to draw on its powers and resources to win the 
day. 

On 1 May 1974, the UN General Assembly adopted 
two related third world resolutions: the first, a declaration 
on the Establishment of a New International Economic 
Order; the second, the program of Action on the 
Establishment of a New International Economic Order. 
Already accused of socialist tendencies, the third world 
resolutions were adopted on May 1, the International Labor 
Day that celebrates workers in socialist countries. Either by 
coincidence, or by plan, the symbolic date proved the left-
leaning impulses of third world groups that U.S. critics 
emphasized all along.  

And the language of the NIEO Declaration itself was a 
revolutionary change in the annals of the UN. It was 
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activist and radical, and it called for the ‘urgent’ 
establishment of an economic order based on:  

 
...equity, sovereign equality, interdependence, 
common interest and cooperation among all states, 
irrespective of their economic and social systems 
which shall correct inequalities and redress existing 
injustices, and make it possible to eliminate the 
widening gap between the developed and the 
developing countries and ensure steadily 
accelerating economic and social development and 
peace and justice for present and future 
generations… 
 

The NIEO resolution effectively called for the UN to 
dismantle and reorganize existing economic relationships 
between the North and the South. Consider, for instance, 
article (e) of the NIEO Declaration that calls for state 
control over its natural resources, over their exploitation, 
including the right to nationalize or transfer ownership to 
nationals of alien companies. Most of the oil companies, 
the raw material extraction corporations and the 
transportation companies operating in the South were 
owned and operated by companies from the North. The 
UN, by the NIEO Declaration, permitted states to take over 
control of private corporations. Consider as well Article 1 
of the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States that 
conferred on every state, “the sovereign and inalienable 
right to choose its economic system as well as its political, 
social and cultural systems in accordance with the will of 
its people, without outside interference, coercion or threat 
in any form whatsoever.”  

Diplomatically, Washington lost the battle of ideas 
when NIEO was voted in at the UN General Assembly. 
With third world diplomats celebrating, and more than half 
of humanity along with them, even if the most optimistic 
among them knew nothing of substance could come of 
NIEO without U.S. and European support, it was 
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nonetheless a public relations triumph—the fulfillment of 
the spirit of Bandung that was ignited almost twenty years 
earlier.  

In another symbolic triumph for the third world, it 
rejected an impressive offer of U.S. money. On the day the 
NIEO resolution passed, third world delegates rejected a $4 
billion U.S.-funded assistance program for economically 
distressed countries. In an aptly titled piece, “UN Shunts 
Aside U.S. Aid Proposal,” Kathleen Teltsch wrote in the 
New York Times of 1 May 1974 that it did not help 
American diplomacy and standing with the UN majority, 
when after almost a month of meetings and no word from 
the United States, it “waited until the Assembly’s closing 
days and then rushed in with a recommendation for an 18-
month, $4 billion program of assistance only to find out 
that the participants were in no mood to listen.” Algeria and 
Yugoslavia were openly hostile to the last minute American 
initiative which confirmed what to them was yet another 
imperialist strategy to derail the unity of the South, to trick 
and “to confuse the meeting and block the aid program 
sponsored by 85 developing countries.” Faced with the 
hostility and the repudiation of its offer, the United States 
“quietly” withdrew its proposal. It was a low point for 
American diplomacy.  
 
Third World Still Looking Up North 
 
However, the third world bravado was short-lived, and 
NIEO could only succeed if supported by the West. On the 
other hand, the symbolic rejection of the offer of financial 
assistance from the U.S. to the third world, timed to 
coincide with NIEO, was significant. It drew world 
attention and sympathy. It also played well back in the third 
world countries represented by the diplomats. In most of 
these countries, their diplomats were honorable, whereas 
U.S. actions were seen as underhanded and tactless. Third 
world diplomats made their point about relations between 
the poor and the rich, the powerful and the powerless of the 



Third World Bloc in the UN 
 

 

111 

world. Then they returned to reality. They relied on the 
expertise of the developed world without which they could 
not achieve some of their technological goals. Even the 
drafting of their resolutions and position papers required 
data and information, as well as the use of consultants from 
developed countries in Europe and North America. NIEO 
could not have been the compelling document it was 
without the support of such data. For instance, according to 
Ann Crittenden writing in the New York Times, the 
Algerian President, Houari Boumdienne drew on data 
provided by the American consulting firm of Arthur A. 
Little, Inc. of Cambridge, Mass. for his speech in which he 
“denounced the profligate ways of the West and attributed 
third world poverty to the higher cost of goods purchased 
from the developed countries.” The firm researched and 
provided the Algerian leader data on world price trends and 
left the policy statements to the Algerians.  

Algeria was only one of many third world states relying 
on the North for critical expertise: Oil-rich Saudi Arabia 
relied on the Stanford Institute; South Korea on Little, Inc. 
for its ports expansion and electronic and machinery 
industries; and as for Tanzania, who was turning socialist, 
President Julius Nyerere replied when asked why he turned 
to capitalists to organize his government, “We’re more 
interested in the development of our country than in the 
ideology of our advisers; we want the best talent and we’ll 
go where we can get it.” 

Besides reliance on the North for expertise and funding, 
some African leaders knew that the victories in the GA 
Assembly were only political and diplomatic and would do 
little to improve development on the continent. Senegal’s 
President, Leopold Sedar Senghor was one of the 
pessimistic voices skeptical of the celebrations of the NIEO 
declaration. He termed the Special Session of the GA a 
failure because he did not believe it would help meet the 
needs of Africa. If anything else, the special session had 
succeeded in starting anti-UN feelings in the United States. 
Other issues, including the vote in the GA to give a voice in 
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its meetings to the Palestinian Liberation Organization, and 
the 1975 GA Resolution that Zionism is a form of racial 
discrimination combined to generate hostile reactions 
within the U.S. government, especially in Congress. But in 
UN debates, representatives of the South saw evidence of 
‘blackmail’ and ‘double standards’ in U.S. attacks on GA 
majority actions.  
 
South Diplomatic Victories: “Playing by the Rules”? 
 
While the North accused the South of violating the Charter, 
representatives of the third world claimed that they simply 
played by the rules of the Charter; rules put in place by the 
very developed states discussed, when few imagined a GA 
with a third world majority. Representatives of third world 
states could not comprehend U.S. criticism of how the 
South made diplomatic capital of its GA majority when the 
United States itself, in the fairly recent past, commanded 
the GA majority and enjoyed similar political gains. During 
a UN debate of 12 December 1974, Huang Hua of China 
condemned U.S. “unjustified” accusations that were hurled 
at the third world for actions taken at the 6th Special 
Session of the GA. According to him, “the alleged 
accelerated and dangerous trends of the great majority of 
states, which the United States representative opposes, is in 
fact none other than the emergence and growth of the 
numerous third world countries after World War II, as well 
as their increasingly important role in international affairs 
and within the United Nations.” 

The UN had changed significantly from serving U.S. 
interests to serving third world interests. Diplomats of the 
third world made the new reality clear to the world. Jaksa 
Petric of Yugoslavia, apparently referring to a period in the 
GA when some members could manipulate votes in their 
favor, said that period was over, the period of “voting 
machines which served the interests of certain forces” 
succeeding in such actions as “preventing China from 
exercising its lawful rights in the United Nations for almost 
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two decades.” And Abdellatif Rahal of Algeria said most 
third world states joined the UN well after its founding and 
“had no choice but to accept an international order, an 
international law and international customs that were 
established without reference to us and 
sometimes…contrary to our own interests.” What was 
happening with the United States in the GA confirmed 
Riggs and Plano’s observation that the General Assembly 
had reverted from its earlier function of legitimizing U.S. 
and Western positions to legitimizing third world positions 
on most issues. 

The new reality of bold third world actions in the UN 
General Assembly led a New York Times analyst to 
conclude that the South was “bending the rules…” of the 
organization (Sulzberger 1974). According to the paper, 
even if it could be allowed that the GA would invite a non-
state leader, a head of a political movement such as Yasir 
Arafat, to address the delegates in the General Assembly, 
the suspension of South Africa was a violation of the UN 
Charter. “Article 5 stipulates that a suspension must be 
recommended by the Security Council,” which was not 
done in the case of South Africa. To the Times, both the 
Arafat invitation and the suspension of South Africa 
stemmed from the “preponderant fact” of the Assembly 
composition—its third world majority supported by Russia 
and China. 
 
“Zionism is Racism Resolution”: 
 
The third world exercised its new-found power to the very 
limits. It challenged without relent the United States and 
the West with a combination of rhetoric and resolutions. A 
rhetoric of contempt echoed from both sides of the debate 
that culminated in the General Assembly with the 
controversial resolution stating that Zionism is a form of 
racial discrimination. To the South, it was yet another 
victory at the UN in the war to change the old order in 
world affairs and bring about justice. The emotional and 
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undiplomatic language of exchanges surrounding this issue 
hardly made any winners. To the North, especially the U.S., 
this resolution marked a turning point. Cautious responses 
so far to the affront from the South were no longer enough; 
policymakers and Congress went to work on blueprints for 
more drastic strategies to meet the challenge of the South. 
To the South, it was a political and ideological strategy of 
continuing the anti-imperialist struggle against historical 
and unjust forces of the North that denied the South equity. 

Third world diplomats cheered when President Idi 
Amin of Uganda stood in the General Assembly of the UN 
in New York and called for the “extinction of Israel as a 
State.” Notorious for outlandish outbursts and actions, he 
also called on Americans to “rid their society of the 
Zionists.” Amin was speaking on 1 October 1 1975, in his 
new capacity as the Chairman of the Organization of 
African Unity, the diplomatic leader of Africa to the world. 
The anti-Zionism of third world states built up steadily. 
First, in Kampala, Uganda in late July 1975 at the 12th 
ordinary session of the Organization of African Unity 
(OAU); second, in August at the Non-Aligned Conference 
in Lima, Peru; then at the Islamic Conference in Jeddah, 
Saudi Arabia. The decisions at these various conferences 
provided the arguments for the resolution on Zionism. For 
instance, resolution 77 (X11) adopted by the Assembly of 
Heads of State and Government of the Organization of 
African Unity stated, “the racist regime in occupied 
Palestine and the racist regimes in Zimbabwe and South 
Africa have a common imperialist origin, forming a whole 
and having the same racist structure and being organically 
linked in their policy aimed at repression of the dignity and 
integrity of the human being.”  

Another UN Conference resolution, the “Declaration of 
Mexico on the Equality of Women and their Contribution 
to Development and Peace” called, among other things for 
the “elimination of colonialism and neo-colonialism, 
foreign occupation, Zionism, apartheid, and racial 
discrimination in all its forms.” Another call for the 
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expulsion of Israel from the UN came from Arab states at 
the Islamic Conference in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. However, 
later in New York, their foreign ministers met at the UN on 
September 30th and proposed an alternative strategy—
Zionism is Racism Resolution—in place of the expulsion of 
Israel resolution. The reason for adopting the alternative, 
according to the New York Times was “failure of the Arab 
extremists to win Islamic, African and third world backing 
for the more extreme ‘Oust Israel’ plan” (Hoffman 1975). 
 
Anti-Zionism and Rhetoric of Contempt  
 
A rhetoric of mutual contempt characterized debates in the 
GA on the anti-Zionism debate leading to UN Resolution 
3379, which equated Zionism with racial discrimination, 
apparently because representatives of Israel and of the Arab 
cause spoke for their respective sides but also addressed 
larger North-South themes. Israel’s Ambassador to the UN, 
Chaim Herzog spoke of the potential ‘irrelevance’ of the 
UN; language used earlier by the U.S. Ambassador. For his 
part, Abdallah al-Sayegh of Kuwait spoke on behalf of the 
third world. He argued that based on previous UN 
documents the resolution was justified and consistent with 
UN principles. Both arguments did little to bring the two 
sides together.  

But to Israel and to the United States, 10 November 
1975 was not only the day of the stunning, Zionism as a 
form of racial discrimination resolution, it was also the day 
another resolution passed in the GA that invited the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), the representative 
of the Palestinian people, “...to participate in all efforts, 
deliberations and conferences on the Middle East which are 
held under the auspices of the United Nations, on an equal 
footing with other parties…” This was a logical follow-up 
to another GA resolution of the previous year which 
“recognized the inalienable national rights of the 
Palestinian people.” As the New York Times reported then, 
Jordan was the only Arab state to challenge the resolution. 
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The resolution’s non-Arab backers included the Soviet 
Union, China, the black African states and non-aligned 
member countries. Ambassador Scali condemned the 
precedent set by the GA in its invitation to a non-state actor 
to UN deliberations. He viewed it as a danger to the 
organization in that it could tempt other nongovernmental 
organizations to demand to participate in the Assembly as 
well. He feared that the GA had “created a dangerous 
precedent that may return to haunt this Assembly?” 

But the question remained whether the, Zionism is 
racism resolution, violated the UN Charter. According to 
Dr. Abdallah al-Sayegh of Kuwait, the proponents of the 
“Zionism as a form of racial discrimination” resolution 
were simply inspired by existing UN documents. For 
instance, he based his arguments on two UN documents: 
the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination and the International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Article 
1 of the Declaration states that “discrimination between 
human beings on the ground of race, color or ethnic origin 
is an offense to human dignity and shall be condemned,” 
while Article 1 of the Convention implies that the term 
‘racial discrimination’ shall mean any distinction, 
exclusion, restriction or preference based on race color, 
descent or national or ethnic origin.” On the basis of these 
documents, he rejected the arguments that Zionism does 
not involve discrimination based on color, for to do so 
would be to abridge the definition of racism rather than 
examining it in the totality of the definition. Therefore to 
him, Zionism was justifiably targeted in the resolution 
because it is a political ideology which creates, and 
launched a political movement involved in practices which 
exclude “…some people on the basis of their being non-
Jews and including others on the basis of their being 
Jews—Jewishness being defined by Zionism as an ethnic 
and not strictly a religious definition.” 

Therefore, from the perspective of the Arab world, 
according to the Kuwaiti delegate, Zionists were definitely 
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elevating the importance of their political and ideological 
movement by claiming that it was synonymous with 
Judaism. He stated that while Moslems revered Judaism “as 
a tradition of religious and spiritual values,” they “rejected 
the claim of Zionism to be coextensive with Judaism.” In 
this wide-ranging repudiation of Zionism, Dr. al-Sayegh 
rejected Zionism’s claim to be a national liberation 
movement. It could not be, according to al-Sayegh, because 
Zionist leaders wrote for advice on colonialism from Cecil 
Rhodes, the famous colonial adventurer. So, Zionism 
sought to be recognized as a colonial power when it was 
right to do so, but changed in the 1970s to reject 
colonialism and embrace the concept of liberation 
movements when it was “politically correct” to do so.  

In contrast to this argument, the sharpest condemnation 
of the resolution came obviously from Israel itself. Chaim 
Herzog, the Israeli Ambassador to the UN, lamented that 
the UN which began its life as an anti-Nazi alliance had 
become “the world center of anti-Semitism.” In criticism 
that echoed the American” tyranny of the majority” 
language, he accused particularly African delegates who 
had missed the opportunity to support what was initially a 
draft resolution condemning racism and colonialism. 
Instead, African delegates, as he put it, “drunk with the 
feeling of power inherent in the automatic majority and 
without regard to the importance of achieving consensus on 
this issue, railroaded the UN in a contemptuous maneuver 
by the use of the automatic majority into bracketing 
Zionism with the subject under discussion.” To 
Ambassador Herzog, Zionism to the Jewish people was no 
different than what the liberation movements of Africa and 
Asia were to those people. But for him, as he addressed the 
Assembly, the issue was neither racism nor anti-Judaism; it 
was rather the continued existence of the UN which, as he 
put it, had been “dragged to its lowest point of discredit by 
a coalition of despots and racists.” In the U.S. Congress, 
Representative Benjamin S. Rosenthal echoed Herzog’s 
speech. He stated that “Hitler would have been proud of 
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those 72 delegates in the General Assembly who voted last 
night to condemn Zionism” (Binder 1975). His reaction 
reflected the depth of outrage in the U.S. Congress of yet 
another affront to the United States. 

The third world was not as unified as many believed. 
Debates about anti-Zionism revealed fissures in the bloc. 
The New York Times conducted extensive interviews with 
UN delegates and concluded that many did not understand 
the issue or their vote. “Failure of the Arab extremists to 
win Islamic, African and third world backing for their 
“Oust Israel” plan prompted them to come up with a 
substitute, anti-Zionist Resolution.” A West African 
delegate who requested anonymity told the Times that Arab 
extremists and Cuban guerrilla specialists deserved their 
support because they had assisted in the anti-colonialist 
liberation movement on his continent. To the delegate, such 
contacts fueled black African anti-Semitism. Consequently, 
many of the leaders of the anti-colonial movements on the 
African continent were “genuinely convinced that Zionism, 
capitalism and American imperialism are all faces of the 
same monster.” 

The anti-Zionist vote deepened the rift between the 
third world and the United States in the General Assembly 
of the UN. The United Nations Charter obligation to 
promote decolonization succeeded too well. The process 
transformed colonial territories of Asia and Africa into 
independent sovereign states. Bandung 1955 infused an 
activist spirit for collective action by third world states. At 
the UN, buoyed by their majorities, they turned the global 
spotlight on the problems of the third world, problems and 
objectives for an international order diametrically at odds 
with the liberal international order that the U.S. supported 
at the UN. Third world diplomats successfully transformed 
the spirit of Bandung into a diplomatic tool to bring about 
justice, equity, and peace in an interdependent world. 
United States officials and members of Congress viewed 
the third world strategy that was challenging core American 
ideals and ideals with their calls for new orders of socialist 
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inspiration with deep anxiety and anger. The U.S. Congress 
led the charge to end the third world affront to American 
exceptionalism.  
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Anti-Americanism in the  
United Nations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In a Weekly Standard article, “The Neoconservative 
Persuasion” (Sept. 2003), Irving Kristol, often described as 
the father of neoconservatives, states that what’s driving 
foreign policy attitude is a “deep suspicion” for 
international institutions that advocate world government. 
And two leading neoconservatives, Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan and Jean Kirkpatrick, who served as U.S. 
Ambassadors to the UN at a time when anti-Americanism 
at the UN was at a peak, led efforts that inspired Congress 
to adopt aggressive policies toward the world organization. 

In Congress, variants of conservatism, represented by 
fiscal conservatives, anti-communists, as well as pro-life 
conservatives pressed their specific agendas in 
congressional reactions to anti-Americanism at the UN. To 
them the UN had become a collectivist forum adopting 
socialist viewpoints, out-voting the U.S. and passing 
resolutions that rejected American foreign policy positions. 
However, the resolutions, pushed through with much 
fanfare by the UN General Assembly, such as the New 
International Economic Order were rejected by the U.S. 
and eventually degenerated into insignificance. According 
to Donald J. Puchala (Winter 1982/83), the resolutions 
failed to have any impact because little work of substance 
takes place at the UN without American resources. The UN 
was forced to modify the NIEO Resolution to 
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accommodate U.S. views between the Sixth and the 
Seventh Special Sessions of the General Assembly “when it 
became apparent that the United States was not going to 
support schemes of redistribution nor be swayed by 
confrontational tactics” (Rabinowitz 1981). So, what the 
third world radical rhetoric achieved was not any real 
change in the balance of power at the UN, rather it was a 
public relations success for them as they portrayed the U.S. 
in such unfavorable light that Congress had to intervene 
with its own anti-UN punitive strategies.  

On U.S. terms, members of Congress were determined 
to address and resolve what was apparently a clash of 
ideologies with third world countries of the UN General 
Assembly caucusing within the Group of 77 (G 77) and the 
Non-Aligned Movement. Third world states believed the 
strength of their numbers could steer the UN to adopt their 
economic ideas and work towards greater equality by 
creating “… restructuring schemes” that took into account 
and reflected the economic conditions and the aspirations 
of the poorer states of the world. On the other hand, the 
U.S. expected the UN to serve as a forum for promoting 
free trade and open markets, consensus decision-making, 
and American values as contained in the UN Charter. The 
clash was inevitable and relations deteriorated. Puchala 
(1982/83) suggested that U.S./UN relations worsened 
because extremists on both sides seized the opportunity. 
Indeed, ideological extremists of the South pushed their 
views within the group conferences and Western extremists 
in conservative think tanks and in the U.S. Congress fueled 
the ideological conflicts that threatened the legitimacy of 
the UN. 

In the House and the Senate, some members took the 
early lead in efforts to rein in the UN. As a fiscal 
conservative, Nancy Kassebaum riled against ballooning 
budgets at the UN and the absence of transparent 
accounting and management practices; Rep. Christopher 
Smith led the pro-life forces against UN agency birth 
control programs around the world; and others including 
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Daniel P. Moynihan and Jesse Helms pursued the rise of 
socialist and communist ideas within the UN. Early on, 
Moynihan, and later Jesse Helms maintained aggressive 
pressure on the world organization. Moynihan, in 
particular, went against the softer and more diplomatic 
approach adopted by the Department of State. Together, 
their efforts initiated the idea of conditional funding 
imposed by Congress by which the UN must comply to 
qualify for additional funds authorized by the U.S. 
Congress for its regular assessed budget. Through the 
withholding of U.S. funding and late payment of U.S. dues, 
fiscal conservatives in Congress hoped to coerce the UN 
into adopting management practices similar to the 
accounting practices in U.S. institutions. They adopted 
strategies of persuasion and coercion to reverse the decline 
of American diplomatic stature at the UN. They used 
derogatory language against the UN and passed financially 
punitive legislation against the UN that reduced the 
capacity of the world organization to effectively pursue its 
missions. 

 
Re-Emergent Conservatism 

 
The historian, E.H. Carr (1939) restated a major imperative 
of politics when he reminded his readers that “the art of 
persuasion has always been a necessary equipment of a 
political leader” (p. 132). Conservatives in the U.S. 
Congress proved him right, but to be more effective, they 
added coercion to the politicians’ equipment to guarantee 
success. 

As conservatives won political power in Congress and 
the White House in the 1980s and 1990s, these ideas 
flourished. The real genesis of the ideas were such 
conservative think tanks as the American Enterprise 
Institute and the Heritage Foundation where researchers 
produced material to fuel and convince skeptics of 
international organizations in Congress and in the 
American public of the diminishing relevance of the UN 
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for the U.S. During floor debates and congressional 
testimonies, adherents to these ideas argued the case for 
congressional actions to redefine future U.S. relations with 
the UN. By their persuasive rhetorical strategies, they 
passed Kemp-Moynihan (1979) and Kassebaum-Solomon 
(1985) Amendments to appropriation bills. These acts of 
Congress introduced the idea of conditional funding of the 
UN by the United States, marking a significant change in 
U.S./UN relations. But these acts of the U.S. Congress also 
marked a departure from the Charter’s formula for 
financing the UN, a formula collectively agreed upon at the 
creation of the UN. For instance, in 1984, the U.S. pulled 
out of the United Nations Educational Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) because of the big 
budgets of the organization and the perceived anti-Western 
bias of the organization. U.S. withdrawal cut UNESCO’s 
annual budget of $180 million dollars by 25 percent. In 
addition, in 1986 the U.S. followed up by unilaterally 
reducing its assessed contribution to UNESCO’s regular 
budget from $210 million to $100 million. Pro-life 
conservatives succeeded quite early, as well, to stop the 
funding of the UN Fund for Population Activities. The 
significance of these actions was particularly poignant as 
these were initiated by the U.S. which from the creation of 
the UN assumed the leadership and the greatest financial 
responsibility on behalf of the world organization. 

Conservatives framed discourse about the UN as an 
urgent need to reform an inept organization that worked to 
undermine U.S. interests and their leadership position in the 
world. They portrayed the UN as a threat to U.S. 
sovereignty, an unnecessary hurdle limiting the exercise of 
U.S. power, and a nest of spies. Such views did not appear 
very far-fetched. The global context of further threats to the 
U.S., from other sources justified some of these apparent 
extremist views at the height of the cold war. As Ronald 
Reagan was sworn in as President in January 1980, fifty-
two American hostages left Tehran after 444 days in 
captivity in Iran. A year earlier, an Islamic theocracy led by 
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the Ayatollah Khomeini had toppled one of the U.S. 
reliable allies in the Middle East, Reza Shah Pahlavi. The 
loss of an ally in Iran, the humiliating capture of the 
American Embassy personnel, and the bungled rescue 
attempt combined to reveal a vulnerable America. 

Against this backdrop, a tough-talking Reagan and an 
energized anti-UN Congress calmed many and justified a 
conservative foreign policy. Reagan took on the Soviet 
Union, described it as the “evil empire,” and appointed 
Kirkpatrick as UN Ambassador. As an avowed anti-left 
wing critic, she attacked what she viewed as a socialist 
take-over of the UN as demonstrated by the passage of 
resolutions such as the New International Economic Order 
Resolution with its collectivist undertones. And as a group 
in Congress, conservatives in both the House and the 
Senate resolved to fight threats to the international status 
quo of U.S. leadership and to maintain American 
exceptional status at the UN. 

 
American Exceptionalism and Multilateral Legacy 

 
In the struggle to regain U.S. leadership and stature at the 
UN, U.S. constituents relied as well on the idea of 
American exceptionalism, that is, the deep belief that 
America may need the world, but that the world needs 
America even more (Luck 1999, 16). So, besides the ideas 
of conservative intellectuals, besides anti-communism, was 
this notion that America, especially following its role in 
World War II was “peerless and indispensable.” Indeed, the 
very idea of the post WW II system of multilateral 
organizations reflected the indispensability of American 
values.  

The Charter of the UN reflects American 
exceptionalism as it contains the ideals such as President 
Franklin Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms: freedom from fear, 
freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and freedom from 
want. The UN also reflects core American values of 
democracy, capitalism and freedom. While the General 
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Assembly emphasized sovereign equality of nations, the 
Security Council reflected the American belief in the use of 
power to achieve peace. The UN Charter is a product of the 
contributions of presidents Roosevelt and Truman and 
leaders in Congress. All the multilateral institutions of the 
UN system of organizations served as vehicles to transform 
Wilson’s ideals of global freedoms. Presidents Roosevelt 
and Truman continued to promote these ideals at the UN by 
focusing early on in the decolonization process of former 
European territories in African and Asia and rebuilding 
Europe through the massive infusion of American 
resources through the Marshall Plan. Ironically, the newly 
sovereign independent states that challenged the U.S. at the 
UN were products of the decolonization process. 
Americans expected that twentieth century international 
law and organizations would duly “express, embody, and 
extend the American dream, not challenge or modify it” (p. 
16). 

Indeed, the UN did not only reflect American values, it 
was so American that, according to H.G. Nicholas (1975), 
“the delegates and the Secretariat breathed American air.” 
He recalled that America provided a home for the 
organization; that an American loan helped construct the 
Secretariat; and that an American architect planned the 
construction of the Secretariat. Also, during the early peace 
keeping operations of the organization, the U.S. led and 
sacrificed resources and lives in Palestine, Korea, Suez and 
Congo. But eventually, as Nicholas suggests, American 
love for the UN waned over time, especially in the 1970s. 
In reality, U.S. preferences still won the day; what had 
changed was the grudging nature with which the majority 
accepted U.S. ideas. 

Nonetheless, the anti-American rhetoric of the South 
scored political points in drawing world attention to 
concerns of the South. The South also distinguished itself 
as non-aligned, capable of articulating preferences opposed 
to those of the U.S. even if these could not be achieved. 
Thus, third worldism contrasted with liberal democratic 
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ideals that the U.S. sought to promote in the UN, 
confirming the long-held skepticism about international 
organization. It inspired U.S. leaders to seek such changes 
as consensus decision making, and the preference for doing 
business at the Security Council rather than in the General 
Assembly. At the Security Council the U.S. could exercise 
its power with a veto, whereas in the General Assembly 
where the majority vote decided issues, the U.S. would be 
outvoted each time its preferences did not coincide with the 
preferences of the majority. 

The one state, one vote democratic voting procedures of 
the GA rattled U.S. leaders early in the life of the UN such 
that, during the Nixon administration some began to 
advocate that the U.S. restrict funding to the organization. 
According to Luck (1999), “the conservatism of the Nixon 
administration found expression in a new indifference to 
the UN…aid was cut back, Rhodesian sanctions were 
blatantly violated to maintain U.S. chrome imports, the 
American contribution to the UN budget was reduced from 
31 to 25 percent, payment of dues to the ILO was withheld 
to protest a Russian appointment to the Secretariat; the 
quality of American representation on UN delegations 
perceptibly declined” (p. 203). 

Consequently, hostility towards the UN reemerged and 
was strengthened in both the White House and in Congress 
as a result of latent foreign policy conservatism—a 
preference of unilateral policies and low expectations of the 
role of the UN in U.S. policies. This revival of conservative 
forces against UN majorities should come as no surprise. 
John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge (2004) argued 
in The Right Nation: Conservative Power in America, that 
America became exceptional over the years because of the 
“extraordinary” strength of its conservative movement. 
Conservatism, to them, is rooted in the Constitution that 
predates modern conservatism and that may outlive it too 
(p. 313). According to them, this is because for most of its 
history, America did not need a conservative movement 
because it was a fundamentally conservative nation” (p. 
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332). Therefore, the neoconservative denigration of UN 
resolutions was simply a new phase of an enduring 
historical conservative hostility towards international 
organizations in general and the UN in particular.  

These anti-UN conservative forces in Congress began 
to line up as soon as the organization was created. 
According to Charles A. Raith (1962) in “The Anti-UN 
Coalition before the Senate Foreign Relations and the 
House Foreign Affairs Committees during the Years 1945-
1955”, the core of the anti-UN sentiments in the U.S. 
during the first decade since the creation of the UN came 
from the extreme right of the political spectrum. 
Conservatism then was “the most cohesive element 
drawing the core-antagonisms into opposition to the UN.” 
It was based on what, to conservatives, was an “image of 
an unchanging American superiority, and their rejection of 
the alleged interdependence of the modern world” (p. 287).  

According to Raith, during the first decades of the 
organization, “core-antagonists” of the UN deployed anti-
UN rhetoric similar to the reactions that emerged from the 
anti-UN constituencies of the mid-1970s to the end of the 
century. Those Raith considered “core-antagonists” of the 
UN in Congress during the 1940s and 1950s, like their later 
peers, justified their anti-UN positions on nationalistic, 
economic and psychological reasons. To some extent, these 
reasons are similar to those of fiscal conservatives, of anti-
Communists, and of ideological conservative positions 
such as pro-lifers against the UN. The “core-antagonists” of 
the UN in the 1940s and 1950s argued for “no surrender of 
American Sovereignty,” for free-market economies, and for 
the rejection of communism. They also harbored an 
“obsessive concern with plots and schemes” hatched at the 
UN. And they interpreted the roles played in the creation of 
the UN by Alger Hiss and Harry Dexter White as evidence 
that the UN organization was “part of the world plot in 
which the Communists had a very real and a very heavy 
role in gaining control of the United States” (p. 73-74). 
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Language of Conservatism 
 

Therefore, conservatives who rallied in Congress post-
1970s drew inspiration from a strong historical legacy. 
According to the linguist George Lakoff (1996; 2003), 
conservatives invested heavily in ideas and language to 
promote their worldviews. They developed ideas by setting 
up professorships, institutes and policy think tanks such as 
the Heritage Foundation, the Manhattan Institution, the 
American Enterprise Institute, and others. They also 
invested in talk radio to broadcast conservative views 
nationwide. All these efforts, Lakoff argues, drew on 
conservative worldviews which assume that the world is a 
dangerous and a difficult place that must be made good. 
His framework of “nation-as-person” is useful to 
understanding the conservative philosophy. From this 
perspective; a mature, adult nation is industrialized, 
democratic, and practicing free markets, as opposed to an 
immature nation, underdeveloped, undemocratic, similar to 
third world nations which represent “backward children 
who still need to be taught how to develop properly or 
punished for failing to do so.” Pushed to its logical 
conclusion, this perspective implies that even in 
international politics, conservatives act as stern parents 
ready to make recalcitrant children better.  

However, the recalcitrant children—third world 
states—viewed the General Assembly of the UN as the 
international stage on which to exert their new found power 
in international politics. As Robert Kagan (2003) has 
argued in Of Paradise and Power, small states seek 
protection in international rules whereas great powers 
worry about the constraints of such rules. Therefore, from 
the perspective of conservatives, for whom the U.S. was the 
exceptional power in world politics, the UN was a 
constraint to the exercise of U.S. foreign policy. In 
addition, the U.S. Congress was naturally a conservative 
institution. Framers of the U.S. Constitution deliberately 
expressed and enumerated the powers of the law-making 
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body that does not change with successive elections. Thus, 
by its nature, according to former Congressman, Les 
Aspen, Congress is “cautious and reluctant to initiate 
change,” preferring “to protect the status quo rather than to 
initiate action” (Karns & Mingst 2004, 424). 
 
Impact of Conservative Think Tanks 
 
Notwithstanding this institutional conservatism of 
Congress, the rapid establishment of conservative policy 
think tanks also had an impact on anti-UN legislation as did 
the ideological and partisan shifts in the composition of 
Congress. Regarding the latter, the gradual increase in 
numbers of conservative republicans that reached a critical 
point with their 1994 majority, that took over from the 
democrats after almost forty years was of considerable 
import. It simply consolidated an anti-UN spirit that had 
come alive in the 1980s and that had been enabled, as well, 
by the conservatism of the executive branch. Reagan’s 
victory in the general elections of 1980 did not only bring 
conservatives to the executive branch departments and 
agencies, it brought along on its “coat-tails” more 
conservative republicans to Congress (Karns & Mingst 
2004, 425). Thus, a propitious political atmosphere 
prevailed for the spread of the ideas emanating from policy 
think tanks and from intellectuals such as Moynihan and 
Kirkpatrick. 

Evidence of the impact of these policy thinks tanks is 
observed in their publications and in how politicians draw 
on the ideas to shape their policies. Policy think tanks seek 
to influence the political debate and politicians by 
publishing their findings in journals read and circulated by 
policymakers. As confirmed by the former House Speaker, 
Newt Gingrich of Georgia, members of Congress, 
especially his conservative peers, are influenced directly 
and indirectly by ideas propagated in their publications by 
such policy think tanks as the Heritage Foundation and the 
American Enterprise Institution.  
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Moynihan and Kirkpatrick 
 
Daniel P. Moynihan and Jeanne Kirkpatrick were former 
democrats who turned fierce neoconservative. Together and 
individually they represented the firm and aggressive U.S. 
reaction to changes at the UN. Their work illustrates a 
cross-fertilization of ideas about how to promote U.S. 
interests at the UN by the use of coercive mechanisms. 
Indeed, under closer examination, the writings of both 
Moynihan and Kirkpatrick were the genesis of ideas that 
inspired congressional attitudes towards the UN. For 
instance, Moynihan’s early analysis of the dangerous shift 
towards socialist policies at the UN emphasized the danger 
of collectivist ideas that animated third world agenda in the 
General Assembly of the UN. Indeed, Moynihan and 
Kirkpatrick generated new thinking about the UN and 
about U.S. foreign policy. 

Their new ideological movement, neoconservatism, 
brought together other writers including Norman 
Pordhoretz, Irving Kristol, Nathan Glazier, and James Q. 
Wilson. These thinkers published their views on both 
domestic and foreign policy in the pages of Commentary 
and The National Interest, and in other publications. 
According to Joshua Muravchik, the term neoconservative 
became current in the mid-‘70s and referred to the above 
mentioned intellectuals, most of whom were former liberals 
disenchanted with Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society 
domestic programs, which advocated greater government 
involvement in the lives of Americans and greater 
dependence of individuals on government assistance. 

In foreign affairs, they were particularly concerned 
about “…the decline of America’s position vis-à-vis the 
Soviet Union in the wake of the Vietnam war.” These 
neoconservatives were former liberals “broadly 
sympathetic to Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic goals to 
spread American ideals of government, economics, and 
culture abroad, and they grew to reject his reliance on 
international organizations and treaties to accomplish these 
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objectives following decolonization and the entry of many 
African and Asian states into the United Nations…” It 
became obvious that change in the composition of the UN 
had tilted the organization towards recognizing third world 
interests. Therefore, the program of action of this new 
ideological movement was for the U.S. to become more 
assertive in foreign policy, to reclaim leadership in world 
affairs by aggressively fighting communist ideology 
wherever it emerged. 

In addition, the equally assertive rise of third world 
issues and of anti-Americanism in the GA fueled 
neoconservative reactions. They rejected “anti-
Americanism” whether it came from the UN or from 
domestic constituencies such as the anti-war counterculture 
of the 1960s. Their objective in foreign policy was to roll 
back communism and to support a strong defense and 
military actions. Their aggressive approach to foreign 
policy favored unilateral actions by the U.S. and 
“condemned peace through diplomacy, arms control, or 
inspection teams, comparing negotiations with relatively 
weak enemies of the United States as appeasement of 
“evil.” Consequently, Moynihan and Kirkpatrick, in their 
cases against anti-communism, argued that anti-U.S. 
resolutions of the UNGA signaled a defeat for the United 
States and worse, they feared communist sympathizers in 
some of the third world leadership would take hold of the 
UN if left unchecked. 
 
Coercive Retaliation against ‘Third World Ideology’  
 
Moynihan favored an aggressive U.S. policy towards the 
UN after observing how groups such as the G 77 and the 
Non-Aligned Movement coordinated their tactics to outvote 
the U.S. and pass resolutions that supported a third world 
agenda in the General Assembly. Moynihan perceived a 
“coherent third world ideology” which was socialist and 
promoted by these groups. It was “evil…loosed upon the 
world” and it was in the interest of the U.S. to stop it. 
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Frustrated that the State Department failed to appreciate the 
threats to U.S. interests at the UN, he launched a rhetorical 
and diplomatic battle against the emerging anti-American 
forces in the UN. In his opinion, the GA Resolution 
equating Zionism to racism confirmed his fears that the UN 
was a “dangerous place.” He called for immediate 
retaliatory actions against the UN and against the states that 
voted for the resolution. He framed the action at the GA of 
the UN as a collective international stand against Zionism. 
As he put it, “the abomination of anti-Semitism …[had] 
been given the appearance of international sanction”  

In a March 1975 Commentary Magazine article, “The 
United States in Opposition,” Moynihan argued, with 
compelling evidence that it was imperative for the U.S. to 
react with vigor to UN anti-Americanism. The new nations 
banding against the U.S. had increased UN membership 
from 51 to about 138 by the 1970s; these, were to an 
astonishing degree “…ideologically uniform, having 
fashioned their politics in terms derived from the general 
corpus of British Socialist opinion.” Moynihan found 
similarities between third world group ideas and ideas of 
British socialism that advocated equitable distribution of 
resources. The basis of such thinking was that “…there was 
plenty of wealth to go around if only it were fairly 
distributed.” This implied that since the bulk of the wealth 
of the world was in the developed Northern Hemisphere of 
Europe and North America, justice in international affairs 
required “redistribution,” permitting the poor countries of 
the world to receive some of the resources of the North.  

Moynihan reminded Commentary readers that what was 
happening at the UN diametrically contradicted the 
fundamental ideals of the American Revolution’s concept 
of liberalism “characterized by opposition to state 
intervention in economic affairs.” He was also alarmed that 
the new states encouraged state management of economies, 
and were nationalizing foreign corporations in their 
territories.  
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Moynihan traced the build-up to a third world coherent 
ideology as systematically evolving and growing in 
strength and coherence from the G-77 conference in 
Algiers in 1968, through the Lima 1971 Conference, and on 
to Stockholm in 1972. It was at the UN World Conference 
on the Human Environment in Stockholm that the U.S. 
supported the convening of the 6th and 7th special sessions 
of the GA during which third worldism, or the 
“radicalization of ‘world social policy’” emerged 

According to Moynihan, in Stockholm the third world 
argued for an equal opportunity to develop by destroying 
the human environment, just as the developed nations had 
done before them. The logic of this ideology was simple: 
since developed states accumulated wealth by exploiting 
and polluting their environments, it made sense for the third 
world to follow similar paths to their own economic 
development. Therefore, representatives of the South 
interpreted the drive by the developed states of Europe and 
North America for environmental preservation as a strategy 
to discourage the South’s industrialization and to “insure 
that the rich would continue their monopoly on the use of 
the raw materials of the poor.” Obviously, Moynihan’s 
observations accurately described Southern thinking as 
themes of equity and unequal distribution of global 
resources reemerged during UNGA sessions, especially 
during the special sessions. 

Moynihan’s persuasive portrayal of the looming third 
world threat at the UN began to generate media attention. 
Headlines and opinion pieces appeared barely concealing 
disgust: “As Split Widens at the U.N., U.S. Starts Hitting 
Back” was a U.S News & World Report piece of 24 
November 1975. A year earlier, after attending the 1974 
World Food Conference, Anthony Harrigan, the executive 
vice president of the United States Industrial Council, an 
association of conservative business people, wrote an 
opinion piece in the New York Times, “America Abused 
and Fed Up,” in which he expressed similar feelings, a mix 
of anger and astonishment. He was disturbed that he had sat 
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at yet another U.S.-sponsored UN conference which third 
world states had successfully transformed into a “hate-
America session.” Even though representatives of these 
states called the U.S. and other developed states 
“imperialists” responsible for the food shortages in their 
countries, the same representatives had no problem 
demanding that “Americans eat less and give away more.” 

 
Breaking the Third World Bloc  

 
The U.S. State Department posed a major obstacle to 
Moynihan’s ambition to break the third world bloc at the 
General Assembly of the UN. The State Department agreed 
on the basic policy goal of change at the UN but preferred 
the softer approach of diplomacy to Moynihan’s abrasive 
style. Officials at State believed the conventional wisdom 
of a policy of simply “letting nations know that their 
opposition to the United States will not be without cost to 
themselves” would eventually prevail. 

But Moynihan believed his more assertive style was 
achieving better results, and the media was helping to 
publicize his efforts. Leslie H. Gelb (1976) reported in the 
New York Times on Jan. 28th that the State Department was 
failing to back Moynihan’s policy against U.S. foes at the 
UN. It quoted Moynihans’ cable to Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger suggesting that while he was succeeding 
in “breaking up the anti-American voting bloc in the United 
Nations” officials at the State Department were not 
supporting his actions. Indeed, officials at State were 
equally concerned by Moynihan’s “personal style and 
methods” which deviated from official policy and could 
jeopardize potential allies. 

Department of State officials preferred to reassure UN 
members that “voting against the U.S. on one particular 
issue invites countermeasures, without damaging American 
relations with that same state in other crucial areas.” This 
meant that as a result of voting against the U.S. on an issue 
at the UN, a state could still pursue its relations with the 
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U.S. on other unrelated issues. This discriminating 
diplomacy, to officials at State, was adequate to break the 
third world bloc at the UN “without damaging American 
interests.” This meant that high-level policymakers such as 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger would recommend 
caution in dealing with the UN, but at the same time warn 
the UN and some of the states that the U.S. could 
eventually lose patience with them. This discrepancy 
between the policies of the Department of State and the 
ideas pushed forward by Moynihan, suggested that 
Moynihan was closer to Congress in advocating more 
assertive policies at the UN than he was to the cautious 
policies suggested by the Department of State. 

Although fiercely antagonistic to anti-Americanism in 
the UN, Moynihan did not want the U.S. to withdraw from 
the UN as some of the conservatives suggested. He pursued 
his attacks on the UN into the Carter administration. In his 
1978 book, A Dangerous Place, Moynihan expanded on the 
ideas of his 1975 Commentary article and distilled lessons 
of his experiences as U.S. Ambassador at the UN. He wrote 
and spoke about the potential of the organization into his 
years in the U.S. Senate. And on the fortieth anniversary of 
the UN, Moynihan argued for continued U.S. relations with 
the UN in a New York Times op-ed piece suggesting that 
“At 40, U.N. Needs a Firmer U.S.” 

He accused the Carter White House of ambivalent U.S. 
policies with the UN. In a February 1981 Commentary 
Magazine piece, “Joining the Jackals; the U.S. and the UN 
1977-1980.” Moynihan stated that the administration failed 
to rein in anti-U.S. radicals at the UN. He attacked, in 
particular, Ambassador Donald F. McHenry who voted in 
favor of a “particularly vicious anti–Israel resolution” in the 
Security Council. Moynihan was also distressed that 
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance failed to disavow 
McHenry’s vote during an appearance before the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee. 

Arguably, as a maverick who exposed the short-
comings of the executive branch UN policies, Moynihan 
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might have inadvertently encouraged Congress to assume 
leadership in shaping the nature of U.S. relations with the 
UN. Evidently, the Carter White House and the State 
Department under Cyrus Vance were careful not to appear 
to be zealously supporting Israel when they were trying as 
well to maintain friends among Arab, oil-producing states. 
But, unlike policymakers of the administration, Moynihan 
was the stronger believer in the notion of American 
exceptionalism. Similar to other neoconservatives, he 
remained fiercely anti-communist and called for the 
aggressive and punitive policies that Congress eventually 
adopted towards the socialist-leaning UN. However, 
Moynihan was a firm internationalist who believed in the 
idea of the UN, a UN in which the U.S. was assertive and 
victorious; a UN in which American values prevailed. 

 
Kirkpatrick and ‘Discriminatory’ Funding of UN 

 
Jeanne J. Kirkpatrick mirrored Moynihan in several 
respects. She was also an academic thinker with a particular 
disdain for communism who also served as U.S. 
Representative to the UN. Similar to Moynihan, she 
advocated strong and coercive policies towards the UN. As 
President Reagan’s first UN Ambassador, Kirkpatrick 
directed attacks at the majorities at the UN, indignant that 
socialist-leaning states had seized power. But she was a 
realist, aware that the cold war required making friends 
even among some of these states. Thinking as a realist, she 
had a pessimistic view of international politics. Like most 
realists, states are the key actors in world politics and 
rationally pursue their national interests based on the power 
they wield in the international system. From a realist 
perspective, therefore, she believed that the U.S. should be 
ruthless when pursuing its interest.  

What mattered the most was that the United States 
achieve its’ foreign policy goals; solving the world’s 
problems should not be one of such goals. Coming to the 
UN as a Reagan appointee, consistent with her thinking, 
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she naturally opted for a more aggressive response to 
challenges to U.S. power at the UN. She supported 
discriminatory funding of the UN and discriminatory 
support of dictatorships. This meant that the United States 
should support those states that rejected socialist ideas; that 
is, support right wing conservative dictatorships, but reject 
left-wing dictatorships. This was based on what came to be 
known as the “Kirkpatrick Doctrine.” 

The “Kirkpatrick Doctrine” suggested that the U.S. 
could break third world solidarity by choosing to support 
some dictatorships and not others. Kirkpatrick advocated an 
anti-communist strategy for the U.S. as part of cold war 
logic. It was based on her belief that whereas right-wing 
“authoritarian” regimes try to control and punish their 
subjects, the more reprehensible left-wing communist 
dictatorships, according to her, tend to be “totalitarian,” 
controlling the thoughts of their subjects through espionage 
on citizens, mass purges and ideology. Therefore, she 
advocated U.S. support for those right-wing regimes that 
were useful for the promotion of U.S. foreign policy 
objectives, especially those that were anti-communist. 

Her tenure at the UN on behalf of the Reagan 
administration was an ideological departure from the UN 
policies of the foreign policy idealism of the Carter 
administration. The UN was a product of idealism, of an 
optimistic view of the world that relied on American values 
and beliefs. Idealists like Woodrow Wilson believed that 
the world could be made better if American ideals of peace, 
justice, and democracy were introduced in other parts of the 
world. However, as in American democracy based on the 
notion that governments derive their legitimacy from the 
consent of the governed, legitimacy in international politics 
must also be earned. In other words, it was important for 
the U.S. to earn the trust and support of other states.  

Consequently, Kirkpatrick’s realist approach at the UN 
departed from the diplomacy of the Carter administrations’ 
UN Ambassadors Andrew Young and Donald McHenry. 
Unlike Young and McHenry, Kirkpatrick’s aggressively 
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confronted the majorities at the UN. In a Foreign Affairs 
profile of Kirkpatrick at the UN, Seymour Maxwell Finger 
(1983/84) suggested that whereas Ambassadors Young and 
McHenry saw “the United Nations as a helpful forum for 
arriving at peaceful solutions; Kirkpatrick, like Moynihan 
before her, considered that the UN was “a dangerous place’ 
where conflicts can be exacerbated.” Finger contrasted the 
Carter Ambassadors to Kirkpatrick: “Young and McHenry 
cultivated African representatives at the United Nations and 
frequently represented black African viewpoints in 
Washington; Kirkpatrick reflected Reagan’s perceptibly 
friendlier attitudes towards the apartheid regime in South 
Africa.” She was thus ideologically closer to Moynihan in 
hostile attitudes towards the UN. 

According to Finger, from her realist perspective, 
Kirkpatrick believed that international organizations like 
the UN diminish the ability of powerful states to pursue 
their policies. The UN was thus a constraint as the U.S. was 
reduced to consider the views and interests of small, less-
developed states, and also often had to agree to be “bound 
by majorities of small states, such as the majority that 
determines outcomes in the U.N. General Assembly.” In 
“Shackles of Consensus,” a Foreign Policy essay, 
reminiscing on her tenure at the UN, Kirkpatrick (Sept. 
2002) lamented that powerful states in international 
organizations limit their ability to act because they seek to 
maintain a consensus and that compels them to “…make 
concessions they would not otherwise offer.” 

Based on such thinking, Kirkpatrick recommended to a 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee in April 1985 to adopt 
discriminatory funding of UN agencies. According to her, 
the U.S. should fund only those agencies that were 
effectively managed, that worked to achieve the goals of 
the Charter, and not those that were ineffectively managed, 
wasteful, and in service to negative goals (Karns & Mingst 
2004, 427). Members of Congress were inspired by 
Kirkpatrick’s ideas, especially those advocating restrictive 
financing of UN agencies.  
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Like Moynihan, Kirkpatrick clashed with the 
preference for diplomacy of the Department of State. 
According to her, the State Department treated anti-
Americanism at the UN simply as the third world “letting 
off steam.” As her deputy Charles Lichenstein confirmed, 
Kirkpatrick worried that the State Department seemed to 
pose greater problems for the American mission at the UN 
than the UN itself. The Department’s officials often 
attempted to “dilute” Kirkpatrick’s more hostile 
counteroffensives against attacks in the UN on U.S. 
interests as unacceptable to other UN member states. These 
officials preferred to exercise what he termed ‘preemptive 
capitulation’ by giving in to other countries’ demands even 
before negotiations began. Perhaps this soft diplomatic 
approach by the State Department came from its belief that 
“other countries really did not mean any harm to the U.S. 
and that they would even ‘feel better’ by venting some 
anger against the super-power” (Brooks 1985). To the 
extent that no tangible U.S. interests were lost as a result of 
third world radicalism, the Department of State preference 
for diplomacy had the advantage of calming small states 
rather than provoking their anger and pent-up anti-
Americanisms that conservative policies seemed to arouse. 

The Heritage Foundation praised Kirkpatrick for 
actively working to “…bring the United Nations back to 
the original purposes of its charter.” In a study presented to 
the Senate titled, “At the U.N.: The Kirkpatrick Legacy,” 
presented to the Senate on 15 April 1985, the think tank 
stated that leadership “strengthened the U.S. role at the 
United Nations [and] slowed the pace of attacks on 
Western values and institutions…” Ambassador 
Kirkpatrick represented, in the Heritage Foundation’s view, 
the image of leadership and authority that the U.S. must 
project to the rest of the world. She had reversed the 
previous policy of the Carter years, characterized by 
“defeatism and self-deprecation.” During those years, the 
U.S. was constantly “under attack, out-voted and out-
maneuvered in the U.N.” So Kirkpatrick, like Moynihan 
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was anti-communist and also a strong believer in American 
exceptionalism. Both spearheaded efforts to stem the tide 
of anti-Americanism rising at the UN. Their ideas inspired 
Congress to pass legislation to impose changes at the UN. 

 
The UN: “Effective…Propaganda for the Soviets” 

 
The perspective of the UN as a challenge to American 
leadership was promoted as well by policy think tanks. The 
research and writing from the American Enterprise Institute 
and from the Heritage Foundation linked the UN to 
communism. They provided ammunition to anti-UN forces 
in Congress ever so persuasively. The pro-UN institution, 
the Global Policy Forum noted the efforts of the Heritage 
Foundation to connect the UN to the Soviet Union. To the 
Heritage Foundation, the UN is “…a propaganda arm of the 
Soviet Union hostile to capitalism, and a springboard for 
third world radicalism.” The findings of the foundation 
were so credible that the Reagan administration often 
turned to it for advice. The Foundation advised the Reagan 
administration to regain and reassert U.S. control of the 
UN, “either by holding back funding on condition of 
certain UN “reform,” or by simply refusing to pay for 
objectionable programs. 

The consequence of a barrage of anti-UN perspectives 
for members of Congress was that no political risks were 
involved in pushing for anti-UN legislation in Congress. 
Members of Congress simply echoed these views during 
their debates. On the contrary, few in Congress could 
overtly support the UN especially with the mounting anti-
Americanism and the evidence of links between the 
majority of UN members to socialist ideas and to the Soviet 
Union. Members of Congress were thus emboldened to 
support coercive legislation against the UN. But coercive 
legislation in the U.S. Congress that threatened UN Charter 
rules and norms could jeopardize U.S. standing and 
legitimacy within the UN. Third world radicalism and their 
use of the majority vote to push for overtly anti-Western 
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resolutions had also threatened the legitimacy of the UN 
from the American and Western perspective.  

 
Congressional Persuasion and Coercion 

 
In Utopia Lost: The United Nations and World Order, a 
keen observer of U.S./UN relations, Rosemary Righter 
(1995) suggested that even though the negative rhetoric 
from the U.S. and the radicalism of developing countries in 
the General Assembly of the UN continued to strain 
U.S./UN relations, “the overall effect of U.S. policies 
toward the UN would probably have been minimal, had not 
the U.S. Congress begun to withhold U.S. dues to the UN 
organization” (p. 231). 

Congress initiated financial withholdings when it 
passed Kemp-Moynihan in 1979 prohibiting the 
administration from paying the U.S. share of UN funds for 
liberation movements. It followed this with even more 
severe withholdings when it passed the Kassebaum-
Solomon Amendment of 1985 and the Foreign Relations 
Authorization Act. It was so stringent that it compelled the 
administration to cut its payments to the UN by 20 percent, 
unless and until the UN changed its budgeting practices. 
Kassebaum-Solomon was revolutionary in U.S./UN 
relations because it was the concrete reflection of the depth 
of deteriorating relations between the U.S. and the UN. The 
U.S. was not only signaling discontent with increased UN 
budgets, it was concerned as well “with the way the money 
was spent (Righter 1995, 231). These legislative actions 
proved that Congress finally got the message from the ideas 
about the UN from think tanks and from out-spoken critics 
of anti-Americanism such as Moynihan and Kirkpatrick. 
Indeed, Moynihan did not only write about anti-
Americanism, he went on to sponsor Kemp-Moynihan, the 
first legislative salvo in the long conflict between the U.S. 
and the UN. 

Congress, by these actions, seized the initiative for 
shaping U.S./UN relations from the executive branch. 
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Congress went beyond simply “grumbling about UN 
financial and management questions, while largely 
acceding to executive authority for carrying out U.S. 
policies at the UN, including negotiations with other 
member states of legally binding assessment rates” (Luck 
1999, 239). 
 
Kemp-Moynihan Amendment 1979 

 
The Department of State first signaled its dismay at UN 
budget increases by refusing to support it in 1970. Then, 
Secretary of State William Rogers justified the U.S. 
position as a protest against the UN for the “unusually large 
increase of 14 percent, including an 8 percent pay increase 
for professionals in the Secretariat” (Luck 1999, 238). 
Besides UN budget increases and a bloated bureaucracy, 
the U.S. called attention to the absence of proper 
accounting and management of UN resources and 
personnel. 

But it was international politics played out in the 
General Assembly of the UN that irked the U.S. most and 
fueled indignation in Congress. In 1979 Congress accused 
the UN of supporting terrorist organizations, then began a 
series of financial measures, including withholding funds 
for the UN when it passed the Kemp-Moynihan 
Amendment to that years’ UN appropriations bill. The 
purpose of Kemp-Moynihan was to limit UN support of 
what Brett Schaefer (1994) of the Heritage Foundation 
described, as “terrorist organizations,” meaning the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). This would be 
achieved by “withholding a modest percentage” of U.S. 
dues to the UN until Congress was “satisfied that the UN 
had stopped the objectionable practice.”  

But the U.S. was not the first UN member to withhold 
UN dues. Kemp-Moynihan legislation simply followed the 
“bad precedent” of withholding assessed contributions to 
the UN set in the 1960s by France and the Soviet Union. In 
order to raise enough funds to pay for the expenses of the 
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Congo Crisis, the UN authorized the issue of UN bonds to 
cover unpaid assessments of certain countries. In 1962, 
according to the Global Policy Forum, because some 
countries “withheld their assessments, refusing to pay pro-
rated sums from the bond service,” the UN had to pay off 
the bond from regular assessment incomes. Nonetheless, 
Kemp-Moynihan was unprecedented as the first legislative 
action in defiance of the UN and in violation of U.S. Treaty 
obligations as a strategy to score political points. 

Kemp-Moynihan proved that the United States could 
and would use the threat of withholding its financial dues to 
the UN in order to achieve its political and foreign policy 
objectives. However, from the perspective of the United 
States, if indeed, UN funding through the UN was reaching 
‘terrorist’ organizations, lawmakers had reason to worry. 
But this perspective ignored the blurred lines separating 
terrorists and freedom fighters. People involved in conflicts 
could, depending on who made the definition, be termed 
terrorists or liberation fighters. Indeed, some of the new 
states fought nationalist wars as freedom fighters, even 
adopting terrorist tactics to achieve their independence. 

What mattered for the United States was whether the 
liberation movement turned to Moscow or to Washington 
for assistance. Recall that the Kirkpatrick Doctrine 
recommended U.S. support for right wing regimes and not 
for left wing movements. It was evident, therefore, 
according to the Kirkpatrick Doctrine, that left-wing 
regimes, or movements, were communist leaning. Indeed, 
according to Robert W. Gregg (1993), “too often, from the 
U.S. perspective, liberation movements were run by self-
proclaimed communists or were supplied with arms and 
other forms of assistance by the Soviet bloc” (p. 47). 
Consequently, while the United States would support 
Namibian independence from South Africa, it had serious 
reservations about the South West African People’s 
Organization (SWAPO). This put the U.S. at odds with the 
majority of UN members who considered groups such as 
SWAPO or the African National Council (ANC) in South 
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Africa as legitimate liberation movements representing the 
aspirations of the indigenous people of these lands and 
deserving of UN assistance. So, beyond the obvious impact 
on the UN budget, Kemp-Moynihan signaled to third world 
representatives at the UN that the U.S. would oppose those 
liberation movements it deemed left wing. What stood out 
was that the U.S. Congress now determined how the UN 
budget was spent.  

Congressional debates illustrate that the cold war 
paranoia fed arguments that produced anti-UN legislation. 
For instance, during a debate in the House of 
Representatives, Rep. Parris (VA) lamented the 
uncontrolled budget of the UN and its growing agencies at 
the expense of the American taxpayer. He was particularly 
incensed that UN funds were “subsidizing Soviet 
expansion”: 

 
Mr. Doran:  
 
Would the gentleman repeat the statement again 
that we have contributed to the Soviet Empire? 
 
Mr. Parris:  
 
The fundamental point I would say to the gentleman 
from California is that the United States contributes 
in round dollars, in average budgets, and has in 
recent years, and we did this year, contributed 
fundamentally 25 percent of the total budget of the 
United Nations. That means we are by far, by a 
factor of 4, 5, or 10, contributing more money than 
any other nation to the operating budgets of the 
United Nations… 

What is it we are getting for that? The answer 
is, we are being condemned by resolutions, by 
name, for our perceived failures in a number of 
areas around the world and yet, never, as I pointed 
out in my statement, has there been a resolution 
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condemning the invasion of Afghanistan; never has 
there been a prohibition, if you will, of the 
involvement of the Soviet Union in so many areas 
that the gentleman is aware of on the continent of 
Africa, and so forth(Congressional Record, H 8075, 
Vol. 131 No. 126).  

 
Political Ends through Financial Means 

 
Compared to Kemp-Moynihan of 1979, Kassebaum-
Solomon was “in a different league” as Righter (1995) put 
it. It pushed for weighted voting in budgetary matters at the 
UN and “reflected a much broader discontent not only with 
the increases in UN budgets, which had, in cash terms, 
nearly doubled in a decade, but with the way the money 
was spent” (p. 231). 

According to Righter (1995), Nancy Landon 
Kassebaum, the Kansas Senator who initiated the proposal, 
was neither an isolationist, nor hostile to the United 
Nations. However, as a fiscal conservative, “she had been 
scandalized by the General Assembly’s majority decision, 
at the height of the Ethiopian famine, to authorize the 
building of a $73 million conference center in Addis 
Ababa.” Since the majority prevailed, the U.S. was “bound 
to pay out $18.5 million to enable African governments to 
stand on the twenty-ninth floor and watch the rest of the 
country starve.” Like many in Congress, Kassebaum 
criticized UN bloated bureaucracy and its excessive staff 
salaries. 

In 1983, as a fiscal conservative mindful of the use of 
U.S. tax-dollars, Senator Kassebaum (R-KS) tried in vain 
to amend FY 1984 Authorization Act for U.S. assessed 
contributions to the UN by mandating reductions. 
Kassebaum suggested that contributions to the UN and 
specialized agencies be reduced over a three-year period to 
a level of 70 percent of the assessment for 1980. As she put 
it, “it has been the Congress, and not the executive branch 
that has always had to take the lead in reducing the 
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American tax-payers burden with respect to these agencies. 
I believe that it is time to act again.” Kassebaum thus 
reminded her colleagues by emphasizing the notion of UN 
contributions as American tax-payers’ burden. The 
American citizen’s tax burden she knew would resonate 
with a Congress aware of the growing anti-Americanism at 
the UN. Kassebaum supported her proposal calling on 
Congress to ensure that U.S. tax-payers were not throwing 
away their money. The amendment required the U.S. to 
reduce its contributions to the regular budget from 25 to 20 
percent of the assessed budget of the United Nations or any 
specialized agency unless voting rights on budgetary 
matters were proportional to each state’s contributions. 
That the Senate approved the Kassebaum Amendment by a 
vote of 66 to 23 proved the groundswell of support for 
Congress to force profound changes at the UN. 

In 1985, and this time with a co-sponsor, Gerald 
Solomon (R-NY) in the House, Senator Nancy Kassebaum 
revived the notion of a weighted voting system in the UN. 
The Kassebaum-Solomon Amendment passed the Senate 
by 71 to 13 votes. It required the withholding of one-fifth 
of U.S. dues payments until financially weighted voting in 
the General Assembly of the UN and in the specialized 
agencies of the UN was achieved (Luck 1999, 239). The 
effect of the amendment was that the U.S. defaulted on its 
obligations to the UN. At the UN, the consequence of the 
amendment was the decision of 18 December 1985 “to set 
up an eighteen-member ‘Group of High-Level 
Intergovernmental Experts’ to review the efficiency of the 
administrative and financial functioning of the UN.” The 
group recommended a 15 percent staff reduction, 
elimination of eighty-seven positions at the under–and 
assistant secretary–general level, and consolidation of its 
nine political and eleven economic and social departments 
(Righter 1995, 232). Although the group did not agree on 
voting, Congress had pressured the UN to initiate reforms. 

Congress stepped up the pressure. The Foreign 
Relations Act of 1988-89, “Reform in the Budget Decision-
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Making Procedure of the UN and Specialized Agencies,” 
stipulated that Congress should adopt and implement the 
decision-making procedures of the Kassebaum-Solomon 
Amendment. The act also determined that U.S. funding to 
the UN would, in the future, be conditioned on whether UN 
policies were acceptable to the U.S. Congress. The act 
stated that 40 percent of the assessed contributions to the 
UN could be paid on October 1st, but another 40 percent 
would be provided only if the President reported to 
Congress that, indeed, the UN Secretariat had adhered to 
the letter of the act. The legislation added that the rest of 
the contributions be paid only after Congress received the 
presidential report provided that it was not blocked by a 
joint resolution in Congress (Schwabe-Hansen 2001, 24). 
The congressional budgetary process thus provided an 
effective strategy to politicize the funding of the UN by the 
U.S., giving U.S. lawmakers the ability to shape policies of 
the world body. 

One such policy was consensus decision making on 
budgetary matters eventually reached at the UN, which has 
been attributed to the persuasive abilities of Senator 
Kassebaum and those who were determined to reduce the 
political power of the third world in the General Assembly 
of the UN. Vernon Walters, the U.S. envoy to the UN, in 
his support of Kassebaum, told the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee that congressional strategies had not 
destroyed the UN; they had restored it (Omang 1987). Alan 
Keyes, then Assistant Secretary of State for International 
Affairs in the Reagan administration, concluded that 
“nothing could have been accomplished absent the pressure 
generated by congressionally mandated cutbacks in U.S. 
contributions to the UN” (Luck 1999, 240). 

Every member of Congress, at the height of the cold 
war, was aware that any argument was persuasive when 
premised with potential Soviet gains at the expense of the 
United States. Members of Congress rose to persuade each 
other of the dangers facing the U.S. at the UN, and to 
deplore the notion that American tax dollars were at the 
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service of the spread of communism. Conservatives and 
groups to the right of the political spectrum, throughout the 
crisis in U.S./UN relations, drew on the communist threat 
for their arguments. Those to the far right called for U.S. 
withdrawal from the UN; the more moderate conservatives 
preferred the strategy of coercive financial withholding of 
U.S. assessed contributions to correct the multiple short-
comings of the UN. In short, the U.S. preferred a pro-U.S. 
United Nations, one in which the majority of states 
condemned the spread of communist ideas. According to 
Gregg (1993), “what the United States wanted from the 
United Nations was the international community’s support 
for its resistance to the spread of international communism, 
which it regarded as by far the most serious threat to the 
status quo throughout the cold war years” (p. 48). 

The financial cutbacks and efforts to coerce the UN to 
change policies may suggest that money was the motive. It 
was critical, but only as a means to achieving political 
objectives—guaranteeing U.S. leverage in the 
organizations by maintaining its status as a main 
contributor to the budget of the organization; the U.S. 
rejected the idea of a more democratic UN. So, as much as 
the U.S. condemned rising costs of maintaining the UN, the 
U.S. rejected the proposal to democratize UN funding; it 
preferred to remain the main source of funding for the UN 
even though relatively reduced. Consider that in 1985, U.S. 
Secretary of State George Schultz rejected outright a 
proposal to set the maximum assessment for any UN 
member at 10 percent. The proposal by the Swedish Prime 
Minister Olof Palme would have reduced the U.S. financial 
burden by at least 15 percent. In his address to the UN 
General Assembly on the occasion of the 40th anniversary 
of the organization, Palme argued that “a more even 
distribution of the assessed contributions would better 
reflect the fact that this organization is the instrument of all 
nations.” It seemed unusual that the U.S., complaining of 
its financial contributions to the organization, should reject 
a proposal to reduce its financial burden. Instead, Congress 
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withheld U.S. assessments, accumulated arrearages, and 
virtually crippled the UN. The reasons for Congressional 
actions were, as Brett D. Schaefer of the Heritage 
Foundation stated, to force the organization to reform 
because of the UN’s “waste, fraud, and mismanagement.” 
The U.S. rejected the Palme proposal outright because 
accepting it meant abdicating its financial leverage, its 
leadership of the UN, and its exceptional status. Financial 
leverage guaranteed Congress the ability to impose policy 
and reform directives on the UN.  

The immediate consequence of the radicalism and anti-
Americanism at the UN was the emergence of bipartisan 
support in Congress for a more aggressive approach to the 
UN. Opposition to the UN was no longer a preserve of 
conservatives; liberals in Congress joined in anti-UN 
bipartisanship to formulate coercive legislative strategies 
for UN reform. For instance, back in 1975 following 
“Zionism is racism,” both Houses of Congress passed a 
resolution in the GA which promptly condemned the UN 
resolution just one day after it was voted on in New York. 
In almost identical language, the House and the Senate, on 
11 November 1975, opposed any “form of participation by 
the United States in the decade for action to combat racism 
and racial discrimination so long as that decade and 
program remain distorted and compromised” (Harrigan 
1974). Congress also resolved to undertake to reverse the 
anti-Zionist resolution and called for relevant committees 
of the House and the Senate to “begin hearings 
immediately to re-assess the United States’ further 
participation in the United Nations General Assembly.” In 
addition, Congress had earlier cut off American 
contributions of about $19 million for the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) until the organization reversed its decision to 
bar Israel from some of its activities (Teltsch 1975).  

Relations between the U.S. and the UN eventually 
changed for the worse when the U.S. pulled out of 
UNESCO. Attitudes in Congress had changed because of 
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the radicalism and anti-Americanism of the UN GA; they 
had changed because of more fundamental reasons: 
conservatism, American exceptionalism and deeply rooted 
anti-communism. These values and beliefs had pushed 
Congress to take command of U.S./UN relations, and 
members of Congress had done so to great effect. Their 
ideas were bolstered by research and writing from 
conservative think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation 
and the American Enterprise Institute. These ideas assisted 
members of Congress and senators to intensify the 
negatives of the UN and to downplay, if not ignore, its 
positives, passing such legislation as Kemp-Moynihan and 
Kassebaum-Solomon that changed U.S./UN relations. 
Effectively exercising its “power of the purse,” Congress 
politicized funding of the UN by linking U.S. paying of its 
assessment to UN policy changes, a clear departure from 
the obligations of the Charter. It was clear to many at the 
UN, even among members of the G 77, that alienating the 
U.S. Congress could jeopardize the survival of the UN. As 
Rosemary Righter (1995) confirmed, “the severity of the 
congressional backlash brought home to other governments 
that the U.S. sense of injury was real, and that the UN was 
considered dispensable as an instrument of foreign policy” 
(p, 232). From the perspective of Congress, the UN could 
only be salvaged if it reformed according to U.S. 
guidelines. 
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Funding United Nations Reform 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is only one true constituency for reform at the UN, 
and that is the United States Congress. 

-Representative Harold D. Rogers, 1997 
 
At the beginning of 2007, Conservatives in Congress had 
reduced to a whimper, anti-Americanism at the United 
Nations. They had strengthened their resolve to reform the 
UN by building on the successes of conditional UN funding 
accomplished by Kemp-Moynihan and Kassebaum-
Solomon legislations. Conservatives consolidated political 
power when they took over Congress in 1994. New anti-
UN leaders of the congressional majority such as 
Christopher Smith and later Henry Hyde in the House of 
Representatives, and Jesse Helms in the Senate, stepped up 
pressure against the UN and achieved significant results, 
including the 1999 bipartisan Helms-Biden Agreement. It 
conditioned U.S. payment of arrears owed the UN on a 
stringent reform agenda imposed on the UN administration. 
By 2005, noting reforms undertaken at the UN as a result of 
Helms-Biden, Rep. Henry Hyde introduced a more 
coercive UN reform bill that passed the House, and was 
tabled in the Senate. 

Conservatives achieved these victories because as a 
strong majority in the House in 1994, they easily pushed 
through their legislative strategies of financial coercion. 
They diminished the resistance of the pro-UN Clinton 
administration and bent Democrats in Congress to their 



The United States and the United Nations 
 

 

154 

will. The bipartisan Helms-Biden proved that conservative 
anti-UN rhetoric convinced internationalists in Congress to 
support the aggressive push for UN reform. By framing UN 
problems as essentially financial, conservatives pushed 
through in Helms–Biden and the proposed Hyde Bill a 
more elaborate political and social agenda. 

A conservative dominated U.S. Congress appropriated 
the content and timing of UN reform between 1990 and the 
end of 2006. It left the rest of the world alarmed and aghast 
at how the founding and strongest member of the UN so 
denigrated the organization. At the UN itself, poor 
management, the so-called arrogance of Boutros Boutros 
Ghali, and later scandals such as the Oil-For-Food under 
Koffi Annan justified, to some Americans, the harsh UN 
reform strategy of the U.S. Congress.  
 
United States/United Nations Debt 
 
During most of this period of the conservative aggressive 
push of UN reform, the U.S. owed the UN past dues 
required by the UN Charter to be paid regularly and in full. 
The U.S. was in violation of the Charter, and as the 
member paying almost a quarter of the organizations’ 
regular budget, U.S. debts almost crippled the UN. As of 9 
May 2006, the United States was among nine UN members 
with huge arrears that threatened its ability to vote in the 
General Assembly. According to Browne and Bite (2006) 
of the Congressional Research Service, as of 31 December 
2005, the U.S. owed the UN assessed contributions of over 
$1 billion. The UN financial crisis was severe enough to 
cripple the organization by the 1990s as a result of the 
financial withholdings initiated by Kassebaum–Solomon of 
1985. 

That U.S. arrears ballooned was an administrative 
problem as well as a political strategy of opponents of the 
UN in Congress. It was an administrative problem because 
the White House Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) devised a plan to defer payment of dues to 
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international organizations to the last quarter of the year in 
which they were due. This was a strategy of the U.S. 
government to address deficits in the early 1980s when the 
U.S. government was in a deficit. Since the UN dues are 
assessed in January and the U.S. fiscal year does not begin 
until the budget is signed into law in October, the effect of 
the practice was that the U.S. paid its UN dues late. 
Congress implemented the OMB plan even though it was 
aware that the practice was a breach of U.S. obligations to 
the UN and that it would cause significant hardships at the 
UN. For instance, the UN turned to borrow from its 
peacekeeping budget to keep afloat since U.S. contributions 
are a significant portion of the UN operating budget. 

Conservatives used ballooning arrears of U.S. debts as 
leverage for negotiating UN reform on their terms. As U.S. 
debts increased and the UN faced financial collapse, 
conservatives in Congress framed the politics of funding 
the UN as UN reform. They used the financial leverage, 
aware that a financially strapped UN was more amenable to 
accept reform proposals that promised payment of U.S. 
arrears. For instance, the essence of the reform package as 
contained in Helms-Biden included the payment of about 
$1 billion in U.S. debt to the UN. But the reform agenda 
proposed by conservatives pushed their pro–choice 
ideological agenda. Conservatives in Congress reject 
abortion and since some UN agencies provide family 
planning services around the world, they threatened to 
withhold funding the UN and its agencies such as the 
United Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) 
who continues to provide contraceptives and family 
planning programs that interfere with women’s fertility. 

The post cold war international environment of the 
1990s favored conservatives in their strategies to reform the 
UN. The cold war rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet 
Union had been the backdrop of the ideological battles of 
the 1970s in the General Assembly of the UN. With those 
conflicts apparently out of the way, a Congress dominated 
by conservatives was emboldened to seize the opportunity 
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to adopt a more aggressive posture at the UN. Moreover, 
the collapse of communism had also discredited the 
socialist impulse that animated most of the third world 
states when they challenged U.S. policies in the General 
Assembly in the mid-70s. The decade of the 1990s was 
thus an opportunity for Congress—in the absence of the 
defunct Soviet Union—to reform the UN so that the 
organization should reflect American values and ideals. 

Conservatives risked little politically by advocating for 
UN reform. Their rhetoric over the years framed the UN as 
a threat to U.S. sovereignty, and according to Eric Shawn 
(2006) the UN harbored a nest of spies. Shawn portrayed 
the UN in “The UN Exposed: How the United Nations 
Sabotages America’s Security and Fails the World, as a 
corrupt, inept bureaucracy, dangerous for U.S. security as it 
gives a voice to enemies of the United States. According to 
Shawn, “In the UN World, despots and dictators, terrorists 
and war lords, criminal regimes and rogue states have been 
allowed to threaten their own people and others, 
undermining world stability and especially the interests and 
security of the United States and its allies” (p. 6). And as 
Lee Hamilton, an Indiana Democrat eager for the U.S. to 
pay its dues, told James Traub (2006), the Clinton 
administration and most of the American public had fallen 
prey to “the black helicopter paranoia.” This was the myth 
peddled by anti-UN conservatives in and out of Congress 
that the UN spied on Americans by flying black helicopters 
over U.S. territories. 

In 1994 Republicans took over the House of 
Representatives as the majority party led by Rep. Newt 
Gingrich (R-GA). They brought into Congress social and 
fiscal conservatives with anti-UN positions. Most of the 
new representatives were, according to James Traub, 
provincials, with no knowledge of world affairs, without 
passports and proud of it (Traub 2006, 133). Indeed, 
according to Traub, it was Speaker of the House, Newt 
Gingrich who, in late 1997, permitted a New Jersey 
Republican and anti-abortion ‘zealot’ Christopher Smith, to 



Funding United Nations Reform 
 

 

157 

attach a bill prohibiting the United States from spending 
money on organizations that lobby in favor of abortion to 
the legislation withholding UN arrears absent reform (p. 
133). This strategy of linking conservative agenda items to 
UN reform legislation defined the era of domination of the 
UN by the U.S. Congress. This was possible with the 
assistance of fiscal conservatives who were part of the new 
majority. They determined to reform UN management and 
accountability by curbing the organizations’ excessive 
spending on global conferences and staff, among other 
items. The anti-UN forces also included, in the Senate, 
Jesse Helms (R-NC), a conservative “ideologue” whose 
determination and influence within the Foreign Relations 
Committee shaped the politics of funding the UN and 
produced the Helms-Biden Agreement. 
 
UN Reform: A Contested Concept  
 
Conservatives in the U.S. Congress hijacked the UN reform 
agenda from the rest of the membership of the 192 member 
UN organization. They monopolized the UN reform agenda 
and pushed for reforms that promoted their ideals. Among 
the stake-holders of the UN, there is hardly agreement on 
what constitutes reform. This vacuum permitted UN reform 
to be determined by who had the ability to bring it about. 
So, wielding its ‘power of the purse,’ the U.S. Congress’ 
power to appropriate and authorize the budget, the U.S. 
Congress has determined the nature of UN reform. With the 
U.S. share of UN reform reduced by the terms of Helms-
Biden to 22 percent, the U.S. remained by far the largest 
contributor to the UN regular budget giving it unchallenged 
power to force reform by imposing a strategy of conditional 
repayment of its U.S. debts to the organization. 

UN reform is determined by whoever has the ability to 
call for it, that is, the leverage to convince the organization 
to reform. With its financial responsibility, only the U.S. 
has the ability to impose UN reform by threatening to 
withhold funding. This means only the U.S. Congress can 
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force UN reform. Writing in the Washington Report on 
Middle East Affairs, Ian Williams (2006) was right to 
confirm that UN reform “depends on who is calling for it.” 
But he is only partially right when he suggests that for the 
U.S., UN reform means, “above all, dropping the special 
programs and resolutions about Israel and the Middle 
East.” The U.S. definitely seeks more in UN reform than 
better financial management and accountability. It wants 
the UN to reflect core American values around the world. 

Stakeholders of the UN such as members of third world 
groups in the General Assembly of the UN, ideological 
groups within the U.S. Congress, the White House, and the 
UN itself—there is little consensus on what constitutes 
reform. To many, especially in the third world, reform of 
the UN meant seeking ways to constrain the power of the 
powerful states such as the United States. When the UN 
expanded its activities to address problems of the third 
world through its agencies such as the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) and the United Nations 
Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), many in 
the developing countries celebrated the UN as working to 
help in their economic development and providing a forum 
for their participation in international diplomacy. 
Consequently, third world countries were, understandably, 
resistant to a U.S. reform agenda based on financial cut-
backs. In fact, developing countries feared that reform 
would become “a code word for cutting back the funds and 
activities of programs such as the UN Development 
Program,” which managed about $2 billion in foreign aid 
projects” (Goshko 1997) 

In addition, politically, third world countries wanted as 
well changes in the Security Council to reflect the post 
World War II reality of international politics. They argued 
that as a majority in the UN, the third world did not have a 
voice in a Security Council dominated by the veto-bearing 
five permanent members, victors of the war. Some in the 
third world argued that the composition of the council no 
longer reflected the prevailing international realities, 
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especially as some of the victors of World War II such as 
Britain and France had since lost their power and glory. 
Conversely, the third world had emerged as a significant 
actor in international affairs reflected by the growth of its 
population, economic activity and political aspirations. 

But UN reform was something else from the 
perspective of the United States. It went beyond efficient 
management of the organization. It was about removing 
bureaucratic and political obstacles to the pursuit of U.S. 
foreign policy, reasserting U.S. predominance and 
influence in the organization it helped to establish and to 
support. But anti-Americanism in the rhetoric and the 
resolutions of the General Assembly had depleted U.S. 
legitimacy within the organization. It was about time, 
according to members of the U.S. Congress, to bring about 
change at the UN.  

In some foreign policy circles in the U.S. and even 
among some conservatives, third world states were 
irrelevant in global politics. Imbued by a sense of American 
superiority—American exceptionalism—they compared the 
U.S. to the sun and third world nations to asteroids. It was 
evident from the following rhetorical question what they 
expected the role of the U.S. in a third world-dominated 
UN should be: “If there is a conflict between the sun and 
the asteroids that revolve around the sun, who is going to 
win? What can the asteroids do without the sun?”(Goshko 
1997). It is with this notion of superiority and disdain for 
the lesser states of the UN system that Congress embarked 
on deflating the balloon of confidence that third world 
states floated following the rise in the UN General 
Assembly in the 1970s. 
 
Congress Against UN Expansion 
 
A significant goal of fiscal conservatives in Congress was 
to reduce the scale of U.S. contributions which stood at 
almost a quarter of the total UN regular budget. To achieve 
this goal required legislation in Congress, support from the 



The United States and the United Nations 
 

 

160 

White House and eventually support from the UN itself. It 
was a long shot, but they were determined. A consistent 
fact over the years is obvious from reading debates in 
Congress about the UN. Members of Congress wished to 
reduce the rate of U.S. assessed contributions to the 
organization, irrespective of the logic of the founders of the 
UN who set contributions to the UN based on the Gross 
National Product (GNP) of members. Fiscal conservatives 
decided that the U.S. was contributing too much to an 
organization that was not only poorly managed, but that 
was expanding steadily, creating new agencies and 
recruiting international staff who were paid exorbitant 
salaries.  

Members of Congress criticized the new agencies 
created as a result of the majority power of the third world 
at the General Assembly. Conservatives targeted for 
condemnation agencies such as the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and 
the United Nations Industrial Development Organization 
(UNIDO) that reflected UN expansion pushed by third 
world majorities. The impact of these changes to the UN 
budget was obvious. Consequently, many in Congress 
believed that a reduction in the scale of U.S. contributions 
and the financial withholdings of dues might discourage 
expansion at the UN. An aide to a Republican Senator 
summarized the mood among fiscal conservatives about 
UN funding: “No matter what anyone else says, the United 
Nations will not get a dime more than what Congress says 
it is willing to pay. Unless that is acknowledged, the United 
States will be in arrears from now until the second 
coming.” 

Fiscal conservatives scored earlier victories to reform 
budget decision making at the UN and in UN agencies. 
During the 101st Congress, the House of Representatives on 
11 April 1989 approved legislation that addressed their 
concern about the increasing “burden” to the U.S. taxpayer 
of contributions to the UN. According to Kassebaum-
Solomon that addressed accountability and bookkeeping 
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problems at the UN, the payments of assessed 
contributions, or of funds previously withheld by the U.S. 
would be made only with joint agreement between 
Congress and the President. Building on these successes, 
conservatives in Congress in the 1990s expected that their 
strategy of financial withholdings of dues to the UN and of 
reducing the scale of U.S. contributions could force the UN 
to reform and “reduce its power to constrain the U.S.”. 

While the U.S. sought to constrain third world influence 
at the UN, the third world itself hoped it could constrain the 
power of the U.S. by the strength of third world majorities 
in the General Assembly. They passed resolutions in the 
1970s as proof of the influence they could inject into 
international affairs, drawing attention to their specific and 
common interests. Consequently, to third world majorities, 
UN reform meant changing the organization such that it 
increased its ability to constrain the activities of some of its 
powerful members, especially the United States. In sum, 
reforming the UN was a political battle pitting the U.S. 
against the mostly developing states, the majority bloc 
membership of the UN. Third world majorities were quick 
to note that efforts by the U.S. to reform the UN by starving 
the organization of assessed contributions were in violation 
of the Charter. 
 
Tentative U.S. Defense of Article 19 
 
Founders of the UN decided on how the organization 
would be financed at its creation. The UN Special 
Committee on Contributions charged with this assignment 
adopted the principle that the ability to pay should be the 
basis for determining the contributions of member. Based 
on this principle, the U.S. assessment amounted to almost 
40 percent of the UN budget in 1946 on the strength of its 
economy. European states were rebuilding following the 
war and could not contribute significant amounts, and the 
developing states were just acquiring the status of 
sovereign nations. The burden for running the UN fell on 
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the U.S. because of the strength of its economy and the 
inability of other members to contribute. At the time, the 
U.S. did not protest. It supported and firmly defended 
Article 19 of the Charter which stated:  
 

A member of the United Nations which is in arrears 
in the payment of its financial contributions to the 
organization shall have no vote in the General 
Assembly if the amount of its arrears equals or 
exceeds the amount of the contributions due from it 
for the preceding two years. 
 

Therefore, from the moment Congress passed legislation 
withholding assessed regular dues, it violated the UN 
Charter. As the major power at the UN, the U.S. had also 
failed to sanction countries that violated the Charter. 
During the General Assembly session of 1964, the Soviet 
Union was in violation of Article 19; France followed the 
next year. However, rather than impose the sanction on the 
Soviet Union, the GA did not vote during its entire 1964 
session. The U.S. did not insist enough to ensure that the 
Charter was adhered to during the initial financial crisis of 
the organization. 

The early withholdings of UN dues that went 
unpunished during the 1960s set the precedent that the U.S. 
Congress exploited to serve its anti-UN agenda. The crisis 
“planted the seeds for further financial turmoil down the 
road” (Luck 1999). The Soviet Union had set a precedent 
that Charter obligations could be violated for political 
reasons. Apparently, by not defending as strongly as it 
could Article 19, the U.S. seemed to have found in the 
Soviet action, a strategy it could use itself as the main 
financial contributor to the organization. It simply reserved 
for itself “the right to reject compulsory assessments in the 
future, if compelling reasons should arise” (Riggs & Plano 
1988, 52). During this 1960s financial crisis of the UN, 
Congress defended the UN Charter and Article 19 in more 
vocal terms than did the White House. Both parties agreed 
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that the ‘no money, no vote’ was necessary to enforce the 
principle as contained in Article 19. But the matter was not 
seriously pursued and the culprits went ahead maintaining 
their voting rights.  

Members of both parties in the U.S. Congress strongly 
defended UN Charter 19. For instance, Rep. Gerald R. Ford 
(R-MI)—who would go on to be President of the U.S.—
riled against states that failed to pay their dues on time, and 
suggested that the U.S. remain “hard and tough” and not 
compromise its principles and respect for the UN Charter. 
The sponsor of the bill, Edna F. Kelly (D-NY), repeated 
what everyone else was saying about the responsibilities of 
members of the UN. She reminded Americans to recall that 
the same principle guided them when they revolted against 
the British monarchy. She said, “There should be no 
representation without taxation,” that is, the countries that 
had not paid their dues forfeited their representation as 
well. In October 1964, the U.S. made its position clear on 
the financial crisis in a memorandum to the UN missions of 
all other member states: 

 
It is not only that Article 19 means what it says—
that the Member shall have no vote—it is that 
failure to apply the Article would be a violation of 
the Charter which should have far-reaching 
consequences. 

 
Failure to apply the Article would breach faith 
with the overwhelming majority of Members who 
are paying their peacekeeping assessments—often 
at great sacrifice—as obligations binding under 
the Charter. 
 
Failure to apply the Article would be repudiation 
of the International Court of Justice and of that 
rule of international law whose continued growth 
is vital for progress toward peace and 
disarmament.” 
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The U.S. memo in support of Article 19 was clear and 
unequivocal support for international law and for the 
respect of American principles contained in the UN 
Charter. However, members of Congress beginning in the 
1980s ignored this ringing support for the UN Charter that 
emerged from the same legislative chambers. 

Some in Congress even during those early debates 
hinted at the potential for challenges to the UN Charter. As 
they supported international law, some members of 
Congress predicted that a time would come in the future to 
generate negative attitudes in Congress towards the UN. 
During the 88th congressional debates on Article 19 of the 
UN Charter, Robert B. Duncan of Oregon warned his 
colleagues on 17 August 1964 not to forget “that the day 
may come when the United States may disagree with the 
actions of the United Nations, to the support of which this 
same Article 19 will commit us.” In a similar, but thinly 
veiled threat, the U.S. envoy to the UN, Ambassador 
Arthur Goldberg, told the UN in 1965 that “if any member 
can insist on making an exception to the principle of 
collective financial responsibility with respect to certain 
activities of the organization, the United States reserves the 
same option to make exceptions if, in our view, strong and 
compelling reasons exist for doing so.” But he confirmed 
that the U.S. would adhere to the positions it believes are 
“constitutionally, legally, procedurally and administratively 
correct.” However, in his opinion, the idea of making 
exceptions to Article 19 based on how each state 
interpreted “compelling” reasons to breach the law would 
be considered by the U.S. (Luck 1999, 237).  

Even as new states increased UN membership, some in 
Congress continued to urge the U.S. to support and respect 
Article 19 so as to set a positive example for the new 
sovereign states, to encourage third world states to adhere 
to UN obligations and not be tempted to follow in the 
footsteps of those violating the Charter. Silvio Conte, (R-
MA) stated that it was particularly important for the U.S. to 
respect Article 19 and the obligations of international law 
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because the new UN members, the majority of whom were 
relatively poor, “might feel justified in avoiding these 
obligations. They might, in fact, point to certain richer 
nations as an example.” 

The early support for the respect for international law in 
Congress can be explained by the strong views of 
internationalists prevailing in the U.S. in Congress and in 
the John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson administrations. It 
also reflected the belief that the U.S. could and would 
continue to dominate the UN by its ideas and its resources. 
But those supporting the dominant role of the U.S. in the 
UN failed to take into account the emergent realities of the 
international system—that the new sovereign states 
increasing the membership of the organization would 
expect different things from the UN than did the U.S. and 
the rest of the developed world. Moreover, internationalists 
in Congress did not consider the eventual revival of the 
enduring conservatism about international organizations 
that had prevailed following the first World War and that 
did not vanish with the creation of the UN. 

Those UN skeptics—fiscal conservatives, anti-
communists and other right-wing ideologues—who 
continued to question the relevance of international 
organizations in U.S. foreign policy gathered strength as 
opportunities emerged for political and ideological battles 
for the UN. These anti-UN forces steadily constituted a 
formidable political opposition to the UN during the last 
quarter of the twentieth century, and during the first six 
years of the twenty-first century.  
 
The Strategy of Withholding Assessed Dues 
 
Beyond the obvious need to compel the UN to reform its 
management, members of the U.S. Congress pushed for 
more political influence within the world organization. 
They had tested and found that withholding funds to the 
UN was an effective weapon, critical leverage for 
negotiations and for achieving UN reform on U.S. terms. 
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Ruth G. Russell observed in the 1970s that the UN 
financial crisis was not primarily a result of the incapacity 
of the members to pay, but a result of their unwillingness to 
do so (Bennett & Oliver, 2002:101). Unwillingness to pay 
dues is a deliberate decision that violates an agreement, in 
this case, the UN Charter that sets rules that members of the 
organization should adhere to. Payment of dues in an 
international organization is an obligation that comes with 
membership; it is a legal question of international law. 
Those states that failed to pay UN dues deliberately 
transformed the financing of the UN from a legal matter 
related to Article 19 into a contest to achieve political 
objectives in the organization. 

Therefore, the measure of how members of the U.S. 
Congress perceived third world challenges is that they 
readily violated international law in order to achieve their 
objectives of thwarting third world ambitions at the UN. As 
their peers warned during the 88th congressional debates on 
Article 19 of the UN Charter, the U.S. risked the survival of 
the UN and international peace and security as members of 
Congress voted to withhold U.S. dues in the 1980s and 
1990s. The strong internationalist support of the sixties had 
waned in Congress. Instead, conservatives of both parties 
deployed strategies of persuasion and coercion that 
profoundly transformed relations between the U.S. and the 
UN.  

Members of Congress achieved anti-UN bipartisanship 
with relative ease. In the Senate, for instance, Senators 
Joseph R. Biden Jr. (D-DE) and Jesse Helms (R-NC) 
collaborated to break the logjam and achieve consensus on 
UN funding. Senator Biden conceded that the Kassebaum 
Amendment of 1985, which withheld 20 percent of U.S. 
contributions, did push the UN to make improvements in 
the organization’s budgetary practices. And, as he stated, 
“were it not for the congressional withholdings, the United 
Nations never would have created an Inspector-General.” 
As Biden stated in “Good Deal on UN Dues,” an opinion 
piece in The Washington Post on 2 July 1997, the 
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achievements were positive, a gradual positive step 
forward, an indication that “the proverbial glass of UN 
reform may not be half full, but it clearly is filling step by 
step.” Indeed, very soon after taking office, the Inspector-
General of the UN identified $16 million in savings to the 
organization. In a testimony before the Sub-Committee on 
International Operations of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, an expert of the UN system, Edward C. Luck 
confirmed on 11 September 1996, that the inspector general 
system was a positive step forward in UN reform. He stated 
that the systems, “efficiency Board is continuing to identify 
cost-cutting opportunities throughout the system” which 
over the long haul would permit all member states to have 
the opportunity “to be engaged in the most comprehensive 
and ambitious reform effort ever undertaken.” 
 
Third World Resists Reform 
 
Financial withholdings to impose management changes at 
the UN complicated the task of the Secretary-General. 
From the perspective of the U.S., the UN was on the right 
path to reform. But then, the UN Secretary-General was 
caught between a desire to meet the demands of the U.S. 
reform agenda and the obligations to satisfy the 
expectations of the majority of UN members. By 1995, UN 
Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali had made 
relatively moderate changes compared to the 
comprehensive reform he promised to implement when he 
took office in 1992 (Preston 1995). In making the promises 
to the U.S., Boutros-Ghali most likely underestimated the 
resistance from the strong third world constituency 
suspicious of U.S. proposals for radical personnel cuts and 
budget streamlining which would be detrimental to some of 
them for whom the UN provided development assistance 
and a forum to articulate their opinions on international 
affairs. The U.S.-imposed reform proposals the Secretary-
General attempted to implement “generated suspicion 
among many third world nations, which feared that 
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traditional development programs designed to serve poor 
countries—and in which many third world nationals hold 
jobs—would be downgraded. So Boutros-Ghali reversed 
course and reestablished three high-level economic 
development posts with their attendant hierarchies.” 
According to Julia Preston in a Washington Post piece 
aptly titled, “Massive World Body Resists Shaping Up: 
Reform Efforts at the UN Meet Opposition,”—for the three 
departments together that Boutros Ghali created, it meant 
an additional $122 million a year of the UN Secretariat’s 
budget and about 700 more employees. He had 
inadvertently provided more ammunition against the UN to 
the Congress. 

Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali reversed course on 
reform and his actions, according to many in Congress, 
were an affront to the U.S. by an “uncontrollable” and 
“unpredictable” man. Yet some non-U.S. observers point to 
the successful reform efforts initiated by Boutros-Ghali. 
The French news commentary paper, Le Monde 
Diplomatique, pointed to significant management changes 
under B-Ghali: He cut UN personnel by 25 percent and 
planned to make further cuts. Higher paid positions were 
reduced from 48 to 37, a 40 percent reduction from 1984. 
He also reduced the UN operating budget for 1996/1997 by 
$117 million less than in the previous years. These efforts, 
according to Eric Rouleau, did not impress members of the 
U.S. Congress.  

Boutros-Ghali lost all hopes of a second term as UN 
Secretary-General when he resisted the wishes of 
congressional Republicans. In the Senate, Jesse Helms (R-
NC), chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 
led the efforts to deny Boutros-Ghali a second term. Helms 
denounced Boutros-Ghali as the individual who stood in 
the way of his goal to reform the UN, who “protected the 
bloated bureaucracy” of the UN, and who sought to expand 
the power of the UN at the expense of the sovereignty of its 
members. Worse, Helms and conservatives abhorred 
suggestions by Boutros-Ghali to seek “the establishment of 



Funding United Nations Reform 
 

 

169 

a standing UN army and the power to collect direct UN 
taxes.” Although not an isolationist, it is remarkable how 
Helms’ language echoed that of isolationists who fought in 
the Senate against Woodrow Wilson and the ratification of 
the Covenant of the League of Nations at the end of World 
War I. In that sense, conservatives were the ideological 
descendants of isolationists. They feared that international 
organizations would threaten the sovereignty of states and 
take away foreign policy initiatives from nation-states. For 
instance, to Helms, member states of the UN that “bring 
nothing to the table” are the ones who tend to make 
commitments on behalf of the organization that the U.S. 
pays. 

Thomas W. Lippman, in the Washington Post on 20 
August 1996 was surprised that Helms should express his 
strong UN views in Foreign Affairs, a journal representing 
the Council on Foreign Relations which Helms held in low 
esteem. According to Lippman, Helms was among those 
who while admitting that the task of reforming the UN was 
enormous, was ready to threaten ending U.S. participation 
in the organization. But as Helms wrote, if the task of 
reforming the UN could not be done, “then the United 
Nations is not worth saving. And if it is not done then, I for 
one, will be leading the charge for U.S. withdrawal.” 
Helms represented to pro-UN forces in and out of the U.S., 
not only the face of conservatism in the Senate, but the face 
of fierce anti-UN attitudes, threatening the UN Secretary-
General and threatening to withdraw the U.S. from the UN. 
Besides the U.S. Congress as an institution against the UN, 
Helms was perhaps the single individual standing against 
an organization of about 192 member states. U.S. anti-UN 
attitudes thus revealed the enormous power of individuals 
and of institutions of one member state to shape policy in 
international institutions. 

Some of the strongest critics of U.S. actions against the 
United Nations were Western allies of the United States. 
The British Foreign Secretary Malcolm Rifkind called on 
the UN General Assembly in 1995 that the UN should 
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enforce penalties for non-payment of assessed dues and 
recommended that the UN adhere to a policy of “no 
representation without taxation.” Canadian Foreign 
Minister, Andre Ouellet found it even more difficult to 
accept that the richest country was withholding its dues 
while some of the poorest of the world were paying their 
dues in full. And the Australian Foreign Minister Gareth 
Evans, concerned by U.S. attitudes towards the UN, 
“ridiculed the fact that more people were employed by 
Disneyland than by the United Nations, and that the costs 
of UN peacekeeping were less than those of the New York 
City fire, police, and corrections departments.” These allies 
of the U.S. were alarmed and frustrated by the level of U.S. 
debt which UN officials estimated at about $1.3 billion in 
1997. 
 
Contract with America 
 
Conservatives drew inspiration to influence U.S./UN 
relations from their “Contract with America”, the program 
of action of the Republican majority as it took over the 
House of Representatives in 1994. As soon as they swept 
into power under the leadership of Newt Gingrich (R-GA), 
in a ten-item agenda they publicized their intentions to 
launch a conservative revolution. The proposal contained in 
the contract under “The National Security Restoration Act” 
aimed to scale down U.S. contributions to the UN 
especially regarding peacekeeping activities. In its 
emphasis on U.S. sovereignty, the contract interdicted the 
U.S. military from serving under foreign command. It 
revived discussions about the participation of the U.S. 
military in international peacekeeping efforts that 
characterized the negotiations for the ratification of the UN 
Charter. 

Specifically, it sought to reduce federal power and to 
reduce U.S. relations with international organizations, 
especially with the UN, since conservatives considered that 
the organization had not lived up to the standards they 
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expected. The act aimed to restrict U.S. involvement in UN 
peacekeeping activities, to prohibit Department of Defense 
(DOD) funds for payment of any assessed or voluntary 
contributions for UN peacekeeping, to require the UN to 
reimburse the DOD for services rendered, and to make 
payment of U.S. contributions contingent on such 
reimbursements. It also provided that at the beginning of 
each year, the U.S. would withhold 20 percent of regular 
UN budget, 50 percent of assessed peacekeeping 
contributions, and all peacekeeping contributions until the 
President’s certification that, indeed, the office of the 
Inspector-General was fully functioning at the UN (Vita 
Bite 1998).  

The contract was quite bold, revolutionary and 
visionary. According to Jeff Jacoby (1995), “never in 
modern U.S. politics has a party platform—a party’s 
statement of principles—mattered more.” Conservatives 
lost the White House, he argued, because George H. W. 
Bush, their incumbent didn’t grasp the power of “the vision 
thing.” But with their stunning victory in the congressional 
elections, they had reversed the conventional wisdom of 
federal politics which is: “The president proposes, 
Congress disposes”, such that by the end of their first 100 
days, Gingrich and his army had “reduced Clinton to 
insisting that he still mattered.” 

Evidently, embarrassing debacles, under the Clinton 
administration, involving U.S. forces such as in 
Mogadishu, Somalia in 1993 when U.S. troops were killed 
in an attempt to remove the dictator Muhammed Aideed 
must have been on the minds of the Republicans as they 
crafted the National Security and Restoration Act. Under 
the section of the act restricting “multinational and UN 
command of U.S. Forces,” the act required that in the 
future, the vital national interest of the U.S. must be 
clarified as well as the “precise command and control 
relationship between the United States Armed Forces 
involved and the multinational force or organization.” And, 
in a telling example of American exceptionalism, the act 
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stated that “the United States Armed Forces subordinated to 
the command of foreign nationals will at all times remain 
under United States administrative command for such 
purposes as discipline and evaluation.” The conservative 
majority in Congress was thus determined that The 
National Security Restoration Act should reflect their 
foreign policy objective. It was yet another demonstration 
of American exceptionalism—the emphasis on the 
preference for unilateralism, and a tendency, among 
conservatives, to undermine the mutual benefits of 
international cooperation.  
 
Conservative Hubris:  
“Mexico City Policy” and “Gag Rule” 
 
A dimension of conservative ideological hubris was the 
linking of pro-life conditions and UN funding. UN reform 
for pro-life conservatives included ending family planning 
policies financed with U.S. tax dollars. The financial trump 
card held by the U.S. in negotiations with the UN 
emboldened conservatives to push their pro-life agenda to 
other parts of the world by threatening UN agencies such as 
the United Nations Fund For Population Activities 
(UNFPA) to change their family planning policies or lose 
U.S. funding. Conservatives sustained the pro-life agenda 
in Congressional relations with the UN from the very 
beginning of the policy of withholding UN dues in the 
1980s to the 1990s and beyond. That this agenda was 
sustained for so long indicates that conservatives used their 
numbers and their ideas to great effect, especially in 
successfully persuading skeptics to see the pro-life agenda 
as a national interest issue.  

During the Reagan administration, both the executive 
branch and Congress worked to internationalize pro-life 
positions and to link them to U.S./UN relations. The first 
target of the pro-lifers was the World Population 
Conference held in Mexico City. Conservatives denounced 
the conference as a pro-choice forum encouraging abortion 
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as a form of birth control, and worse, ignoring the anti-
abortion language of President Ronald Reagan’s Mexico 
City Policy and using funds made available by U.S. tax 
dollars. The essence of the Mexico City Policy of the 
Reagan administration was to punish UN agencies 
promoting family policies abroad from receiving U.S. 
funding. This was the highlight of the President’s Mexico 
City Policy statement made just before the World 
Population Conference of August 1984. 

In Congress, conservatives commended the president’s 
pro-life position. According to Senator Denton, Reagan had 
instituted “an international pro-life standard.” In his view, 
President Reagan had to be commended “for his 
outstanding leadership in condemning abortion at home and 
abroad as a grave injustice against unborn human 
beings…and the President should be encouraged to 
continue to modify the domestic and foreign policies of the 
United States government to protect unborn human beings 
from the violence of abortion.” Although no legislation 
emerged from Congress to support Reagan’s Mexico City 
Policy, the executive branch continued to enforce its 
prescriptions until President Clinton repealed it in 1993. 
The main targets for the wrath of conservatives were 
international organizations promoting family planning, 
especially the United Nations Fund for Population 
Activities (UNFPA) which received about one-fourth of its 
funding from the United States. Pro-lifers also attacked UN 
support for family planning policies of the People’s 
Republic of China, especially what they claimed were 
forced abortions. 

The language of the pro-life forces was persuasive and 
double-edged. During their debates, pro-life advocates 
emphasized that international organizations had 
“laundered” “hard-earned” U.S. tax dollars for “coercive” 
abortions. What was promoted around the world as family 
planning was described in Congress as the killing of unborn 
children paid for by Americans. Members of Congress 
condemned “coercive abortions” in China and “forced 



The United States and the United Nations 
 

 

174 

sterilizations” in India with statements as, “We will not pay 
to round up pregnant women, drag them into abortuaries, 
and kill their babies.” 

Besides such ideological, emotional and derogatory 
language of congressional pro-life advocates, their position 
was supported by newspaper articles by pro-life forces 
outside Congress which denigrated the work of family 
planning organizations in general. According to a 
Washington Times article by George Archibald, inserted as 
testimony in the Congressional Record of March 18, 1985, 
mid-level officials of the Agency for International 
Development and the State Department influenced the 
preparation of a UN paper that defended China’s 
population policies. In addition, conservatives were angry 
that the UNFPA had awarded a $12,500 prize to Qian 
Xinzhong, the Chinese Minister of Planning responsible for 
devising the elaborate system of punishment for couples 
having two or more children. That the UN was rewarding 
such an individual, from the perspective of conservatives, 
proved that the UN was guilty of colluding with agencies of 
the U.S. government to subvert the conservative pro-life 
agenda. 

Another target of the pro-life forces in Congress was 
the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF), a 
private organization that publicly rejected Reagan’s Mexico 
City Policies when its President stuck to the principles of 
the organization, and told the Reagan administration: “Take 
your money and shove it.” According to Senator Denton, 
the same organization, with the support of pro-choice 
forces, found ways of getting U.S. tax dollars by having a 
subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs Committee to 
put language in the foreign assistance authorization bill 
“intended to tie the President’s hands.” According to 
thebill, organizations such as IPPF would not be denied 
money: 
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The President:  
Shall not deny funds (or goods or services financed 
with such funds) to any direct or indirect recipient 
of funds, goods, or services from a foreign country, 
an international organization, or a 
nongovernmental organization which receives those 
funds under this part for population planning 
purposes, because of the types of voluntary and 
non-coercive family planning programs which it 
carries out or promotes, or for which it provides 
funds, goods, or services (directly or through 
another entity), so long as it does so entirely with 
funds other than the funds made available by the 
United States under this part. 

 
This simply indicated that the congressional ideological 
battles would continue for a long time, but the result was 
that the UN had, by the mid 1980s, become a target of 
choice for Congress, and Congress was going to intensify 
anti-UN strategies to bend the organization to its will. The 
pro-life strategy linked to funding endured into the 1990s, 
and one of the key players whose anti-UN positions proved 
effective was Rep. Christopher Smith (R-NJ). 

More than a decade later on 24 September 1996 when 
Rep. Christopher Smith returned to chair hearings of the 
Subcommittee on International Operations and Human 
Rights of the Committee on International Relations of the 
House of Representatives, his anti-UN, pro-life rhetoric 
remained inflammatory. He accused the organization of 
expensive global conferences that were “essentially 
undemocratic and lacked the basic checks and balances that 
help to moderate the drafting of treaties and other 
international agreements.” It was also an opportunity to 
attack, once again, international family planning 
organizations. Smith was alarmed that the drafting 
committee of the Cairo Conference was chaired by Fred 
Sai, the president of the International Planned Parenthood 
Federation. According to Smith, the UN Conferences, 
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especially the Cairo Population Conference, were 
ideological and did not deserve funding. Smith felt that the 
UN’s credibility was waning in the U.S. which pays “the 
lion’s share of its bills.” To him, “because of its lack of 
direct, democratic accountability, the United Nations 
spends millions of our dollars on things that the United 
States government would never be able to get away with.” 
As Smith himself acknowledged during his opening 
remarks of the hearings of the Subcommittee, the problems 
with the UN were not only about its waste or bureaucratic 
mismanagement. He rejected UN family planning programs 
and confirmed that the U.S. would not fund projects, for 
instance, that recommend “…adding contraceptives to the 
water supply, or adopting Chinese incentives to family 
planning, or changing Catholic social teaching by 
provoking schism with the Catholic Church.”  

Christopher Smith and conservative pro-lifers lobbied 
successfully and on 24 May 1997, by a vote of 240 to 181 
the House of Representatives passed an amendment 
prohibiting U.S. funds for UNFPA activities unless the 
President proved that UNFPA had terminated its activities 
in China and that no abortions occurred as a result of 
coercive family planning. Conservatives maintained the 
fierce anti-UN family planning positions such that between 
FY 1986 and FY 1992, UNFPA received no U.S. funding 
during the Reagan and Bush administrations. Conservatives 
in Congress had thus succeeded in affecting the work of 
UN agencies by withholding funding and by linking their 
pro-life agenda to an international policy issue. 
 
Triumph of Exceptionalism. 
 
The Helms-Biden Agreement, S. 886 signed in 1999 
imposed on the UN an “arrears for reform” deal. It was 
negotiated by Congress, the Clinton administration and the 
UN. Its two dozen provisions confirmed that conservative 
forces had prevailed in the 1990s in relations with the UN. 
The agreement crowned two decades of congressional 
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pressure on the UN and ended the long U.S. arrears 
standoff with the UN, appropriating $940 million to the UN 
if the organization fulfilled stipulated conditions. 

Consider, for instance, a number of the conditions tied 
to the funds authorized for appropriation under Helms-
Biden: About two-thirds of U.S. arrears would be placed in 
a “contested arrears account” that would not be counted 
toward the possible loss of the U.S vote under Article 19 
(sec. 801). This ensured that the U.S. could continue to 
stifle the organization financially without running the risk 
of suffering Article 19 punishment since it had funds in the 
contested arrears account. The bill also provided for 
withholding twenty percent of appropriated funds from 
expenditure each fiscal year until authorized by the United 
States. Some of its conditions gave the impression it was 
the UN that owed the United States. For example, a 
provision of the bill would forgive amounts owed by the 
United Nations to the United States as a reimbursement. As 
it stated, “amounts shall be forgiven or reduced under this 
section only to the same extent and in the same amounts 
provided in advance in appropriations acts” (sec. 913, b). 
Congress had, by this, succeeded to impress on the public 
the notion that the UN owed the U.S. as well. 

In addition, the agreement granted the U.S. a permanent 
seat on the General Assembly of the UN’s budget 
committee, which guaranteed U.S. input into major UN 
budget decisions—an obvious victory for fiscal 
conservatives who consistently criticized UN excessive 
spending and inefficient financial accounting practices. 
Other conditions required that U.S. General Accounting 
Office should regularly inspect UN records; they imposed a 
merit-based personnel system on the UN, reduced U.S. 
assessments from 25 percent to 22 percent in fiscal year 
1999 and to 20 percent in fiscal year 2000 (Secs. 921, 931, 
and 941). As a further blow to the influence of developing 
countries at the UN, Helms-Biden suspended payments to 
the United Nations Industrial Development Organization
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(UNIDO) and to all other UN agencies to which the U.S. 
had withdrawn or rescinded funding (sec. 952). 

The foregoing interdictions, conditions to fulfill, and 
bench-marks to reach that the U.S. Congress imposed on 
the UN could potentially, and with time, ensure a leaner 
and a more efficient UN. Nonetheless, the conditions of 
Helms-Biden amounted to a virtual take-over of the UN by 
the United States. The precarious financial situation of the 
UN, aggravated by U.S. arrears, reduced the organization to 
dependence on the political and ideological whims of the 
U.S. Congress, rather than on the collective wish of the 
members of the organization. In sum, Helms-Biden was yet 
another demonstration of the projection of American 
exceptionalism by Congress 
 
Ideology and Partisanship in Helms-Biden Debates 
 
Conservatives deployed their negotiating arsenal of 
arguments to achieve Helms-Biden in 1999. In 1997, 
President Clinton vetoed an earlier version of the bill as too 
ideological and coercive. It linked the payments of arrears 
to ending UN family planning policies. Those conditions, 
the President felt would spark anger within the UN and 
worldwide. But, as the conditions outlined above indicate, 
the 1999 version, although it removed the family planning 
condition, remained quite provocative. 

The debates that produced the 1999 Helms-Biden 
underscored partisan and ideological differences in 
Congress. Democrats emphasized U.S. multilateral 
responsibilities while Republicans focused on fiscal 
concerns and pro-life ideological arguments. It was 
essential, Democrats argued, for the U.S. to pay its back 
dues so as to maintain its “political and moral leadership” 
in the world. They lamented that insufficient resources 
proposed for international organizations since the 1980s 
threatened U.S. ability to maintain leadership in the world. 
According to Rep. Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), who became 
majority leader when Democrats retook the House in 2007, 
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the bill failed to “measure up even in the slightest way,” to 
the U.S. role of leadership in the world. In her view, “the 
benefit of a better funded foreign assistance program is that 
the U.S. would not have to put its young people in harm’s 
way abroad.” Democrats also criticized Republicans, 
especially abortion opponents for the stalemate in payment 
of U.S. dues. Rep. Tony Hall (D-OH), a pro-life advocate 
himself, disagreed with his Republican anti-abortionists. He 
said he did not believe the UN dues should be held hostage 
to votes on abortion and family planning. 

Similarly, President Clinton saw in the attitudes of 
congressional Republicans a “dangerous and self-
defeating” approach to the role of America in the world. 
Refusing to pay arrears to the UN, he said, “could 
undermine fragile peace agreements that America helped 
forge, and spark new emergencies to which we could only 
respond later at far greater [cost].” In hindsight, after the 11 
September 2001 terrorist attack on America, Clinton’s 
warning seemed prophetic. The President also rejected the 
strategy Congress adopted to link UN reform to payment of 
arrears. For instance in H.R. 2670, the appropriations bill 
made clear that the U.S. would not make any arrears 
payments unless authorized by the enactment of an act that 
“makes payment of arrearages contingent upon United 
Nations reform.” Congress wanted two appropriation bills, 
one to pay regular assessments, and the other for 
arrearages, a strategy to coerce the UN to comply and 
reform prior to receiving U.S. outstanding debts. 

In addition to the support congressional Democrats had 
from President Clinton, former U.S. Secretaries of State 
supported the multilateral arguments of Democrats who 
were against linking payment of U.S. arrears to family 
planning politics. In a letter to Congress, a bipartisan group 
of former U.S. chief diplomats called for immediate 
payment of U.S. debts to the UN. They said they were 
deeply distressed that the failure to pay off the debt owed to 
the UN would jeopardize the ability of the U.S. to achieve 
“vital foreign policy and security objectives.” The debt 
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crisis, the secretaries wrote, had compromised the 
“priceless reputation [of the U.S.] as the pre-eminent 
country committed to the rule of law.” In their opinion, the 
crisis had threatened “the critical work of the United 
Nations.” 

The former diplomats called on Congress to promptly 
pay up its arrears especially as the UN had already 
implemented some of the reforms advocated. Congress had 
earlier requested a “no-growth” budget from 1994-1996 
and the creation of an office of Inspector-General, among 
others. These efforts warranted that the U.S. should do its 
part—pay its arrears so that the UN could continue to 
function and to reform. As diplomats, the former 
Secretaries of State were concerned that the U.S. would 
lose the respect of other UN members and lose its 
legitimacy as the global leader. 
 
Consistent Arguments of Fiscal Conservatives 
 
Conservatives maintained their entrenched positions 
despite these warnings and the indignation of allies. They 
focused attention on fiscal problems and linked their pro-
life agenda to conditions for payment of arrears. They 
rejected increased U.S. funding of international 
organizations as it could eventually force domestic tax 
increases and threaten social security. Speaking on behalf 
of his colleagues in Congress, Rep. Diaz-Balart (R-FL) 
announced, “We refuse to raise taxes. Bust the balanced 
budget…or go into the Social Security Trust Fund.” And as 
for Rep. Brian Billbray (R-CA), it was time for the rest of 
the world to grow up and pay some of its own bills and 
“quit looking to the United States to be the sugar-daddy”  

Billbray and conservatives as a whole left the 
impression that the U.S. was funding the UN and got 
nothing in return. It was not the case. The U.S. was not 
really the UN’s “sugar-daddy”. In fact, the U.S. gained by 
investing in the UN. Thalif Deen (2006) found that the 
United States consistently held the number one spot in 
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grabbing UN procurement contracts, averaging about 22.5 
percent of all UN purchases annually. Therefore, “on a 
cost-benefit ratio, the United States gets as much—or even 
more—than what it gives to the United Nations.” 
Specifically, according to UN sources, in 2002, the U.S. 
received 24 percent of all UN contracts; 21.8 percent in 
2003; 24.1 percent in 2004; and 20.4 percent in 2005. This 
was quite impressive when compared with Russia, trailing 
in second place with 13.3 percent; 10.1 percent; 10.7 
percent, and 7.7 percent respectively for the corresponding 
years. 

Not withstanding these figures, fiscal conservatives 
stood their ground, unfazed. Congressional testimonies 
reiterated familiar themes of inefficient management of the 
UN; irrelevance of the organization; threats to U.S. 
sovereignty, and little evidence of return on U.S. tax dollars 
contributed for the UN. In September 1996, former U.S. 
Representative to the UN Jeanne Kirkpatrick—by then a 
Senior Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute—
criticized the UN Secretary-General for claiming more 
powers than granted in the Charter. She testified before the 
House Subcommittee on International Operations and 
Human Rights. During the same hearings, Rep. Christopher 
Smith again castigated the UN for organizing global 
conferences that squandered U.S. tax dollars without 
“democratic accountability.” Such testimonies convinced 
members of Congress to support efforts to deny Boutros-
Ghali a second term as Secretary-General of the UN. 

Similar hearings in the Senate echoed the same themes, 
in essence, confirming that both chambers of Congress 
agreed that it was imperative to deflate the “bloated 
bureaucracy” at the UN by imposing on its administration 
an efficient accountability system. As Senator Rod Grams, 
chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on International 
operations put it during hearings on 6 November 1997, 
“The U.S. can help make the United Nations a more 
effective, efficient and financially sound organization, but 
only if the UN and other member states in return are 
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willing to finally become accountable to the American 
taxpayer.” The testimonies crystallized the overall 
objective of the U.S. to impose an American management 
system, justifying this by highlighting inefficiencies of the 
organization. For instance, in his testimony, Ambassador 
Richard Sklar, U.S. Representative for UN Management 
and Reform, told the Subcommittee that “all UN units 
should be subject by internal management to a cost-benefit 
analysis, and those dropping below a substandard ought to 
be eliminated or shaped up.” 

Among the few in Congress who tried, in vain, to 
caution against the overt hostility towards the UN was 
Senator Sarbanes. He tried to view the issues from the 
perspective of the majority of U.S. members. When he 
reminded his colleagues that it was the U.S. that owed back 
dues to the UN, he posed the following question for their 
contemplation: “If someone was your debtor, would you let 
them lay out conditions for repayment of moneys they 
owed?” He was worried that the arrogance adopted in 
Congress in this matter could provoke resentment of the 
U.S. around the world which, he feared could “significantly 
and substantially affect the U.S. posture within the 
organization.” 

In addition, the UN Secretary-General’s advisers 
testified before Congress to report on reform progress. 
Unfortunately for them, most of their exertions received 
unenthusiastic and skeptical responses, and failed to 
convince senators. The detailed testimonies of the reform 
agenda of the UN Secretary-General presented by John G. 
Ruggie, UN Assistant Secretary-General, and by Joseph E. 
Connor, UN Undersecretary-General for Management, 
failed to impress the senators. What mattered most to the 
senators as expressed by Senator Grams was whether the 
UN Secretary-General’s plan for reform would provide for 
any strategy to prevent “corruption, mismanagement on the 
part of UN staff of what may be stolen or squandered 
millions of dollars from peacekeeping operations.” 
Obviously, nothing short of complete UN capitulation to 
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conditions set by Congress would satisfy members of the 
U.S. legislature. 
 
Congressional Conservatives 
 
Evidently, the inflexible Congress dimmed prospects for 
negotiations between the congressional representatives and 
the Clinton administration on UN reform. Congress had the 
upper hand as it had effectively denigrated the UN, 
highlighting its negatives, ignoring its positives. 
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke was the chief negotiator 
for the administration, and according to James Traub 
(2006) faced a dire situation. He recalls that “in 1998, the 
United States had suffered the indignity—and the 
additional provocation—of being voted off the General 
Assembly’s budget committee for the first time,” and faced 
the prospect of losing its vote in the General Assembly if it 
did not pay its dues by the end of that year. So, Holbrooke 
faced members of Congress who, according to Traub, 
“seemed intent not only on punishing the UN but on 
humiliating it, forcing the institution to accept the 
asphyxiating strictures of Helms-Biden in exchange for the 
payment of arrears and a decrease in dues payments” (p. 
137). How Holbrooke played his diplomatic role could 
make or mar U.S./UN relations. The Clinton administration 
had little choice than to negotiate and, for the most part, 
concede to congressional preferences. 

Holbrooke’s diplomacy was essential for resolving the 
financial crisis and saving the UN. On 23 December 2000, 
the General Assembly adopted a new scale of assessments 
for the UN regular budget for FY 2001–2003, reducing the 
U.S. share to 22 percent. Although this was a major 
requirement of Helms-Biden, it was Ambassador Richard 
Holbrooke who conducted the intense diplomatic bridge-
building work between members of Congress and UN 
delegates to ease the tense and hostile relations between 
Congress and the UN. He brokered terms of agreements 
and organized face to face encounters between UN 
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representatives and members of Congress. The efforts 
resulted in the exchange of visits between Washington and 
New York, between members of the Security Council and 
members of Congress. 

Even after signing Helms-Biden, U.S./UN relations 
were once again particularly precarious between early 
November to mid-December 2000, Congress had already 
passed 22 continuing appropriations resolutions that had 
the effect of limiting expenditures that could be made by 
the U.S. Government. The effect was that without a 
resolution to the stalemate, the UN would receive no more 
money from the U.S. until the reduction in assessment that 
Congress wanted. Holbrooke invited senior members of 
Congress to New York to convey to members of the UN 
that the U.S. was determined to resolve the assessment 
issue in return for release of a $582 million in arrears 
payment under the Helms-Biden plan. This averted a 
potential crisis, since within days of the visit of legislators 
to New York Congress “resolved several outstanding issues 
related to the FY2001 appropriations bills, thereby making 
it possible for the United States to make significant 
payments on current assessments.” 

Holbrooke’s diplomacy thawed U.S./UN relations for 
awhile and brought about a rapprochement that was 
impossible to contemplate because of the mutual hostility 
between members of the U.S. Congress and representatives 
of states at the UN. Referring to a dinner for the Senate 
delegation to the UN organized by Ambassador Holbrooke, 
Sen. Joseph Biden told the Senate of what to him was “a bit 
of an epiphany.” He said he never imagined the day when 
he would see “Senator Jesse Helms, Henry Kissinger, 
Ambassador Holbooke, Mr. Belk, the public delegate from 
North Carolina, and the UN brass have their picture taken 
in the middle of that ballroom wearing blue UN caps.” It 
was a symbolic moment, which although a measure of the 
triumph of American diplomacy and American 
exceptionalism, was also a remarkable coming together to 
recognize the need to work together to save the UN. Nancy 
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Soderberg (2007), a former Clinton administration 
ambassador to the United Nations, later recalled and 
applauded Holbrooke’s diplomatic skills in ending the 
stalemate between Congress and the UN. According to her, 
“what Holbrooke understood is that when the superpower 
talks, and acts, at the UN in the right way—engaging in 
tough diplomacy; listening to others and at times taking 
their concerns on board—others will follow” (p. 106). 

Similarly, according to Traub (2006), Holbrookes’ 
“crowning achievement, or at least his most impressive act 
of chutzpah” was to invite Sen. Jesse Helms to New York 
to speak at the UN. The man who was known worldwide as 
America’s most acerbic critic of the UN, took the podium, 
and lived up to his reputation. Helms spoke of Congress’ 
“deep frustration with this institution,” and of its anger at 
being called a “deadbeat.” And in the all too familiar 
refrain of congressional UN criticism, he “accused the UN 
of undermining the ‘sanctity’ of sovereign rights, of 
seeking to establish a ‘new international order,’ and of 
imagining that only its actions could confer legitimacy on 
humanitarian interventions”(p. 140). However, after this 
harangue, Helms, referred to the UN diplomats as “my 
friends,” and went on to lunch with them. 

Even Democrats, traditional supporters of the UN 
issued threats of their own. On 12 December 2000, Sen. 
Joseph Biden Jr. told the Security Council, during the visit 
of senators to New York that the United States “won’t be 
able to participate fully if the United Nations membership 
fails to come together and update our regular budget scales 
and does not adopt a more rational peacekeeping scale” His 
statement confirmed first that congressional negative 
attitudes towards the UN had successfully achieved their 
goals and UN supporters had no choice but to admit the 
inevitable—accept the congressional proposals or sacrifice 
the organization. Conservative choices about how to 
accommodate the UN had prevailed. 
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UN Reform Act of 2005 
 
As the new century started, anti-UN activities revived 
especially in the House of Representatives. According to 
James Traub (2006), the bill introduced in Congress 
threatened to reduce dues payments to the UN unless the 
urgent reforms were undertaken. The new bill was “a kind 
of Helms-Biden II.” The architect of the bill was Henry 
Hyde “a doyen of congressional conservatives”. The 
controversial Hyde Bill named, “The United Nations 
Reform Act of 2005”, passed in the House of 
Representatives on June 15, 2005, by a vote of 221 to 184. 
It is wide ranging and complex, requiring certifications and 
reports to ensure that the United Nations complies to the 
letter of the legislation. For instance, among its draconian 
demands, the bill calls on the U.S. Congress to withhold 50 
percent of U.S. assessed dues to the UN regular budget 
beginning in 2007 unless at least 32 of 40 changes are in 
place including 15 mandatory reforms. In addition, the bill 
seeks to change funding for 18 UN programs to be totally 
voluntary. It will also create an Independent Oversight 
Board; establish a UN Office of Ethics; bar membership on 
human rights bodies to countries under UN investigation 
for human rights abuses; reduce funding for United Nations 
General Assembly conferences as well as public 
information; reform peacekeeping and establish a Peace-
building Commission. Similarly, in the Senate, another bill 
on UN reform (S. 1383) requires the President to withhold 
50 percent of U.S. contributions to the UN if the President 
determined that the UN was not making sufficient progress 
on reform (CRS, June 2006). 

The conservative Heritage Foundation, as expected, 
applauded the Hyde Bill “for laying out a well-designed 
legislative proposal that would tilt the U.N away from 
secrecy, scandal and corruption and towards accountability 
and transparency,” adding that the enforcement 
mechanisms will police UN member states who seek to 
resist the changes (Schaefer 2006). Although the 
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condescending references to the UN are typical in the 
writing of conservative commentators, it is yet another 
indication why the efforts of the U.S. Congress to reform 
the UN are perceived around the world as demeaning and 
arrogant. 

Indeed, the Washington Post, in an opinion on 15 June 
2005 described the Hyde Bill as “extreme” and 
“unproductive.” It called Mr. Hyde and his congressional 
colleagues who passed the bill to ponder one question: “Is 
the U.S. national interest best served by disengaging from 
the United Nations and allowing it to atrophy for lack of 
resources? Or, is the national interest served by supporting 
the institution, even while pushing it to reform?” Admitting 
that the UN had flaws like all institutions, the paper 
warned, that to reform it by “hitting it with a sledge 
hammer is the wrong way to go.” 



This page intentionally left blank 



CONCLUSION 
 

 189

Ambivalence Toward the United 
Nations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The United States Congress coerced the UN to reform 
according to its preferences when it realized, beginning in 
the 1970s, that majority third world groups in the General 
Assembly threatened the foundations of the institution as 
created in San Francisco in 1945. Most of the third world 
states pushed for New Orders with socialist underpinnings 
at a time the U.S. and the Soviet Union were locked in a 
cold war to win hearts and spread socialist or liberal 
ideologies around the world. But to the United States, the 
UN was its creation, the institutional crystallization of 
liberal internationalism—free market economic ideas and 
democracy. And as the hegemon, the single state with the 
overwhelming power in the post World War II international 
system, the U.S. assumed leadership to establish the 
Bretton Woods economic institutions and the United 
Nations to effectively manage the new international system. 
And what hegemons do is, according to Puchala (2005) 
“enforce established rules by meting out rewards and 
punishments” to members of the system. 

Congress seized the initiative to reform the UN and, in 
the process, undermined the relevance of the institution. 
The UN represented the ideals of liberal internationalism, 
but when conservatives in Congress reacted to its 
shortcomings, they did so by adopting coercive tactics to 
underscore the irrelevance of the world body. The U.S. 
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would rather readily dump the organization if it did not 
march in lock step with their preferences, they seemed to 
say. The administration of President George W. Bush that 
inaugurated the new century supported the aggressive 
policies towards the UN by conservatives in Congress. 
According to Nancy Soderberg (2007), a former U.S. 
ambassador to the UN during the Clinton administration, 
the height of the Bush administrations’ hubris was when it 
pushed aside the UN on the way to war in Iraq. As one of 
the arch-conservatives with close ties to the Bush 
administration, Richard Perle, claimed in 2003 before the 
war: “Saddam Hussein’s reign of terror is about to end… in 
a parting irony he will take the UN down with him.” Yet, in 
what Soderberg termed a revolutionary moment for the 
administration in its change in favor of the UN, the U.S. 
ambassador to the UN, on 14 October 2006 successfully 
negotiated a resolution that sanctioned North Korea for its 
nuclear weapons test. It confirmed U.S. ambivalent 
attitudes towards the UN. The UN basher-in-chief, Bolton, 
the very one who would not mind if some catastrophe 
shaved off the top ten floors of the UN tower, who came to 
office “bent on browbeating the UN into irrelevance”… 
“was, seeking out that very institution to contain one of the 
members of the ‘axis of evil’” (p. 102). 

This proves, as the preceding chapters have 
demonstrated, that U.S. domestic politics and international 
political events determine the nature of U.S. relations with 
the UN. Congress turned hostile towards the UN because of 
several reasons, including, changes in world affairs such as 
the intensification of the cold war, the rise of the South as a 
formidable force in UN politics, and because of the anti-
Americanism of the General Assembly. But it was able to 
translate the hostility into coercive policies because of the 
strength of conservatism in U.S. domestic politics from the 
1980s to the end of 2006. 

Anti-UN forces in the U.S. Congress succeeded by the 
strength of their rhetoric which, though persuasive, 
exaggerated the weaknesses of the UN, downplayed its 
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positives, and opted for the enforcement of stringent 
conditions for funding the organization. 

The conservative tradition of skepticism and hostility 
towards international organizations endured for most of the 
twentieth century. A major preoccupation of conservatives 
is that international organizations suggested the idea of 
global governance and threats to U.S. sovereignty and 
national interests. This notion endured beginning with 
isolationists led by Cabot Lodge during the League of 
Nations debates of 1918 to the Republicans under Jesse 
Helms during the UN reform debates of the 1990s. 

Conservatives came in various stripes. Fiscal 
conservatives concerned about financial accountability at 
the UN, and political and ideological conservatives 
concerned that the UN remained a threat to U.S. 
sovereignty forced the UN to reform to satisfy their 
agendas. Like the isolationists against the League of 
Nations, both anti-UN conservative forces were driven by a 
sense of American exceptionalism—the notion that the 
U.S., endowed with its resources and values, was indeed, 
God’s chosen nation, “the shining city upon hill” that the 
rest of the world should dare not challenge. The U.S. was 
the hegemon of the international system, the leader with the 
responsibility to stabilize the liberal international order that 
the UN represented. 

This leadership role, coupled with the notion of 
American exceptionalism convinced American leaders to 
assume the divine mission of spreading ideals of 
democracy, freedom and values to all parts of the world. It 
is this messianic zeal that, according to David Gelernter, 
inspired American presidents to assume global missions; 
Woodrow Wilson to champion the creation of the League 
of Nations; FDR to lead the nation to WW II and to 
diligently convince Congress to support the establishment 
of the UN; Truman to declare that “the free peoples of the 
world look to us for support in maintaining their 
freedoms;” and Ronald Reagan to “end the cold war and to 
declare that America was and must always be the ‘shining 
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city upon the hill.’” However, Americans and especially 
members of Congress did not always agree whether to 
adopt persuasive or coercive strategies to fulfill this role of 
stabilizing the international system, the reason for 
ambivalent policies. 

Consequently, enduring ambivalence in U.S. relations 
with the UN follow changes in domestic political power 
shifts in Congress. They reflect domestic ideological 
political struggles that define the exercise of American 
exceptionalism. Conservative forces were effective in 
checking the impulse to rock the international stability that 
third world nations attempted with their New Orders 
resolutions at the UN in the 1970s. In this respect, they 
were heirs of the isolationists of the early twentieth century 
in Congress. Reforming the UN by adopting coercive 
financial withholdings was consistent with their historical 
skepticism about multilateral approaches to reaching 
American foreign policy goals. It is significant, however, 
that these negative attitudes and denigration of the UN did 
not push conservatives to actually withdraw the U.S. from 
the UN. That, they knew could be similar to the error 
committed by isolationists when they rejected the League 
of Nations and, contributed, in part, to World War II. 

The evolution of their decision, as the fierce Senate 
debates indicated, were the historical backdrop from which 
to understand continuity and change in U.S. relations with 
global institutions. Led by Senator Cabot Lodge, ideas 
about staying out of other peoples’ problems contained in 
the Monroe Doctrine were still strong in Congress even 
though the U.S. was not completely isolated. However, the 
feelings were strong enough to derail Woodrow Wilson’s 
own version of American exceptionalism—bringing 
freedom to all sovereign nations. To Lodge and others, 
participation in World War I was not enough for them to 
understand that the U.S. could no longer stay away from 
problems of the world. Nonetheless, their skepticism about 
international organizations endured until Wilson was
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vindicated with the start of World War II and the attack on 
the U.S. in Pearl Harbor by the Empire of Japan. 

World War II and U.S. participation changed the 
international context, and proved Woodrow Wilson was 
right to fight for an organization for world peace. However, 
conservatives reluctantly agreed to the idea of an 
international organization if it would reflect their idea of 
peace through strength and the preeminence of the U.S. 
role in the organization. They provided most of the ideas 
for the draft of the Charter of the UN such as the veto to 
victors of the war. These ideas reflect the important role 
representatives of the U.S. Congress brought to San 
Francisco. Senators Connally and Vandenberg made sure 
the Charter of the UN would be acceptable to an ever 
skeptical Senate. They also conceded to the sovereign 
equality of all states in the General Assembly of the UN. It 
is this concession to small states that would change the 
membership and the dynamics of the UN with the influx of 
newly independent sovereign states of Africa and Asia. 
That they emerged as actors in the international system was 
a direct consequence of the decolonization processes of the 
United Nations. Yet, no sooner did they take seats than they 
challenged the U.S., the leader of the liberal international 
order that created their states. They clamored for New 
Orders—New International Economic Order; New World 
Information Order—that were socialist leaning, challenging 
the Western and American ideals upon which the UN was 
established.  

That new independent states tended to veer away from 
Western ideals was a result of the spirit of Bandung. The 
Afro-Asian conference of Bandung, Indonesia in 1955 laid 
the ideological perspective of the new members to the 
international system. Emerging from decades of European 
rule, these states viewed with suspicion the West. After all, 
it was Western Europe that subjected them to colonialism, 
exploited their natural resources and introduced economic 
policies that confined them to the periphery of European 
metropoles as suppliers of the raw materials necessary for 
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the industries. These states suspected that to continue close 
relations with their former “masters” could facilitate the 
neocolonialist designs harbored by Europe. Non-
alignment—no linkage to either the West or the East was 
the policy they believed would give them leeway to 
negotiate better economic and political relationships. To 
them, the UN was to facilitate their emergence into global 
politics as truly sovereign states under the justice 
guaranteed by international law.  

Therefore, the new third world majorities in the UN 
General Assembly crafted an approach to international 
politics that varied from U.S. preferences. They opted for 
equity and for the redistribution of wealth from developed 
to developing worlds, from the rich Northern Hemisphere 
to the poor Southern Hemisphere. Because these ideas were 
socialist, collectivist and statist, they challenged the liberal 
democratic vision of the world the U.S. hoped to promote. 

The 1970s were significant as a turning point in 
U.S./UN relations as the majorities in the General 
Assembly produced UN Resolutions calling for a New 
International Economic Order and equating Zionism with 
racism. For conservatives who had barely tolerated the idea 
of an international organization, these GA resolutions were 
constraints to U.S. foreign policy. Moreover, it was 
intolerable to them as the UN relied on the U.S. for most of 
its budget. In addition, as the international context was 
marked by the cold war between the U.S. and the USSR; 
the U.S. perceived the challenge at the UN as pro-Soviet. 
For conservatives in the U.S. Congress, anti-Americanism 
in the GA in the 1970s reflected a victory of socialist ideas. 

Consequently, conservative intellectuals and the new 
policy think tanks mounted a counter attack writing and 
educating Congress on the dangers to U.S. interests in the 
GA of the UN. Daniel Patrick Moynihan and Jeanne 
Kirkpatrick provided the ideological justification for anti-
UN policies in Congress. They framed anti-Americanism at 
the UN as threats to U.S. sovereignty and national interests. 
In their rhetoric, they intensified UN negatives, 
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downplayed its positives, and framed the need for UN 
reform as an imperative to U.S. membership of the 
organization. The consequence of this congressional 
hostility was legislation that introduced conditional funding 
of the UN by the United States. Thus by exercising its 
constitutional powers of authorization and appropriation of 
the budget, Congress used its “power of the purse” to 
coerce the UN to reform according to its preferences.  

Key actors in Congress who brought this coercive 
congressional response were fiscal conservatives such as 
Senator Nancy Kassebaum. Congressional legislation 
attacked management and accountability problems at the 
UN as a strategy to bring about political effects acceptable 
to the United States. The Kassebaum-Solomon 
Amendments and the Helms-Biden Agreements imposed 
conditional funding on the UN, but they also violated UN 
Charter obligations. On the other hand, they succeeded in 
establishing a leaner UN bureaucracy, and improved 
financial accountability in the organization. 

Among other negative actions against the UN 
organization, the Reagan administration withdrew the 
United States from the United Nations Educational 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in the 
1980s. This signaled that the U.S. could also, if pushed, 
withdraw from the UN itself. However, in 2003, the U.S. 
returned to UNESCO when the agency changed to the 
satisfaction of the United States. A year after the U.S. 
returned to UNESCO, the Heritage Foundation suggested 
that the Bush administration should report annually to 
Congress on the progress of UNESCO reform, and 
recommended that “future U.S. funding of—and 
membership in—UNESCO should depend on evidence of 
continued reform,” in such areas as transparency, 
accountability, hiring, education and literacy, and freedom 
of the press. Under the leadership of Koichiro Matsuura as 
Director-General, UNESCO eliminated by a half the 
number of divisions within the agency, removed all special 
advisers, replaced the senior management, and reduced 
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staff by 25 percent since 1999. Consequently, the U.S. 
Congress rewarded the effort by approving $71 million in 
funding for the organization for 2004. Similarly, the UN 
Headquarters in New York implemented several 
management reforms according to the terms of the Helms-
Biden Agreement of 1999.  

According to fiscal conservatives, therefore, the main 
problem of the UN is mismanagement of the budget, 
corruption and lack of accountability. Speaking just before 
retirement from the Senate, Nancy Kassebaum, consistent 
with her concern for fiscal responsibility, said that “the 
federal budget each year is more than a sum of numbers in 
ledgers—it is the sum total of decisions that together we 
have made about the nature and future of our government. 
Our deficit shows not just an imbalance in our national 
pocketbook but an imbalance in our national thinking.” It 
was such concern about the U.S. budget in general that 
motivated her to persuade Congress to take legislative 
actions that initiated conditional funding of the UN. But as 
discussed in this book, UN reform was not only about 
budgetary problems, it was about returning the UN to its 
liberal international order with U.S. preferences, especially 
those of conservatives, as blue-prints. 

By 2005, the report on the Oil-for-Food program in Iraq 
confirmed the view of UN opponents in the U.S. that 
indeed the organization’s corruption and mismanagement 
of funds is endemic. According to the report by an 
independent commission investigating the UN program, 
UN auditors failed to adequately monitor the aid effort and 
some UN officials might have illegally gained from the 
program. According to the report by Paul A. Volcker, 
former U.S. Federal Reserve Board Chairman, UN auditors 
were guilty of “loose financial controls over the program, 
which [had] become a major scandal at the UN. Following 
the overthrow of Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein, documents 
were found revealing that Saddam “was skimming funds 
from the program, selling oil illegally outside the scheme—
often with the knowledge of Security Council members—
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and bribing a variety of officials around the world.” The 
failure to effectively manage the Oil-for-Food program 
provided the opportunity for Saddam Hussein to earn “$1.7 
billion through kickbacks and illegal surcharges and took 
$8 billion from illegal oil sales to other countries.” 
Potentially, this scandal could even further undermine the 
reputation of the UN that since Helms-Biden, and the 
reforms achieved, appeared to be on the mend. No surprise 
then that in 2005 the House of Representative passed an 
even more financially restrictive bill introduced by Henry 
Hyde (R-IL). Although with little chance of passing in the 
Senate, especially, in a Congress controlled since January 
2007 by Democrats, it underscored the hostility of 
congressional conservatives at the UN. 

The political and ideological objectives to reform the 
UN underlie the financial conditions. By imposing financial 
restrictions, the U.S. imposed standards, and introduced its 
version of reform on an organization of over 190 states. 
Had the concerns been exclusively the financial burden on 
U.S. taxpayers, the U.S. would have readily accepted 
proposals for an equal rate of assessment for the leading 
industrialized nations. Although under Helms-Biden the 
U.S. reduced its assessment rate to 22 percent from 25 
percent, it remained, by far, the main financial contributor 
to the UN system and consequently, the only member with 
the leverage to impose real change in the organization. It is 
further evidence of the concern to maintain U.S. leadership, 
the concern to uphold American exceptionalism—reserving 
for itself the leverage and the capacity to determine 
whether the UN survives or declines into “irrelevance.” 

The negative attitudes towards the UN in the U.S. 
Congress are consistent with the notion of American 
exception, what some derisively term “exception from the 
law.” Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2004) suggested 
that the U.S. increasingly exempts itself from international 
agreements. It is an exception which “refers to the double 
standard enjoyed by the most powerful, that is, the notion 
that the one who commands need not obey” (p. 9). This 
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meaning of exceptionalism animated thinking and debates 
about relations with the UN. And issues regarding U.S. 
sovereignty, values, and national interest were couched in 
this exceptionalist language. However, exception from 
international law contradicts a fundamental American 
value—the respect for the law, and it is inconsistent with 
belonging in a multilateral organization. The very idea of 
signing the UN Charter presupposes, for instance, that each 
member surrenders a measure of sovereignty in order to 
achieve benefits of cooperation. 

Even if it can be argued that U.S. efforts to reform the 
UN have produced a leaner and a more efficient 
organization, the political costs include negative 
perceptions of the U.S. by other members of the 
organization. These negative perceptions of the U.S. often 
lead to the impulse to undermine U.S. actions when 
possible. An example of this was when the Security 
Council rejected the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003. Global 
events that have marked the beginning of the 21st century 
such as the attack on the U.S. on 11 September 2001 and 
the war on terrorism suggest that collective action through 
multilateral organizations such as the UN will perhaps be in 
greater demand than the unilateral actions of powerful 
states. As such reform of the UN must begin with 
rethinking how the organization is financed, for the strain 
in relations between the U.S. and the UN were about 
conditional funding, coercive punishment of an 
organization by one of its members—the source of a 
quarter of the organizations’ budget. So long as one single 
member of the organization contributes more than the 
contribution of the majority of members put together, it is 
impossible to see any profound changes in U.S./UN 
relations. 

This book chronicled how the U.S. Congress as a 
branch of government of the hegemon, using its financial 
clout, set out to redress what it perceived as a danger to the 
system represented by the upstart claims of third world 
states in the General Assembly of the UN. Hegemony, 
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according to Robert Cox (1993) “invites consent more than 
it coerces compliance.” In other words, the hegemon, or the 
leader of the international system, the U.S., can maintain 
stability in the system when it adopts persuasion rather than 
punishment. But the U.S. Congress pushed rather for more 
coercive strategies. 

Ambivalence in U.S./UN relations was about how 
domestic political battles in the U.S. swung between 
preference for persuasion and for punishment as the means 
for redressing the perceived drift away from the liberal 
internationalism of the UN: Democrats preferred 
persuasion and diplomacy, while conservatives preferred 
coercion, punishment achieved through conditional funding 
of the organization. However, the ideological differences 
between conservatives and liberals in U.S. domestic 
politics, in the final analysis, did not detract from the U.S. 
policy to reform the UN according to U.S. preferences. The 
U.S. responsibility was to Western hegemony in general, 
that is, the U.S. represented the liberal internationalism 
created by Europeans and Americans in international 
institutions following World War II. Although in the UN 
reform battles, the U.S. was alone to carry the burden of 
anti-Americanism, as Puchala (2005) observed, the U.S. 
remained the “…enforcer of Western hegemony…a 
political—ideological sink for counter—hegemonic ideas 
and projects by ushering them into history’s dustbin.” 

As the bungled U.S. war in Iraq indicated, enforcement 
of liberal internationalism through power projection and 
war is costly. Even ardent neoconservatives who fervently 
supported the war in Iraq feared that the U.S. could revert 
to isolationism with failure in Iraq. According to David 
Rose (2007) in Vanity Fair, these conservatives—Richard 
Perle, Kenneth Adelman, Eliot Cohen, and others who 
supported bypassing the UN changed their mind about the 
Bush administration’s failure in Iraq. Cohen, a professor at 
the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International 
Studies summed up the lessons of Iraq for future foreign 
policy leaders, “I’m pretty grim. I think we’re heading for a 
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very dark world, because the long term consequences of 
this are very large, not just for Iraq, not just for the region, 
but globally—for our reputation.” 

The mood was significantly upbeat before the war. 
Then, Richard Perle and David Frum (2003) wrote with 
glee in An End to Evil: How to Win the War on Terror, that 
the neoconservative dream was similar to that which 
inspired the founders of the United Nations. They saw the 
vocation of the U.S. as supporting justice with power, the 
vocation that, in their words, made the U.S., “…at our best 
moments, the hope of the world.” 

However, in the world at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, the U.S. may reconsider how its enforcer role 
is perceived around the world and the consequences of such 
perceptions. The U.S. role of enforcer, especially a punitive 
one, breeds anti-Americanism. According to Soderberg 
(2007), “the United States must again become the world’s 
great persuader, not just enforcer”…because, in the end, 
“the United States needs the UN to remain secure, and the 
UN needs the United States to survive.” 

By telling the story of the hostile attitudes in the U.S. 
Congress towards the UN from a historical perspective—
from the end of World War I to the period after the end of 
the cold war—the objective has been to show the enduring 
power of American exceptionalism and skepticism towards 
international organizations. It has also demonstrated that 
ideology, domestic and international political contexts 
contribute to changing attitudes on foreign policy. But the 
point of the story is that domestic political and ideological 
squabbles, even within the domestic environment of the 
hegemon, should not detract from the vital role that the UN 
should play in the complex world of the new century. The 
problems the world faces—from natural disasters to 
terrorism—require the cooperation of the global 
community of states and citizen groups. 

The mid-term elections of November 2006 brought 
back Democrats as the majority party in Congress. They 
tended over the years to prefer persuasion to coercion in 
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dealing with the UN. In addition, as South Korea’s Ban Ki-
moon assumed leadership of the UN in January 2007, while 
many, especially among conservatives in the U.S., 
remained skeptical about the relevance of the UN, many 
believers in multilateralism hoped that threats facing the 
world may lead to a new era of better relations between the 
United States and the United Nations had begun for 
cooperation in solving the complex problems of the global 
community. As Paul Kennedy (2006) wrote in The 
Parliament of Man: The Past, the Present and the Future of 
the United Nations, “Today and into the future, we will 
need a United Nations organization, duly modified from the 
world of 1945, but still recognizable to its founding fathers 
and still dedicated to their lofty purposes.” But whatever 
form it eventually adopts, the UN will only be effective in 
addressing the daunting problems of the world if all its 
members contribute to its success. The overbearing and 
coercive influence of the U.S. Congress on the UN, while it 
forced the UN to reform its management, it alienated most 
of the members, diminished their regard for the 
organization and for the United States. No multilateral 
organization will be effective for long, if the majority of its 
members perceive that the most powerful member seeks to 
impose its will with scant regard for the concerns of 
others—as hegemon, the U.S. might succeed better as 
persuader rather than enforcer. 
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Member States: Group of 77 
and Non-Aligned Movement 
 
Member States of the Group of 77 only are italicized 
Member States of the Group of 77 and the Non-Aligned  
     Movement * 
Member States of the Group of 77 and Observers of the 
     Non-Aligned Movement** 
Member States of the Non-Aligned Movement only*** 
Observers of the Non-Aligned Movement only**** 
 
Afghanistan * 
Algeria * 
Angola * 
Antigua and Barbuda ** 
Argentina  
Armenia **** 
Azerbaijan **** 
Bahamas * 
Bahrain * 
Bangladesh * 
Barbados * 
Belarus*** 
Belize * 
Benin * 
Bhutan * 
Bolivia * 
Bosnia and Herzegovina  
Botswana * 
Brazil ** 
Brunei Darussalam * 
Burkina Faso * 

 
Burundi * 
Cambodia * 
Cameroon * 
Cape Verde * 
Central African Republic * 
Chad * 
Chile * 
China ** 
Colombia * 
Comoros * 
Congo * 
Congo, DPR of *** 
Costa Rica ** 
Cote d'Ivoire * 
Croatia **** 
Cuba *** 
Cyprus *** 
Democratic People's 
Republic of Korea  
Democratic Republic of 
the Congo  
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Djibouti * 
Dominica ** 
Dominican Republic * 
Ecuador * 
Egypt * 
El Salvador ** 
Equatorial Guinea * 
Eritrea * 
Ethiopia * 
Fiji  
Gabon * 
Gambia * 
Ghana * 
Grenada * 
Guatemala * 
Guinea * 
Guinea-Bissau * 
Guyana * 
Haiti  
Honduras * 
India * 
Indonesia * 
Iran, Islamic Rep of * 
Iraq * 
Jamaica * 
Jordan * 
Kazakhstan **** 
Kenya * 
Korea, DPR of *** 
Kyrgyztan **** 
Kuwait * 
Lao People's DR * 
Lebanon * 

Lesotho * 
Liberia * 
Libyan Arab Jamahirya * 
Madagascar * 
Malawi * 
Malaysia * 
Maldives * 
Mali * 
Malta *** 
Marshall Islands  
Mauritania * 
Mauritius * 
Mexico **** 
Micronesia (Federated 
States of)  
Mongolia * 
Morocco * 
Mozambique * 
Myanmar * 
Namibia * 
Nepal * 
Nicaragua * 
Niger * 
Nigeria * 
Oman * 
Pakistan * 
Palestine * 
Panama * 
Papua New Guinea * 
Paraguay ** 
Peru * 
Philippines * 
Qatar * 
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Rwanda * 
Saint Kitts and Nevis  
Saint Lucia * 
Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines  
Samoa  
Sao Tome and Principe * 
Saudi Arabia * 
Senegal * 
Seychelles * 
Sierra Leone * 
Singapore * 
Solomon Islands  
Somalia * 
South Africa * 
Sri Lanka * 
Sudan * 
Suriname * 
Swaziland * 
Syrian Arab Republic * 
Tanzania, *** 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thailand * 
Timor-Leste  
Togo * 
Tonga  
Trinidad and Tobago * 
Tunisia * 
Turkmenistan * 
Uganda * 
Ukraine **** 
United Arab Emirates * 
United Republic of 
Tanzania  
Uruguay ** 
Uzbekistan *** 
Vanuatu * 
Venezuela * 
Viet Nam *** 
Yemen * 
Zambia * 
Zimbabwe * 
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