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C h a p t e r  4

What Is the International?

A quarter of a century after the apogee of internationalism, through a 
window of Cold War détente, the world took on a global hue. The 

viewers of American television, and its global affiliates, could watch Henry 
Kissinger, the period’s ubiquitous American statesman, speak of “an extraor-
dinary opportunity to form for the first time in history a truly global society, 
carried by the principle of interdependence.”1 Readers of social scientific lit-
erature could find the same view corroborated by Harvard professors such as 
the political scientist Stanley Hoffmann, who tendered that a new language of 
internationalism was needed to describe the exercise of international power 
by “non- state actors,” “multinational companies, international organisations, 
and the like.”2 Since then, the historian Akira Iriye has recovered the 1970s 
as a decade that witnessed “a definite phase of globalization, a process that 
was to continue into the subsequent decades” and aided the emergence of “a 
genuine world community.”3 In the context of the longer history of twentieth- 
century internationalism, the conceptual materials of this new “global” era 
look remarkably familiar.

The 1970s were a curious combination of the old and the new, not least 
because of the simultaneous pull of the universal and particular, the inter-
national and national. Kissinger, for one, hedged his bets, warning that the 
seventies would be viewed in retrospect as either “a period of extraordinary 
creativity or a period when really the international order came apart, po-
litically, economically and morally.”4 Daniel Moynihan became as convinced 
during a stint as ambassador to the UN that even if the talk was all global vil-
lages and spaceship earth, something closer to regression was taking place; the 
world was relapsing into a timeless mode of tribal fragmentation and strife.5 
It was not only the foundations of empires that were vulnerable. The seventies 
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saw Pakistan violently splinter to form Bangladesh, Cyprus sundered into a 
Turkish north and Greek south, and the Arab- Israeli conflict spread, taking 
as its emblematic hostage that cosmopolitan city, Beirut. There was no short-
age of “peacekeeping” for the UN, as the organization now turned to the task 
of stabilizing the conflicts that continued to erupt across the globe and utiliz-
ing in new ways the international military force that had been dreamed of 
half a century earlier.

How we understand the seventies as a transformative decade depends on 
setting and perspective. While most studies of the period place events at the 
United Nations offstage, in this chapter I look at the international organiza-
tion as a compelling theatre of competing narratives of a twentieth- century 
internationalism imagined in the language of a “truly global society,” and the 
fragmentation of existing states into smaller nations. The UN was the forum 
for economic claims so unprecedented that they profoundly troubled Ameri-
can diplomats while cheering the delegates of new postcolonial states. As a 
result, in the same decade that some historians argue a truly international 
human rights agenda was born, Western governments began to disown the 
international organization at the symbolic center of the modern experiment 
in institutional internationalism. In addition, the drama of empire and race 
played out at the UN in the 1970s directly influenced Western scholars of race 
and nationalism, and indirectly affected new theories of international politics 
that wrote the UN into the margins of the present and the past, where histo-
rians long managed to leave it.

By placing the UN at the center of the decade’s contradictions and chang-
ing theorizations of the international, we get a much clearer impression of the 
apotheosis of a globally oriented internationalism in the first half of the 1970s, 
and its contorted demise. It is a history that usefully reminds us of the extent 
to which, even at the end of the twentieth century, definitions of the “interna-
tional” remained as contested and crucial to the progress of collective politics 
as the question “What is a nation?”

Third World UN

At its beginning, the seventies ushered in a self- conscious internationalism 
in the language of globalism. As with the apogee of internationalism, and be-
fore then the international turn, the new global era was replete with descrip-
tions of international- scale intimacy and identification shaped by expanding 
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technologies and networks of communication and commerce. In reality, over 
this same period, the progress of economic globalization had been as unpre-
dictable as that of international institutions. The seventies felt more global 
because the structural globalization that had stalled during the 1930s into 
economic deglobalization suddenly restarted.6 We might imagine the shifting 
tides of world trade like currents forcing the ebb and flow of the “global men-
tality” talk that was the seventies version of being internationally minded. 
But trade and talk were not the only factors determining global perspectives. 
The space race, stories of the Russian Sputnik satellite and televised images of 
Americans planting their flag on the moon, and satellite imagery itself fun-
damentally altered the ways in which “international society” was imagined, 
now in technicolor visions. On the cusp of the new decade, the UN’s first 
“Third World” secretary- general, the Burmese U Thant, specifically called for 
“a new quality of planetary imagination” that could match “the realities of the 
present- day world.”7

Employees attached to the UN Secretariat and Economic and Social 
Council were particularly fond disseminators of global terminology. The 
council’s administrative head, the under- secretary general for economic and 
social affairs, Philippe de Seynes, propagated “globalism” as the “functional 
expression” of the increasingly prominent notion of the “world as a whole.”8 
The rare scholarly commentary on the “facts of international life,” or the 
sentiment of internationalism, might claim that population growth in com-
bination with “easier than ever” communication across nations, the spread 
of industrialization, and international institutions (“the most essential pre-
requisite for the growth of a widespread sentiment of world citizenship and 
loyalty”) had led to a corresponding reduction of the “disparate nature of the 
cultural values held within the world community.”9 But the language of world 
citizenship and community seemed bland and even old- fashioned in com-
parison with the new globalism.

More common from outside the UN was the view that UN agencies and 
the UN General Assembly had a diminished role in these global develop-
ments.10 Political scientists sympathetic to concepts such as interdependence, 
which conventionally implied relations between sovereign states, lit on a new 
term, “transnational,” which, like “international regime” and “nonstate ac-
tors,” put a spotlight on the unprecedented growth in international organi-
zations other than the United Nations.11 Between the late 1960s and early 
1980s, the number of these nonstate actors doubled to nearly eighty thou-
sand (compared to the double digits of the 1890s).12 Each of these often had 
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multiple domestic or national branches, adding to the sense that they were 
everywhere.

If we think back over the twentieth century, the role of nonstate actors 
dominated as the subjects and objects of observations of the sociological di-
mensions or “objective facts” of a new internationalism. These had included 
not only early institutions such as the Universal Postal Union, but also the 
Cercle International of the Hague Peace Conference, the international wom-
en’s organizations lobbying the league, and the NAACP’s efforts on the side-
lines of the San Francisco meeting that drafted the UN Charter in 1945. The 
UN Charter, like the league covenant, was intended to avoid an international 
government by individual plebiscite. The drafters, though, gave in to some 
of these actors’ demands by granting consultative status to any international 
organization that had approval from the General Assembly and that was not 
itself the product of an international treaty. The charter also formally intro-
duced into political parlance a new noun, “nongovernmental organization,” 
or NGO.13

From the 1940s until the 1970s, the story of the international sway of 
NGOs was still as much about the UN. There were forty NGOs in the first 
group to be given access to the Economic and Social Council.14 Most were 
already well- established transnational ecumenical, legal, worker, and com-
mercial bodies, whether trade union federations, internationally organized 
employers, or women. They included late- nineteenth- century organizations 
such as the International Law Association (1873), the International Coop-
erative Alliance (1895), and the International Council of Women (1888); 
and common issue alliances formed in the interwar period such as the In-
ternational Chamber of Commerce (1919), the Christian- democrat- oriented 
World Confederation of Labor (1920), the International League for Human 
Rights (1922), and the International Federation of Business and Professional 
Women (1930).

The UN’s recognition of the “NGO” also breathed life into a new post-
war generation of international institutions, which sought to influence na-
tional policies: from the Coordinating Board of Jewish Organizations and 
the Consultative Council of Jewish Organizations (which René Cassin helped 
establish) to the International Federation of Agricultural Producers, the In-
ternational Organization for Standardization, the United Cities and Local 
Governments, and the All Pakistan Women’s Association. Not all these in-
terests had the same claim to status within the UN. Diverse women’s groups 
were told they had to coalesce to gain recognition; the Bahá’í International 
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Community, which registered with the UN in 1948, was not granted con-
sultative status until 1970.15 The multiplication of NGOs in the 1960s was 
also spurred by the popularity of development and modernization schemes 
in postcolonial states. By then too the UN, and its place in a broader constel-
lation of international power and authority, had taken its own global turn. 
As the political scientist Leland Goodrich observed, the United Nations had 
grown into an organization that participants at its founding 1945 conference 
(including himself) would have found difficult to recognize.16 From his per-
spective, the difference was less a matter of the proliferation of international 
institutions and a “global consciousness” and more a matter of the delegates 
of new postcolonial nation- states crowding the corridors and assembly halls 
of the UN.

At its outset, the UN had comprised 51 member states, of which the large 
majority were countries of Europe, including the Soviet Union, the Americas, 
and the “White Commonwealth.”17 When the People’s Republic of China was 
admitted to membership in December 1971, there were 132 member states 
(in 2010 it had 192), the majority postcolonial. In the interim, at least thirty 
had claimed their independence from the British Empire alone— including 
India, Pakistan, Burma, Ceylon, Israel, Sudan, Ghana, Malaya, Nigeria, Cy-
prus, Tanzania, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Jamaica, Trinidad, Kenya, Zanzibar, 
Malta, Malawi, Zambia, Singapore, Gambia, Botswana, Lesotho, Barbados, 
Guyana, Aden, Mauritius, Swaziland, Fiji, and Tonga. The appointment in 
1961 of U Thant as UN secretary- general— successor to the Swedish Dag 
Hammarskjöld,18 who succeeded the Norwegian Trygve Lie— was a striking 
symbol of how anticolonial the tenor of UN- centered internationalism had 
become. For Thant, a former headmaster and UN diplomat, the “question 
of colonialism” was at the heart of the UN’s work.19 This was also a period, 
needless to say, when the UN- sanctioned language of non- self- governing ter-
ritories and trusteeship faded into irrelevance.

Thant was hardly alone in his priorities. Already in the mid- 1950s, Amer-
ican and Russian strategists were transforming the “question of colonialism” 
into the substance of Cold War strategy.20 At the same time, the ongoing UN 
discussions about a binding convention or bill on human rights began to fea-
ture the “self- determination of peoples.”21 The shift was as noticeable in the 
Human Rights debates at the UN, as the commission worked on the transi-
tion from the 1948 declaration to justiciable covenants. From the 1950s, the 
new discussion of human rights turned on the separation out of civil and 
political rights from economic and social rights, and the inclusion of the 
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“self- determination of peoples” as a human right. Meanwhile, the expanding 
General Assembly began throwing its own weight behind the national ambi-
tions of colonized societies by adapting the techniques of international law to 
the cause of decolonization rather than empire.

In 1960, the UN General Assembly passed the Declaration on the Grant-
ing of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. The following year, it 
created a Special Committee on Decolonization to monitor and make recom-
mendations on the application of the declaration. While existing international 
laws of state succession imposed on any new state the maintenance of colo-
nial obligations— including the concessionary rights given to trading com-
panies to exploit natural resources— the General Assembly devised its own 
principle of self- determination. It deemed “the right of peoples and nations 
to permanent sovereignty over their natural wealth . . . in the interest of their 
national development and the well- being of the people concerned.”22 In 1966, 
the same principle of popular and national sovereignty over natural wealth 
and resources was codified in the International Covenants on Human Rights, 
alongside the now universalized right of peoples to self- determination. The 
UN had effectively made control of natural resources a defining aspect of 
national sovereignty for new postcolonial states.

As in the past, there was little the General Assembly could do to enforce 
its declarations, covenants, or resolutions. Nevertheless, its efforts were cru-
cial to perceptions of the UN’s changing international constituency and the 
effect on the balance of power within the organization.23 There was not only 
the pressure of new member states weighing in but also the expansion in the 
UN’s admission of NGOs.24 During the 1970s, the NGOs granted consultative 
status tripled to nearly six hundred, comprising institutions from a broader 
geographical and cultural spectrum than ever before, such as the World Mus-
lim Congress (founded in 1949), the Muslim World League, the Afro- Asian 
Peoples’ Solidarity Organization, the Arab Lawyers Union, the Organization 
of African Trade Union Unity, and the Anti- Apartheid Movement. The UN 
also provided, in a more old- fashioned way, the opportunities for sociability 
that gave birth to a range of associations and agencies engaged with postcolo-
nial nation building. The offices and meeting places of the UN were the con-
genial setting for the creation of the Group of 77 coalition of “Third World” 
member states, and the Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 
established to promote “the development- friendly integration of developing 
countries into the world economy.”25

U Thant’s two terms as secretary- general (1961–71) also coincided with 
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the first Development Decade. This was no lone UN agenda. It was backed— 
like Thant’s own appointment— by the Kennedy- led U.S. government, and 
powerful American philanthropic organizations such as the Ford Founda-
tion, in the context of the Cold War struggle for colonial hearts and minds.26 
From the perspective of the UN’s Secretariat, of course, the concept of devel-
opment had specific institutional roots, nurtured in experiments in Technical 
Assistance (which, as we have seen, also capitalized on personal connections 
with colonial reform movements, and the Cold War concerns of the new su-
perpowers). These experiments were now increasingly oriented around pop-
ulation planning. In the 1940s, Huxley had supported a population program 
at UNESCO on eugenicist grounds, with little success; in the 1950s, Myrdal 
was intent on population planning on feminist grounds, and knew Huxley 
through their shared enthusiasm. By 1960, population was a mainstream 
political as well as welfare topic. Its place in “development” programs was 
ensured by the conceptualization of population control as a solution to Third 
World poverty, and by the encouragement of postcolonial leaders who saw 
in population planning a technology of modern government and state build-
ing.27 At the 1960 UNESCO General Conference British and American fig-
ures, from Norman Angell and Bertrand Russell to Dean Acheson, Archibald 
MacLeish, Arthur Schlesinger Sr., Eleanor Roosevelt, and Sumner Welles, 
signed off on a statement of conviction about overpopulation. This insisted 
on the importance of birth control as well as “social and family stability” for 
raising living standards and achieving international peace.28 By 1968 the UN 
had declared “family” planning to be a human right, and in 1974 it held the 
first World Population Conference under its auspices.29

Not everything about the economic and social motifs of globalism was 
new. The global turn of the seventies can also be read as another chapter in 
twentieth- century narratives of internationalism as the means to economic 
and social as well as political progress. The creation of the ILO by the “great 
powers” in 1919, for example, and its evocations of “social justice” had recog-
nized the threat that the determined clamor for economic rights and equality 
posed not only to peace but also to the political integrity of existing empires 
and states. The motifs were repeated through the crisis of World War II, 
and the drafting of the UN Charter; we can hear them as loudly in Gan-
dhi’s pointed recitation of the aims of the Indian anticolonial movement.30 
The claims for social justice are audible too in the UN’s accentuated social 
and economic program, on the advice of the 1939 Bruce Report. In 1955, the 
same motifs were rehearsed “offshore,” as twenty- nine new African and Asian 
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national governments seized the opportunity to gather in the old colonial 
plantation resort city of Bandung, in Indonesia’s West Java province. During 
the 1945–49 Indonesian independence battles, most of Bandung had been 
purposely destroyed by the Dutch; now it was a provincial postcolonial capi-
tal transformed by the noise of modernizing industry. And playing a key role 
at the 1955 Asian- African Conference, as it was known, was the Indian prime 
minister Nehru, who had invested so heavily in the one worldism of the early 
UN. At Bandung, Nehru turned to the creation of a new Non- Aligned Move-
ment, distanced from the Cold War machinations of the United States and 
Soviet Union that were taking their terrible toll on the worldly status of inter-
nationalism and the UN itself.31

In the “Asian arena” of the 1950s, the motifs of economic and social prog-
ress were deployed in two distinctive intersecting versions of internationalism— a 
twinning that rehearsed in historically specific ways the themes of the new 
internationalism, and Nehru’s own 1940s Indian internationalism. As the 
historian Sunil Amrith has described them, one version “drew on a lan-
guage of global citizenship and rights, rights which locked into a common 
struggle the ‘wretched of the earth,’ the recent and current victims of rac-
ism and colonialism”; the other conceptualized “the international system as 
a source of strength and support for state- directed programmes of national 
development,” including “a belief in the international circulation of ‘govern-
mental technologies.’ ”32 In the narrative of internationalism that framed the 
Non- Aligned Movement and the Bandung program, the two versions were 
inextricably intertwined: peaceful coexistence through the implementation 
of human rights; the equality of all races and nations large and small; de-
velopment and the inviolability of state sovereignty, with attention to natu-
ral resources. By the 1960s, this intersecting nation building and economic 
and social justice international agenda had made its way back, via the Third 
World member states of the UN, to the UN General Assembly.33

Despite the longer history of internationalism as the means to economic, 
social, and political progress, and the persistent importance of the UN to 
the political changes of the postwar period, the UN was not the only inter-
national game in town. Scholars of the international took note, preferring to 
study transnational phenomena and “nonstate actors” that were not in the 
orbit of the UN, including multinational corporations (Frazier’s “cartels”) ex-
erting their mysterious and unaccountable influence on international trade, 
and humanitarian NGOs that advertised their causes with “no borders,” Am-
nesty International (1961), the aptly named Médecins sans frontières (1971), 
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and the champions of environmentalism, Greenpeace (1971).34 The origins 
and physical headquarters of these later now well- known NGOs tended to be 
European, but their agents were willing and able to exploit new media tech-
nologies to attract mass support for humanitarian intervention. Some histori-
ans consider these organizations the successors of the Christian missionaries 
of the nineteenth century.35 Others categorize them in more contemporary 
terms, as the core of a new “global civil society,” mirroring the civil society 
movements that also took hold in the 1970s in communist Eastern Europe, 
whether Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia or “anti- politics” in Hungary.36 As the 
characteristics of this new international society unfolded, the critical ques-
tion for contemporaries was as much whose interests they represented.

The answer to that question, like the problem of determining the na-
ture of changes to international society in the 1970s, depended significantly 
on perspective and perceptions. The UN’s landmark 1970s international 
meeting, the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, is a use-
ful case in point. Attended by 113 state delegates and four times as many 
representatives of nonstate actors, all gathered under the UN’s auspices, the 
conference announced environmentalism as a newly globalized issue on the 
international scene. Its concluding Declaration on the Human Environment 
set the goals of sustainability and equity and international scientific research 
that would inform international discussions and action on environmental 
issues such as endangered species, air pollution, and the ozone layer into the 
twenty- first century.37 It also inadvertently confirmed that international pol-
itics remained ideologically fractured along an older imperial color line— 
newly identified as North and South— as much as the East- West tracks of 
the Iron Curtain.

When the Stockholm Conference sent out the message that industrializa-
tion was the cause of environmental degradation and global ecological disas-
ter, it brought to the surface of global life evidence of a deepening division 
between the perceived international interests of the already industrialized 
world or “North,” and those of the “developing” world, or the “South” or “Third 
World.” The place of the UN on this new ideological, and moral, map was at 
times ambiguous. From the perspective of the UN’s under- secretary general 
for economic and social affairs, the Conference on the Human Environment 
signified the conceptual distance between the development focus of “tradi-
tional internationalism,” on the one hand, and globalism, measured in a new 
ambivalence toward technology, on the other. Philippe de Seynes blamed tech-
nology for “the degradation of the environment, the destruction of ecological 
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balances, the limited capacity of the biosphere, the possible depletion of natu-
ral resources, the population explosion, the finiteness of the planet, and per-
haps even the finiteness of knowledge.”38 (This was certainly a million miles 
from the suggestion made by Julian Huxley as UNESCO director- general in 
the late 1940s, that exploding an atomic bomb in Greenland could create a 
useful global warming effect that would transform icy climes to arable farm-
ing.)39 From the perspective of many postcolonial member- state representa-
tives, the environmental challenges that had brought them to the Stockholm 
Conference were the responsibility of the industrialized North whose wealth 
was built on an accrued environmental debt. They argued the conference- 
sanctioned view that any global remedy should not be at the cost of the new 
nation- states’ equal right to economic development (and prosperity) through 
industrialization.

Over the next few years, these conflicting North- South perspectives came 
to a head in the precincts of the UN General Assembly.40 Fueling the conflict 
was the instability inflicted on the balance of international economic power 
by the discovery by oil- rich Arab states that they could exploit the control of 
oil prices.41 In 1973, while Egypt and Saudi Arabia were embroiled in a war 
with Israel, OPEC, a new ostensibly intergovernmental organization made up 
of states pursuing their common interests, mobilized an embargo on oil sup-
plies to the United States, which it also demonized as a supporter of Israel.42 
The OPEC states simultaneously agreed to cut back on oil production and to 
raise oil prices.The result was an oil crisis felt most acutely by the industrial-
ized North, even as it “greatly encouraged” the assertion of collective cultural 
and economic claims by the South.43 For Joseph Nye, an American political 
scientist, it felt as if international politics was no longer determined by the 
dominant powers. Instead, there was the influence of “transnationalism,” a 
term he coined to capture the processes of negotiation in which organizations 
such as OPEC and the Non- Aligned Movement wielded power in competi-
tion with the individual superpowers, NGOs, and the UN.44

The crucial year proved to be 1974, when the UNCTAD, on the urging of 
the Non- Aligned Movement (led at the time by Algeria, a member of OPEC 
since 1969), put its proposal for a New International Economic Order, or 
NIEO, to the UN General Assembly. Like the Bandung communiqué, the 
NIEO program emphasized the disequilibrium between developing and de-
veloped parts of the world, illustrated in the worsening gap between North 
and South living standards. And like the UN adopted Charter of Economic 
Rights and Duties of States (also promulgated in 1974), the NIEO affirmed 
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the role of international law and new economic principles as tools for legiti-
mating the self- determination of peoples, state sovereignty, and the national 
significance of industrial development. It also reinforced demands for na-
tional (and nationalized) control of local natural resources, now expanded to 
the right of all states to restitution and compensation for the past exploitation 
and depletion of those resources by colonial powers and foreign companies.45 
The NIEO provoked an uproar among the states that had most to lose from 
these demands. It is worth noting, however, the mixed response of UN civil 
servants and NGO workers, many of them citizens of the developed world, 
and some of whom supported the core demands of the NIEO, if not always 
their methods, and established networks across the North- South divide in 
order to press for their adoption.46 UN secretary- general Kurt Waldheim 
(whose personal links to the race crimes of the Nazi period had not yet been 
exposed) celebrated the new economic agenda as “a historical moment in the 
life of the United Nations.”47

From the international organization’s perspective, the NIEO was only 
one component of a resolve to affect international social justice, summed 
up in the report “A New United Nations Structure for Global Economic Co-
operation.” The mooted structural changes involved a strengthened General 
Assembly and ECOSOC, streamlined UN operations, and the creation of a 
second director- general for development and international cooperation.48 
As Ronald I. Meltzer noted in the UN- friendly journal International Orga-
nization, the report was evidence of “a basic structural trend towards a more 
centralized and integrated UN system, after more than a decade of rapid or-
ganizational growth and uncoordinated institutional pluralism.”49 The retired 
U Thant glossed that the NIEO was one component of “a bridge” that was 
being built between the North and the South, and “of a community of in-
terest and recognition of interdependence.”50 De Seynes argued “it was al-
ways assumed that  .  .  .  these changes would help in relieving the rich of a 
sense of guilt toward the two- thirds of mankind living in poverty, disease, 
and ignorance.”51 Formerly a French bureaucrat, as a top- ranking UN civil 
servant, de Seynes interpreted the demand for economic equity as an inter-
national accounting of the ongoing effects of colonialism: even after having 
given up direct political control in Africa and Asia, colonizing countries were 
maintaining their economic dominance in formerly colonial regions to the 
advantage of their own economies and disadvantage of local populations. 

Stanley Hoffmann wrote that “the concern for a world system both less brutal 
and less unfair than that of the past” supported a solution that maximized 
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“interdependence.”52 Even Ivor Richards, the U.K. permanent delegate to the 
UN, ventured that the NIEO would not go away since “‘interdependence’ is 
not merely one of the empty platitudes of United Nations rhetoric, it has be-
come a fact of world trade.”53 As it happened, the facts of trade meant that it 
was not long before the South’s oil leverage dissipated and the NIEO program 
and most of the planned structural changes to the UN were also laid aside. 
Historians have argued since that although the NIEO did not achieve its aims, 
it did encourage the IMF to introduce compensatory financing facilities and 
to increase its credit to the South.54 Its other more palpable effect was to feed 
contradictory perceptions of power and authority at the UN.

The demands made through the NIEO reinforced a perception that North-
ern dominance of international affairs had finally declined with the help of the 
very international institutions established principally by the West. The defeat 
of the NIEO economic agenda, in turn, exposed the relative weakness of the 
South’s hold on the General Assembly, UNESCO, and the ILO, compared to 
the international clout of the North- controlled International Monetary Fund, 
the International Atomic Energy Agency, and the Security Council.55 In 1975, 
Harvard alumnus and Lebanese delegate to the UN Charles Malik was careful 
in his assertion that “Western causes have no chance of enlisting a majority in 
the UN today.”56 He tempered his claim with an acknowledgment of the pre-
dominance of Western causes through the exclusive right of veto in the Secu-
rity Council enjoyed by “three Western powers.” John Reginald P. Dumas, a 
diplomat from Trinidad and Tobago at the UN, observed, “The whole affair 
was largely a question of perceptions: How the U.S. perceived itself, how it 
and other western countries perceived the Third World (and vice- versa), how 
the various elements of the Third World perceived themselves.”57 The percep-
tion of the race dimensions and possible economic consequences of a new 
balance of power was potent enough to stimulate widespread debate about 
the renewed significance of an international color line. UN secretary- general 
Waldheim remarked, “Some people were shocked to see the U.N. reflect the 
‘entirely new balance of power in the world,’ as compared to the founding 
days of 1945.”58 But the basis of this balance in the statistics of UN member-
ship was ultimately fragile. As the Indian economist Jagdish N. Bhagwati put 
it, by the late 1970s “the early post- OPEC Northern perception of Southern 
strength yielded to reality,” and the “passionate Southern voice of solidarity 
and confrontation” had given way to “a frustrated Southern monologue.”59
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Global Shock as Culture Shock, 1970s to 1980s

The bold turn- of- the- twentieth- century assertion by W. E. B. Du Bois of 
“the problem of the Twentieth Century as the problem of the color- line,”60 
the Universal Races Congress of the pre–World War I era, the willful exclu-
sion of racial equality from the League of Nations Covenant, and UNESCO’s 
botched Statements on Race in the early Cold War, exemplify the persistent 
and troubled century- long awareness of the constitutive influence of race 
thinking on international politics and international society. Race-thinking 
was institutionalized in the mandate and trusteeship systems of the league 
and UN. It also mediated relations inside international bureaucracies and 
between international civil servants otherwise tasked with eradicating race 
discrimination. In the 1940s, Julian Huxley was behind the antiracist inten-
tions of the Statement on Race project, but in the 1960s he bitterly recalled 
the pressure placed on him, as the director general of UNESCO, to appoint 
a “black man.”61 The first UN secretary- general, Norwegian Trygve Lie, be-
haved no better overseeing the organization’s antiracist brief. Lie personally 
directed Ralph Bunche “to ‘go easy’ on colonial questions in the Trusteeship 
Department and to instruct the staff to press less hard on such matters as 
UN Visiting Missions to Trust and colonial territories.”62 Even if these actions 
can be attributed to the pressure exerted on Lie by the colonial powers that 
continued to dominate the Trusteeship Council and the Security Council, 
Lie’s personal ambivalence toward the idea of race was as apparent in his ad 
hoc directives. When the parents of a boy from Norway complained to him 
because a black woman from the Secretariat, Edith Jones, was dating their 
son, he fired her.63 It was only when Bunche confronted Lie that the dismissal 
was rescinded.

These small examples prove that it was impossible to predict the conse-
quences of the UN’s activities and spaces. Much depended on the individuals 
involved. In the early days of the Trusteeship Council, it received twenty- 
six petitions from inhabitants of trust territories, “twenty- three were from 
white residents (chiefly Germans and Italians) concerning their particular 
interests, and only three from natives.”64 However, from 1951, the Trusteeship 
Division took matters into its own hands, colluding with a coalition of the 
NAACP and a lone South African Anglican minister to expose South Africa’s 
abuses in the Trust Territory of South West Africa (Namibia) and initiating 
what became a long- standing UN campaign against South Africa’s apartheid 
race laws.65 (This kind of activity was a red rag to the McCarthyist bull that  
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was at this same time wreaking havoc on international morale at the UN, 
and particularly its Trusteeship Division.) Despite the conservative influence 
of the stacked Trusteeship Council, and misgivings at the limitations of the 
system expressed by Du Bois and others, the rhetoric of the UN Charter ex-
erted power of another kind, as even the conservative weekly, the Economist 
conceded: “It hardly makes sense to repeat time and time again ‘we support 
to the full your International Organization’s desire to secure development— 
economic, social and constitutional— in Africa, but we cannot tolerate any 
inspection by you to see if our deeds match our words.’ ”66 Trusteeship reports 
put pressure on Britain to abolish corporal punishment in Tanganyika, where 
it was used against the native African population, but not Indians or the Brit-
ish.67 During Trusteeship Visiting Missions to the Cameroons in 1955, the 
organization received forty thousand petitions; in Togoland there were two 
hundred thousand petitions— mostly addressed to the General Assembly, not 
the Trusteeship Council. While the Trusteeship missions acted as catalysts to 
local political ambitions, and even the creation of nationalist political par-
ties, the UN General Assembly, rather than the Trusteeship Council, was be-
coming the locus of decolonization and nation- building as an international 
cause.68

Although the General Assembly increasingly enacted resolutions, con-
ventions, and programs directed at outlawing expressions of race discrimi-
nation in the laws and practices of states,69 women still were not faring well 
in the international scene. In 1963, the Committee on the Status of Women 
proposed a Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, that it managed to have adopted in 1967, but the declara-
tion was translated into a convention only in 1979.70 All the attention was 
on race discrimination, as successive U.S. governments seeking the higher 
moral ground from communist foes faced the fallout from the de facto race 
segregation of UN worker and visitor accommodation in New York City.71 
By the 1960s, scholars of race politics observed that the relative empower-
ment of “black and brown people” within the UN, “where racism is univer-
sally condemned, and all the states are accorded the outward signs of equal 
status,” placed into embarrassing contrast the situation in countries where 
those same people were subject to persistent race discrimination.72 National 
civil rights organizations were quick to use the contrast to their advantage, 
whether in the United States— where the civil rights movements were gaining 
force— or in Europe— where cultural and physical confrontations were as ob-
vious in the French négritude movement, in riots that pitted black youths and 
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police in the British metropole, and in Western European immigration poli-
cies that thwarted “colored” immigration and constricted citizenship on race 
grounds.73 In a 1969 article for Foreign Affairs (the journal that had begun 
in 1910 as the Journal of Race Development), the American China scholar 
Harold Isaacs painted an international landscape in which the “superstruc-
ture of beliefs about the superiority- inferiority patterns of races and cultures” 
and the “white”- dominated power system were now in ruins. So sudden were 
the changes that social scientists had been left stumbling blindly, “trying to 
discern the new images, the new shapes and perspectives these changes have 
brought, to adjust to the painful rearrangement of identities and relationships 
which the new circumstances compel.”74

One American political scientist was inclined to repeat a point made by 
Alva Myrdal’s husband Gunnar in the politically unpropitious year of 1938: 
“‘No one except in very thin intellectual strata, seems to have a working senti-
ment of identification with humanity or even western culture.’ ”75 Isaacs’s own 
view was that matters of race and color (significantly, the terms were usually 
interchangeable) were not any more important in world affairs than they had 
been a generation earlier, “only the thrust and direction of their importance 
have changed.” The Chicago sociologist Edward Shils, previously the director 
of UNESCO’s “tensions” project, now emphasized the growth of modern so-
ciety as the history of “attenuation and dispersion— with numerous relapses 
into intensification and concentration”; “color” was the “major primordial 
property” that had not yielded to such attenuation.76 His sometime collabora-
tor Talcott Parsons, professor of sociology at Harvard, similarly singled out 
color as “the axis” of a new polarization of the world.77

In sight of these diagnoses of the international relevance of “color” was 
the theatre of the UN, where, according to Harold Tinker, the changing pro-
file of lead actors had made “startlingly clear” the impact of the national on 
the international, and the importance of race in international conflict.78 The 
turning point, he explained, was in 1961, when “there were still 51 white 
states, but the Afro- Asians totalled 53.”79 Like most of his peers, Tinker ana-
lyzed the transformations by color counting with attention to white and black 
members of the UN, and without the early- twentieth- century obsession with 
“yellow.” In all these studies, Asian no longer connoted Japanese, or Chinese, 
but rather the former colonial territories now named, “Afro- Asian.” The West 
Indian scholar Roy Preiswerk premised a color imbalance in international 
relations whereby “the non- Whites of the world” “now hold the numerical 
majority in the bodies of the world organisation.”80 
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Preiswerk’s not unreasonable analysis was that the cultural and psycho-
logical “revolution of the coloured people of the world,” and “the transfor-
mation of a European- Christian- White dominated world into a pluralistic 
world— has not been understood or accepted in the centres of power”: “The 
new nation- States [sic], representing difference races and religions, have been 
given legal equality, but no respect for their cultural and human identity.”81 
The American scholar of Islam Bernard Lewis took a more cynical view of 
events: “The fashionable enemy in the West in our day is the racist, just as a 
few years back he was the communist.”82 It was an equivalence that in Lewis’s 
eyes did no credit to the cause of antiracism.

The steadfast engagement of the UN with apartheid practices in South 
Africa led to that state’s departure from UNESCO in 1957, with its member-
ship of the World Health Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion, and the International Labour Organization following suit. In 1971, the 
United States too stopped paying its dues to the ILO (an organization that 
was to a significant degree an American invention) for ideological reasons.83 
As we have seen, the race and political controversies of the Arab- Israeli war 
split the North and South even further. The UN General Assembly now in-
vited the oppressed people of South Africa to take “guerrilla action,” and gave 
observer status to the Palestinian Liberation Organization— even after the 
PLO had taken responsibility for the murder of Israeli Olympic athletes in 
“the Munich massacre.” When the UN General Assembly targeted Israel as 
a supplier of arms to the South African regime, it brought the two issues too 
neatly together. The defiant culmination of this new internationalism was a 
1975 General Assembly resolution declaring Zionism “a form of racism and 
racial discrimination.”84

There is no doubt that that the problem of racism within member states 
and within the UN had become highly politicized. In 1974, the Australian 
Senate was concerned enough at the possible implications of this “colour 
imbalance” to establish an official inquiry into “The Role and Involvement 
of Australia and the United Nations in the Affairs of Sovereign Australian 
Territories.”85 In particular, conservative senators were wary that a newly 
elected Labour government keen to make national and international amends 
for race- based Australian citizenship and immigration policies might lead 
to UN intervention in the region. Would the UN be allowed to pry into the 
embarrassing circumstances of indentured labor in the Cocos Islands under 
Australian administration, or the conditions of indigenous populations in 
Australia’s Northern Territory? Would the UN bolster any territorial claims 
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by the newly independent Papua New Guinea, a former Australian mandate 
and trust territory, over islands in their neighborhood? The Senate inquiry 
took little comfort from the expert witness, Mr. Bulbeck, the vice president of 
the United Nations Association in Sydney (and formerly a journalist in New 
York covering UN affairs), who described a UN whose members shared “a 
very high regard for newly emerging nations, and it is a fact of life that most 
of the new members have been black since 1945.”86

In the circumstances it was hard not to hear the strains of alienation in 
the speech made to the UN General Assembly in September 1974 by the U.S. 
president Gerald Ford (hurriedly sworn in to replace the disgraced Richard 
Nixon), strongly cautioning the member states not to succumb to the “tyranny 
of the majority.”87 For some of those listening, Ford’s speech was the product 
of a range of factors that had heightened the U.S. sense of international vul-
nerability: the oil crisis, a disastrous war in Vietnam, the Watergate scandal, 
and the Soviet Union’s ideological maneuvers around these issues, even in 
a period of relative Cold War détente. Canadian and British diplomats and 
international civil servants wryly observed that the General Assembly had 
ceased to be “the moral conscience of the world” only when the American 
government was no longer able to control its voting.88 Daniel Moynihan, the 
twelfth U.S. ambassador to the United Nations (1975–76), was convinced that 
the General Assembly was the pawn of trumped up postcolonial rulers in-
culcated with social welfarism (he liked to blame the intellectual influence of 
the London School of Economics on the new generation of British- educated 
postcolonial leaders). Moynihan’s own as famous verdict to the UN was that 
it had been reduced to a “theatre of the absurd.”89

Moynihan had come to diplomatic life as a political scientist with a repu-
tation in the emerging scholarly field of ethnicity studies. That reputation 
was fired in the heat of debates in America about assimilation and integra-
tion, which he directly addressed with his coauthor Nathan Glazer in Beyond 
the Melting Pot (1963), and in his own government report, The Negro Fam-
ily (1965). Although Moynihan presented ethnicity as a positive feature of 
postwar American culture, his work attracted controversy for arguing that 
the dynamics of “negro” American families were as responsible for their 
disadvantaged situation as structural socio- economic factors. When, in the 
1970s, Moynihan began to focus more intently on the force of ethnicity in the 
international affairs of the modern world, he changed his mind about its vir-
tues. During his diplomatic tenure in India, he had observed the effects of the 
violent breakaway of Bangladesh from Pakistan. Elsewhere, the partitioning 
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of Cyprus and rise of national secessionist movements in Tito’s Yugoslavia 
suggested that no state was immune from the destructive influence of ethnic 
politics. As he headed for the UN to take up his new diplomatic appointment, 
he took time out to teach a special Harvard seminar, “Ethnicity in Politics.” 
The following year, in the book Ethnicity in Politics, Moynihan reiterated the 
view that ethnicity was a social category as important as social class for un-
derstanding the world.90 For Moynihan, ethnicity described and explained 
what he saw as the increasingly dangerous and dysfunctional celebration of 
“black- white confrontation” in national politics and at the UN.91

The political significance of Moynihan’s ethnic logic is easier to under-
stand if we compare his conclusions to those of the aging and ailing Ralph 
Bunche. In the mid- 1960s, still in his role as the UN’s under- secretary gen-
eral, Bunche looked on from his Manhattan skyscraper office as the ghetto 
riots spread destruction across the cities of the United States. He mourned 
the failure of integration in his own country and reluctantly sympathized the 
turn taken by some African American men toward the identity politics of the 
Black Power Movement. After the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Bunche retreated even further from national politics to the relative antiracism 
represented by the UN’s international profile. He began to openly condemn 
the common ground shared in the United States by white segregationists and 
black separatists. Both of them, he claimed, “reject integration and demand 
separation of the races; both are racist in their approaches.”92 The chronically 
ill international civil servant eschewed brotherhood as “a misused, mislead-
ing term”: “I used to make speeches about brotherhood but I never mention it 
any more. . . . What we need in this world is not brotherhood but coexistence. 
We need acceptance of the right of every person to his own dignity. There are 
a hell of a lot of people in the world, black and white, that I wouldn’t want as 
distant cousins, much less as brothers.”93 Moynihan’s analysis of “ethnicity” 
drew on a similar revulsion of identity politics. However, within a few years 
of Bunche’s death, in the context of the shifting balance of symbolic power 
at the international level, Moynihan used his influence to draw the United 
States away from the UN.94

Ethnicity, like color and race, was the underside of the global momentum 
of the seventies. The essentialist rumblings had begun before Moynihan’s ar-
rival at the UN and represented a diversity of international forces. In 1971, 
the famous French anthropologist Claude Lévi- Strauss launched the Inter-
national Year for Action to Combat Racism at UNESCO in Paris by arguing 
a natural human propensity to cultural xenophobia.95 His claim came as a 
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surprise to those who associated him with UNESCO’s original 1950 State-
ment on Race. Lévi- Strauss now lectured the UNESCO audience against a 
wrong- headed emphasis on cultural knowledge, exchange, and toleration. 
Racism, he maintained, was the inevitable product of overpopulation fed by 
“civilizing” development or industrialization policies, and which led to new 
tensions between groups for survival. These tensions were fueled by envi-
ronmental factors, including competition for natural resources. When, two 
years later, the Nobel Prize for Medicine was awarded to three ethologists 
from Austria, Germany, and the United Kingdom, who argued on the basis 
of their study of insects and animals that humans had a genetic inclination to 
violence, the notion that race discrimination might be ended and permanent 
peace pursued through General Assembly resolutions seemed quaint to say 
the least.

Meanwhile, other observers from within the UN noted that the actions of 
its General Assembly could not simply be explained by resort to race, color, 
or ethnic makeup. The Non- Aligned Movement active through the UN, for 
example, included not only Afro-Asian states but also Yugoslavia, Argentina, 
and Uruguay, and, at a distance, Sweden. The Trinidad and Tobago diplo-
mat Dumas was as harsh on his Third World diplomatic colleagues who, he 
claimed, used the appellation “the people” to mask elite undemocratic inter-
est, rather than race or color or ethnic solidarity.96 The historian Vijay Pra-
shad has since concurred that this was the period in which the distinctive 
social and cosmopolitan agenda of the “Third World” was lost to those elite 
interests.97 In other words, the concepts of race and ethnicity, as much as 
class, were being manipulated for other reasons, much as they had ever been.

As nationalist Third World leaders maneuvered through the UN, a new 
theory of international relations took a different toll on the status of global-
ism and the UN. Hedley Bull’s extremely influential study The Anarchical 
Society (1977) claimed that the real vehicles of international society were 
not international organizations such as the league or the UN, but rather the 
Westphalian state and its international legal and diplomatic norms. In The 
Anarchical Society, Bull traced the maintenance of “order as it exists in world 
politics” “to institutions of international society that arose before these inter-
national organisations were established, and that would continue to operate 
(albeit in a different mode) even if these organisations did not exist.”98 On 
this version of the past, there was no new internationalism, and the UN was 
not the culmination of a nineteenth- century esprit d’internationalité tradition 
of international law, or a conferencing system that had led to the formation 
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of intergovernmental international institutions. Instead, Bull’s version of in-
ternational society separated out the strands of the history of a liberal in-
ternationalism that worked through the conventions of state diplomacy, and 
the salience of state sovereignty. The UN, by contrast, was overstudied and a 
“pseudo- institution.”99

Bull, an Australian academic based at Oxford, showed little explicit in-
terest in the politics of race or color or ethnicity. Still, the events at the UN 
made a substantial impression on his historical and theoretical accounting of 
international society. Since then his collaborator Adam Watson has explained 
that Bull was made particularly uneasy by the new status of the “Third World” 
as “subjects and not merely objects in the international political process,” and 
of the UN as a forum for “universally valid standards of human rights, de-
mocracy, the position of women in society, the protection of the environment 
and so on.” According to Watson, even as Bull supported these standards, he 
believed it had thrown off balance “the relationship of the newly independent 
non- white world to Western values and standards of civilisation.”100 This was 
despite the fact that, as Bull and Watson acknowledged at the time, the eco-
nomic and military dominance of the industrialized powers of the northern 
hemisphere continued unabated.

It was no coincidence that The Anarchical Society appeared at the same 
time as the “shock of the global” was reverberating in and through the so-
cial sciences. At the epicenter of this shock was the question of “multicultur-
alism,” or as Bull also phrased it “cosmopolitanism”: What constituted the 
international when states with non- Western cultural values exerted interna-
tional political influence? The Bolshevik Revolution and the Cold War may 
have had a role to play in a decline in the “consensus about common interests 
and values within the state system,” but the contemporary challenge, Bull ar-
gued, was more about “cultural differences” than ideological opinions.101 

A later essay, “The State’s Positive Role in World Affairs,” suggests that Bull 
was as concerned with the impact on the “sovereign state” of the new in-
ternational institutions that were proliferating alongside the UN in defense 
of human rights or “humanitarian intervention,” in the name of a “globalist 
doctrine” that was “the ideology of the dominant western powers.”102 This 
doctrine, Bull claimed, was espoused by the “Western globalist” who “does 
indeed express, among other things, an exuberant desire to reshape the world 
that is born of confidence that the economic and technological power to 
accomplish it lies at hand.” That desire was fed by “a feeling of impatience 
that the political and legal obstacles (‘ethnocentric nationalism,’ ‘the absurd 
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political architecture of the world,’ ‘the obsolete doctrine of state sovereignty’) 
cannot be brushed aside.”103

This discussion of humanitarian organizations is worth considering for the 
picture it draws of competing versions of the nature and point of international 
society, including the pending (if always delayed) obsolescence of the nation- 
state, the problem of cultural relativism, and the clues offered by human nature. 
Bull now argued against humanitarian international institutions on the grounds 
that they derived “wholly from the liberal, social- democratic, and internation-
alist traditions of the West,” and took no account “of the values entertained in 
other parts of the world, with which compromises may have to be reached,” or 
of the salience of ethnicity and nationalism.104 Internationalism and universal-
ism were reduced to Western bogeys undermining the values of cultural plu-
ralism. In this case, Bull’s equation of universalism with Western omnipotence 
resonated the efforts by colonial powers, and then postcolonial governments, 
through the 1950s and 1960s, to challenge the relevance of an international 
human rights regime in their colonial territories. A similar critique would echo 
through later assessments of the new international human rights and humani-
tarian institutions that pointed to their origins in the North, and operations in 
the South.105 In all these cases, asserting the significance of cultural relativism 
or imbalance came at the cost of a longer history of internationalism, in which 
colonial subjects and anticolonialists defended the universalism of social and 
economic and even human rights, and invested (literally) in development and 
international organizations such as the UN.

Bull’s theory of the “true” international society as beneficially “anarchic” 
reinforced the view that the Westphalian state and the legal and diplomatic in-
struments of the nineteenth century formed a tradition of international politics 
separate from the “Western globalist” internationalism manifest in the League 
of Nations, and then the United Nations. His dismissal of the United Nations, 
and of the new internationalism that paved its path, was on par with a more 
general intellectual preference by the end of the 1970s, among liberal interna-
tional relations theorists at least, for studying anything rather than the UN sys-
tem. At Harvard, Bull’s friend (and Moynihan’s colleague), Stanley Hoffmann, 
was sympathetic toward the ambiguous role of the UN in this state- focused 
international system, both as “a significant factor in establishing a world order 
based on the nation- state” and at the same time perpetuating a view of “the 
drawbacks of sovereignty.” But even Hoffmann observed that internationalism 
was no longer associated with the “idealism that originally pervaded, guided, 
and at times distorted the study of international organization.”106
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The world of theory has always taken its inspiration from the world of 
policy and practice.107 Looking back onto this period, Joseph Nye, the theorist 
of transnationalism, argued that by the 1980s there was a marked “change 
in psychology and mood” that could also be measured in the resurgence 
of realist analyses of power and the central role of the state in international 
politics.108 The revival of realist political theory left the study of the mutually 
reinforcing relationship between what was happening and how it was being 
observed and talked about to the field of cultural studies. That was the context 
in which an American literary scholar, Edward Said, arrived on the interna-
tional scene.

In 1978, Said published Orientalism, an account of the influence on in-
ternational politics of cultural caricatures (or “fictions”) of difference— 
specifically Western perceptions of Islam, the Arab world, and the East. Said 
explained that these fictions were cultivated in Western scholarship and dis-
seminated through the hegemonic power of the Western media. His idea that 
conceptions of race and civilizational difference exerted substantial political 
influence in international affairs went back to Du Bois’s depiction of a color 
line at the beginning of the century. In the early 1970s, this understanding of 
the relationship between culture and power inspired the UNESCO plan for a 
New International Information Order (NIIO) as the partner to the New In-
ternational Economic Order. The NIIO was promoted by UNESCO as a cor-
rective to the hegemony of Western media reporting of non- Western places 
and people, countering the race stereotyping that dominated representations 
of Islam and the Arab world in particular.109 We can also hear the equation 
of culture and power in Dumas warning that events at the UN, including 
Moynihan’s attack on the General Assembly, were being determined by “per-
ceptions” of cultural differences and the past.

Nor was Said an impartial observer. A Palestinian exile with a Harvard 
Ph.D. in English literature and a tenured member of the English department 
at Columbia University, Said belonged to the Palestinian National Council at 
a time when Middle Eastern politics dominated the General Assembly’s rhe-
torical and quasi- legal interventions on race discrimination. Yet his academic 
argument was convincing. It elaborated the extent of scholarly complicity in 
the production of knowledge about an Orientalized Arab Other reinforced 
in the context of the long history of Western imperialism. It would take a 
few decades for Said’s theory to trickle through to the thinking of interna-
tional relations scholars, but Orientalism made it impossible to ignore the 
power that could be exerted in international as much as national politics by 
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reference to stereotypes of Arab, or Islam, or Eastern (and eventually Bal-
kan) “Others.” As important, Said’s theory focused attention on the ways in 
which bodies of knowledge about differences (whether race or color or civi-
lizational) were accumulated and deployed rather than the differences them-
selves. Read through the cultural precepts of Orientalism, the UN had become 
a battleground of competing representations of difference and ways of think-
ing about the relevance of difference to international politics, as well as about 
the relevance of the international past. As the UN had become more globally 
representative, its more representative fora were used to launch broad chal-
lenges to the imbalances of the existing cultural and economic international 
order. Paradoxically, the UN had also provided its newest state members with 
the opportunities for reasserting the rights and authority of nations over the 
claims of globalism.

If there was one episode that captured the paradox, and pathos, of the 
UN’s situation, it was the General Assembly’s “Agreement Governing the Ac-
tivities of States on the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies,” passed in the last 
days of the seventies without a vote. This agreement rendered the moon and 
its natural resources “the common heritage of mankind,” and advocated “the 
creation of an international regime to govern the exploitation of the moon’s 
natural resources not subject to national appropriation by any claim of sov-
ereignty.”110 By this time, back on earth, the international significance of the 
North- South divide had temporarily receded as East- West antagonisms re-
ignited. Entente was over, defense budgets were on the increase, and the two 
superpowers were stockpiling their nuclear arsenals.

Postinternationalism

When the extraordinary spectacle of the popular breaches of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989 brought a sudden end to the Cold War, as well as to the Soviet 
Union, it took with it any remaining traces of the class- based revolutionary 
internationalism that had sprung up in the mid- nineteenth century around 
the Communist Manifesto. The twentieth century had come to a close on 
an unexpected note of millenarian optimism and avowedly liberal interna-
tionalism. Nuclear war had been avoided (although the arsenal remained), 
and the prospects for being internationally minded had radically altered. A 
new Europe without borders was accompanied by the prophesy of the “end 
of history,” that is, the resolution of the story of ideological struggle between 
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capitalism and communism. The promise of a new era of permanent, possibly 
even boring, peace was in the air. Social scientists invented a new vocabulary 
to match the more optimistic mood. This time “postinternationalism” was to 
reflect the reality in which “more and more of the interactions that sustain 
world politics unfold without the direct involvement of nations and states.”111 
The postinternationalism diagnosis was made in 1990, by James Rosenau, a 
political scientist who found himself on the liberal or idealist side of the di-
vide that constitutes the study of international politics.112

There were though unavoidable and worrying signs that the end of the 
Cold War might have inaugurated a fourth age of nationalism (after 1815, 
1919, and 1945), an inferno of violence, and some claimed genocide, sparked 
by the political destabilization of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, but as pro-
nounced in the African continent, most notoriously Rwanda. Between 1991 
and 1993, there was an eightfold increase in the number of UN peacekeeping 
troops and a fourfold increase in the UN’s peacekeeping budget, as the UN 
stepped up to its remit for “crisis prevention, peace enforcement and the idea 
of humanitarian intervention in an on- going conflict.”113 The UN Security 
Council provided “safe areas” to protect the Kurds of northern Iraq and the 
Muslims of Bosnia. In Somalia the UN assumed responsibility for the deploy-
ment of forces under the authority of the Security Council in order to make 
peace- keeping possible. In Kosovo, the UN Security Council even gave ret-
rospective backing for NATO’s intervention in the conflict between Kosovar 
Albanians and Serbia.

The evidence of events was ambiguous enough to inspire some intel-
lectuals to focus on the “unfreezing” of “the germs of European national-
ism,” while others pointed to the revival of an older tradition of liberal 
internationalism, with roots in the eighteenth century and an accent on the 
security of the individual rather than the state.114 The diagnosis of “postna-
tionalism” found support in studies that highlighted the new legitimacy of 
international intervention on humanitarian rationales.115 The almost serial 
evidence of multilateral humanitarian interventions under the UN’s auspices 
and the creation of UN- sanctioned International Criminal Tribunals to pun-
ish crimes against humanity and genocide in Yugoslavia (1993) and Rwanda 
(1994) were taken as signs of a new international solidarity among the UN 
member states. It was as if the end of the Cold War had inaugurated a new 
“solidarist” conception of international society that implied the natural and 
necessary solidarity of states. Solidarism, an idea that spoke to the influence 
of Léon Bourgeois and the internationality of the early twentieth- century 
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international turn, lent moral authority to the legitimacy of international in-
tervention in cases where the rights and lives of individuals were threatened 
by their own governments.116

Cosmopolitanism also returned, as the descriptor of a new kind of “in-
ternational democracy” consciously evocative of Immanuel Kant’s proposals 
for permanent peace, inviting reform of the UN, but favoring new interna-
tional political and legal procedures over an emphasis on structural political 
power.117 The creation of the International Criminal Court (1998), with its 
seat at The Hague, seemed to reinforce the continuous progress of interna-
tional law and its conceptual relevance as a body of legal precepts and prin-
ciples beyond the bias of state interests, except that the United States was 
among the more than seventy states that refused to recognize its authority.

Not everyone read the significance of the international conscientiousness of 
the 1990s in the same way. Some blamed the delay in international intervention 
in the war in Yugoslavia on prevalent Orientalist perceptions of the “Balkans.”118 
The historian Jonathan Haslam has unsparingly documented how the Harvard 
political scientist Stanley Hoffmann reentered the fray in the 1990s in support 
of unilateral humanitarianism (later this approach was labeled “progressive in-
ternationalism”). Hoffmann urged the United States to go it alone “on moral 
grounds almost anywhere, regardless of security or material interests.” As the 
remaining superpower, the United States did not have to wait for multilateral 
agreement.119 Instead, it was obliged to act unilaterally in cases where human 
rights abuses, genocide, or ethnic cleansing were at stake because the UN could 
not be counted on to act. Haslam heard in Hoffmann’s argument for Ameri-
can unilateralism historical echoes of late nineteenth- century British imperial 
folly.120 But he did not have to look so far afield for these late nineteenth- century 
resonances. In 1999, British prime minister Tony Blair invoked the “Doctrine 
of the International Community” in front of an American audience at the Chi-
cago Economic Club in order to urge the necessity of unilateral international 
intervention, and offering as his example British policy in Sierra Leone, where 
“democracy- building” was at stake.121

In hindsight, it is hard not to hear the paradoxical timbre of twentieth- 
century internationalism in the 1990s language of “postinternationalism,” 
including the staying cultural power of empires and nations, much as Said 
had described them. By contrast, the term “human security” that came into 
common political parlance in this same period hearkened back to the well- 
rehearsed traditions of earlier twentieth- century internationalism, invested 
in social and economic prevention rather than military cures.
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Human security was coined in the precincts of the UN’s Development 
Program, during preparations for the fiftieth anniversary of the UN, and as 
part of a concerted effort to resuscitate the organization’s relevance to the new 
plausibility of international solidarism. It came packaged in the seventies lan-
guage of “sustainable human development” and presented as both a “comple-
ment” to state security and a basis for international intervention when the 
state was the culprit or lacked the means to protect its citizens.122 Although 
the kinds of intervention it espoused were not military, they were fundamen-
tally invasive of nation- state sovereignty. In conjunction with the rhetorical 
promulgations of a new World Social Charter, the UN conception of human 
security extended to the need for international minimum living standards. 
This would be achieved through programs supporting universal basic educa-
tion, fair- trade markets to benefit the extreme poor, and universal access to 
basic health care by making generic medicines more affordable through the 
development of an efficient and equitable global system for patent rights.123 
On this economic social justice version of security, prioritizing health and 
education would equate to less risk of violence and conflict. The rationale was 
as familiar: the reality of the world’s increasing “interdependence” witnessed 
in the challenges of environment, poverty, and conflict, the larger burden of 
which seemed to fall on women.124

These themes were reinforced in the companion concept of “responsi-
bility to protect,” formulated at the turn of the twenty- first century on the 
initiative of a Canadian government- sponsored independent inquiry, the 
“International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty.” It held 
that “under certain circumstances,  .  .  .  state sovereignty could be set aside 
for the good of ‘humanity.’ ”125 Responsibility to protect (usually referred to as 
the acronym “R2P”) constituted a more direct response to the contemporary 
challenges of genocide, ethnic cleansing, and war crimes. In 2004, the United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (established in 
1991) created a further bureaucratic node, the Human Security Unit. Its role 
was to resuscitate an interventionist conception of human rights and the rel-
evance of an “international community” as a “value added” activity.126

For those who know their international history, internationalism has 
throughout the twentieth century been entangled in the strands of state-  
and individual- centered rights, and political, cultural, social, and economic 
methods. The conceptual roots of human security lay in specific moments of 
twentieth- century internationalism, when the prevailing view of political re-
alism leaned toward internationality and being internationally minded. Even 
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though there was little reference to the past in the presentation of human 
security, its tagline, “freedom from fear and freedom from want” rehearsed 
the words made famous in 1941 by Franklin D. Roosevelt as he convinced the 
U.S. Congress that it was time for the United States to intervene in the war on 
the principles of the “four freedoms” (the other two, freedom of speech and 
freedom of religion, were borrowed from the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence).127 These freedoms framed the 1941 Atlantic Charter and, conse-
quently, defined the Allied cause; later, their significance and meaning were 
fought over in the drafting of the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights.

A traditional conception of the international domain of the league and 
the UN found its way into the long list of international human security pri-
orities: the prevention of human trafficking (white slave traffic under the 
league), arms control and outlawing land mines (once disarmament), and up-
holding the jurisdiction of international law in international criminal courts 
(the old courts of international arbitration and justice). The key objectives of 
human security were normatively the protection and empowerment of those 
groups left the most vulnerable in the dominant nation- states system: the 
stateless and refugees, women and children, the subjects of discrimination. 
These same constituencies had been the drivers of the social portfolios of the 
league (the Social Questions bureau) and the UN (its refugee relief programs 
and more generally the activities of its Economic and Social Council). Simi-
lar ideas had percolated through aspirations for economic democracy in the 
1920s and 1930s, including John Hobson’s critique of the league’s failures to 
implement the efficient distribution of the world’s resources and wealth “as-
signed to the cultivation of the inhabitants of the various countries, accord-
ing to their capacities, and supplemented where necessary by suitable drafts 
from other countries.”128 In the 1940s and 1950s, Alva Myrdal understood 
economic parity for women as well as colonial subjects as fundamental to 
peace and human rights. She had placed her faith in rationality and science, 
and in programs that measured quality of life outcomes rather than GDP. 
Despite the differences in methodology, her views on the significance of the 
“human” approach to development, and the internationalization of social jus-
tice norms in living standards, were uncannily akin to the priorities captured 
in human security and even its language.129

In the age of human security, economic parity through opportunity was 
tied more closely to the point of collective security rather than social jus-
tice itself. It was also premised on a new conception of the social roots of 
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internationalism. Despite the lack of memory regarding these earlier en-
deavors, human security’s UN architects presented the new concept as the 
antithesis of earlier top- down UN programs such as 1940s “Technical As-
sistance” or “Fundamental Education.” Human security would work through 
the encouragement of simultaneously global and national efforts to empower 
people. Empowerment was a term that returned again and again, attaching to 
the particular status of women as well as sex- unspecified victims of conflict 
and poverty.130

In similar ways, the prospect of international intervention on the grounds 
of the security of the individual (R2P), along with the protection of individual 
rights, quietly reached back to the international aspirations abandoned in the 
constitution of the UN, and again in the seventies moment of global commu-
nity. We might remember, for example, that the protection of the individual 
against state abuses and the rights of the refugee was on René Cassin’s mind 
when he angled for droits de l’homme as the principle on which international 
intervention could be legally justified, and individuals might be granted rep-
resentation on the Human Rights Commission, and the commission might 
be enabled to take direct action. Cassin had, in turn, honed those ideas in the 
interwar period in the social spaces of the International Federation of League 
of Nations Associations.

The critics of human security struck as familiar chords as the concept 
itself: human security presented a “conceptual overstretch,” it lacked roots 
in any established tradition of realist political thought— at the forefront of 
which sat the state. On this view, there were two kinds of security, the hard 
or traditional security issues that were focused on the state, the human or 
soft security that enfolded in its definition issues of human rights and devel-
opment. The overwhelming view was that “policy gains in the human secu-
rity realm” were recent, from “the land mines convention, the International 
Criminal Court,” to “the various international interventions to stem massive 
abuses, and the development of a range of human rights and humanitarian 
norms, especially the responsibility to protect.”131

These thematic repetitions and rehearsals in both the embrace of interna-
tionalism and its critiques raise a number of important questions about how 
we understand the past, as progress or as change, and how we think about the 
twentieth century. Throughout the twentieth century, the pundits of interna-
tionalism negotiated the rights and role of the state, the pertinence of the na-
tion, and the relative efficiency of empires. Their versions of twentieth- century 
internationalism, particularly those invested in sociological definitions of 
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internationalism, and the political form of international government, were 
self- consciously “realist.” “Real internationalism,” as it was sometimes termed 
in the early twentieth century, or the “adult internationalism” of the UNESCO 
teachers gathered on Long Island in the summer of 1948, implied working 
with the state and understanding the political and economic limits of state 
sovereignty in a world where everyday life was shaped by the objective facts of 
internationality as much as nationality. Internationalism included economic 
and social programs because of this same sociological truth, and because po-
litical progress measured through the concepts of liberty and equality were 
understood as international as much as national goals.

The history of internationalism in the twentieth century is not a history 
of utopianism, but rather of the fine gradations of idealism that took on the 
urgency of political realism at specific moments of despair and illumination. 
What changed over the course of the twentieth century was the realist weight 
given to specific aspects of internationalism, what could count as realistic or 
not, particularly in relation to the relative realism of states, and states as na-
tions. In 1951, Stephen Spender, an erstwhile “Unescan,” recollected that after 
World War I, there were great expectations of the League of Nations, but few 
people were “prepared to abandon national sovereignty.” By comparison, at 
the end of World War II, “a great many everywhere are prepared to sacrifice 
a great deal of nationhood and possessions which they formerly clung to, but 
they do not believe in the United Nations. The most important condition of 
change— a widespread realism— has been achieved.”132 Human security can 
be understood as a renewal of the invitation to an internationally constituted 
audience to reflect on the realist relevance of international organizations, in-
ternational laws, universal rights, and state sovereignty, in the midst of gen-
eral ignorance and mistrust of the UN itself.

The window that opened onto a humanitarian accented international-
ism in the 1990s, and the millennial moment of post–Cold War optimism, 
as quickly closed at the turn of the twenty- first century. In 2001, a new global 
war on terror briefly united an “international community,” then almost im-
mediately fractured it along cultural fault lines reminiscent of the Cold War.133 
In 2002, the United States had effectively withdrawn from the UN, in order 
to enable it to meet the threat of international terrorism unilaterally. The de-
scent of international politics into a civilizational struggle between Christi-
anity and Islam brought an end, temporary or otherwise, to anything but the 
most superficial forms of multilateralism.
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In 2003, a critically ill Edward Said revised the preface to Orientalism, sin-
gling out the ongoing relevance of his argument. This time a neo- Orientalist 
“imperialist war” had been confected “by a small group of unelected US offi-
cials and waged against a devastated Third World dictatorship on thoroughly 
ideological grounds having to do with world dominance, security control, 
and scarce resources, but disguised for its true intent, hastened, and reasoned 
for by Orientalists who betrayed their calling as scholars.”134 Said had in his 
sights, once again, Bernard Lewis, the historian whose dismissive response 
to the antiracism themes of the UN had given authority to Moynihan’s own 
account of the UN as a “theatre of the absurd.” From Said’s perspective, Lewis 
had returned as an expert tilting the balance toward the demonization of 
Arabs. The only space of hope Said could find in the events unfolding around 
him was the United Nations World Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg (a week before the 9/11 acts of terrorism on American soil). 
This gathering, he claimed, was evidence of really existing global interde-
pendence, “a vast area of common global concern that suggests the welcome 
emergence of a new collective constituency that gives the often facile notion 
of ‘one world’ a new urgency.”135

For the international lawyer Martti Koskenniemi, however, writing 
around the same time, twentieth- century- style internationalism had in its 
essence already disappeared. Since the 1970s, he argued, international law 
no longer addressed ideals “such as the eradication of poverty.” Instead, “the 
vision of a single social space of ‘the international’ ” had been replaced by 
“a fragmented or kaleidoscopic understanding of the world where the new 
configuration of space and time have completely mixed up what is particular 
and what is universal.”136

Emma Rothschild has painted a more nuanced picture of international-
ism at the turn of the twenty- first century, framed by the continued operations 
of an intrinsically vulnerable UN. Rothschild concludes that “the UN and its 
constituent entities” are “profoundly virtual— the most purely places of im-
ages, words, and precedents.”137 She offers that the relative success of words 
such as “sustainable development,” “common security,” and “the Human De-
velopment Report” is the result of the UN’s so- called “‘soft agendas,’ including 
the United Nations Environment Program and the Stockholm Conference 
of 1972.”138 On Rothschild’s accounting, even though the unilateral decision 
by the U.S. to invade Iraq in 2003 was taken as a sign of the UN’s decline, 
the UN’s legitimacy was in fact widely discussed and sustained in “public 
information about the law, in innumerable reports and series and digests.” 
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She takes as evidence the French foreign minister Dominique de Villepin’s 
reference, in the context of 2003, to the UN as “the place where international 
rules and legitimacy were founded.”139 

 In the post‒9/11 twenty- first century, it is as difficult to find scholarly 
or popular agreement on not only the UN, but also how the world we live in 
should be described, the extent of its globalization, whether it is more or less 
international, or even “postinternational.” On the one hand, socially based 
international movements such as world federalism have lost their intellectual 
or social cachet. On the other hand, since the beginning of the new century, 
there has been a sustained revival of scholarly interest in humanitarian-
ism, and in the history of international organizations. Even cosmopolitan-
ism has returned as a term with some traction in the world of scholarship, 
drawing students of transnationalism beyond the boundaries of states, and 
toward counternarratives of the status of international imaginaries. The phi-
losopher Jeremy Waldron’s neat summation of cosmopolitanism as either “a 
way of being in the world, a way of constructing an identity for oneself that 
is different from .  .  .  the idea of belonging to or devotion to or immersion 
in a particular culture,” or “the substantive utopian ideal of a polis or polity 
constructed on a world scale, rather than on the basis of regional, territori-
ally limited states,” unintentionally sings to the forgotten refrains of “being 
internationally- minded.”140 And like the mid- twentieth- century accommo-
dation of internationalism, cosmopolitanism is regularly validated through 
comparisons between good and bad versions. Descriptions of a good cosmo-
politanism are still firmly anchored in the local and the national.141

One hundred years after the earliest predictions of a twentieth-century 
internationality, and more than half a century after the apogee of interna-
tionalism, political, scholarly, and popular understanding of what is more or 
less possible, or realist, has significantly changed, even since the end of the 
Cold War. The UN continues its operations in peacemaking as well as peace-
keeping and nation building; international lawyers continue to ponder the 
benefits and bases of international law, now of the environment as much as 
war crimes; nonstate actors increasingly occupy the spaces of transnational 
agitation (even though, as Jeremy Suri has pointed out, organizations such 
as al- Qaeda use international networks to enact terrorism);142 and historians 
turn their attention to the traces of a world that went missing. But the kind 
of international organization that was central to the imagining of twentieth- 
century visions of international community is increasingly sidelined in the 
face of imposing world- scale environmental and economic challenges, in 
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favor of nation-state- specific responses. Most fundamentally, the grand ex-
pectations of an epochal shift— whether the notion that familiarity (at the 
level of family, tribe, nation, or the international) breeds solidarity, or that hu-
manity is progressing into ever- widening concentric circles of association, or 
that internationality is as realistic as nationality for determining political and 
social communities— are difficult to conjure. They sound more like extant 
voices from a foreign country, a place where they do things quite differently. 
If we are to believe Eric Hobsbawm, the very fact that historians are begin-
ning to make some progress in the study and analysis of internationalism 
suggests that the phenomenon is past its peak. “The owl of Minerva which 
brings wisdom, said Hegel, flies out at dusk.”143 
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