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  Preface


  The United Nations. In conversation, at least in the United States, and after 9/11, those words carry a whiff of the not-altogether-serious, of the ever-so-slightly-embarrassing. The giant sculpture on the lawn in front of the General Assembly Building, of a gun with the barrel twisted into a knot—that says it all. The UN means standing by amid the butchery of Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda, palavering with Saddam Hussein rather than taking him on. That tall glass building towering above the East River in Manhattan is the beautiful and illusory empire of good intentions. In short, the world is hard, and the UN is soft. And of course Kofi Annan, head of peacekeeping and then secretary-general, the gentle, kindly African with the silver goatee and the rueful, yellowing eyes—Kofi Annan is the very image of all this high-minded, ruinous blundering.


  So why the UN, and why its incarnational figure? Well, first of all, I just like the place. No doubt I would feel different if I had first encountered the UN when the Security Council was twiddling its thumbs while Hutus were slaughtering Tutsis in Rwanda in the spring of 1994. But I didn’t. I first wrote about the UN and about Kofi Annan when Annan made his thrilling dash to Baghdad in February 1998, a plucky little Daniel in the lion’s den of Saddam’s murder factory, and emerged with a pact that prevented—well, forestalled—war. Here was not only cliff-hanging drama but drama in the most satisfyingly allegorical form. And I liked the people around Annan, the political advisers and speechwriters and peacekeepers. Far from being mere bureaucrats, they were, by and large, highly intelligent people who had seen a great many things and spoke a great many languages, people who believed deeply in the UN’s mission, no matter how acutely aware they were of its failures.


  And I was fascinated by the UN’s works—not the sculptures on the lawn or the tedious orations inside the buildings, but the actual work in the world, and above all the work of peacekeeping and nation-building, impossible but indispensable in the post-Cold War world of warlords and collapsing states. Over the years I spent time in many of the UN’s great laboratories and cockpits, including East Timor, Sierra Leone, Haiti, and Kosovo. FDR and his aides had imagined the UN as a global police force, squashing conflict before it blazed into war. That dream flickered out in the first days of the Cold War, and yet here, instead, was a sort of global emergency medical force, performing desperate interventions and devising long-term cures for profoundly sick nations. And yes, these places were both laboratories and cockpits, where UN officials labored to hatch police forces and civil services and legal systems while peacekeeping troops tried to keep yesterday’s combatants from each other’s throats. The very idea of building, from the outside and in a matter of a few years, institutions that in successful countries accrete slowly over generations seemed faintly absurd. And yet was there any more important work in the world? And any more intriguing?


  The UN had grown enormously over the years, in part because it shared the general tendency of bureaucracies to expand into all available space, but also because it did things no one else did. More than sixty thousand UN peacekeepers operated in Congo and Sierra Leone and Ethiopia and Cyprus and Lebanon and East Timor and elsewhere. UN administrators organized “post-conflict reconstruction” in Afghanistan and served as the sovereign authority in Kosovo. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees superintended the care of twenty million people who had been uprooted by conflict in Africa, Asia, and South America. The UN Development Programme and the UN Children’s Fund, or UNICEF, as well as semiautonomous bodies within the UN family like the World Health Organization and the World Food Programme, operated in virtually every poor country. The International Atomic Energy Agency sent nuclear inspectors into dozens of countries, including Iran, and tracked the global black market in nuclear material. Nine thousand members of the UN Secretariat, the body of international civil servants who reported to the secretary-general, were scattered around the world, with the largest number by far working in UN headquarters along the East River in New York.


  It was Kofi Annan’s good fortune to become secretary-general in 1997, when the world was largely at peace. During his first term, Annan had been perhaps the most popular figure ever to occupy the office. He had restored the prestige of an institution that had fallen into disrepute, at least in the United States. His combination of modest charm and moral gravity had established him as a world leader and afforded him a freedom of action that few of his predecessors had known. He had lectured Third World nations on human rights and the imperative of “humanitarian intervention”; he had reproached industrialized nations for their niggardliness on development assistance and the response to AIDS. And of course he had made that melodramatic dash to Baghdad. The agreement he had gained had lasted for only ten months, but it had imparted a heroic glow to this gentle soul. In 2001, Annan had won the Nobel Peace Prize. He was lionized around the world and much cherished in the most rarefied social circles in New York, where he and his wife, Nane—tall, blond, reserved, the niece of Raoul Wallenberg, the Swedish hero of the Holocaust—constituted the ultimate catch.


  And then the long run of good luck came to an end. In September 2002, President George W. Bush challenged the UN to confront Saddam Hussein—or to concede its irrelevance. When I spent time with Secretariat officials and Security Council diplomats that fall, I found the atmosphere charged with fear—not so much about Saddam Hussein’s intentions as about President Bush’s, and about the very future of the institution. The Brazilian ambassador, Gelson Fonseca, talked about “dual containment”—of Iraq and of the United States. The UN and the United States had been at loggerheads for years, above all over the American failure to pay hundreds of millions of dollars in arrears. But this was different, for now America’s unrivaled power, its aggressive assertion of national interest, its unwillingness to be bound by the mechanism of multilateral decision-making all posed an existential threat to the UN. Kofi Annan, who until now had painstakingly threaded his way through every maze, found himself blocked at every turn. Here was a problem without a solution. In the end, when the diplomats fell back exhausted and resentful, and Washington and its allies went to war without Security Council approval, it really did feel as if this sixty-year-old experiment in global governance had hiccuped, coughed, and died.


  The UN failed, and with the whole world watching. And from this failure came the whiff of fecklessness. One heard a kind of easy contempt for the institution even from people uncomfortable with the war, as if the Security Council’s refusal to bless the American war effort proved that the UN would rather frustrate the United States than confront violent threats (a charge that in fact would stick against a number of its members). And it wasn’t only a matter of trying to contain Gulliver. The UN seemed to be teetering on the brink of archaism. It was a parliament of states, designed to prevent or punish conflict between them. But countries didn’t fight each other anymore; states waged war on their own citizens, or warlords fought over the carcass of defunct states. Kofi Annan had said a great deal, and much to the point, about the obligation to protect citizens from their own states, but when, while the world was watching the bloodshed in Iraq, the government of Sudan had confronted a rebellion in the Darfur region by organizing a campaign of ethnic cleansing, what had the Security Council done? Nothing, despite all the dire recollections of Rwanda. And this time you couldn’t blame Washington; it was China and Russia, and their allies in Africa and Asia, who had refused to intervene in Sudan’s internal affairs. The UN had no private stock of political will, any more than it had a private stock of soldiers; it could not act where its members did not wish to act.


  And yet for all that, for all the blockage and the failure, the UN was not, in fact, irrelevant. The Bush administration, which had been quite content to let the UN put together a government in Afghanistan the year before, found that after it had declared victory in Iraq it needed the UN for the same purpose once again, for Iraqi leaders who would not so much as meet with coalition officials were willing to trust a UN envoy. And the administration discovered as well that while it could fight a war without Security Council approval, it could not restore sovereignty to a new Iraqi state without Security Council approval. That “legitimacy” which Washington unilateralists had viewed as a collective fiction turned out to have a power beyond the reach of the greatest military machine the world had ever known. And in the very different setting of Darfur, where the problem was not action but inaction, the UN retained ownership; for a long, agonizing period, no one else, no other neighbor or regional body, wanted any part of the disaster. The UN’s inevitability, or indispensability, seemed to be a thing quite apart from its effectiveness. Even in this weirdly asymmetrical era—not so much the post-Cold War world as the post-9/11 world—with disintegrating states and stateless terrorists on the one side, and a grimly determined “hyper-power,” as the French called the United States, on the other, the UN had or did or was something quite precious. It was supremely relevant.


  At the end of 2003, I asked Kofi Annan if he would agree to cooperate for a book about the institution and about his own place in it. I explained that I did not want to write a biography of him, but rather a book about the era that began after the Gulf War put a decisive end to the UN’s long post-Cold War paralysis, a period during which, first as head of peacekeeping and then as secretary-general, he had played a central role, and in fact had come to incarnate the institution for better and for worse. (I don’t think I wrote that last part.) But I also wanted to sit in the background and watch over the next year or so as he and his aides and the institution itself struggled to operate, and to remain central, in the post-9/11 world—which is why I needed his cooperation. Annan finally agreed. I could sit in on meetings, subject to his approval, with his staff and with outsiders (though I would be permitted to quote the others only with express approval); I would travel with him, and he would speak to me regularly and candidly.


  In June 2004, just weeks after Annan acquiesced, I joined him in Sudan, where he hoped to persuade the government to call off the camel-borne Cossacks, known as Janjaweed, whom it had unleashed on the villagers of the vast desert region of Darfur. Annan visited the refugee camps into which the terrified and starving citizens of Darfur had been herded; one camp had vanished by the time he arrived, the thousand or so inhabitants having been trucked away in the dead of night, apparently to prevent the UN secretary-general from witnessing the squalor in which they lived. Several months later Annan returned to Africa on a kind of diplomatic barnstorming tour designed to address the conflicts in Sudan, Congo, and Iraq. And in the beginning of January 2005, I joined him as he toured the region devastated by the tsunami—first Indonesia, then Sri Lanka, and finally the tropical outback of the Maldive Islands.


  Annan had one of the world’s most frantic schedules, and at times as many as two months would go by between our conversations. But he proved to be a conscientious subject, and between the summer of 2004 and the fall of 2005 we spoke, by my count, eighteen separate times, sometimes for as little as thirty minutes, at others for as long as two hours. I spent large chunks of this period haunting the thirty-eighth floor of the Secretariat Building, where the secretary-general and his staff are quartered, and it was there that Annan and I usually talked. I found it a serene and muted place—none of that antic wisecracking or shouting into telephones familiar from The West Wing—and my visits there had a pleasingly ritualistic quality. When I arrived, the guard at the reception desk would call Annan’s office, and then one of his assistants, Laura Donini, would catch my eye from the end of the hall and indicate with a tiny gesture that I was to approach. I would then be ushered into a waiting room furnished with leather chairs and in-house literature, including A World of Art: The United Nations Collection. After a few minutes, Laura would peek in and say, “The secretary-general will see you,” and then deliver me to his wood-paneled office, where we would sit together on a black leather couch under a serene and muted landscape showing a stream curving off into a dark stand of trees and a little fisherman sitting patiently at the bend.


  Annan is the most gracious of men, and he would usually greet me with a big smile and a roundhouse handshake, a kind of domesticated soul gesture. He rarely failed to ask after my wife, my son, and my parents, and while I spoke, he would listen intently, nodding his head ever so slightly and sometimes even repeating back to me tiny fragments of my own narrative—an unconscious display of regard that, coming from a man who occupied so majestic a position, was both disarming and ever so slightly odd. He was an easy man to talk to, rarely calculating or cagey; he never asked to go off the record, never bridled at even the most impertinent question, never pleaded ignorance. He would, it’s true, sometimes sheer off into platitudes when I probed into a particularly painful area—when I asked, for example, about his virtual incapacitation in the aftermath of the Iraq debate—but I always felt that he had roped off such areas from his own scrutiny, and thus had no light to shed on them for others. Like so many successful men, he had very little to say about himself, because it was a subject that he almost never dwelled on.


  Annan is a career civil servant; he has the habits and the outlook of what the French call an haut fonctionnaire. And so have the men and women closest to him. His chief of staff, Iqbal Riza; his counselor, Lamin Sise; his spokesman, Fred Eckhard; his longtime assistant, Elisabeth Lindenmayer; and the head of public information, Shashi Tha-roor, had spent virtually their entire careers in the UN and in diplomacy. What’s more, they had worked by his side for years. They were not sycophants; Annan had neither the need nor the wish to dominate those around him. But they had been molded by the same kinds of experiences he had had, and they looked at the world very much as he did—which sometimes produced the same effects as sycophancy. Indeed, the air of dignity, of deference, of solemn reserve that suffused the thirty-eighth floor came not only from Annan himself but from his chief courtiers, who regarded him with a respect that often bordered on awe.


  Annan’s closest aides understood his views, of course; more important, they understood him. The secretary-general said a very great deal less than he thought, and left much to be inferred; the true adepts knew what he thought without asking. “He’s very controlled,” Kieran Prendergast, the head of the Department of Political Affairs, once said to me, “but I find his tiny facial movements quite expressive. I can tell when he feels under pressure he doesn’t want to be under. Madeleine Albright”—the former U.S. ambassador and secretary of state in the administration of President Bill Clinton—“would try to push him into something when he wasn’t ready to make a decision, and you could see the muscles in his jaw tense just fractionally.” Prendergast also understood that Annan himself was reading people in this intuitive way. “He’s extremely aware of body language and mood,” he said. “He can tell who’s in a good mood, who’s in a bad mood, who’s not feeling well. If you’re in a crowd, he’ll always know that you’re there, or that you’re not there.” I, too, learned to interpret his silences and his bland utterances.


  The year or so I passed in the company of this benevolent and somewhat cryptic sovereign, and of his genteel courtiers, could well have been stultifying, but it wasn’t, for during this time the court was rocked, and almost shattered, by catastrophe, and also galvanized by great ambitions. The catastrophe was, of course, the scandal over the Oil-for-Food Programme, which had been developed a decade earlier to mitigate the effect of sanctions the UN had imposed on Iraq. American conservatives, still furious over the failure of both Annan and the Security Council to support the Iraq war, wielded the evidence of misdeeds in the program as a battering ram to smash both the secretary-general and the institution. By the fall of 2004, the conservative media were afire with accusations against the UN, Annan, and his son, Kojo, who had an extremely tenuous connection to Oil-for-Food.


  And the secretary-general, who had remained above personal reproach even as he had been pummeled on Iraq, or earlier on Bosnia and Rwanda, who had not long before been the darling of public opinion, was bewildered and devastated by the onslaught. Annan’s friends in the global elite, always so eager to see him at Davos, had gone deathly quiet. And the brow-heralds of the upper floors saw that his skin had gone matte and his voice had gone ghostly. The place was seized by a sense of collective panic. No secretary-general since the very first, the ineffectual Trygve Lie, had stepped down in the middle of a term. Would the SG—one referred to him only as “the SG”—make it past the end of the year? Was he strong enough to do a 60 Minutes interview, to face the UN press, to stare down his persecutors? It was—or at least felt like—an apocalyptic moment. The moment passed, but the terror returned, like an inexpungible cancer, each time the committee investigating the scandal issued a new report.


  And then there was a countervailing movement—a movement toward rebirth. Annan had responded to the challenge flung at the UN by President Bush with a burst of reform activity. The UN, Annan had said in the fall of 2003, had reached a “fork in the road.” Either it would remake itself to adapt to the new world in which it lived or it would accept a slow subsidence toward irrelevance. He had appointed a High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges, and Change to reexamine the whole range of issues touching on peace and security, including the UN Charter’s ban on preemptive war, which Washington had allegedly violated. A separate report on economic development would issue a call to arms on global poverty and disease. The panel was to publish its conclusions a year hence, states were to consider and debate them, and the reforms would be adopted in September 2005, when the world’s heads of state would gather in New York for the General Assembly session celebrating the UN’s sixtieth anniversary.


  The year running up to the GA session was thus also a time of intellectual debate and policy formulation, of public marketing and private diplomacy, of encouraging the recalcitrant and cooling off the single-minded. All this was tonic for the beleaguered Annan. He could barely stir himself to fight for his own survival, but he was happy to exhaust himself fighting for the survival of the institution. In the spring of 2005 he issued his own version of the high-level panel report, grandly titled “In Larger Freedom.” It was, by general agreement, a remarkably ambitious, coherent, honest, and forceful blueprint for reform. But in the bitterly contentious atmosphere of the UN in the summer of 2005, forging consensus behind ambitious change was well-nigh impossible. Annan, his chief aides, and a team of diplomats threw themselves into a campaign to promote the package, while the member states, few of whom had clamored for reform in the first place, threatened to reduce the document to a pulp.


  It is too simple to say that the UN’s crisis—its convergence of crises—was wholly brought on by the United States, but this isn’t far off. The debate over the Iraq war had brought the UN to the “fork in the road.” Oil-for-Food, for all the legitimate issues it raised, was Annan’s punishment for having taken “the wrong side” in that debate. The UN’s relation to the United States had come to feel like an insoluble equation. Did it have to be so? The end of the Cold War, which had divided the world into implacable camps and thus paralyzed the UN, had seemed to be the most precious of gifts for the world body. And the U.S.-led and UN-sanctioned Persian Gulf War in 1991 had appeared to usher in a splendid new era of comity and concerted action. That burst of euphoria had expired in the dust of Mogadishu, but Annan had done much to repair relations with Washington in his first term. Then the American people had elected a Republican president with deep reservations about multilateral institutions, jeopardizing even this more modest and pragmatic relationship. And 9/11, which for all the talk of “global threats” had targeted the United States and the United States alone, had launched Washington on a path that had little, if any, place for the United Nations. Yes, the Bush administration had returned to the Security Council on Iraq and on a range of other issues, but it practiced “multilateralism à la carte.” And why shouldn’t it? Other countries would pursue their national interests just as single-mindedly if they had the power to do so.


  Now, incredibly, you could almost be nostalgic for the Cold War. It was easier to maneuver between two more or less equal blocs than between a demanding superpower and everyone else—especially when the relentless demands only hardened the resistance of many of the UN’s members. Kofi Annan, peacemaker and consensus seeker, exhausted himself trying to accommodate an administration that seemed quite content to see him forced from office; this, in turn, earned him the contempt of many of his own employees. But he couldn’t fight back, for that would be fatal to the UN, and perhaps also for him. The UN couldn’t survive without the United States, but the opposite was scarcely true. It was grotesquely unfair, but it was, for the UN, a fact of life. It was this fact, this all-but-insoluble equation, that had defined Kofi Annan’s second term in office, and it will continue to shape the UN long after he has stepped down.


  Part I


  


  1

  

  A Greater Magna Carta…


  Institutions of global order are an American invention. A nation that occupied and swiftly conquered a continent of its own had little need of the intricate and perpetually shifting web of alliances that had bound European sovereigns since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648; a nation that understood itself as having been formed and guided by Providence naturally viewed its national interests in universalistic terms—even as it asserted its dominion, brutally at times, over that continent. American leaders scorned the calculations of a Metternich or a Palmerston—the philosophy known as raison d’état—as cynical and corrupt. And when that old order came to an abrupt and shocking end with World War I, a hideous and thoroughly avoidable conflict that made the old treaty system look like a death pact, the United States, which had emerged from the war as the world’s supreme power, was prepared to impose its idealistic vision on the exhausted combatants. A war that had begun on European terms would thus end on American ones. President Woodrow Wilson, the scholar and Christian moralist who had led a reluctant America into war to save Europe from itself, sought a peace in which the victors would not carve up the spoils and territories of the vanquished but rather would band together in a League of Nations designed to end war itself.


  The League failed, of course, but not only because the U.S. Congress refused to ratify it. The body had been designed as a kind of circuit-breaking institution to prevent nations from marching blindly into a war none of them really wanted. But that nineteenth-century diplomatic minuet had disappeared forever in Flanders field. The authoritarian and militaristic states that arose in the ensuing vacuum were bent on crushing weaker neighbors or picking off helpless colonies. Only the threat of a greater force could stop these aggressors, and the League, which had no such mechanism, proved helpless in the face of Japanese, Italian, and German expansionism.


  Planning for a new organization began inside President Franklin Roosevelt’s State Department in 1939, more than two years before the United States was drawn into World War II. To FDR, an earthier and more tough-minded figure than Wilson, the League demonstrated the absurdity of trying to counter aggression by summoning men to their better angels. Wilson had rightly recognized that only America could, or would, subordinate its own supremacy and limit its own freedom of action in order to ensure world peace. But FDR’s vision was to place’ might at the disposal of right. The president was open to all sorts of variations in design, but he “adhered unswervingly,” as the historian Stephen C. Schlesinger writes, “to one central realpolitik tenet derived from his disillusion with the League’s enforcement operations, that the four powers—China, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and the United States—should act as policemen and provide security for any world organization.”


  FDR became the driving force behind the establishment of the United Nations, a name he had dreamed up soon after Pearl Harbor, when he had gathered twenty-six nations in Washington to sign a United Nations Declaration vowing to defeat the Axis powers. By the end of 1943, he had persuaded Stalin and Churchill to accept a world body with the “Four Policemen,” as they were known, at its heart. In August 1944, American, Russian, British, and Chinese diplomats met at Dumbarton Oaks in Washington to flesh out the proposal. Working from a State Department draft, they agreed on an organization that would have an eleven-member Security Council with five permanent members. (France, second only to Germany among the Continental powers, had by now been added to the original four.) The Big Five would have a right of veto over all substantive matters—a critical distinction from the League, which depended on consensus and thus effectively awarded the veto to all. A General Assembly consisting of all members would discuss non-security questions, and the whole would be guided by a professional secretariat.


  As the war drew to a close, Roosevelt became consumed with establishing the world body. In February 1945, he put his increasingly frail health at risk by traveling to Yalta, on the Black Sea, to meet with Churchill and Stalin and overcome Stalin’s remaining objections to the UN. Several weeks later, in one of the last interviews he gave before his death, Roosevelt told a New York Times reporter that “all his hopes of success in life and immortality in history were set on getting an international organization in motion.” It’s just as well for Roosevelt that his place in history does not depend on the UN, but he is, without question, the institution’s progenitor.


  The signatories of the United Nations Declaration, in the global equivalent of a constitutional convention, gathered in San Francisco on April 25, 1945, to write the UN Charter. The world press descended on this charming seaside city and relayed breathlessly to readers the portentous debates over the hatching of this great instrument of peace. The issues that most agitated the delegates mattered less than the very public narrating of the debate, for during those weeks, and in the ensuing months, a world public exhausted with fighting came to believe, or at least to hope, that mankind really had begun to put the savage madness of war behind it.


  At its core, the UN was, as FDR had always wished, an institutionalized form of the wartime alliance. It was understood that the Big Five would provide the bulk of the troops available to the UN; Article 47 of the Charter established a Military Staff Committee, consisting only of delegates of the five, which was responsible for the “strategic direction of any armed forces placed at the disposal of the Security Council.” Attempts by smaller countries to limit the veto largely failed, which both ensured the supremacy of the Big Five and allowed each of them to block any use of the council’s enforcement powers that they opposed. The council and the General Assembly would be served by a professional secretariat, with a secretary-general functioning as the UN’s “chief administrative officer.” But unlike the League of Nations’s chief executive, who had been expected to tend strictly to internal affairs, the UN secretary-general, according to Article 99 of the Charter, was empowered to “bring to the attention of the Security Council any matter which in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace and security.” Precisely what this vague assertion meant was in no way clear.


  The United Nations was much more than an instrument for global policing; the new body also aspired to affirmatively shape a new and more just world order. An Economic and Social Council would seek to alleviate the poverty and injustice that often lay at the root of conflict; a Trusteeship Council would promote self-government in colonized states, with an ultimate eye to sovereignty; and a World Court would adjudicate international disputes.


  The UN Charter was bequeathed to, and greeted by, the world public as if it were the Decalogue brought straight from Mount Sinai. The most sober figures described it in the most intoxicated language. John Foster Dulles, an adviser to the U.S. delegation and future secretary of state, called the Charter “a greater Magna Carta.” Senator Arthur Vandenberg, a Republican and former isolationist whom President Truman had shrewdly included in the team sent to San Francisco, presented the document to the Senate as “a new emancipation proclamation for the world.” The Senate, which a generation earlier had rejected the League of Nations and which continued to harbor a good many men deeply suspicious of the world beyond America’s borders, ratified the Charter by the astonishingly lopsided total of 89 to 2. Men, including hardheaded men, so ardently wished to put an end to conflict between nations that they allowed themselves to believe that this mechanism they had built might actually make war, at least catastrophic war, obsolete.


  The General Assembly held its opening session on January 17, 1946. The meeting was held amid the rubble of war-torn London, but two months later the UN moved to New York, where it occupied the Bronx campus of Hunter College, a municipal college for women. Workmen hurriedly redecorated the college gym to make room for the deliberations of the Security Council. The UN’s first important order of business was choosing a secretary-general. The Americans wanted Lester Pearson, the Canadian ambassador to Washington and future prime minister and Nobel Peace Prize recipient, but the Soviets would not accept a figure close to the United States. They wanted someone from a country not aligned with the United States, and so settled on Norway’s thoroughly undistinguished foreign minister, Trygve Lie, who was then swiftly approved. “There was no consideration of who might be best for the job,” writes Brian Urquhart, one of the UN’s most illustrious civil servants as well as one of its leading historians. Urquhart served as one of Lie’s personal assistants and describes him as a simple and simpleminded man “out of his depth” as head of the new world body, “jealous of his position and at the same time nervous of it.” Ralph Bunche, the American diplomat and high UN official, records his first impression of the new SG: “a huge, flabby-looking man” said by British colleagues to be “a politician first, last and all the time.” In its initial act the UN thus established an implicit rule of the lowest common denominator, an early sign that this new organization might not live up to the noble ideals with which it was forged.


  The Soviets were under no illusions about the supposed commonality of interests between themselves and their former allies; they wanted a weak Secretariat, because they feared that a more activist one would abet the Western cause. In fact, the spirit of comity to which so many hosannas had been dedicated began to dissipate almost as soon as the UN, and especially the Security Council, opened its doors. In mid-February, the Soviet ambassador, Andrey Vyshinsky, cast a veto, a weapon the framers had expected to be used only in hopelessly intractable situations, on an American resolution calling for the withdrawal of British and French troops from Syria because he found the language too weak—an act of almost calculated insouciance. Soon thereafter, his successor, Andrei Gromyko, stormed out of the council when he failed to block a discussion of the Soviet troop presence in Iran.


  The hardheaded FDR had, it turned out, misjudged the future almost as thoroughly as Wilson had, believing that the antifascist coalition which had fought World War II would continue to make common cause after the fascists were gone (though FDR’s insistence on the veto had much to do with his fears of Soviet intentions). In fact, the world was as implacably divided over Communism as it had been over fascism. In the Security Council, the Soviets opposed the other four permanent members on almost every question of importance and made liberal use of the veto to block action. They also reneged on the promise to make troops available to the council, thus reducing the Military Staff Committee to a meaningless appendage, as it would remain forever after. The euphoric expectations of 1945 did not even survive 1946. By 1950, a Gallup poll found that only 27 percent of Americans thought that the UN was doing a good job; 36 percent judged its performance “poor.”


  And yet during those rare crises when the Soviets did not cast or threaten their veto, the UN showed that it had potential far beyond that of the League. Both the United States and the Soviet Union supported the creation of the Jewish state, and in November 1947 the General Assembly voted to accept a British plan to divide its mandate territories into a Jewish and an Arab state—a soul-stirring triumph for the cause of Zionism. The following year, after war had broken out between the new nation of Israel and Egypt, Ralph Bunche, an indefatigable and endlessly resourceful figure, negotiated an armistice between them. Bunche then spent months hammering out agreements between Israel and deeply reluctant representatives of Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon, an achievement for which he was ultimately awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.


  The Security Council took one momentous decision in these early years. On June 24, 1950, North Korean troops crossed the 38th parallel into South Korean territory. That line of demarcation was monitored by UN observers, who had been dispatched several years earlier to supervise elections meant to reunify the country. The invasion was thus not only a violation of the Security Council resolution establishing the mission; it was precisely the kind of naked act of aggression the UN had been created to prevent or to reverse. Trygve Lie reacted to news of the invasion by blurting out, “That’s war against the United Nations.” It was also war against an important American ally, which is to say that the core principles of the UN coincided with the strategic interests of its most powerful member. The State Department asked Lie to call an emergency session of the council on the following day, a Sunday; the secretary-general eagerly complied.


  By this time, the forces of the Chinese Communist Party under Mao Tse-tung had overthrown the Chiang Kai-shek government. But the UN continued to recognize the so-called Nationalist regime, which had close ties to Washington, as China’s rightful representative. For the previous six months the Soviets had been boycotting council sessions to protest the refusal to seat the Communist Chinese. The Soviets continued to absent themselves during the discussion over North Korea, thus sparing the council an almost certain veto. And so the Security Council swiftly adopted an American resolution condemning the attack. Two days later the council adopted another American resolution, calling on all members to help South Korea repel the invasion. The American-led force that would fight the Korean War would thus be acting under UN authorization. President Truman made it clear that he would have gone to war with or without the imprimatur of the Security Council. But the imprimatur was no mere afterthought. Another UN historian, Stanley Meisler, quotes Truman as telling a diplomat, “In the final analysis I did this for the United Nations. I believed in the League of Nations. It failed. Lots of people thought it failed because we weren’t in it to back it up. Okay, now we started the United Nations. It was our idea, and in this first big test we just couldn’t let them down.” Even if Truman was only half sincere, it’s startling to hear an American president worrying about letting the UN down, rather than the other way around.


  The Soviets were furious over Lie’s collaboration with the United States, and in mid-1950, as his five-year term was drawing to a close, they announced that they would oppose a second term. In fact, Lie’s ties with Washington went far deeper than the merely diplomatic. For the last year, he had been secretly cooperating with the FBI in order to ensure that the Secretariat hired no Americans with alleged Communist sympathies; it was he, in fact, who had approached the Truman administration about the idea. The Americans would not have anyone but Lie. He may have been a mediocrity, but he was their mediocrity. Ultimately, the General Assembly awarded him only an additional three years. (The Charter had not fixed a secretary-general’s term of office.) The Soviets refused to recognize him, torturing Lie’s vanity by refusing to invite him and his wife to Eastern bloc receptions and declining to present to him their diplomats’ credentials. In November 1952, not quite two years into his second term, Lie abruptly tendered his resignation.


  No consensus candidate had emerged by the following March, when the Security Council convened to nominate a successor. (The General Assembly formally elects the candidate.) The Soviets were not prepared to accept anyone acceptable to the United States (and vice versa). In order to break the deadlock, the French ambassador submitted a list of names to his Soviet counterpart. The only one the Soviets did not reject out of hand was Dag Hammarskjöld, a Swedish diplomat known to almost no one. Hammarskjöld must have seemed like the very definition of harmless neutrality; and so, in the single greatest misapprehension in the history of this selection process, a brilliant, fearless, and deeply self-willed man became the UN’s second secretary-general.


  Dag Hammarskjöld is the standard against which all successive secretaries-general have been measured, and found wanting, for the very simple reason that the Security Council did not make the same mistake twice. Hammarskjöld was a man of high intelligence as well as deep convictions. It is true that he lacked many of the conventional attributes of leadership: he was solitary, melancholy, introspective, sensitively attuned to the eddies of his own consciousness. And yet there was nothing in him of the indecisive Hamlet; he was always prepared to thrust himself into situations where he believed he could make a difference. And his formidable intellect allowed him to pick his way nimbly through situations that would have frustrated a lesser man.


  Hammarskjöld first demonstrated both his gifts and his understanding of the job in late 1954, when the Chinese shot down an American B-29 bomber and a C-47 transport plane and captured eleven Air Force crewmen and two civilians, whom they accused, probably rightly, of being CIA agents. American public opinion was outraged, and the General Assembly, at that time still highly pro-American, condemned the decision of the Chinese to try the crew members as spies rather than release them as prisoners of war. What made the issue yet more inflammatory was that the Nationalists continued to occupy China’s seat in the UN and on the Security Council, thus effectively barring the Communist regime from the debate. Hammarskjöld, however, had gotten the delegates to insert in the resolution a request for him to “act in the name of the United Nations” to free the airmen. Lie had never sought such an opportunity, but Hammarskjöld sensed that his unique status as impartial representative of the world body might allow him to act in a situation where neither adversary could make concessions to the other but both feared escalation. Hammarskjöld wrote to Chinese prime minister Chou En-lai for permission to come to Peking, not as an emissary from the Security Council—and thus from the chief belligerent—but in his own right as secretary-general. Chou agreed, and the airmen were ultimately released.


  By his dramatic and highly personalized intervention, Hammarskjöld loosened the stays that had bound his own office, and indeed the entire Secretariat. His so-called Peking Formula stipulated that the secretary-general had an affirmative obligation to act when peace and security were threatened. The authority for such acts lay not in the actual words of the Charter but in its penumbra—or rather in Hammarskjöld’s own quasi-mystical sense of calling. FDR’s vision of an organization that would coordinate the use of force to deter or defeat acts of aggression had already receded into history. Hammarskjöld offered an alternative understanding of the UN as the institutional embodiment of the idea of the neutral or disinterested position. The UN’s strength, in effect, arose from its weakness: what it had lost in coercive power it had regained through its unique, supra-partisan status.


  Hammarskjöld never lost sight of either
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