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			The United Nations

			Key information

			
					Date founded: 24 October 1945 (ratification of the Charter of the United Nations).

					Headquarters: New York City.

					Key protagonist: Franklin D. Roosevelt, American president (1882-1945).

					Impact:	Establishment of peacekeeping operations

	Control of nuclear power

	Support for economic and social welfare




			

			Introduction

			The United Nations (UN) is a key player on the international stage and is often in the spotlight. It carries out countless activities throughout the world, including mediation in peace negotiations, peacekeeping through the Blue Berets, humanitarian aid in countries hit by natural disasters, and the coordination of medical aid during epidemics. However, the organisation does not always receive good press, and has been criticised for its inability to resolve certain conflicts and for its structure, which is deemed outdated and poorly equipped to address current realities and challenges. Indeed, its harshest critics have even questioned whether the UN should still exist.

			The UN is the successor to the League of Nations (founded in 1919) and is not a recent organisation: it was founded in the aftermath of the ravages of the Second World War (1939-1945) and was inspired by the desire to create a better world. It was officially founded on 24 October 1945, when the Charter of the United Nations entered into force. Its aim was to provide a space for political dialogue between member states and in this way to prevent the outbreak of another war and resolve the many problems caused by the global conflict. Its structure and functioning reflected the new postwar world order. The creation of the UN had far-reaching consequences, and even today many other bodies depend on the organisation. With the end of the Cold War and the emergence of new challenges for humanity, the scope of its activities is constantly expanding, but some still wonder whether the organisation truly belongs in the modern world. 

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The League of Nations (1919-1946): the forerunner of the United Nations

			The United Nations was not the first international organisation with a broad jurisdiction to be created in the 20th century. It was preceded by the League of Nations, which was founded in 1919 in the wake of the First World War.

			The idea for the League of Nations was put forward by Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924), the American president during the war. His “Fourteen Points” (a series of principles designed to guide the peace process) included the creation of a global body tasked with maintaining peace so that the horrors of the Great War would never be repeated. The Covenant of the League of Nations was signed by 42 founding members, the majority of which had participated in the conflict.

			The Covenant set out the organisation’s three main objectives:

			
					to prevent wars based on the principle of collective security;

					to enforce international law through the creation of a Permanent Court of International Justice in 1922, and to resolve disputes through negotiation and mediation;

					to improve citizens’ overall quality of life.

			

			The League of Nations was run by a General Assembly with representatives from all the member states, a Council comprising nine members (five of which were permanent, namely Great Britain, the USA, France, Italy and Japan, and four of which were non-permanent and elected by the General Assembly), and a Secretariat tasked with the administrative management of the organisation.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The League of Nations marked a major shift in the philosophy of diplomacy, as it aimed to replace secret diplomacy with collective negotiation. Previously, international relations were governed by treaties, diplomatic missions and conferences, but there was often no continuity between them. Wilson’s goal was therefore to create a permanent organisation tasked with defusing tensions on an international level. This laid the foundations for the new principle of collective security, whereby each country acknowledged that its security could affect the security of the other nations, and vice versa. The countries therefore agreed to coordinate a joint response to threats and infractions affecting one of them. The principle of collective action meant that each country had to be ready to react swiftly to take up arms and defend another country.

				

			

			The interwar period, or the failure of peace

			The idea behind the League of Nations was bold and represented a new outlook on diplomatic relations, but the organisation was ultimately a failure. In September 1939, Nazi Germany and the USSR invaded Poland, plunging the world into the Second World War. The League of Nations had failed in its peacekeeping role: it had proved unable to stop the rise of Nazism and to put a stop to the aggression of the Axis countries (Germany, Italy and Japan) in the interwar period.

			There were multiple reasons for this failure. Firstly, the League of Nations did not have its own army and therefore relied on the goodwill of the major world powers to enforce its decisions. The organisation’s moral authority alone was not enough to force individual members to comply with its orders. Secondly, not all countries joined the League of Nations. Notable absences included the USA (which had been the driving force behind the creation of the organisation) and the USSR, which did not join until 1934. Without these two key powers, the defence of the League of Nations’ principles fell to Great Britain and France, which were both following a policy of appeasement and were reluctant to impose their will by force. Furthermore, since membership was not an essential condition to play an important role on the international stage, it was easy for countries to join and leave the League of Nations as they pleased without becoming pariahs. Consequently, certain powerful countries decided to simply leave the organisation when it tried to check their nationalist, expansionist aspirations: Japan and Germany withdrew in 1933, and Italy followed suit in 1937.

			The Second World War and the desire for a new organisation

			The outbreak of war in 1939 sounded the death knell for the League of Nations, but as early as 1941, when Europe was almost entirely under the yoke of the Axis powers, some countries were already thinking ahead to the end of the war and making plans for the creation of a new institution. The human and material destruction wreaked by the war underlined the need for political dialogue between countries once peace was restored. To this end, a number of countries began taking steps to prepare the way for the new organisation from the early stages of the war:

			
					On 12 June 1941, the Declaration of St. James’s Palace was signed by nine governments in exile in London (Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Free France, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland and Yugoslavia). The signatories committed to working with other free peoples in wartime and peacetime, and in doing so laid the foundations of the UN.

					On 14 August 1941, the Atlantic Charter was ratified. Before the USA entered the conflict, the American president Franklin D. Roosevelt and the British prime minister Winston Churchill (1874-1965) signed a joint declaration (known as the Atlantic Charter because it was signed in a ship on the ocean) affirming their intention to create a new institution for peacekeeping and international security. Their plan outlined some of the organising principles of the postwar period, such as freedom of the seas, disarmament and the establishment of an international court of justice.

					On 1 January 1942, the Declaration of the United Nations was signed. At a time when the majority of Europe was occupied by German forces, representatives from 26 nations fighting the Axis countries signed a joint declaration of their total commitment to the war effort and their refusal to accept any peace agreement with the enemy. This was the first time the expression “United Nations” was used.

					At the Moscow Conference in October 1943 and the Tehran Conference in December 1943, the four major Allied powers (the USSR, Great Britain, the USA and China) reaffirmed their desire to create an international body tasked with peacefully resolving conflicts as soon as possible after the end of the war.

			

			At the end of the conflict, the international community found itself facing a host of other problems, including the refugee situation, the fate of deportees, orphans and the wounded, sanitary issues and epidemics. In addition, a new war remained a looming possibility. In this context, an international organisation to coordinate the activities of all the bodies created during the war became a necessity.

		


		
			Biography

			Franklin D. Roosevelt, American president
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			Portrait of Franklin D. Roosevelt, dated 1933.

			Franklin Roosevelt was the 32nd president of the United States, and led the country from 1933 to his death in 1945. He was one of the towering figures of the 20th century, and remains one of the USA’s most celebrated presidents.

			He was born in Hyde Park in the state of New York on 30 January 1882, and was the only son of a wealthy businessman. He graduated from Harvard University with a law degree in 1904, and before long entered politics and was elected senator for New York, representing the Democratic Party. In spite of an illness which left him partially paralysed, he went on to become governor of the state of New York, before being elected president in 1932.

			When he came to power, the country was still reeling from the effects of the Wall Street Crash in 1929. He immediately implemented emergency measures, and starting in 1933 introduced the New Deal, a collection of programmes based on far-reaching government intervention in the economy and in social matters. Having set the country on the path to recovery, he was re-elected for a second term in 1936 and a third term in 1940. 

			Although the USA did not enter the war against Germany until December 1941, Roosevelt backed the Western democracies by providing them with financial and logistical support in their fight against the Axis countries. He was a firm believer in the need for an international organisation to maintain peace through collective action, and was one of the driving forces behind the Atlantic Charter, which paved the way for the United Nations. He was also the first person to use the term “United Nations” in the eponymous declaration, and played a major role in shaping the postwar world order.

			He died on 12 April 1945, shortly after the beginning of his fourth term as president and only a few days before the conference to draw up the Charter of the United Nations in San Francisco. He left his country in a strong position as the world’s leading economy and the foremost defender of democracy at the dawn of the Cold War.

		


		
			The creation of the United Nations

			From plan to reality

			The first real step towards the creation of the UN was the Dumbarton Oaks Conference near Washington from 21 August to 7 October 1944. This brought together representatives from the USA, the USSR, Great Britain and China to lay the groundwork for the nascent organisation, specifically by discussing its general objectives, structure and functioning. After the conference, the various members of the United Nations had the opportunity to look over the resulting proposals and give their feedback and suggestions.

			The conference ended in disagreement over the crucial issue of the conditions for joining the organisation and securing the right to vote. The USSR wanted all its constituent republics to have the right to vote, which would have given the country several votes. The USA could not accept this, and this disagreement foreshadowed the coming rift between the USA and the USSR.

			The matter was settled during the Yalta Conference in February 1945, which brought together the leaders of the USA, the USSR and Great Britain. This meeting finished the work that had been started at the Dumbarton Oaks Conference and resulted in a partial agreement concerning the number of Soviet republics that could become UN member states: the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic and the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic would each have a vote, taking the USSR’s total number of votes to three.

			The Charter of the United Nations

			The United Nations Conference on International Organization (25 April to 26 June 1945)

			The next conference to draw up the Charter of the United Nations took place in San Francisco and 45 countries were invited. The unexpected death of the US president Roosevelt gave rise to fears that the event would be cancelled, but his successor Harry S. Truman (1884-1972) decided to continue as planned. Consequently, delegates from 50 countries descended on San Francisco from 25 April to 26 June to take part in this historic conference.

			
				
					Did you know?

					45 countries received the invitation sent on 5 March 1945, but 50 countries were in attendance and there are 51 signatures on the Charter. Why is this?

					The 45 invitees were the countries that had declared war on Germany and Japan, and had therefore signed the Declaration of the United Nations. They were joined by Libya and Syria, which were invited by France, the two Soviet republics of the Ukraine and Byelorussia, and Argentina and Denmark, which had just been liberated, taking the total number of participants to 51. However, Poland was unable to attend the conference as its new government was not announced in time. Space was left on the Charter so that it could sign later on and become one of the organisation’s 51 founding members. There are currently 193 UN member states, representing almost all the countries of the world, with the exception of four states that are recognised but are not members, namely Palestine, Vatican City, the Cook Islands and Niue (an island in the South Pacific Ocean). As statehood is one of the conditions for membership, territories such as Kosovo and Tibet, which are not recognised by all member states, cannot join the organisation.

				

			

			Getting 50 countries to agree on the document’s content was no mean feat. Differences of opinion resulted in a series of crises that led some observers to fear that there would be no agreement at the end of the conference. For example, the issue of the trusteeship of the former colonies of the defeated countries and the question of the great powers’ right to veto were bumps in the road. However, these disagreements were eventually resolved and the Charter was adopted by unanimous agreement on 25 June 1945. It was signed by delegates from each of the 50 states the following day, but did not enter into force until all member states had ratified it, on 24 October 1945. This marked the official foundation of the UN and the end of the League of Nations.

			The aims and principles of the UN

			The Charter of the United Nations is central to the organisation: it sets out its objectives and outlines the principles, rights and duties to be respected by all member states.

			The UN has four main objectives, which are very similar to the goals of the League of Nations:

			
					to maintain international peace and security by encouraging friendly relations between countries;

					to ensure respect for justice, tolerance, the freedom of others, the self-determination of peoples and the defence of human rights;

					to help disadvantaged countries to improve their situation and to overcome hunger, illiteracy and illness;

					to encourage technological and social progress.

			

			The essential principles of the organisation are listed in its Charter:

			
					the sovereign equality of all member states;

					the settling of international disputes by peaceful means without recourse to the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state;

					the respect of peoples’ right to self-determination;

					non-intervention in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state.

			

			The composition of the UN

			The structure of the new organisation was based on that of the League of Nations. It comprises six main organs:

			
					The General Assembly. This is a sort of parliament for member states, and is the only organ where all the member states are represented. It carries out a wide range of activities, as it is tasked with researching, discussing and making recommendations to encourage international cooperation. However, these recommendations are not binding, so no nation is obliged to follow them. The General Assembly also elects the members of other UN organs and oversees the activities of certain organisations and agencies.Although the General Assembly’s influence is somewhat limited, it does sometimes draw attention to important issues, thus forcing the international community to take a stance or tackle serious problems, such as decolonisation in Africa and apartheid in South Africa. For decision-making purposes, each member state has one vote, regardless of its size or population, and normally a


					The Security Council. This originally comprised 11 members, five of which were permanent (the USSR, the USA, the UK, France and China) and six of which were non-permanent members elected by the General Assembly for two-year terms. As more countries joined the UN, an amendment to the Charter in 1965 increased the number of the seats on the Council to 15, with the same five permanent members and ten non-permanent members chosen in a way that ensures that each continent is fairly represented.

			

			
				
					
					
					
				

			

			
			
					When a nation lodges a complaint, it evaluates the possibility of negotiating a peaceful resolution to the conflict.

					If no peaceful solution can be found and the Council concludes that there is a serious threat to peace, or that peace has been violated, it can impose diplomatic or financial sanctions. For example, when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, a blockade was imposed.

					If these measures fail to resolve the situation, the Charter allows the Security Council to send an armed contingent (the Blue Berets) to conflict zones, either to guarantee peace after the warring parties have agreed to a ceasefire, or to bring about peace when neither side is prepared to put an end to the war.

			

			
			
				
					
					
					
				

			

			
					The Secretariat. The UN’s main management organ is appointed for renewable five-year terms. Its 9000 employees, who are based in major world cities including New York, Vienna and Geneva, are civil servants from the different member states. They carry out administrative tasks assigned by the other UN organs, prepare reports and carry out research and investigations, among other work. The Secretariat is also in charge of communicating complaints to the Security Council and informing the organisation about any threats to international security.

					The Economic and Social Council. This body coordinates the economic and social activities of the organisation’s various programmes and encourages international cooperation with the aim of improving conditions in less developed countries. It was initially made up of 18 countries which were elected for three-year terms by the General Assembly, but since the amendments of 1965 and 1974, this number has risen to 54.

					The Trusteeship Council. This organ initially supervised the management of territories placed under the administration of the UN and supported them on the road to autonomy or independence. It developed out of the League of Nations’ mandate system and was created to prevent the former colonies of defeated countries from being annexed by the winners. The administration of each colony was entrusted to a trustee country until its status could be determined. As the decolonisation movement gathered pace during the 1950s and 1960s, the Council’s role gradually diminished until 1994, when the last country under trusteeship, Palau in the Caroline Islands, gained its independence. Since then, the Council has taken on new responsibilities, such as overseeing humanity’s common heritage and creating a discussion space for minority and aboriginal peoples.

					The International Court of Justice. This is the main judicial organ of the UN, and has been headquartered in The Hague since it was founded in 1946. It comprises 15 judges, representing a sample of the major international legal systems, who are elected for nine years through two separate votes, one by the General Assembly and the other by the Security Council. It provides legal opinions for the other organs upon request and can also make binding rulings, but only when the parties involved submit to its jurisdiction. In these cases, the decision must be communicated to the Security Council and monitored.

			

			
			
					the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), founded in 1945;

					the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), founded in 1945;

					the International Monetary Fund (IMF), founded in 1945;

					the International Labor Organization (ILO), founded in 1946;

					the World Health Organization (WHO), founded in 1946;

					the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), founded in 1946;

					the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), founded in 1956;

					the International Development Organization (IDA), founded in 1960.
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