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A  W O R D  T O  T H E  R E A D E R

Working as a news correspondent at the United Nations has given me
a firsthand perspective on one of the world’s most high profile and
important organizations. Nowhere else in the world can you watch an
international group of diplomats, o≈cials, and experts discuss the
great challenges of our day and make decisions that can a√ect our
lives for years to come. Curbing international terrorism, deploying
peacekeepers, combating diseases like malaria and AIDS, promoting
human rights and development, and trying to bring rogue nations like
North Korea to account are only a few of the big issues the UN can
address in a year.

At the UN, before the day’s decisions have been voted on, the agenda
has been set, the members have prepared themselves, disagreements
have played out in relative privacy, and the public sees a polished
performance. Many onlookers will accept this performance at face
value and never give it another thought. For those who want to know
more, who ask how the decisions were negotiated and reached and
what their chances are for making a lasting impact, I have written this
book, relying on my personal observations as well as the experiences
and insights of other insiders.
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Flags at UN headquarters in New York City. UN Photo/Andrea Brizzi

A World of Change

When I began writing the first edition of the book, the world was still
reeling from the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Since then,
the world has changed, and so has the United Nations. Threats like
international terrorism and the proliferation of nuclear weapons
weigh ever more heavily on minds around the world. The UN has
taken a more active role against terrorists and in the process has itself
become a victim of terrorist attacks.

Other global issues such as climate change are also pressing forward
in global public awareness and in the UN. The pace of globalization has
quickened and with it a growing sense that nations are interdependent
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and interrelated. Growing globalization makes an organization like the
UN even more visible and useful. As a result, the UN is experiencing a
surge in activity. It is being asked to provide humanitarian aid much
more frequently than before, in response to natural and human-
caused disasters like cyclones, tsunamis, famines, and civil wars.
Peacekeeping has become a growth industry at the UN. Recent years
have seen a big increase in the number of peacekeeping missions, and
the concept of peacebuilding has been institutionalized through new
o≈ces and funds in the Secretariat. Understandably, the UN’s general
operations are experiencing a rapid budget escalation.

The key personalities have changed dramatically since 2001, with
the departure, after two terms, of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who
had worked at the UN for many years before becoming secretary-
general and thus was the consummate ‘‘insider,’’ and the arrival of a
lesser-known but well-accomplished South Korean diplomat, Ban Ki-
moon, as successor in the post. Meanwhile, since 2001 the United
States has appointed, in succession, four di√erent men to the post of
US ambassador.

Not all changes have been favorable for the UN. The organization is
experiencing a growing rift between the aΔuent and less aΔuent
countries, often called the North–South divide. The rift is glaring in
the General Assembly, which is the UN’s main deliberative body and
provides a forum for all of the organization’s 192 member states. The
UN has also been rocked by scandal. The Oil-for-Food Programme
(intended to help feed the Iraqi people after the first Gulf War in 1991)
was abused by the Saddam Hussein regime in ways that also tarred
the UN. This led to renewed e√orts at reforming the UN to make it
more transparent and e√ective.

Finally, change has marked the relationship between the United
States and the UN. The contentiousness that erupted in the Security
Council in 2003, when the United States and its allies sought backing
for the invasion of Iraq, has been replaced by a much more amicable
atmosphere. The United States remains the UN’s biggest single fi-
nancial supporter, and it is still perceived by many as the ultimate
enforcer of international security. Nevertheless, US e√orts to exert its
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influence in the UN are changing in the face of the North–South
divide and the growing assertiveness of such nations as China and
Russia.

A New Edition

Given these many changes, I was pleased when Yale University Press
gave me the opportunity to update the book with a new edition. Once I
began revising and updating, however, I found that the degree of
change both inside and outside the UN has been so large that I had
to rethink many of the chapters and write a new one—on climate
change. I rearranged material to focus on issues of growing global
prominence, such as the rule of law. As part of my research, I inter-
viewed a dozen more UN insiders, each with his or her own unique
knowledge and experience with the world body. These new voices, I
hope, give the book a more complex flavor and greater depth of infor-
mation and insight.

Despite all the changes, the UN remains the world’s main global
forum and coordinator of international e√orts to address common
problems and issues. This book is organized to provide the reader
with a topical overview of the UN’s organization, governing principles,
and key functions It begins with historical background and moves
quickly to the UN’s chief executive o≈cer, the secretary-general, and
his main international counterpart, the US ambassador. After that
come chapters on the UN’s most prominent ‘‘principal organs,’’ the
Security Council, including its peacekeeping operations, and the Gen-
eral Assembly, along with an informal trip through the UN Village,
that little corner of New York City populated by diplomats from all
over the world. In the succeeding chapters, the book explores such
global issues as international terrorism, nuclear proliferation, the rule
of law and human rights, and climate change, as well as the state of
UN reform and finances. A look at the many agencies and programs
that carry out the UN’s broad e√orts in social and economic develop-
ment, disaster relief, eradication of diseases, and reducing the trade in
addictive drugs follows. The book ends with a personal tale by Shashi
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Founding Date

The UN was established on October 24, 1945, when the UN Charter
was ratified. Thus October 24 is celebrated every year as UN Day.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Church-
ill coined the name ‘‘United Nations,’’ first used in the ‘‘Declaration
by United Nations’’ on January 1, 1942.

Tharoor, one of the most ‘‘inside’’ of insiders, who began his UN
career with the challenge of helping Vietnamese boat people find
refuge after their harrowing escapes from the Asian mainland.

Great Expectations?

More than half a century ago, the United States and its allies in World
War II created an international body that they hoped would enable
nations to prosper and live peacefully with one another. When the war
ended in 1945, the new organization began with enormous goodwill,
moral support from all sides, and strong US leadership. The world
waited to see if the UN could rectify the shortcomings of the League of
Nations, its predecessor organization, which dissolved in the late
1930s, victim of totalitarian regimes and US indi√erence. Could it be
the uniting force among the victorious nations, whose ideologies and
political interests often seemed at odds?

The cold war soon replaced idealistic collaboration with power poli-
tics between the West and the East. From the late 1940s until the
breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991, confrontation among the blocs
defined most UN relationships, discussions, debates, programs, and
activities. A whole generation grew up with an East-West mindset,
whose ghost still surfaces at the UN and elsewhere, even while a new
world is emerging. During these many decades, expectations about
the UN changed, becoming either more realistic or more cynical,
depending on the viewpoint. Today, although Americans do not expect
the UN to solve the world’s problems, at the least they would like it to
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be a more e√ective partner in dealing with the forces that are trans-
forming our world.

In the face of rapid and wrenching change, we have to wonder how
an international organization created nearly sixty-five years ago, in a
very di√erent world, can maintain its relevance and e√ectiveness to-
day, let alone in the future. That is the UN’s greatest challenge—one
that the insiders who run the UN and its associated agencies, and the
diplomats who represent its member nations, have also been asking.
Most believe it can step up to the new challenges while reforming its
own shortcomings, but that is by no means the unanimous view.
What we can say with certainty is that the pervasive and seemingly
impersonal forces of change in our modern world will need to be
addressed by living, breathing people, not computer software or me-
chanical robots. The UN is, above all, a place for people and a hotbed
of the human factor. As one of my ‘‘insiders’’ says, people really do
matter at the UN, and they act in a context full of illusion, opinion,
perception, and emotion.
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