A United Nations for a changed world

Khalid Malik?!

In 1945, as World War Il was coming to a close, many nations around
the world were in ruins and the world wanted peace. But given the
devastation wrought by the war and the lives lost, countries and leaders
at large were determined to ‘save successive generations from the
scourge of war’. Delegates from fifty countries met in San Francisco to
draft the UN Charter and create the United Nations. The Charter was
signed on June 26, 1945.

‘We the peoples of the United Nations’ are the powerful opening words
of the UN Charter.

The words signify the ideal of a United Nations resting on the interests
of people as a global community pursuing the shared goals of peace,
human rights and development. It was presented as a global compact,
and acknowledged that the very legitimacy of the United Nations rested
on ‘we the peoples’.

Yet, inevitably, given the nature of post-war politics and the sentiments
of both old and new powers, the design of its bodies, principally the UN
Security Council, reflected the geo-political realities of the post-colonial
world and the emerging spheres of influence derived from that world.
The victors of the second-world war secured an outsized role and
influence in the design and conduct of the UN.

Right from the start, the UN had an ambitious reach: to maintain world
peace and security, foster friendly relations between nations, promote
human rights, and encourage cooperation to solve global problems like
poverty, disease and environmental problems. It anchored the
principles of sovereign equality and the non-use of force in international
relations. Its functions of peacekeeping, sustainable development,
human rights protection and the provision of humanitarian aid, all were
dedicated for that purpose.
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Ongoing challenges: Success or failure?

Few can disagree with the much-shared view that the 80 years
performance of the United Nations has been less than stellar; in some
cases, it could be labeled as poor, and the institution even dysfunctional.

The reasons cited are many: they range from a power gridlock at the UN
Security Council, weak leadership at its helm and the sheer proliferation
of UN bodies and their bureaucracy.

The reputation of only a few UN Secretary Generals appears to have
survived the test of time. By most accounts, UN leaders like Dag
Hammarskjold and Kofi Annan appear to have tried hard to meet the
ideal of the UN Secretary General as an ‘independent and dynamic
international mediator’. Both were vilified in their time for having taken
on such a role.

The 80 years of UN’s history has examples of both success and failure.

In its essential purpose of war and peace, the UN has been unable to
resolve long simmering conflicts like Kashmir or Palestine and we are
now in second or even third generation of the cycle of conflict in Sudan
and Darfur.

Yet, successes such as the Law of the Sea, a successful process of
decolonization, the development of UN peacekeeping as an instrument
of peaceful resolution of conflicts, all count as significant contributions
to collective peace and solidarity. Global agreements have defined
conduct among nations and reinforced world solidarity. The Human
Rights Declaration of 1948 codified human rights as the ‘foundation of
freedom, justice and peace in the world’ and the 1951 Refugee
Convention while addressing initially the plight of refugees displaced in
Europe due to the World War laid out the global responsibilities for
their protection and care. Treaties, conventions, norms have become the
global infrastructure of the rules and expectations that bind the world
together in trade, commerce and international relations.



The UN Security Council was designed as the premier global security
institution. Its war and peace decisions, or lack thereof, continue to
influence the lives of millions of people. It decisions define our post war
modern world of global relations. But, sadly as one influential study
highlighted, the Council has been unable to stop ‘pervasive violence and
secret and not-so secret wars’2. Even more, the Council has willfully
ignored many conflicts and intensified others’.

Equity and balance

Given the dominance of the P-5, their influence over process, budgets
and high-level UN staff appointments was almost inevitable.

While this domination of UN institutions by some countries mostly from
the West has undermined their credibility among many nations, the
larger question is one of equity and balance.

Institutions created in the 1940s and 1950s increasingly appear
inadequate to address present global and regional challenges: ranging
from climate change, poverty elimination, to inequality.

An easy criticism in explaining the failure of the UN Security Council has
been to point to deep tensions between the US and the Soviet Union
over many decades. Yet, many of these challenges stem from the design
itself: of the Security Council but also the UN system at large.

More than geography or design, there is a deeper concern though. As
Kofi Annan mentioned in his last public address, the gap between what
people at large want from the United Nations and what their
governments expect appears to be widening.

The breakdown of international cooperation

Red lines are regularly crossed. Power appears to define global
outcomes. Wars in Iraq and Ukraine are examples where international
law could not hold. And, despite global targets agreed to in Paris in
2015, national actions have been inadequate in substantially reducing
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carbon emissions. A recent study of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) estimated that only 17 percent of the targets are being met.
Human progress, perhaps even the future of humanity itself, is being
imperiled.

An integrated, interdependent world was meant to deepen the
codification and acceptance of international law and norms. Key
countries especially the five permanent powers were meant to actively
help the UN in the peace efforts mandated by the UNSC.

Developing countries who had always felt that the international system
was unfair were unable to redress the balance. Their many efforts to
create a new, fairer, international economic order came to naught.

Further, without much reference to the UN itself, different facets of the
international system such as banking and supply chains are being used
as pressure points by some countries.

Today, even when active hostilities conclude, they appear to quickly
morph into enduring blockades, and coercive financial measures.

In March 2012, after he had retired, Kofi Annan was asked to take on the
task of settling the Syrian crisis. Months later he resigned as he realized
that regional powers were deeply invested in supporting different
Syrian factions, and, that the P-5 was unable or unwilling to exercise the
influence required to settle the conflict.

There is a deep sense that the world is in a state of permanent tension
and conflict. Over time, the actual incidence of war and the number of
people affected had been on a decline since the second-world war. In
recent years, however, from 2023 to 2025, wars and violent conflicts
increased sharply. Major conflicts like Ukraine and Gaza, alongside
internal strife in places like Sudan and Myanmar, have reversed earlier
trends. At its center, UN appears feckless, unable to even exercise fully
its role as the global town crier. Sadly, it “gathers people, drafts reports,
and sounds alarms. Increasingly, it cannot turn words into action”.3
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Shifting aims

Providing timely humanitarian help has been the bedrock of the work of
the UN and the international system. Delivering food, shelter and care in
some of the most hostile parts of the world, the UN has been widely
seen as both professional and caring. ‘A rare ray of hope in a cruel
world’, as some have highlighted.

Yet, an exclusive focus on humanitarian needs without a parallel,
concerted push on settling the conditions for peace and development
can only be described as an avoidable mistake. It may have even
contributed to not taking the difficult but necessary war and peace
decisions. Again: “they ease pain but cannot cure its source. Appeals
echo year by year. Camps swell into cities. Displacement becomes a way
of life”. 4

Equally, development as an essential purpose of the United Nations
needs a profound reexamination.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) was established
in 1965 by merging two existing entities: the UN Expanded Programme
of Technical Assistance (1949) and the UN Special Fund (1958). Its
purpose rested on the premise that there was a skills and knowledge
gap in developing countries which was holding back their progress. By
the beginning of the 2000s, this premise was no longer valid. All
countries now have elites trained and educated in the best places
globally. That coupled with the ‘Google’ and now the Al phenomenon
that provides on demand technical insight into the most complex
matters, makes this basic premise out of date.

Development is fundamentally nationally driven. it is a function of an
educated populace and updated institutions. The MDGs and later the
SDGs gave a new purpose to the work of the UN, but the latter in
particular is universal in aspiration and reach. If a global development
effort is still required, then its reach has to be universal, not just focused
on developing countries.
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UN reforms: prospects and challenges

Most observers claim the odds are slim to non-existent.

Even before the current crisis triggered by the reduced support of the
US-the principal financier of the UN system, the UN has been facing a
range of difficult, often intractable challenges, covering the gamut-from
humanitarian crises to great power competition and climate action
breakdown.

Thinkers like Tom Friedman refer to our current period as the Polycene
era signifying a time where technology, society and the environment are
interacting together in faster and in more complex ways. Which in turn
presents a range of multiple, interconnected challenges for countries
and the world. In this scenario, even issues of identity and cultural
norms are all in play.

Curiously, such a macro challenge reinforces the value of the United
Nations, as countries are unable to easily address these challenges on
their own. And, this makes the gap between current performance and
need of the day even more telling.

At its heart is the reality that global decision-making has become much
fractured and at times incoherent. Partly a consequence of the
proliferation of international norms and practices and the lack of
coordinating arrangements that are seen as legitimate by all, such
decision-making is often held back by procedural requirements and the
lack of consensus. The WTO decisions for instance take a long time to
get out of the gate since all nations must agree to them first. On the
other hand, while the G20 was an important step forward in trying to
bring together the various global threads of the world economy, there
was little systemic links to the concerns of the rest of the world. After
all, G-20 means that 172 countries are not part of it.

On the issue of budgets, it is worthwhile noting that there are few
periods when the UN has not been facing a financial crisis. Some claim
however that today’s unmet challenge represents its largest crisis to
date. And, while the effectiveness and efficacy of the UN has been
debated for years, structural changes should now be on the agenda.



UN reformers are struggling with contradictory signals. On the one
hand, multilateralism itself is at the lowest ebb in years. Many feel that
given the current constellation of forces and the renewed emphasis on
power and reinforcing respective spheres of influence there is little that
can be done to revive the UN. On the other, pressure on budgets has
meant that even UN peace operations were forced to withdraw from
Mali and Sudan. It appears that reduced budgets are now driving the
pressure to restructure. UN 80 is an example of the desire to streamline
the system and reduce running costs.

Others recognize however that restructuring and merging UN entities
are not a panacea for the UN‘s problems. There is also worry that larger
changes to the UN system which require amendments to the UN Charter
are a non-starter since that would require unanimous support of the P-
5. And that it is better to pursue reforms that do not require amending
the Charter. These proponents point to Article 109, and refer to
examples like the 1950 Uniting for Peace Resolution and the 2022 Veto
Initiative as steps in the right direction. These steps it is claimed have
empowered the UN General Assembly to move things forward. When a
veto is cast in the Security Council, the matter is now automatically
referred to the General Assembly. This way, it opens up possibility of
action even if the UN Security Council is deadlocked.

A transforming world and the rise of new powers

The world is rapidly changing, and issues of equity and balance are
becoming central to the next institutional iteration of the United
Nations.

We are witnessing a dynamic transformation of the world and power
relations with the rise of the Global South with specific reference to
countries like China, India and Brazil. The sheer speed and scale of this
change is unmatched in human history. The economic take off in China
and India that began with one billion people in each country have
doubled and even quadrupled their output per capita in less than 20
years-an economic and social force affecting a larger population than
the industrial revolution. Today, China is the largest economy in the



world (in PPP terms) and south-south trade now exceeds south-north
trade.

The middle class in particular is rising rapidly. By the not too distant
2030, the Global South will account for 80 percent of the world’s middle
class. Further, this rise is broad and shared among many countries. Over
40 such countries have doubled or even tripled their output per capita
in the last few decades.

At the minimum this spread of prosperity has the potential for wider
and more equitable financial burden sharing of the work of the UN.

The demand for a functioning, more effective United Nations has never
been greater. Can the UN be made ‘fit for purpose’, despite the many
voices worried that this is not the right time, and that the external
environment may even be hostile for such a venture.

The Chinese proverb about opportunity in the midst of chaos may apply.
The proverb pointedly states that: ‘a crisis is an opportunity riding a
dangerous wind’. Its full meaning comes out in a related proverb that
emphasizes action. It states that: ‘the best time to plant a tree was 20
years ago. The second best time is now’.

There is an extra impetus here. Recent events point to the fragility of the
rules based order and the worry that this leads to a situation where ‘the
strong can do what they can and the weak must suffer what they must’,
an adage attributed to Thucydides in his analysis of the 5% century war
between Sparta and Athens.

Looking to the future

What might be some strategic guidelines that may be helpful as we take
on a discussion about UN reform?

1. Reduce the expectations gap about the United Nations between
the ‘peoples of the world’ and their governments.

The very DNA of the UN has to rest on the notion that all policies and
agreements are a means to an end, not ends in of themselves. Their
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justification lies in their influence on the lives of people. Social progress
for instance has to be cast in terms of the well being of individuals and
their families, not in terms of macro-economic aggregates such as
growth or inflation. Settling conflicts should be first and foremost about
protecting the lives of people and creating the conditions for their
flourishing.

Who gains and who loses when polices are designed or actions carried
out must become part of national and global conversations and the
search for the necessary legitimacy underlying specific policies and
agreements.

Global policies that led to the kind of unconditional globalization in the
last decades have had a profound knock down effect on global solidarity.
Such policies may have created prosperity for some but they also
devastated communities around the world. Jobs, livelihoods were lost
and the simple truth not fully recognized that people and their
communities have to bear the brunt of change and that such change
must be managed by ‘putting people first'’. All this led to a reduced trust
in institutions and a shift in many countries towards greater
nationalism and local solutions.

2. Harness the energy driving the rise of the Global South and
worldwide connectivity.

As much as the world improves in terms of material prosperity, it has
also gotten more connected. The internet and social media have
transformed peoples lives, the way they interact with each other, who
they follow, and how opinions are formed about the performance of
leaders and institutions. Consumption patterns, even stylistic and
viewing choices, and overall expectations about the worth of lives are
getting internationalized.

Events in the furthest corners of the world are tracked and debated by
people all over. Otherwise, how can we explain global interest in the
Mamdani phenomenon in New York, as ‘other’ identities increasingly
take centre stage. No longer can events, or ‘state’ secrets for that matter,
be easily hidden. The world has become more transparent, even if
arguably communities in many countries have gotten more divided.



This growing connectivity leads to greater awareness of people and
events around the world and reflects stronger human agency. Such
connectivity is further reinforced as people travel from one country to
the other: for tourism, for work and even as refugees. A remarkable
billion people travel every year to visit other countries. Sociologists
view all this as the emergence of a global society and a shared
consciousness about the planet, a society increasingly aware of each
other and of nature. Almost a billion people consider themselves as
multi-ethnic and multi-cultural. This group represents the fastest
growing segment of the global population.

Human suffering is felt and shared at a very personal level by people
around the world. Tragic situations such as those unfolding in Gaza or in
Ukraine are no longer just part of the nightly international news in a few
countries. This has had the effect of putting much pressure on the long
held positions of national governments.

3. Focus the re-design of the UN on creating incentives for peace
and global solidarity.

Much of the debate on reforming the UN Security Council has rested on
which countries to add as permanent members.

A missing link may well be to reflect on the role of regions and sub-
regions in the UNSC. Take the case of South Asia. Adding India as a
permanent SC member may alarm its neighbours but if South Asia is
represented on a rotating basis, there is a good chance that positive
incentives are created for countries to resolve their outstanding
concerns in order to represent their shared security interests. Regional
institutions in particular have to become an essential part of the global
peace infrastructure.

4. Deepen the quest for peace and justice
In his 1964 Nobel Peace Prize Lecture, Martin Luther King Jr. outlined

humanity’s moral lag, poverty, war and racial injustice as major evils,
advocating nonviolence to build a just society.
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Amartya Sen, another Nobel laureate, in his magisterial Idea of Justice,
highlights that the demand for justice is part of the human condition
and that even young children take a stand when they feel unjustly
treated. He argues for a comparative approach to reduce real-world
injustices. And, that public reasoning is central to developing a
consensus around what is unjust, advocating open, public debate to
arrive at better, more just actions.

Global institutions therefore have to be transformed so that they reflect
more equitably the demands for greater voice and representation.
Several proposals have been made in this context: ranging from a
greater role for diverse coalitions to overcome the stalled progress in
the delivery of the SDGs, directly electing representatives to a new UN
policy chamber that can oversee and guide global progress, and, to
formally incorporate civil society institutions in the governance of the
United Nations itself.

Are we now at a tipping point that enables reforms to actually take
hold?

UN Secretary Generals like Boutros Boutros-Ghali and Kofi Annan made
a determined effort to introduce major changes in the structure and
conduct of the United Nations which in the end were mostly blocked.

Reform requires both a constituency and active leadership.

In the late 1970s, the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping was interviewed by
an American journalist and asked about his views about the red guards.
Deng Xiaoping claimed he saw the period as a national treasure since
people all over China understood its destructiveness. This shared view
allowed China to take bold measures to transform the country.

Today’s task is to make the United Nations relevant and effective for ‘the
peoples of the world’. In the run up to the 2012 Rio plus 20 Conference,
Maurice Strong, an eminent Canadian deeply committed to global peace,
stated in New York that since our leaders have let us down, the only way
forward is to become leaders ourselves, all of us. In the end, each
generation has to confront its challenges and aspire to make the world a
better place.
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