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my Sayward opens her concise history of the United Nations (UN) with a call for moderation.  
Too often, she claims, scholars and commentators have judged the UN by the lofty proclamations 
surrounding the organization’s founding. In these accounts, assessments of the UN system fall 

into crude simplifications about whether it has been more of a ‘success’ or ‘failure’ in living up to the 
ideals of its earliest advocates. Sayward argues that these approaches lead scholars to overlook the UN 
system–the General Assembly, the Secretariat, the Security Council, and the myriad specialized agencies–
as it actually evolved throughout history. Rather than casting aspersions on the UN as a whole, she 
demands a different approach rooted in a careful reclamation of how “governments and peoples of the 
world” came together to “discuss, debate, and dispute the issues of the day” (2).  

To chart this different path, Sayward treats the UN system “as a crucial intersection or forum in 
international history, where nations and peoples came (and come) together to influence and put pressure 
on other countries and people with their words, their ideas, their actions, and occasionally combined 
force of arms” (2). She views the UN system as “an arena, an intersection, a borderland,” and thus her 
book primarily (though not exclusively) chronicles how historians can examine the United Nations as a 
site to explore major events, trends, and themes in the international history of the twentieth century more 
broadly (2). Indeed, many chapters detail how the United Nations could alternately exacerbate or 
alleviate international tensions over a given issue. Wisely, though, Sayward also notes that the UN system 
was more than just a forum for international politics; it was a historical actor in its own right. Though her 
main focus is on the UN system as a venue where politics played out, she does provide a few important 
case studies about how UN agencies have carried out their own initiatives around the world on issues 
ranging from international development to refugee assistance to peacekeeping. 

Her book begins with a chronological overview of the UN’s origins. After a brief introductory chapter, 
chapters two and three cover ground familiar to many historians of the UN system and international 
history more broadly. Relying on a solid foundation of recent scholarship, Sayward briefly charts the rise 
of various strands of internationalist thinking during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and 
the growth of international organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the 
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League of Nations. She swiftly recounts the founding of the UN through an overview of its early struggles 
to manage the tumultuous challenges of decolonization and burgeoning Cold War tensions between the 
superpowers. She then offers a brief trajectory of the international politics of Third World activism and 
tensions with the Security Council during the twentieth century. 

The remainder of the book adopts a topical rather than chronological structure. Chapter four recounts 
the UN system’s many economic and social programs. She begins by showing how the Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC) integrated a variety of pre-existing international institutions and agencies into 
a more centralized decision-making body. She highlights the work of specialized agencies such as the 
Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) before 
providing a valuable overview of the most important functional commissions set up by ECOSOC. These 
include brief reviews of the highly important but little studied UN Statistical Commission and the 
Commission on the Status of Women. Chapter five focuses on the UN’s efforts in international 
development. Building in part upon Sayward’s own stellar research into international organizations and 
early post-war international development policy, she depicts development as a contested concept but one 
too often framed as a “socioeconomic problem that can be fixed by the appropriate application of rational 
planning and expert knowledge” (120). She rightly points to the UN system as a useful venue to see how 
reformers, leaders, and intellectuals debated the objects, metrics, and goals of development policy.  

The final three chapters of the book examine specific components of the UN system as they have dealt 
with particularly nettlesome international issues. Chapter 6, co-authored with Jeanna Kinnebrew, surveys 
the long history of UN peacekeeping and refugee management from the Korean War through the first 
Persian Gulf War in 1991, analyzing how a “mix of determined realism and optimistic faith in the ability 
of the international community to care for the endangered” sustained such efforts in the face of persistent 
political, ecological, social, and economic challenges. Chapter 7 highlights the role of the UN in the 
regional politics of the Middle East. She touches on a range of important regional issues, ranging from the 
UN’s management of the Palestine mandate after World War Two to the Iran-Iraq War to the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process in the 1990s as examples of the region serving as “a continuous laboratory” for 
UN-brokered peacekeeping arrangements (182). Chapter 8, written with Alexandrea Collins, concludes 
the book by examining the variety of rights-based discourses that flourished within the UN system and 
the difficulties of institutionalizing international legal frameworks for genocide and the “responsibility to 
protect” doctrine by revealing how the UN has often lacked “the tools to impose its will on recalcitrant 
governments” (217). 

Taken together, these chapters provide a valuable overview of most of the UN’s major activities since its 
founding. Clearly written and balanced in tone throughout, Sayward’s book succeeds in making the 
history of the organization accessible to students. She peppers her overviews with suggestions for further 
research, and occasionally highlight major points of historiographical dispute, such as the growing body 
of critical literature on human rights and the UN system (186-187).1 Her endnotes provide a wealth of 
valuable secondary literature and some relevant primary sources. She has also produced a rich website that 
has organized a wealth of source material on the UN system for student and professional researchers 

                                                            
1 See, for instance, Elizabeth Borgwardt, A New Deal for the World: America’s Vision for Human Rights 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005); Roland Burke, The Politics of Decolonization and the Evolution of the 
International Human Rights Project (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010). 
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alike.2 Finally, the book is well suited for classroom adoption. It is a terrific resource for any scholar 
seeking a one-stop-shop for overviews of basic UN functions and thorough references to scholarship on 
more specialized topics. 

As with any introductory book, there are limitations on what topics and events could be covered in depth 
and questions as to why certain topics received greater coverage than others. The chapter on the UN in 
the Middle East, for instance, stands out compared to the other chapters. It is the only regionally specific 
chapter in the book, and it is unclear why Sayward chose to dedicate the chapter to the Middle East as 
opposed to central Africa, East Asia, or any other region in which the UN system has been deeply 
involved. Likewise, since Sayward relegates historiographical debates and critical perspectives on the UN 
to the endnotes, scholars looking for either more detailed studies of a given aspect of the UN’s history 
should still seek out recent works by Mark Mazower, David Bosco, and others to complement Sayward’s 
introductory volume.3 The book would also have benefited from a stronger and lengthier concluding 
chapter that emphasized the major themes in the history of the United Nations and the major debates 
among historians about the United Nations (especially its connection to an imperial past and ongoing 
struggles for legitimacy today).  

Overall, though, Sayward’s book is a welcome introduction to the United Nations as “an active arena of, 
and even actor in” the international history of the past century (xi). It will be especially useful in 
introductory-level courses on the United Nations and upper-level classes on international history, as 
students will find much value in her rich overview. Her book also serves as a valuable starting point for 
graduate students, scholars, and journalists seeking an authoritative guide to the UN system and the 
growing body of scholarship dedicated to analyzing its history. 
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economy, international development, U.S. foreign relations, and environmentalism. He is the author of 
Of Limits and Growth: The Rise of Global ‘Sustainable Development’ in the Twentieth Century (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), as well as numerous articles, book chapters, and essays.  He is now 
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2 http://www.bloomsbury.com/cw/the-united-nations-in-international-history/international-history/  

3 See, for instance, Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The Rise and Fall of an Idea, 1815 to the Present (New 
York: Penguin, 2012); Mark Mazower, No Enchanted Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United 
Nations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009); David L. Bosco, Five to Rule Them All: The UN Security Council 
and the Making of the Modern World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
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