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he first episode of the Netflix show Designated Survivor provides a telling example of how the 
United Nations (UN) is widely perceived in the United States and beyond. The Secretary of 
Housing and Urban Development, Tom Kirkman, has fallen out of favor with the president, who 

wants to remove the secretary from his administration. In turn, the president offers Kirkman a seemingly 
prestigious alternative position: an ambassadorship at the International Civil Aviation Organization 
(ICAO) in Montreal, a specialized agency of the United Nations. Yet, Kirkman’s shocked response to the 
president’s offer is: “Are you serious? Was the Chairman of the International House of Pancakes 
unavailable?”2 

The show uses the perception of the UN as a powerless player in world affairs to illustrate the career 
decline of Kirkman. Recent polls confirm that this view of the UN system is indeed popular. A 2017 
Gallup poll shows that 37 percent of the Americans believe that the United Nations is doing a good 
job—in contrast to 60 percent who think it is not.3 Historians of the UN and its organizations, on the 
other hand, often overemphasize the visions of world peace and universal human rights that motivated 
the world organization’s creation. As Mark Mazower argues, much of this historical work has “a very 
onesided view of what the UN was set up to do and generates expectations that its founders never 
intended to be met. (…) The result is, if anything, to deepen the crisis facing the world organization and 
to obscure rather than illuminate its real achievements and potential.”4 Mazower’s remarks can be read as 

                                                            
1 I would like to thank Maximilian Graf, Mary X. Mitchell, Leopoldo Nuti, Michal Onderco, and Anna 

Weichselbraun for their most helpful comments on earlier versions of this essay. 

2 Designated Survivor (2016), Season 1, Episode 1. 

3 Justin McCarthy, “In U.S., 37% Say UN Doing ‘Good Job’ Solving Problems,” 24 February 2017, Gallup 
News, http://news.gallup.com/poll/204290/say-doing-good-job-solving-problems.aspx.  

4 Marc Mazower, No Enchanted Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United Nations 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 7. 
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a call to historicize the UN, an appeal that is also evident in Amy Sayward’s recent book The United 
Nations in International History. Sayward describes the “trap of framing the organization in moralistic and 
emotional language” and suggests a view of “the United Nations simply (and significantly) as an arena, an 
intersection, or a borderland, as a space where the governments and peoples of the world come together 
to discuss, and debate the issues of the day.”5 These are just a few examples of public and scholarly 
perceptions of the UN. 

UN history “has long remained the preserve of political scientists and diplomatic historians, who have 
tended to focus on its institutional development and on its role in the Cold War,” explain Sunil Amrith 
and Glenda Sluga in their seminal essay “New Histories of the United Nations.”6 Yet, a number of 
developments and events, such as the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 and the U.S.-led war on Iraq in 
2003, have triggered a new interest in the world organization’s history over the past two decades and 
fostered more varied and critical historiographies. Traditionally the domain of diplomatic history, new 
histories of the UN and its specialized agencies are now written by historians of science, of global history, 
and a host of various disciplines as well. This reflects a more general trend in diplomatic history that 
transcends the boundaries between individual historical sub-disciplines, one that is visible, for example, in 
the increasingly interdisciplinary composition of panels at the annual Society for Historians of American 
Foreign Relations (SHAFR) conferences.  

Scholars from various historical disciplines have recently shed new light on the UN and its institutions. 
To name just a few: Jacob Darwin Hamblin, John Krige, and Maria Rentetzi have examined UN-related 
organizations from a history of science perspective; Wolfram Kaiser and Jan-Henrik Meyer have explored 
the place of international organizations in environmental history; Sandrine Kott and Joёlle Droux have 
linked the history of social rights more generally with the history of the International Labor Organization 
(ILO); and Mazower, Samuel Moyn, and others have brought together global history approaches and the 
history of ideas in understanding the evolution of the UN system.7 Most UN organizations have been 
studied by historians, among them the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 

                                                            
5 Amy L. Sayward, The United Nations in International History (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2017), 1-2. 

For a similar argument see: Jonas Brendebach, Sonja Dolinsek, Anina Falasca, and Leonie Kathmann, “Kommentar: 
Cold War Studies, transnationale Geschichte und internationale Organisationen,” 14 October 2011, Dokupedia-
Zeitgeschichte, http://docupedia.de/zg/Cold_War_Studies_-_Kommentar.  

6 Sunil Amrith and Glenda Sluga, “New Histories of the United Nations,” Journal of World History 19:3 (200), 
253. 

7 Jacob Darwin Hamblin, “Let there be Light… and Bread: the United Nations, the Developing World, and 
Atomic Energy’s Green Revolution,” History and Technology 25 (2009): 25-48; John Krige, “Euratom and the IAEA: 
The Problem of Self-Inspection,” Cold War History 15:3 (2015): 341-352; Maria Rentetzi, “Determining Nuclear 
Fingerprints: Glove Boxes, Radiation Protection, and the International Atomic Energy Agency,” Endeauvor 4:2 (2017): 
39-50; Wolfram Kaiser and Jan-Henrik Meyer, eds., International Organizations and Environmental Protection: 
Conservation and Globalization in the Twentieth Century (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017); Sandrine Kott and Joёlle 
Droux, eds., Globalizing Social Rights: the International Labour Organization and Beyond (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
MacMillon, 2013); Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea (London: Penguin Books, 2012); 
Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010). 

http://docupedia.de/zg/Cold_War_Studies_-_Kommentar
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the World Bank.8 Even Kirkman’s ICAO has been the object of a scholarly monograph, written by the 
Canadian historian David MacKenzie.9  

Next to individual studies about specific organizations, the new momentum in writing the history of the 
UN and its specialized agencies has brought a number of essays and books to the fore that take stock of 
the field. The Swiss historian Madeleine Herren, MacKenzie, and Sayward have authored concise books 
on the history of international organizations as both a topic and a discipline, the latter with a particular 
focus on its relevance for teaching,10 and Bob Reinalda wrote the more than 800-page Routledge History of 
International Organizations.11  

Rather than providing an exhaustive list of the numerous contributions to the growing field of UN 
history, this essay aims to ask what this new research tells us about the state of diplomatic and 
international history more generally. In doing so, I will focus on four particularly vibrant areas of UN 
history: 1) UN history and Cold War studies, 2) archival research and oral histories of the UN, 3) the 
relations between international history and neighboring disciplines, especially the history of science and 
global history, and 4) UN history and political science. What unites these different attempts of historians 
of science, global historians, Cold War historians, and others in writing the history of the UN and its 
organizations, and what divides them? 

Cold War Studies and the History of the United Nations 

The UN was established in response to the horrors of World War II in an effort to continue the 
collaboration within the grand alliance. Despite these aspirations, and although the Cold War had not yet 
begun when the UN’s first foundations were laid, the organization soon became a flashpoint in Cold War 
conflicts. As Cold War historian Bernd Stöver and others have argued, the notion of the “Cold War” was 
actually first used in a political setting in the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission (UNAEC), 
even before Walter Lippmann popularized the notion in 1947.12 But Cold War history and UN history 

                                                            
8 On the World Bank most recently: Claudia Kedar, “Economic neutrality during the Cold War: the World 

Bank, the United States, and Pinochet’s Chile,” 1973-1977, Cold War History, published online 17 January 2018: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14682745.2017.1420056; on the UNHCR see the special issue 
“UNHCR and the Global Cold War” of the Refugee Survey Quarterly 27:1 (2008). 

9 David MacKenzie, ICAO: A History of the International Civil Aviation Organization (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2010). 

10 Jussi Hanhimäki, The United Nations: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); 
Herren, Internationale Organisationen; David MacKenzie, A World Beyond Borders: An Introduction to the History of 
International Organizations (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010); Sayward, United Nations. Also see the 
historical chapters in: Jacob Katz Cogan, Ian Hurd, and Ian Johnstone, eds., The Oxford Handbook of International 
Organizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

11 Bob Reinalda, Routledge History of International Organizations: From 1815 to the Present Day (London: 
Routledge, 2009). 

12 Walter Lippmann, The Cold War: A Study in U.S. Foreign Policy (New York: Harper, 1947). 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14682745.2017.1420056


H-Diplo Review Essay 

4 | P a g e  
 

are linked in many other ways. During the Cold War, the UN was a place where the American-Soviet 
rivalry was both fought and overcome. Superpower cooperation in the UN’s expert fora alternated with 
propaganda attacks in the UN General Assembly and the use of veto power in the Security Council.  

In September 1960, at the UN General Assembly, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev had an angry outburst 
over Western domination in the world organization. Khrushchev’s appearance at the UN that day became 
one of the most famous stories in UN history, as the Soviet leader was reported to have taken off one of 
his shoes and banged it repeatedly on the desk. This famous—probably apocryphal—story about 
Khrushchev’s shoe-banging illuminates the important role the UN played as the Cold War powers 
clashed. When the American political scientist William Taubman conducted research for a biography of 
Khrushchev, he was surprised to find that witnesses remembered Khrushchev’s angry appearance before 
the world organization, but had different recollections of whether or not he had actually banged the shoe 
on the desk. And although a number of press photographers attended the event, there is no authentic 
picture of the incident.13 

True or not, the Khrushchev anecdote illustrates stereotypical views of the UN as a place paralyzed by 
Cold War propaganda. It seems as if the Soviet leader, banging his shoe on a desk in a dramatic gesture, 
confirmed popular views of the UN as a place of Cold War conflict between the US and the USSR. As 
Alessandro Iandolo has shown in a recent article however, Khrushchev’s outburst at the UN may have 
revealed more about global tensions arising around the Congo Crisis than about East-West relations. He 
argues that Soviet tactics strengthened the UN’s anticolonial agenda and eventually helped to build a 
geographically more diverse Secretariat.14 Mazower’s important work on the ideological origins of the UN 
also adds a postcolonial perspective to the history of the UN during the Cold War.15 The 1955 Bandung 
Conference and the Group of 77 offer opportunities to link postcolonial history and the history of state 
alliances within the Global South with the history of the UN. Karim Makdisi and Vijay Prashad have 
recently edited a volume on the UN’s role in the Arab World during and after the Cold War.16 This is in 
line with developments in Cold War Studies more generally, which have come to understand the Cold 
War as a “Global Cold War” and have paid particular attention to the role of decolonization processes, 
proxy wars, and the influence of the newly independent nations in international organizations.17 The 

                                                            
13 William Taubman, “Did he bang it? Nikita Khrushchev and the shoe,” 26 July 2003, The New York Times, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2003/07/26/opinion/did-he-bang-it-nikita-khrushchev-and-the-shoe.html. 

14 Alessandro Iandolo, “Beyond the Shoe: Rethinking Khrushchev at the Fifteenth Session of the United 
Nations General Assembly, Diplomatic History 41:1 (2017). 

15 Mazower, No Enchanted Palace. 

16 Karim Makdisi and Vijay Prashad, Land of Blue Helmets: The United Nations and the Arab World (Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2017). 

17 Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Elisabeth Roehrlich, “The Cold War, the developing world, and the 
creation of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Cold War History 16:2 (2016), 195-212. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2003/07/26/opinion/did-he-bang-it-nikita-khrushchev-and-the-shoe.html
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bipolar interpretation of the Cold War world order that long dominated traditional scholarship on the 
history of the Cold War has been replaced by a new understanding of the conflict’s multipolar dynamics. 

Including a North-South perspective in the historical analysis of the East-West conflict is only one way in 
which recent histories of the UN have transcended traditional Cold War narratives. A growing number of 
scholars have looked into cases of successful superpower cooperation in the UN framework. This 
cooperation occurred in a number of different fields, such as health, nuclear nonproliferation, and 
science. Erez Manela has shown how the Americans and the Soviets worked together in the World Health 
Organization (WHO) to eradicate smallpox globally—an aim that was achieved in 1979.18 Sandrine Kott 
has looked into the history of the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, until 1975 the International 
Union of Official Travel Organizations) to show that the Cold War rivalry did not affect all domains 
equally: “Si la guerre froide a bien eu lieu, elle n’a donc pas bloqué la communication et les échanges dans 
les domaines économiques et sociaux, y compris sur des sujets importants.”19  

Historians of science as well as science and technology studies (STS) scholars have also contributed to 
new understandings of the Cold War by looking at technology as part of the conflict’s defining 
competition.20 Gabrielle Hecht has introduced the notion of ‘Technopolitics’ in the debate to show how 
“technological systems and expertise offered a less visible—but sometimes more powerful—means of 
reshaping political rule, economic arrangements, social relationships, and cultural forms.”21 Edna Suárez-
Díaz, Gisela Mateos, and Ana Barahona have underlined that the “explosion of historical research on 
science during the Cold War period” still needs to make “visible places and actors that remained invisible 
in national and Western-centered narratives.”22 The history of the UN system, with its many institutions 
and specialized agencies focused on technology—the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), and 
others—provides a fascinating object of study for histories that look into the emergence of epistemic 
communities, the differentiation between political and technical domains, and the role of technology in 
shaping spheres of influence. 

While these new directions in Cold War UN studies have complemented our understandings of the 
organization, diplomatic historical studies of American-Soviet relations have also provided fresh views of 
the Cold War. An important example is Ilya V. Gaiduk’s monograph on the United States and the Soviet 

                                                            
18 Erez Manela, “A Pox on Your Narrative: Writing Disease Control into Cold War History,” Diplomatic 

History 34:2 (2010), 299-323. 

19 Sandrine Kott, “Par-delà la guerre froide: Les organisations internationales et les circulations Est-Ouest 
(1947-1973),” Vingtième Siècle: Revue d’Histoire 109:1 (2011), 154. 

20 Naomi Oreskes and John Krige, eds., Science and Technology in the Global Cold War (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2014). 

21 Gabrielle Hecht, ed., Entangled Geographies: Empire and Technopolitics in the Global Cold War (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 2011), here: “Introduction,” 1. 

22 Edna Suárez-Díaz, Gisela Mateos, and Ana Barahona, “Across borders: science and technology during the 
Cold War: an introduction,” Dynamis 35:2, 272. 
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Union during the first two decades of the UN, entitled “Divided Together,” which highlights the 
juxtaposition of cooperation and competition that shaped superpower relations in the world 
organization.23 Gaiduk’s study delves into newly accessible records from Russian archives, complementing 
emerging approaches and traditional historiographies alike. 

Opening of Archives and Oral History24 

International organizations prefer to write their histories themselves, argues Herren. Much of the existing 
historical work on international organizations was commissioned or published by these organizations 
themselves, and they have “a remarkable tendency for self-portrayals.”25 Probably the most important 
example of this is the large and ambitious United Nations Intellectual History Project, which ran from 
1999 to 2010, during the course of which seventeen volumes on various aspects of UN history, from 
statistics to social justice, were published.26 The project included an extensive oral history series as well.27 
The history of the IAEA, an autonomous international organization linked to the UN through a separate 
agreement, was written by a former senior official of the agency, David Fischer, and published by the 
IAEA on the occasion of its 40th anniversary.28 For the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty 
Organization (CTBTO)—an organization that has the legal status of a Preparatory Commission as long 
as the treaty has not entered into force—telling its history and that of nuclear testing is of key importance 
in underlining its legitimacy.29 

Herren’s observation about the UN’s “tendency for self-portrayal” applies not only to the world 
organization’s institutions, but also to its leading figures. Several former officials and diplomats have 
published their memoirs, including all of the Secretary Generals from Trygve Lie to Kofi Annan.30 These 

                                                            
23 Ilya V. Gaiduk, Divided Together: The United States and the Soviet Union in the United Nations, 1945-1965 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013). 

24 This paragraph uses parts from: Elisabeth Roehrlich, “International Organizations during the Cold War,” 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars: Methods and Sources–A Blog of the History and Public Policy Program, 
23 February 2007, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/international-organizations-during-the-cold-war. 

25 Madeleine Herren, Internationale Organisationen seit 1865: Eine Globalgeschichte der internationalen Ordnung 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2009), 9. Translated from German by E.R. 

26 See the UN Intellectual History Project’s website: http://www.unhistory.org. 

27 On the UN Intellectual History Project’s oral history series see: http://www.unhistory.org/CD/index.html. 
The Dag Hammarskjöld Library’s website has a collection of UN oral history interviews: 
http://dag.un.org/handle/11176/89603/discover. 

28 David Fischer, History of the International Atomic Energy Agency: The First Forty Years (Vienna: International 
Atomic Energy Agency, 1997). 

29 See the organization’s website: https://www.ctbto.org/specials/who-we-are/. 

30 In alphabetical order: Kofi Annan, Interventions: A Life in War and Peace (New York: Penguin Press, 2012); 
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, Unvanquished: A US-UN Saga (New York: Random House, 1999); Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/international-organizations-during-the-cold-war
http://www.unhistory.org/
http://www.unhistory.org/CD/index.html
http://dag.un.org/handle/11176/89603/discover
https://www.ctbto.org/specials/who-we-are/
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autobiographies are important sources for UN historians, yet, as with all autobiographical work, they 
need to be put in context by other sources. As with other objects of contemporary history, this can be a 
difficult task, as the records of many of international organizations remain classified for twenty or thirty 
years or more. Moreover, the historical collections of the UN and its organizations are scattered 
throughout the different institutions, with forty-one individual archives.31 

Historians and international organizations have somewhat divergent motives for the preservation of 
historical documents. In the UN’s own language, the archives of international organizations “serve as 
institutional memory.”32 Established primarily as support services for internal use, these archives function 
as the custodians of a living institution’s legislative, administrative, and scientific knowledge. Because they 
often have fewer financial and staff resources than national archives, they are sometimes unable to 
accommodate large numbers of outside researchers. Most importantly, international organizations have to 
observe the interests of their member states and therefore the process usually takes longer at the archives 
of international organization than at national archives. This leads, for example, to the counterintuitive 
fact that some records produced by the IAEA can be accessed at member states’ archives, yet remain 
closed, or were de-restricted much later, at the IAEA.  

In recent years, however, the archives of international organizations have increased their efforts to open 
historical records to the public. In late 2016, the IAEA Archives launched a new website which, for the 
first time, provided outside researchers with a detailed overview of the archives’ holdings—a critical step 
to increase transparency. Some records series can even be accessed online, such as the historical records of 
the IAEA General Conferences.33 At the IAEA Archives’ new reading room, which opened in 2016, a 
growing number of records are accessible to outside researchers. In the case of the UN, over the past few 
years, the archives have published a vast collection of documents on their website: almost 130,000 
digitized items. Under the direction of historian Jean Krasno, the papers of former Secretary General Ban 
Ki-Moon are currently organized and digitized, with the goal of making them accessible online as well.34 
The United Nations Career Records Project at the University of Oxford aims to make historical sources 

                                                            
Pilgrimage for Peace: A Secretary General’s Memoir (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997); Dag Hammarskjöld, Markings 
(New York: Knopf, 1964); Trygve Lie, In the Cause of Peace (New York: Macmillan, 1954); U Thant, View from the UN 
(Green City: Doubleday, 1978); Kurt Waldheim, In the Eye of the Storm: A Memoir (Bethesda: Adler & Adler, 1985). 
There is a lot of controversy about the death of Dag Hammarskjöld, the second Secretary General of the United 
Nations, which is the subject of Susan Williams 2011 monograph: Who Killed Dag Hammarskjöld?: The UN, the Cold 
War and White Supremacy in Africa (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011).  

31 Emma Rothschild, “The archives of universal history,” Journal of World History 19:3 (2008), 376. 

32 On the UN position: “United Nations Archives and Records Management Section: A-Z for Researchers:” 
https://archives.un.org/content/z-researchers. 

33 The website of the IAEA Archives can be accessed at: https://www.iaea.org/resources/archives. For the 
General Conference archive see: https://www.iaea.org/About/Policy/GC/GC61/Documents/. 

34 See the project website at City University of New York: 
http://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2017/01/18/colin-powell-school-receives-ban-ki-moon-papers/.  

https://archives.un.org/content/z-researchers
https://www.iaea.org/resources/archives
https://www.iaea.org/About/Policy/GC/GC61/Documents/
http://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2017/01/18/colin-powell-school-receives-ban-ki-moon-papers/
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about the UN’s staff available for researchers.35 “The potential is nearly endless,” Lisa Singleton concludes 
about the archival situation in her recent chapter on “Historians and Public History in the UN system.”36 

Where archives remain closed, oral history interviews can be a helpful source for historians of UN history. 
The Woodrow Wilson Center’s critical oral history conference series, for example, has developed a novel 
approach that brings together contemporary witnesses participants and historians to closely re-read and 
discuss historical documents, joining oral history and text-based methodologies. In March 2018, a 
conference organized by Michal Onderco and the Nuclear Proliferation International History Project 
(NPIHP) in Rotterdam applied the critical oral history approach in examining the history of the 1995 
Review and Extension Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT).37 

Conducting oral history interviews makes historians co-creators of new primary sources. But this is not 
the only way historians can help to expand the empirical database for historical research. The opening of 
international organizations’ archives over the past few years was in large part based on growing pressure 
from the research community and an ever increasing interest in international organizations’ histories. 
Each demand to access certain record groups and each declassification request helps, in the long run, to 
increase transparency. The very subject makes this a truly international effort.  

International, Transnational, Global? 

By their very name, international organizations are objects of study for scholars of international history. 
Yet, international organizations are more than a theater of actions between governments of member 
states. From the beginning, the history of international organizations was shaped by non-state actors as 
well, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and religious groups, which wanted to see their 
interests observed, as well as corporations and the media. In addition, the history of the UN system is 
shaped by the very experts and professionals that work for or provide advice to the individual agencies, 
offices, and policymaking organs. This makes international organizations an important object of 
transnational history, which focuses on processes that transcend national boundaries and involves non-
state actors as well. 

In essence, there are three forms of interactions in international organizations: intergovernmental 
relations, professional and scientific collaboration, and activist initiatives.38 In his groundbreaking 1956 
study Swords into Plowshares: The Problems and Progress of International Organization, Inis Claude 

                                                            
35 See the project’s website at Bodleian Libraries: https://ox.libguides.com/c.php?g=422745&p=2886730. 

36 Lisa Singleton, “Historians and Public History in the UN System,” Paula Hamilton and James B. Gardner, 
eds., The Oxford Handbook of Public History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 239. 

37 For the Wilson Center’s critical oral history conference series see https://www.wilsoncenter.org/critical-oral-
history. Also the see the IAEA Oral History Project at the University of Vienna, in cooperation with the Wilson Center, 
http://iaea-history.univie.ac.at/oral-history-videos/. 

38 Sayward, International History, 8.  

https://ox.libguides.com/c.php?g=422745&p=2886730
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/critical-oral-history
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/critical-oral-history
http://iaea-history.univie.ac.at/oral-history-videos/
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differentiated between the first and the second UN.39 While the notion of the first UN refers to 
diplomatic bodies and relations between member states, the notion of the second UN points to 
international organizations as bureaucracies, staffed by international civil servants. Similar to national civil 
servants, staff members of international organizations in the UN system have to declare in an oath of 
office that they will serve their duties loyally with nothing other than the interest of the organization in 
mind.40  

Complementing Claude’s analysis, Thomas G. Weiss, Tatiana Carayannis, and Richard Jolly introduced 
the notion of a third UN: the work and impact of NGOs, advisors, and other external actors.41 To put it 
in Sluga’s words, these attempts add to the “study of international institutions a transnational lens, which 
will hopefully bring into clearer and closer view not only men but women, and not only Europe but also a 
whole other international world.”42 

The complex relationship between NGOs and intergovernmental organizations has received particular 
attention from scholars. Akira Iriye’s Global Community looks into the role of international organizations 
in the making of the contemporary world, including both international intergovernmental and non-
governmental organizations.43 A 1999 volume edited by John Boli traced the role played by 
nongovernmental organizations in the global order back to 1875.44 This is also a reminder that the 
history of the UN did not begin in 1945. The establishment of the UN was a reaction to the failure of its 
predecessor organization, the League of Nations, which the United States, despite President Woodrow 
Wilson’s critical role in creating it, never joined. Studies on the international order of the interwar period, 
such as Manela’s Wilsonian Moment and Susan Pedersen’s The Guardians, have helped tremendously in 
our understanding of the pre-history of the UN.45 Other work goes back to the 1860s, when the 
International Red Cross (1863) and the International Telegraph Union (1865) were established, both of 

                                                            
39 Inis L. Claude, Swords into Plowshares: The Problems and Progress of International Organization (New York: 

Random House, 1956). 

40 For the full text of the UN oath of office see the website of the UN Ethics Office: 
http://www.un.org/en/ethics/relevantdocs.shtml. 

41 Thomas G. Weiss, Tatiana Carayannis, and Richard Jolly, “The ‘Third’ United Nations, Global Governance 
15:1 (2009), 123-142. 

42 Glenda Sluga, “Editorial: The transnational history of international institutions,” Journal of Global History 6 
(2011), 222. 

43 Akira Iriye, Global Community: The Role of International Organizations in the Making of the Contemporary 
World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002). 

44 Jon Boli, ed., Constructing World Culture: International Nongovernmental Organizations since 1875 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1999).  

45 Susan Pederson, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2015); Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

http://www.un.org/en/ethics/relevantdocs.shtml
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which still exist.46 “The classic historical narration of international organizations” even begins with the 
Congress of Vienna 1814/15.47 Paul Kennedy opens his famous history of the UN, The Parliament of 
Mankind, in 1814/15 as well, while also underscoring that the “idea of a universal association of human 
kind goes back hundreds if not thousands of years.”48  

In recent years, scholars of global history have paid increasing attention to international organizations and 
the UN. Interestingly, the history of the historical discipline global history itself is linked closely with one 
organization in the UN system specifically, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO).49 Since the 1950s, UNESCO initiated discussions and projects to stimulate 
historical research, and was the original publisher of the Journal of World History.50 In 2009, in 
cooperation with the University of Cambridge, it organized a large conference on the transnational 
history of international organizations which was attended by the leading scholars in the field.51  

The diversification of UN history is apparent in the involvement of scholars from different historical sub-
disciplines, but also in the variety of topics covered. A growing field of academic interest that is especially 
promising for the investigation of UN history is the history of human rights and humanitarian 
intervention. Emerging studies of human rights combine approaches drawn from studies of international 
law, the history of ideas, institutional history, and diplomatic history. Again, this topic puts the caesura of 
1945 into perspective. Moyn has argued that, while the creation of the UN is widely associated with the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it took until the 1970s for a powerful human rights 
movement to emerge.52 Allida Black, an expert on Eleanor Roosevelt, has written about the UN and its 
struggle to see women’s rights as human rights.53 Carol Anderson has shown how the ideological rivalry 

                                                            
46 Now the International Telecommunication Union and the International Committee of the Red Cross. 

47 Madeleine Herren, “International Organizations, 1865-1945, in Jacob Katz Cogan, Ian Hurd, and Ian 
Johnstone, eds., The Oxford Handbook of International Organizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 91.  

48 Paul Kennedy, The Parliament of Men: The Past, Present, and Future of the United Nations (New York: 
Penguin, 2007), 3. 

49 Katja Naumann, “Avenues and Confines of Globalizing the Past: UNESCO’s International Commission for 
a ‘Scientific and Cultural History of Mankind’ (1952-1969),” in Madeleine Herren, ed., Networking the International 
System. Global Histories of International Organizations (Heidelberg: Springer, 2014), 187-200. 

50 Amrith/Sluga, “New Histories,” 251-252. 

51 “UNESCO History Conference: Toward a Transnational History of International Organizations: 
Methodology/Epistemology,” 6-7 April 2009, King’s College, Cambridge: 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001831/183106e.pdf. 

52 Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010). 

53 Allida Black, “Are Women ‘Human’? The UN and the Struggle to Recognize Women’s Rights as Human 
Rights,” in: Akira Iriye, Petra Goedde, and William Hitchcock, eds., The Human Rights Revolution: An International 
History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 133-155. 
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of the Cold War related to the United States’ silence on human rights discussions at the UN, especially in 
the context of African-American fights for equality.54 Fabian Klose brought together a number of leading 
scholars including Davide Rodogno, Michael Geyer, and others to look into the history of humanitarian 
intervention from the nineteenth century to the present.55 Like other aspects of UN history, this also 
raises questions that are of concern to political scientists, especially those that refer to the analysis of 
global governance.56 As Weiss reminded us, the “whole term global governance grew up to describe the 
fact that there were on the scene an increasing number of civil society actors, nongovernmental 
organizations of one sort of another, trans-national corporations, the media, a whole series of actors that 
were not encompassed by looking only at international diplomacy and what government-to-government 
relations were.” Yet, to include non-state actors in the perspective should not mean excluding the state. 
“Clearly, unless states come together in better intergovernmental organizations, all of these other actors 
are not going to solve terrorism; they’re not going to halt mass atrocities; they’re not going to halt Ebola 
in Africa.”57  

International Organization(s) 

Much of the terminology that historians use in describing and analyzing international organizations stems 
from international relations (IR) theory. Like historians, political scientists deal with a variety of topics 
related to the UN system: peace keeping and humanitarian intervention, international security, 
international agreements and treaties, global governance, NGOs, crisis response, sanctions, international 
cooperation, international law, norms, trust and distrust in international relations, and many more. 
While historians and political scientists occasionally join forces to write international/global history—a 
panel at this year’s annual convention of the International Studies Association is called “Why Global IR 
Needs Global History”—many scholars still assume an “eternal divide” between history and political 
science or IR:58 “Political scientists are more likely to look to the past as a way of supporting or 

                                                            
54 Carol Anderson, Eyes off the Prize: The United Nations and the African American Struggle for Human Rights, 

1944–1955 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 

55 Fabian Klose, ed., The Emergence of Humanitarian Intervention: Ideas and Practice from the Nineteenth 
Century to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 

56 See the work of Ramesh Thakur, especially: “Multilateral Diplomacy and the United Nations: Global 
Governance Venue or Actor?” James P. Muldoon, JoAnn F. Aviel, Richard Reitano, and Earl Sulivan, The New 
Dynamics of Multilateralism: Diplomacy, International Organizations, and Global Governance (Boulder: Westview, 2010), 
249-265. 

57 Interview with Thomas Weiss on Global Governance, Ethics and International Affairs online, 27 January 
2016: https://www.ethicsandinternationalaffairs.org/2016/eia-interview-with-tom-weiss-on-global-governance/. 

58 Panel SB24 at the February 2018 San Francisco Meeting. For the full program see 
http://web.isanet.org/Web/Conferences/San%20Francisco%202018-
s/San%20Francisco%202018%20-%20Full%20Program.pdf; George Lawson, “The Eternal Divide? History and 
International Relations,” 29 May 2013, E-International Relations, http://www.e-ir.info/2013/05/19/the-eternal-divide-
history-and-international-relations/. 
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discrediting theoretical hypothesis, while historians are more likely to be interested in past international 
events for their own sake.”59 

A quick glance at two fields of current UN-related research illustrates why bringing the strengths of both 
the historical and the social sciences together can stimulate important research. One field is nuclear 
history, which covers several international organizations, notably the UN, the IAEA, and the CTBTO 
PrepCom. A number of initiatives, such as the NPIHP’s Nuclear History Bootcamp or the Nuclear 
Studies Research Initiative (NSRI) aim to bring together especially junior scholars—both political 
scientists and historians—to understand the origins, dynamics, and institutions of the nuclear age. 
Målfrid Braut-Hegghammer, Gudrun Harrer, and Jean Krasno are just three examples of scholars with a 
background in IR who have all based their studies on Iraq’s relations with the IAEA and the UN on 
extensive use of newly available historical records, including archival collections and oral history.60 The 
work of political scientist Robert Jervis is a prime example of the intellectually fruitful combination of 
historical perspectives and political science theories in understanding international relations.61 

For historians, on the other hand, this means that they should not be afraid to ask policy-relevant 
questions (without necessarily offering policy advice). Over the past decade, research on trust, distrust, 
and confidence-building in international organizations has grown decisively.62 More recently, historians 
have begun to take up these debates and to use political science concepts to stimulate studies of the role of 
trust in international diplomacy.63 Putting aside stereotypical views of each other, political scientists and 
historians can both contribute to understanding international organizations as sites of different forms of 
diplomacy, as negotiating settings, as institutions where diverse constituencies could work on confidence-
building through verification regimes, and as places where delegates and bureaucracies alike worked to 
generate trust through international cooperation and the formulation of international law.  
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Why does it matter? 

In July 2014, Marc Trachtenberg launched the H-Diplo State of the Field Essay Series with a 
contribution on “The State of International History: Where We’ve Been, Where We Are, and Where 
We’re Going.” Concluding his essay, Trachtenberg reminded his readers of the historical profession’s 
social responsibilities, calling for more “work that can pass the ‘who cares?’ test.”64 To take up 
Trachtenberg’s question, in this final paragraph I will make five brief suggestions about why UN history 
matters. 

First, the future of the UN is a topic of heated discussion today. Debate centers around the role the UN 
will play in global governance in the next decades, and asks how it will be able to confront challenges 
related to poverty, migration, environmental pollution and climate change, and matters of peace and war. 
There are various proposals on how to make the UN fit for the twenty-first century, ranging from finally 
selecting a woman as UN Secretary General to adjusting the list of permanent members of the UN 
Security Council to the realities of today’s world. Understanding the UN in historical context will help 
the organization to adjust to the twenty-first century. 

Second, and relatedly, history can help develop nuance in debates about when and why the UN failed to 
achieve certain goals, and when and why it succeeded—rather than just pointing to the world 
organizations’ failures. As Joseph Maiolo reminded us, a century ago the founders of the discipline 
‘international history’ aimed to understand “the causes of war and the conditions of peace.”65 These 
origins of the discipline can still stimulate the field today. 

Third, at a time of renewed global crisis, historical research about the juxtaposition of compromise and 
conflict at the UN during the Cold War can inform present-day debates and improve our understanding 
of the foundations of confidence-building in international organizations.  

Fourth, historians have shown that while many organizations of the UN system seemingly have a purely 
‘technical’ job, most items on their agendas—even ‘technical’ ones—are deeply entangled in politics, as 
they are part of what we call global governance. Debates about the unwanted ‘politicization’ of allegedly 
non-political issues have long been part of member states’ attitudes toward international organizations.66 
New research on the UN system thus can stimulate discussions about what we mean when we talk about 
what is ‘political.’  
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Fifth, and finally, as researchers continue to demand access to international organizations’ archives, they 
help to increase transparency for everyone as the organizations scramble to respond. As several history 
projects and research initiatives have demonstrated, the history of international organizations is a fruitful 
field for collaboration of historians, political scientists, and experts from the organizations themselves. 
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