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Denver Journal

OF INTERNAT!ONAL LAW ANDMPOLICY

An Address by Secretary General Kurt
Waldheim

Editor’s Note: This address by Kurt Waldheim, Secretary Gen-
eral of the United Nations, was presented at the University of
Denver on the occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary Year of the
Social Science Foundation, on January 25, 1976. At that time, he
was awarded the honorary degree of Doctor of Laws by the Uni-
versity of Denver.

The establishment of the Social Science Foundation took
place during a period in American history which has come to
be known as the age of isolationism, in which Walter Lippman
wrote that ‘“The people are tired; above all, they are tired of
greatness.” Following the refusal of the Senate to approve
American entry into the League of Nations, and the tragic final
period of the presidency of Woodrow Wilson, this great nation
endeavored to turn its back upon international involvements.
But the American people learned, and learned most painfully,
that in our modern world it is impossible to escape from its
harsh realities, and that great issues and confrontations, if left
alone and ignored, will not usually vanish or resolve them-
selves. Out of this realization came America’s leading role in
the great human experiment which is the United Nations.

Unquestionably, in 1945 there were many Americans—and
others too—who placed excessive hopes in this new venture in
international relations, a global institution designed to meet
global problems with a common response, whose members
would, in the words of the Charter, “practice tolerance and live
together in peace with one another.” To peoples sickened and
shocked by the horrors of war, it seemed that a magical new
formula had been created, what former Senator Fulbright has
called ‘“the one great new idea of this century in the field of
international relations.” The gradual realization that there is
no such formula for avoiding the grim realities of a divided,
competitive world of individual nations, each with its own his-
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tory, habits, ambitions and fears, led to a disproportionate and
equally excessive disillusionment with the machinery for deal-
ing with international relations, including the United Nations.
This disillusionment persists, and on occasion rises almost to
fever pitch. We are, in fact, going through such a period in the
United States at the present time. This is an important politi-
cal phenomenon which deserves penetrating analysis.

It is easy, but obviously unrealistic, to believe that the
basic fault lies in the international machinery which has been
set up—*“‘to blame the weather on the ship,” as my predecessor,
Dag Hammarskjold, put it. The difficulties lie far deeper than
that.

We are unquestionably living in a period of great tension
and rapid evolution. How much that tension is accentuated by
the revolution in communications and the enveloping influence
of the media is a matter of opinion. But there can be no ques-
tion that the rate and scope of the changes in our world society
since World War II are completely unprecedented in history.
We have no choice but to live with this situation and to make
the best of it. In fact, one of the most important tasks of the
United Nations is to encourage the good and constructive as-
pects of our recent evolution and to identify and control the
damaging aspects. No human activity could be more important
for the future.

When we speak of the world situation we tend to think of
the more or less short-term problems which dominate the head-
lines. It is true that the picture of the world we receive through
the media and other sources each morning is usually far from
encouraging. The great international rivalries of our time per-
sist even though their form and emphasis may change. We see
tensions rising in many parts of the world as more and more
people aspire to a place in the sun and a reasonable share of
the world’s goods. We are beset by global problems of enormous
complexity which are no more manageable or acceptable for
being, to a great extent, the by-products of our own ingenuity.

The technological revolution has, among other things, ele-
vated the armaments race to a level of sophistication, destruc-
tive potential and expense never before dreamed of. In particu-
lar, the nuclear deterrent, the theory and actual existence of
which is the most terrifying phenomenon of the age, has cast a
shadow over this generation and the previous one, with heaven
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knows what unsettling psychological and social effects. Unfor-
tunately, we have to recognize that there has been no decisive
breakthrough on this problem, and in most parts of the world
the traffic and sale in the most sophisticated and diversified
arms is at an all-time high level.

The effort to maintain reasonable relationships among the
greatest powers is surely of the highest importance for the fu-
ture of all, but the lavish distribution of sophisticated weapons
of war at all levels involves huge risks and fosters the develop-
ment of regional conflicts which inevitably in their turn make
the process of detente far more difficult. The armaments race
is a vicious circle which saps the strength and endangers the
existence of civilization, and almost everyone knows it. And yet
it has proved impossible so far to generate the necessary degree
of mutual confidence and political will to act upon this com-
mon knowledge before it is too late. This problem, in my view,
remains one of the highest priorities on the agenda of the world
community.

The gap between rich and poor has been the moving force
in the political evolution of many nations. It is now also one of
the major problems and preoccupations of the international
society which is developing in the United Nations. The emo-
tions which have always been aroused by this problem in na-
tional societies are now evident on the international level in the
debate on the future world economic order which has assumed
a predominant place on the international agenda, especially at
the United Nations.

It is now a commonplace that we live in an interdependent
world. It is widely accepted that a new degree of equity and
economic stability are prerequisites of a more peaceful and
stable world order. The recognition of these basic facts is cer-
tainly a first step in the right direction. The extent to which
their implications are now being publicly debated is, to my
mind, an encouraging and healthy development, provided we
are capable of following it up with a determined and concerted
effort to take practical measures to achieve commonly agreed
objectives. As in the case of disarmament, the problem is to
switch from confrontation over conflicting short-term interests
to cooperation in the pursuit of common, long-term goals. The
experience of the Seventh Special Session of the General As-
sembly on Economic Development was an encouraging sign of
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the willingness of all members of the international community
to cooperate realistically on the evolution of a new interna-
tional economic order.

In recent years the world has become increasingly aware
of the new generation of global problems which are, in large
measure, the result of the technological revolution. It is now
recognized that these problems, which include food, environ-
ment, population, raw materials and the future of the oceans
accentuate the fact of interdependence and are too large and
complex to be dealt with by any one nation or group of nations
alone. Much useful work has already been done in identifying
these problems and their relationship to each other, but we are
only at the beginning of the effort to concert our strength and
will to take practical steps to deal with them.

Finally, there are the conflicts and tensions which exist as
legacies of the past or which arise from the changing relation-
ships of nations. These tend to dominate the thinking of gov-
ernments and of international organizations, all too often to the
detriment of the long-term concerns and interests of the world
community. Since they mostly involve the maintenance of in-
ternational peace and security, our capacity for dealing with
them will inevitably have a decisive effect on our ability to
shape a world society which can take a responsible long-term
view of the future. The aim of such a society would be, for the
first time in history, to try to realize on a global scale a just and
reasonable way of life for all the peoples of the world. These
may seem to be high-sounding and utopian phrases, but every-
thing we know and learn about our present condition empha-
sizes the absolute necessity of a conscious and concerted effort
to develop such a world society. The alternative may well be
anarchy and a growing paralysis of human society. Not for the
first time in history idealistic aims may prove in the long-run
also to be the most realistic.

Where does the United Nations stand in the general pic-
ture of the world which I have tried to outline? As everyone
knows, it is an imperfect institution with manifest shortcom-
ings. Its public face represents the turmoil and uncertainty of
our world and the frustrations and difficulties which govern-
ments have in finding their way in that world. It also repre-
sents, as most political institutions do, great aspirations and
the falling short of those aspirations through human weakness.
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Because it represents publicly all the conflicting interests and
elements of a world society in a state of flux, it naturally tends
to attract the criticism and hostility of people who feel baffled
or alarmed or confused by the times they are living through.

It has even been said by quite responsible people that, by
publicizing differences and conflicts of interest, the United
Nations encourages and spreads conflict. I strongly question
the validity of such thinking. I very much doubt if we shall
escape our problems by sweeping them under the rug. If we are
ever to solve the great human problems which beset us, we
must first be aware of their nature, their causes and their roots.

We should also remember that the United Nations reflects
the new geo-political structure of the world, a very different
structure even from the one in which the organization came
into existence thirty years ago. At that time the United Nations
had 51 members. It now has 144, but that is only a numerical
hint of the change that has taken place. The world of 1976 is
predominantly a world of independent nations. Some, of
course, are far more powerful than others, but the large major-
ity are independent and are determined to preserve their inde-
pendence. Thus a far wider range of views and interests than
ever before is being expressed in international forums, and the
problem of harmonizing different national policies is corre-
spondingly greater. This also means, or should mean, that
there is greater scope for leadership and a greater necessity to
develop an agreed international approach to major problems.

None would deny that the world has become very compli-
cated and that the future is unpredictable. At such a time it is
essential that governments should come together to discuss
their problems and to work out concerted plans for the future.
In the beginning, at any rate, such discussions are liable to
generate considerable friction. Great patience and tolerance
will be required if the process is to be productive. It should not
be necessary to remind ourselves that the governments of the
world have different backgrounds, different interests, different
political systems, different ideologies, and that they are in dif-
ferent stages of political and social development. Some have
only just attained nationhood and, in searching for their place
in the world community, are experiencing a strong and youth-
ful nationalism. Others, long established, politically sophisti-
cated, wealthy and well-versed in the ways of power and pros-
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perity, are seeking by various means to transcend the bounda-
ries of nationalism. These are the facts of international life. But
for all states it is true that to a greater extent than ever before
their future depends on their capacity to co-exist and to co-
operate. They are already interdependent and will probably
become more so. That is the key fact of our time. The question
is whether this interdependence will continue to be a source of
weakness and adversity for governments or whether it can be-
come a common source of strength and solidarity. Upon the
answer to this question the future may well depend. This, I
believe, is the basic raison d’étre of the United Nations—to
develop the capacity of nations to co-operate and co-exist in an
increasingly interdependent world.

The maintenance of international peace and security is, of
course, the primary role of the United Nations. Here, as else-
where, the record of the United Nations is uneven, although I
am inclined to think that the Security Council plays a far more
important role in maintaining peace and in resolving conflict
situations than it is often given credit for. Of course the exist-
ence of the United Nations has not totally banished interna-
tional conflict any more than the existence of a police force can
totally banish crime. It does, however, provide the means by
which conflicts can sometimes be prevented, or by which they
can be contained or moderated. Resort to the Security Council
has often proved to be an acceptable alternative to a resort to
force.

We have to recognize that many international problems
are not susceptible to immediate solutions and that in such
cases a process of cooling-off, adjustment and containment of
actual conflict is the best alternative. To prevent intolerable
frustrations from building up, constant efforts must also be
made to maintain the search for the basic settlement of the
dispute in question through negotiation.

Of the many questions on its agenda, none is more diffi-
cult, of longer standing, or of more general concern than the
Middle East. For nearly 29 years the United Nations has been
intimately involved in the troubled affairs of that vital and
historic region, and has played an indispensable role in peace-
keeping, in the search for a settlement, and in the humanitar-
ian problems involved. As you know, the Security Council is
just concluding an important debate on the Middle East in
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which special emphasis has been given to the question of the
Palestinians, whose future is a central element in any solution
to the problem. It is absolutely vital that all concerned persist
in the search for a way forward. Stagnation can only lead to
further frustration, and continued frustration will inevitably
lead to further violence, with dire consequences which will not
be confined to the region itself. The recent tragic developments
in Lebanon also underline the absolute necessity to persist in
the effort to secure peace, no matter how great or insurmount-
able the obstacles may appear.

Time does not allow me to elaborate upon the other impor-
tant and potentially dangerous problems and conflicts the
world faces today. There can be no doubt that Angola, the
situation in Southern Africa, or the Cyprus problem each in
their own way constitute serious potential threats to the wider
peace.

Is it, as some of the more embittered critics now say, a
dangerous and utopian illusion to believe that a world order
can, in the present state of the world, be built through interna-
tional organization? If that is so, what is the alternative? We
have, already twice in this century, paid the price of world war
for the belief that so-called realpolitik was enough and for fail-
ing to persist in the effort to develop the necessary degree of
international responsibility and co-operation. Nor does the
experience of trying to settle problems by force outside the
international framework of the United Nations provide much
encouragement for the future.

The agenda of the Security Council for the coming year,
like that of other organs of the United Nations, is fuller than
ever, and governments appear more, rather than less, inclined
to resort to it in times of crisis. For all the criticism which is
directed at the world organization, there seems, in the minds
of governments at least, to be no alternative in times of trouble
to its admittedly imperfect procedures.

In the absence of a practical alternative, I see no choice but
to try to make our international institutions, and especially the
United Nations, work better. It is no good to complain of the
diversity of culture and backgrounds and standards prevailing
among the member states. Rather that diversity should be used
to breed new and more promising political ideas and forms for
the future.
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Shortcomings, failures and periods of tension and confron-
tation cannot be avoided in international political institutions
any more than in national ones, although it is in everyone’s
interests to bridge gaps and differences as soon as possible. We
have been through such a period in this last year at the United
Nations, and we can certainly expect more stormy weather in
the year ahead. To my mind, this accentuates the necessity of
the institution, for the tensions and conflicts which are chan-
neled into its proceedings exist in any case and cannot be ig-
nored. It is surely far better to deal with them within the frame-
work of an organization where virtually all nations are mem-
bers, and to be aware of their dangers than to remain in igno-
rance only to be taken by surprise later on. And if our ultimate
aim is a wiser, more just and more productive world society,
where else can the effort begin than in a universal organization
where all governments, great and small, can make their voices
heard?

This year will not be an easy one, nor will the long-term
goals which we have set ourselves be achieved without stren-
uous and untiring effort. Governments alone cannot possibly
surmount the obstacles ahead nor provide, unassisted, the
ideas, the leadership and the will required for such an immense
task. Only with a vastly increased public support and a new
and widespread understanding of ourselves and of the world we
live in can we hope to master our fate in the enormously com-
plex world which we have created.

You, as political and social scientists, belong in the front
rank of such a march toward the future. New ideas, new con-
cepts and a fresh and fundamental analysis of problems are
indispensable to the proper development of human society. No
challenge could be more fascinating or more urgent. Much will
depend on how far the public can understand the true nature
of our problems, and how far it will react to them in positive
and constructive ways. The world is not as bad as people some-
times think. In fact never before has mankind been confronted
with such great opportunities or been given such means to
grasp them. Our weakness lies in our ability to understand each
other and co-operate. This, in my view, is the great challenge
of our time. Let us determine to meet this challenge in a posi-
tive spirit, and, in doing so, contribute to a future worthy of the
human race.
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