


peace. For ours is no enchanted pal-
ace to �spring into sight at once,� by 
magic touch or hidden power.� 

As Mazower recounts, the U.N. was 
founded to perpetuate the global dom-
inance of Britain and America while 
accommodating the unwelcome emer-
gence of the Soviet Union. At the end 
of the San Francisco meeting, the 
British diplomat Charles Webster 
wrote in his diary that the U.N. 
 Charter established �an Alliance of 
the Great Powers embedded in a uni-
versal organization as [the Covenant 
of the League of Nations] also was.� 
High-minded talk of national self-
determination and human rights 
served only to conceal this reality. 
Webster�s superior, Gladwyn Jebb, pri-
vately expressed his satisfaction that 
they had been able to �delude� hu-
man-rights advocates into believing 
�that their objectives had been 
achieved in the present Charter.� 

Clearly, the diplomats who founded 
the United Nations did not envision a 
radical break with power politics. They 
viewed the U.N. as an institution 
whereby power politics could be pur-
sued by other means. The circumstanc-
es of the U.N.�s founding seem to con-
� rm the skepticism of such realists as 
George Kennan and Hans Morgen-
thau, who dismissed as illusive the 
 notion that sovereign states would 
 sub ordinate their interests to any supra-
national institution. But, as Maz ower 
points out, the realist view that the 
U.N. was �nothing more than (at best) 
a legitimating organ for great power 
interests� was itself in some ways illu-
sive. Never entirely in the hands of the 
states that were instrumental in estab-
lishing it, the U.N. could not hold back 
the tide of anticolonialism, and newly 
independent states would soon have an 
in� uential voice in its deliberations. 
Moreover, the wartime alliance be-
tween Britain and America on the one 
hand and the Soviet Union on the 
other, an alliance that had never been 
without deep � ssures, fell apart entirely 
as the Cold War set in. The U.N. was 
an instrument of the great powers only 
in the sense that each had a veto on 
what the U.N. could authorize. The 
U.N. could never have been what lib-
eral idealists hoped�a genuine ex-
periment in global governance. But 
neither could it remain what its found-

ers wanted�a club dominated by Brit-
ain and the United States.

Mazower�s analysis is level-
headed and compelling, 
but it�s hardly revelatory. 

He argues that the United Nations 
arose out of the great-power relation-
ships that prevailed at the time of its 
inception. But how could it have 
arisen in any other way? No institu-
tion can avoid being shaped by its 
historical circumstances, and the re-
alists were right to contend that 
states that had triumphed in a war of 
survival against Nazism would never 
contemplate ceding their sovereignty 
to a transnational body. The great 
powers could not be expected to act 
on the basis of universalistic aspira-
tions their own diplomats dismissed 
as chimerical. That the U.N. has al-
ways been seen by the great powers 
as a device for legitimating their in-
terests is not news. 

The true originality of Mazower�s 
book lies in the account he presents 
of the organization�s �ideological pre-
history.� Conventional narratives 
portray the U.N. as a quintessen-
tially American enterprise, an em-
bodiment of beliefs about national 
self-determination deriving from 
Woodrow Wilson. Without denying 
the importance of Wilsonian ideas, 
Mazower argues persuasively that an-
other set of ideas was also formative, a 
type of �imperial internationalism� 
re� ecting conceptions of global order 
formulated in the last decades of the 
British Empire. From this arrestingly 
unfamiliar perspective, the foundation 
of the U.N. was more than an attempt 
to solidify the power relations that 
prevailed in the mid-1940s; the U.N. 
was an extension of beliefs and values 
that developed around the start of the 
twentieth century, when Britain was 
still the dominant global power.

The strand of thinking that issued 
from the British imperial experience 
was highly suspicious of the Wilsonian 
ideal of national self-determination. 
In talks and papers given during the 
First World War and the years that 
followed, British officials�a group 
that included such historians as Ar-
nold Toynbee and Lewis Namier�
warned that the attempt to build a 
world of self-governing nation-states 
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