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In his recent Annual Report, Am-
bassador Perez de Cuellar, the Secre-
tary General of the United MNations,
formally warned that anarchy is the
greatest danger facing mankind. He
called on the governments of the
world community to recommit them-
selves io the principles of the United
Mations Charter, and particularly to
those which purport to govern the in-
ternational use of force. The Secretary
General's ominous words echo
statements made by President Reagan
and other American and Western offi-
cials in recent years. They constitute a
measured judgment on what is
super-obvious and therefore almost
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The Specter of Anarchy

by Eugene V. Rostow

invisible: that the state system we
have inherited is collapsing before
our eyes.

The state system we experience
every day has evolved in a radically
new direction since the Congress of
Vienna in 1815. Reacting to the anar-
chy of the previous twenty-five years,
the men who met at Vienna reformed
and rebuilt the old state system on the
foundation of a revolutionary idea:
that the conscious pursuit of peace
should be the principal concern of
great power diplomacy. The habits of
restraint, compromise, and coopera-
tion which were the hallmark of the
Concert of Europe during most of the
Victorian age gradually became the
norms of modern international law.

Both the disastrous World Wars of
this century were caused by a break-
down in the pattern of concert
launched at Vienna. But after each
war, the society of nations tried to re-
store and improve the methods which
had been relatively successful in the
century before 1914—in the name of
the League of Nations after the First

World War, and of the United Mations
after the Second. Mow it is clear that
the search for peace under the Char-
ter of the United Mations has failed as
badly as the search for peace under
the Covenant of the League.

Within a state or among the states,
the disintegration of public order has
always led to war or tyranny or both.
People take order for granted until it is
threatened. Then they react vehe-
mently, and often with violence, in
order to restore it at almost any cost.
Both World Wars did abiding harm to
the fabric of Western civilization. But
the risks of international anarchy are
far worse today than they were in 1914
or 1939, or in the time of Napoleon. In
the small, contracting, interdepen-
dent, and unstable world of the late
twentieth century, with mankind con-
demned to live in the shadow of nu-
clear weapons and other pathological
achievements of science, continued
anarchy is unthinkably menacing.
More obviously than ever, a just and
stable peace is the only rational goal
for diplomacy. The United Nations
Charter translates the modern world
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Spector of Anarchy (Cont.)

community’s shared vision of peace
into a legal code reflecting the neces-
sities for cooperation among the
states which constitute that commu-
nity.

The principal cause for the break-
down of world public arder since the
United Nations Charter was adopted
in 1945 has been the steady expansion
of the Saviet Union and its influence,
achieved by methods which openly
violate the Charter rules against ag-
gression. The Soviet Union takes the
view that as a “Socialist” state it is
exempted from those rules. When the
issue is raised with senior Soviet di-
plomats, they reply, “You are asking us
to give up a foreign policy rooted in
our nature as a society and a state.” To
that position, the Western nations can
only answer, “Not at all. So far as we
are concerned, you are free to preach
the virtues of Communism as widely
as you like. But the state system can-
not tolerate your claim of a right to
propagate your faith with the sword.”

The Soviet policy of indefinite ex-
pansion, based on the aggressive use
of coventional force, proxies, and ter-
rorism, and backed by a huge and
minatory nuclear arsenal, has gone
too far. It now threatens the balance of
power on which the primitive safety of
other nations depends, and has there-
fore touched nerves of great sensitiv-
ity from one end of the earth to the
other. Moreover, the practice of ag-
gression is contagious. It is spreading
beyond the immediate area of Soviet
activity: Argentina’s attack on the Falk-
land Islands and Irag’s aggression
against Iran are instances of this phe-
nomenon.

Clearly, world politics is reaching a
turning point. Unless the Soviet
Union is required to respect the rules
of international law against aggres-
sion, those rules will lose all their in-
fluence as a restraint on the behavior
of states. The essence of a legal sys-
tem, after all, is that its norms be
widely and reciprocally obeyed. No
state can claim to be above the law.

These aspects of recent experience
constitute the background of the Sec-
retary General’s Report, and support

his warning about the imminent dan-
gers of anarchy. At some level of con-
sciousness, they are universally un-
derstood. But Ambassador Perez de
Cuellar’s appeal has met with thun-
derous silence. No government, no
leader, no citizens’ group has made it
the first principle of its foreign policy
or the rallying cry of a political effort.

The explanation for this extraordi-
nary reaction is not hard to discern:
Vietnam. The revulsion of public
opinion in the United S5tates and
Western Europe against the American
and Allied campaign to repel aggres-
sion in Vietnam has sapped the foun-
dations of the foreign policy for main-
taining peace which the Western na-
tions pursued since Truman’s time,
and nominally at least are pursuing
still.

The elements of that policy are well
known, but they are worth recalling:
(1) the Marshall Plan and other pro-
grams which led to the successful re-
construction and integration of a
dynamic capitalist world economy, an
engine of progress for the Third World
and the Communist nations as well as
for the West; (2) the Point Four pro-
gram and its progeny, offering assis-
tance to the developing nations liber-
ated from imperial controls; these
programs have had a checkered his-
tory, althaugh in number of countries
they have been successful catalysts for
development; (3) cultural coopera-
tion and the liberalized movement of
students, scholars, and artists to the
great centers of Western intellectual
life; and finally (4) the Baruch Plan and
many other proposals—all important
and all thus far unsuccessful—to
bring the nuclear weapon under con-
trol and to promote the peaceful use
of nuclear energy.

These constructive aspirations for
Western foreign policy depend upon
the fulfillment of the policy of collec-
tive security against aggression an-
nounced by President Truman in 1947,
and developed since that time into a
network of arrangements for collec-
tive self-defense throughout the
world. For twenty years or more, that
policy was successfully applied in a
series of Soviet probes and tests, from
Iran, Greece, and Turkey to Berlin and

Korea. But the policy was not univer-
sally enforced. Eastern Europe was
abandoned to the Soviet Union, and
Cuba was treated as an exceptional
case by President Eisenhower.
Through a long series of efforts, the
Soviet Union succeeded in establish-
ing itself in the Mediterranean and in
Africa, despite certain important re-
verses. Finally, there came the pro-
longed war in Vietnam and its tragic
outcome.

When the Western policy of resis-
tance to aggression was instituted,
immediately after World War I, its
presuppositions were accepted as
truisms throughout the West. To the
men and women who had experi-
enced the Thirties and the Second
World War, it was self-evident that if
the Western Allies and the Soviet
Union had been willing to use force to
stop aggression in Manchuria, Abys-
sinia, Spain, and the Rhineland, the
Second World War could never have
taken place. Therefore when Presi-
dent Truman moved to resist aggres-
sion against South Korea in 1950, the
entire Western World joined in the ef-
fort with enthusiasm. The symbolic
meaning of the Korean War is em-
bodied in the presence of an Ethio-
pian contingent among the Allied
forces.
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