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In 1945, the UN was firmly anchored in the world
of intergovernmental relations. Although the Pre-
amble to the UN Charter begins with an affirmation
that “We the Peoples of the United Nations” are
determined to create a better world, the active role
1s shifted at the end to “our respective Govern-
ments,” which agree to the Charter and establish
the United Nations. While most of its substantive
and organizational provisions are fitted to an in-
ternational system in which autonomous states

are the primary actors, the Charter also contains
intimations of a world in which relations among
states coexist with webs of transnational activity
by individuals, groups, business firms, and private
organizations. Article 41 suggests that suspension
or reduction of economic transactions, travel to

or from, and communications to or from a state
threatening international peace will help curb ag-
gression; Article 71 creates the possibility of direct
consultations between the UN Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC) and “non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) which are concerned with matters
within its competence”; and Article 87 establishes
direct contact between the Trusteeship Council and
the inhabitants of a Trust Territory as part of the

scheme for UN supervision of state administration.



Contacts between various parts of the UN system
and non-state actors have expanded considerably
over the years, but the General Assembly remains
relatively aloof. Representatives of non-state actors
appear frequently in the assembly’s subsidiary
bodies or at high-level meetings” and “interactive
dialogues,” and there are public demonstrations
on the street just outside, but the assembly’s ple-
nary and main committee meetings remain firmly
intergovernmental. This is also reflected in the
composition of most delegations. Each member
state may send a delegation consisting of up to five
“Representatives” and any number of “experts”
and “advisers” to assist them. A few states have
appointed national-level politicians, officials from
outside the diplomatic service, or other prominent
persons having no government position as repre-
sentatives, but the typical representative is a career
diplomat with prior experience in the UN or other
multilateral forums.

Its persisting intergovernmental character indi-
cates why many proposals to transform the United
Nations into a world government feature either
replacing the General Assembly with a unicameral
world legislature of popularly elected members,

or making it an “Assembly of States” paired with



an “Assembly of Peoples” in a bicameral world
legislature.

This chapter begins with a brief summary of
how the General Assembly has figured in interna-
tional relations (IR) theory. The second outlines
its institutional design and evolution. The third
examines its role and impact within the current
UN structure. The fourth addresses the ongoing
debates about how the General Assembly might
fit into efforts to make the United Nations more
relevant in contemporary global governance.1 The
conclusion addresses the future of the General
Assembly and the principal political dynamics that

are likely to prevail therein.

The General Assembly in IR theory

IR theorists have paid very little attention to the
General Assembly because few of them regard it
as having any important effects on world politics.
Realists and Marxists, emphasizing the political
dynamics of competition between great powers
or the pressures created by what became a fully
global economy after 1991, have regarded it as

reflecting rather than influencing contemporary



developments. The post-World War II function-
alists expected multilateral cooperation to begin
with technical matters, then spread into broader
economic and social fields, and only at the end of
a long process spread to political questions; other
intergovernmental bodies were thus more immedi-
ately important. World Federalists and other advo-
cates of world government looked past the General
Assembly to a future world parliament.
Institutionalist and rationalist theorists, includ-
ing those applying principal-agent analysis of inter-
governmental organizations, have focused mainly
on the organizations used to manage particular
international regimes. Constructivists and femi-
nists are more attuned to Inis Claude’s arguments
that UN bodies provide major forums for collective
affirmation of shared aspirations, identification
of shared aversions, and collective endorsement
or condemnation of particular states’ positions or
actions,2 but pay only scattered attention to the UN
General Assembly. While analysts of global gover-
nance might pay attention to it when tracing how
new problems are identified and get added to the
international agenda, their interest quickly shifts

to whatever intergovernmental or private bodies



become most closely engaged with implementing
any agreements about addressing the problem.
Most academic studies mentioning the General
Assembly use its proceedings as source material for
other inquiries. Some focus on understanding how
general diplomatic practice or hierarchies among
states affect individual states’ ability to secure for-
eign policy goals.2 Others analyze its formal votes
to assess the degree of political affinity among pairs
of states or track the cohesion within coalitions of

states.4

Institutional design and evolution

A hybrid of traditional European diplomatic
practices and the parliamentary procedure was
worked out for multilateral diplomacy in the late
nineteenth century and extended to economic in-
security issues by the League of Nations Assembly
between 1920 and 1939.In 1946 the UN General
Assembly took up where the League Assembly left
off, so uninspiring discussions of “parliamentary
diplomacy” or “conference diplomacy unquote as a

distinct form of interstate negotiations.2



The traditional diplomatic side of General
Assembly procedures manifests in its authority,
composition, and distribution of votes. It makes
binding decisions only on matters of internal
organization and operation; otherwise, its reso-
lutions are recommendations. The individuals
participating in meetings are delegates chosen by
the governments of their states. The principle of
sovereign equality asserted in diplomatic practice
supports the rule that each national delegation has
one vote. Yet in a major departure from the tradi-
tional diplomatic practice of unanimity, Charter
Article 18 takes the General Assembly in a parlia-
mentary direction by specifying that agreement
by a simple majority of delegations “present and
voting” 1s sufficient to adopt resolutions on most
questions, and a two-thirds majority sufficient for
anything defined as an “important question.” This
combination of one-state one-vote and majoritar-
1an decision establishes the General Assembly as
an “egalitarian” balance of the Security Council
with its explicit acknowledgment of great power
importance in rules about membership and veto
rights. However, this egalitarianism remains one of

the states, not of people because the boundaries of



states do not partition the global population into
equal-sized groupings.

In 1946 when representatives of the 51 original
UN member states met in London for its first
session, it was clear that the General Assembly
would have to divide up the work to get through
its agenda of global issues and supervision of
UN organization, budget, and staffing. Thus, it
emulated national legislatures by working mainly
through committees and having rules of procedure
designed to balance individual rights of expres-
sion with methods for moving the work along
strongly resembling national-level parliamentary
procedure.® Yet even in its deliberation, General As-
sembly practice maintained certain diplomatic tra-
ditions. Speaking time is allocated chronologically,
in the order delegations sign up on the speakers list.
This generally limits delegates’ ability to respond
directly to different viewpoints and has inspired
some efforts to develop other discussion formats.

Historical accident, since coalesced into well-
established practice, accounts for another reversion
to “traditional” diplomatic technique. Although
allied against the Axis powers, political alignments
among UN member states on other issues were

unclear in 1944-1946. This encouraged use of ge-



ographically defined regional groupings of states
for allocating committee leadership positions and
seats on the assembly’s limited membership sub-
sidiary bodies. Although stable voting coalitions
did appear shortly afterward—first in the Cold War
divisions of East and West, and then the level of
economic development divisions into South and
North—they never displaced the regional group-
ings as the device for allocating seats. The apparent
need to do so was low because the Cold War-in-
duced division of Europe into Eastern and Western
groups and the general assumption that Russia and
Eastern Europe were industrialized meant that the
regional groups could also be seen as consistent
enough with the basic political coalitional divides
to serve for allocating seats.

Delegates also shifted the balance between the
parliamentary and the diplomatic through prac-
tice. After a few years of acting out the Cold War
stalemate through highly formalized use of the
parliamentary procedures, member governments
began to converge on more flexible methods of
work. For different reasons, both the Soviet bloc—
interested in getting out of isolation—and the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM)—needing to maintain

a sprawling coalition of developing countries—



supported replacing formal voting with greater
adoption of resolutions by consensus. In the late
1950s, 20-30 percent of resolutions were adopted
by consensus. The proportion reached 50-60 per-
cent by the mid-1980s, 70-75 percent in the early
1990s, close to 80 percent in the 2000s, though fell
back to 70-75 percent in the late 2010s.7 Consen-
sus-seeking reinforced the shift toward pursuing
detailed discussions of draft resolutions in various
subsidiary bodies, working groups, ad hoc “friends
of the chair” groups, or other informal gatherings.
Most formal plenary and main committee meetings
became occasions for putting the government’s
view on the record and adopting the sole draft
resolution put forward. General Assembly work is
a confusing mix of a visible formal “tip of the ice-
berg” and a much larger set of less visible informal
negotiations. The intertwining is best presented

visually, as in Figure 20.1.




informal formal

preparation of initial draft

y

melusion of corresponding item informal discussion of proposal
on GA agenda within regiomal or other
caucusmg group o recruil
¢ carly co-sponsors

iem o a main commitiee ¢

v

gencral discussion of item in
commitice

informal circulation to other
delegations lor reaction,
recruitment of additional
l Sponsors, revisions as needed

formal submission of draft
resolution

circulation in all 6 UN working

languages
¢ continued mformal discussion
. : with other delegations 1o asscss
oral :nl.rndy:tmn_ of draft : } likelihood of securing
resolution in mam committes Somstans Rirther renrisio6. of

¢ draft il needed

[ possible establishment of
working group|

¥

formal submission of revised — preparation of revised draft

draft ¢

debate on revised draft

explanatons of vote

v

adoption ol revised drall

v

more explanatnons of vole

Figure 20.1 Flow chart of General Assembly

discussions



A decision to request a vote rather than pursue
consensus occurs in three distinct situations: a
large supporting coalition wants to adopt a particu-
lar text now rather than continue negotiating with
other members; one or more member states wants
its own or others’ individual rule views placed on
the record; or an overwhelmingly large coalition
wants to demonstrate that opponents are few and
isolated. Only the first reliably indicates that sup-
porters have decided against further efforts to seek
consensus; the second and third occur when it is
absent or very widespread.

When consensus does not yet exist, the likeli-
hood of reaching it the following year depends on
the type of issue. Table 20.1 summarizes the ex-
tent of voting in the six main committees and the
plenary during the 64th through 71st sessions.8
With matters first debated in the main committee,
how the committee reports typically set whether
the plenary adopts by consensus or vote. The high
proportion of voted drafts in the First Committee
(Disarmament) reflects a stalemate on nuclear
weapons issues. There is less contention in the
Second (Economic) and Third (Social, Humani-
tarian, and Cultural) Committees, with most of

the contention in the Third Committee inspired



by proposals to condemn particular governments
for human rights abuses because most abusers
have supporters reluctant to see them condemned.
Dissension is also high in the Fourth (Political and
Decolonization) Committee because it handles the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The Fifth (Adminis-
trative and Budgetary) Committee has long coped
with the strong divergence between who has most
of the votes and who provides most of the money
by using consensus on budget-related matters, par-
ticularly when dealing with the discretionary part
of the budget because pressing for a vote “might
lead to a reduction in financial contributions.”?
Delegates in the Sixth (Legal) Committee regard
consensus as essential for success in their work
on refining international law. The issues handled
exclusively in plenary meetings are either very hot
political items or very routine matters, meaning
the plenary record shows a proportion of adoptions
by consensus lower than in the Second and Sixth
Committees but well above the level in the First and
Fourth Committees.

The politics of voting in the General Assembly
is perplexing to the general public. Although in
most contexts voting “abstain” suggests having no

strong opinion either way, diplomatic traditions



meant it became almost as negative a signal as
voting “no” early in the General Assembly’s history.
All delegates are aware that whatever the total of
negatives plus abstentions rises above one-third of
the membership (65 of 193 members), support for
the proposition under consideration is too weak to
allow starting along the path of advancing a new
idea by securing the adoption of a mild initial ex-
pression and then securing incrementally stronger
statements in future resolutions.

Conclusions about individual countries’ shifts
between abstention and opposition depend on
their attitudes toward abstaining. Initially, the
United States was like most members in preferring
to avoid deep i1solation by abstaining rather than
voting “no” if it would be alone or nearly alone in
opposition. In the mid-1970s a stream of US elite
opinion believing that it was better to vote against
unacceptable texts became more influential .10 This
confrontational approach resonated strongly with
the administrations of Ronald Reagan, George W
Bush, and Donald Trump, but has also influenced
others. Some other governments ate also willing to
cast a solo “no” vote; in recent sessions, these have
included Bolivia, India, Turkey, and Zimbabwe. Yet

these remain exceptional.



The General Assembly has grown from a body
composed of 51 delegations adopting 113 resolu-
tions on about that many agenda itemsin 1946-
1947 to a body composed of 193 delegations
adopting 309 resolutions plus 154 decisions ad-
dressing 173 agenda itemsin 2015-2016. The
time pressure created by this expansion of work
is forcing changes in General Assembly practice.
Agenda-pruning measures, including the grouping
of related items and taking up some longstanding
issues every other or every third year, have yielded
only modest gains. Some issues are raised every
year because enough members insist, and this
generally reflects coalition maintenance needs
within the NAM and G-77 (Group of 77 developing
countries).11l

Delegation sizes impose limits on how far the
General Assembly can go in holding multiple
simultaneous meetings. The tiniest allegations,
numbering four or fewer, and the small delegations
numbering 10-15 are stretched thin. Yet even
with the established practice that only three of the
main committees meet at the same hour on any
given day, the greater reliance on subsidiary bodies
reporting to the main committees, and informal

discussions outside formal meetings maintain



the time pressure. This works to the advantage of
member governments able to maintain larger dele-
gations and assign delegates to meetings according
to their individual areas of expertise. Smaller
delegations typically cope by selecting a limited
number of issues for constant attention while tak-
ing cues from their regional or caucusing group on
others.

Creating more meeting time has had more effect.
In the 1970s, the General Assembly retrieved time
within the 13-week regular session by returning to
the simple rule, lost in early sessions, that meetings
start promptly. Even before that, it was expanding
meeting time by adding days to the regular sessions
convening “special sessions,” allowed in Article
20 of the Charter, or Emergency Special Sessions,
defined in resolution 377 (V). Until the Security
Council called an Emergency Special Session on
27 February 2022 to debate the Russian war in
Ukraine, the last previous one was 1982 was the
10th Emergency Special Session on Israeli actions
in occupied Palestinian Territory. Special Sessions
are still called,12 but the General Assembly now
favors sponsoring “high-level meetings” or “global
summits.” These coincide either with the approx-

imately two weeks of plenary general debate that



start a regular session in mid-to-late September
when many heads of state, heads of government,
and foreign ministers come to New York, or during
the resumed sessions that have existed since 2003.
Resumed sessions began as organizational meet-
ings in June to elect the General Assembly presi-
dent, vice president, and main committee chairs for
the next regular session. In 2005, General Assembly
resolution 59/313 expanded resumed sessions to
include completion of the Fifth Committee’s work,
a few plenary meetings to deal with matters left
unaddressed at the end of the main sessions in late
December, the election of General Assembly offi-
cers for the next session, and election of states to
the Security Council and the Economic and Social
Council.

Any stable coalition of member states holding
two-thirds of the votes can control the General As-
sembly and use it to shape global discourse or influ-
ence the course of particular events by supporting
or condemning participants. Two such coalitions
have existed in the Assembly’s history: the US-led
coalition from 1947 through 1960, and the Third
World coalition prevailing since the mid-1960s
influx of new member states following decoloniza-

tion. The US-led coalition (at its outset including



Latin American states) did not experience a dra-
matic falling out; it was gradually superseded as
the newly independent states swelled the ranks

of the NAM (focused originally on political issues)
and coalesced with the Latin Americans in the
G-77 (focused on economic issues) that together
formed what is now called “the Global South.” The
Soviet bloc was able to escape isolation in the Gen-
eral Assembly by siding with the NAM and G-77
against the West. However Soviet optimism about
the prospects of world revolution in the 1970s was
replaced by a loss of confidence in the 1980s as its
economy stagnated and it was mired in a war in
Afghanistan as unsuccessful as the Vietnam War
was for the United States. The collapse of the Soviet
blocin 1989-1991 meant that the South-North
divide became the primary cleavage in the General
Assembly.

Even before what is now called the Global South
coalition acquired the two-thirds majority to
control it, the Cold War had affected the General
Assembly’s position relative to the Security Council.
In the original Charter design, the Security Council
was the central body for coordinating responses to
particular threats to international peace and secu-

rity, while the General Assembly was the central



forum for developing broad rules on the conduct
of world politics. However, the veto rule ensured
that the Cold War meant a stalemate in the Secu-
rity Council. The US-led coalition pioneered using
the General Assembly to provide a UN mandate

for member action in a crisis with Resolution 377
(V), “Uniting for Peace,” the Soviets were equally
willing to use the Assembly in 1956 when British
and French vetoes would have stymied Security
Council action in the Suez crisis. Those were excep-
tional moments, on the whole both East and West
preferred maintaining Security Council primacy,
including in the authorization of peacekeeping op-
erations. Continuing disagreement among the five
permanent members (P-5)—which became even
more complex when the People’s Republic of China
replaced the Republic of China in 197 1—limited
Security Council approval to neutral truce observa-
tion and mediation missions.

The end of the Cold War changed the dynamics
in the Security Council. The unanimity with which
Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait was con-
demned and joint action to force Iraqi withdrawal
endorsed in 1990 began an era when the leading
powers were readier to use the Security Council as

a forum for agreeing on how to deal with crises.



This inspired considerable commentary about
reviving collective security or expanding neutral
peacekeeping to more active conflict management.
Events in the mid-to-late 1990s eroded the post-
Kuwait euphoria; by 2015 disagreement among the
P-5 was great enough that they focused primarily
on internal wars in smaller countries, often set-
tled on doing nothing, and issued condemnations
when one or more member states bypassed the
UN altogether. This new version of stalemate in-
tensified developing countries’ desire to make the
General Assembly more prominent, although not
to the point of G-77 or NAM use of resolution 377
(V) to take charge of any situation involving armed

conflict.

Current role and impact

The perceived gap between what the General
Assembly might be and what it is has inspired a
longstanding concern with “revitalizing” the Gen-
eral Assembly, a concern addressed by five separate
ad hoc committees since the early 1950s.13 Dis-
cussions in the fifth of them, the ad hoc Working

Group on Revitalization, are now well into their



second decade. Most of the current suggestions ad-
dress familiar suggestions like reducing the agenda
by focusing on fewer issues, adopting fewer resolu-
tions, and pruning the verbiage of those adopted.
These have had little effect. Some newer ideas, like
providing the General Assembly’s president with a
more adequate support staff, organizing meetings
in different formats to permit more interactive
exchanges,14 or finding ways to help the smallest
delegations cope with simultaneous meetings, are
useful but do not address the core question facing
UN member states—what should be the General As-
sembly’s role in the UN and the world.

The NAM, the G-77, and the Global Governance
Groupl2 routinely assert that the General Assem-
bly, as the most inclusive intergovernmental forum
with the broadest agenda, is the proper place to
determine the basic terms of world order. One
prominent developing country diplomat went
further and argued that General Assembly reso-
lutions adopted under the current one-state, one-
vote rule should be regarded as legally binding.16
Other proposals to enhance the role of the whole
UN membership (the “G-193") in global gover-
nance involve creating new bodies—either a Global

Economic Coordination Council or an Economic



Security Council—rather than using the General
Assembly.17

In the first decade of the twenty-first century,
global summits were perceived as overshadowing
the General Assembly’s regular sessions. Efforts by
some members to change that by having the assem-
bly sponsor studies of and meetings about how to
respond to the global financial crisis in 2008-2009
were complicated not only by serious substantial
disagreements among member governments but
also by strong reactions against the General As-
sembly president’s effort to steer the discussions
himself by organizing a special global summit
(which few heads of state or government attended
even after a postponement from the original dates)
and circulating his own proposal to create new
global bodies to deal with economic and financial
issues.18 Nor did the General Assembly succeed in
its self-assumed task of acting as the preparatory
committee producing the preliminary conference
document for the June 2012 Rio + 20 conference;
ultimately the Brazilian government provided it
through the Brazilian diplomat chosen to serve as
conference chair.1?

Yetin 2014 the Assembly’s Open-Ended Working
Group on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)



was able to formulate a set of 17 broad goals and
establish general parameters within which states
will define national performance targetsin 169
areas of economic development, social develop-
ment, and environmental project protection for the
period 2015-2030 that were endorsed in resolution
70/1.20 This effort has elicited mixed reactions—
some praising it for setting out a common vision
of the future with a planning process for attaining
the goals2l and others regarding it as an overlong
muddle22—but the scheme has been incorporated
into UN organizations’ work as the successor to
the earlier Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
More recent General Assembly presidents have had
greater success in making connections to imple-
mentation processes by augmenting the periodic
briefings provided by the president of the Security
Council with briefings by senior Secretariat mem-
bers on current UN operations.23

Some General Assembly decisions about the
UN'’s organizational structure reveal the continuing
centrality of South-North differences to politics
at the UN. The UN Human Rights Council (HRC)
—established in 2006 following the 2005 World
Summit decision to make a new start on human

rights issues—has disappointed its strongest sup-



porters by resembling the supplanted Commission
on Human Rights. Hopes that having the General
Assembly rather than ECOSOC select the members
and specifying that selection should take candidate
states’ human rights records into account were
dashed because the seats were divided up among
regions in the usual manner. Regional groups fur-
ther frustrated hopes of a competitive election by
putting forward only as many candidates as they
were allocated seats.

The 2010 creation of UN Women, another result
of the 2005 summit that consolidated UN activity
on the position of women in society by replacing
four smaller units, reflected the ongoing tensions
between control of votes and possession of re-
sources. Developing countries pressed to constrain
the influence of industrialized countries over the
agency by limiting them to less than 20 percent
of the seats on the governing board.24 After long
negotiations, General Assembly resolution 64/289
approved a two-sided structure in September 2009.
“Normative support functions” are coordinated
through the existing 4 5-member UN Commission
on Women an ECOSOC subsidiary body with all
seats allocated by regional group, while “opera-

tions” are supervised by an Executive Board of 41



members, with 35 seats divided among the regional
groups and the other six reserved to four industri-

alized and two developing “contributing countries.”

The General Assembly in a

world of global governance

Although diplomats instructed to reach an
agreement necessarily regard attaining consensus
as success, many outside regard the General As-
sembly’s reliance on consensus as a sign of failure
to move beyond lowest common denominators
masked by weak or ambiguous language. The
length of the agenda is creeping up again, the
pattern of multiple resolutions on certain “hardy
perennial issues” persists, and voting on some
issues is stuck in familiar patterns because of con-
tinued engagement in symbolic politics, particu-
larly on such bellwethers as the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict and elimination of racism.22

Some commentators suggest that agreement
to define General Assembly resolutions as legally
binding commitments would encourage more

focused debate and clearer resolutions. Yet in the



political conditions prevailing today, a string of
votes along the South-North divide would harden
divisions, increase the tendency of industrialized
states to cooperate elsewhere, and reduce prospects
for effective implementation. Some proponents of
increasing General Assembly authority over UN
member states have sought to avoid these prob-
lems by proposing that it adopt a weighted voting
system in which UN membership, share of world
population, and share of UN assessment would be
combined to give member states differing numbers
of votes.26 However, the agreement to accept Gen-
eral Assembly resolutions as binding seems likely
only as part of a more general and currently very
unlikely move toward world government.

Since the present trajectory of world politics
is toward a continuing decentralization of global
governance and less multilateralism in its for-
mulation,2? the immediate future of the General
Assembly today depends on finding a role that
makes sense in that context.28 This search would
not require any significant amendment to the UN
Charter. Its provisions anticipated many features
of contemporary global governance by defining
the General Assembly as an intergovernmental

deliberative forum overlaying a system of more



specialized entities—UN specialized agencies and
other General Assembly-created UN funds and
programs—providing governments with process
managers to promote cooperative effort and
sources of expert assistance in addressing problems
of common concern. Article 10 of the UN Charter
gives the General Assembly a broad remit to “dis-
cuss any questions or any matters within the scope
of the present Charter or relating to the powers and
functions of any organs provided for in the present
Charter.” Articles 11 and 12 define its relation with
the Security Council as a division of work in which
the General Assembly defines broad principles
while the Security Council deals with particular
disputes and armed conflicts. Articles 13 and 55-58
define a similar relationship with the rest of the UN
system. Article 13 authorizes the General Assembly
to “Initiate studies and make recommendations”
for “promoting international cooperation” in polit-
ical-economic social cultural education health and
“assisting in the realization of human rights and
fundamental freedoms for all.” Articles 55 through
58 indicate that the actual cooperation will be pur-
sued through specialized agencies and other bodies.
The Charter also at least partly anticipated the

states would organize smaller group cooperative



efforts outside the UN by referring to regional orga-
nizations and Articles 33 and 52.

It 1s now clear that the early references to the
General Assembly as “Town Meeting of the World”
or “Parliament of Man” were flights of fancy. The
Charter provisions suggest four roles that it could
perform in a world of global governance, if gov-
ernments broke established habits and seriously
reconfigured their activity. First, the general
debate, high-level meetings, and global summits
could function more effectively as sounding boards
where governments try out new ideas and listen
for responses. Those responses might not come im-
mediately; but after some years between an initial
mention of an idea and its adoption by govern-
ments or UN organizations, it is entirely consistent
with multilateral experience.

Second, the General Assembly could continue
using its convening power to channel the work of
hammering out agreements on new issues into
appropriately-structured bodies able to devote the
time needed to assess the situation and, when war-
ranted, it could endorse and promote agreements
that go beyond the lowest common denominator

that existed at the start of discussions.



Third, the General Assembly could shift more
attention to reviewing the results and impacts of
global governance efforts to identify synergies or
interferences among them. Although each distinct
entity or network is already monitoring actions and
outcomes in the cooperative processes it 1s manag-
ing, their horizons tend to be limited to their areas
of immediate concern. Such an approach would be
different from the sometimes proposed monitoring
of the implementation of General Assembly reso-
lutions, an idea that has only lukewarm support
even within the G-7722; rather, it would focus on
areas for which states make clearer commitments
to action, such as the SDGs. The search for cross-
issue spillovers also means that this proposed
monitoring function would need to be broader
than assessing UN system efforts to provide “global
public goods,” a notion popular among advocates
of energizing the UN system. Delivering public
goods is only one aspect of governance; providing
the content of normative and operational frame-
works within which actors of various types pursue
their own activities is the larger part of global
governance.

Fourth, the General Assembly would continue to

be the supervisor of the various parts of the UN sys-



tem. The General Assembly leadership was closely
involved in the revision of the UN staff discipline
system in 2007; it made itself far more prominent
than it had been earlier in defining and managing
the process of selecting the Secretary-General in
2016 by resolution 69/321.

Conclusion

The political context for redefining the General
Assembly’s role is not promising.2@ The South-
North division—increasingly at odds with the
global distribution of wealth and power—remains
the primary cleavage among the UN’s 193 member
states. While evolving, the distribution of capabil-
ity does not yet align control of votes in the General
Assembly with capabilities outside. Neither are the
NAM and G-77 coherent coalitions. On economic
issues, the West remains the primary target, but
NAM and G-77 rhetoric is sometimes directed
against the G-20 as a whole or the most powerful of
the “emerging countries.” The G-77 expelled Mexico
and South Korea after they joined the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD). Chinese leaders have said that they will



not join the OECD, but at least one diplomat from a
G-77 country has said that any country participat-
ing in the G-20 should also be excluded from the
G-77.21 Divisions on other issues are more obvious.

Maintaining NAM and G-77 influence depends
on keeping the major emerging countries—par-
ticularly Brazil, China, and India—siding with
the coalition of developing countries; without
them, the rest of the Global South lacks sufficient
capacity and political-economic importance to
have significant weight in the emerging network
structure of global governance. Thus, the General
Assembly’s future depends on whether developing
countries continue to accept that the G-20 has be-
come a major venue for discussing global economic
issues and maintain ties with it and its individual
members. A few developing country governments
—most notably those of Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador,
Nicaragua, and Venezuela—have called for con-
fronting the G-20 head-on, but others are engaging
whenever individual members or the G-20 as a
group provide them with opportunities.

The General Assembly remains an intergov-
ernmental body, and the rising powers clearly
want to keep it that way32 as they place greater em-

phasis on state sovereignty32 and national choice



regarding action to attain common goals.34 As
long as independent states remain the key political
units and governments continue to possess the
largest measure of administrative and enforcement
capacity that design is appropriate. The task facing
reformers is finding ways to better structure its
activities for global governance in such a world.
The General Assembly is better at norm definition,
goal-setting, and occasional shaming than at defin-
ing details and managing the daily processes of
global governance. Governments would do well to
shift the assembly’s focus toward acting as a global
assessor of what concerns require attention and

of how well global governance is faring in all of its

aspects.
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