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variables that determine success and
failure be reduced to whether or not
children live with their married par-
ents? If we stipulate (as Hymowitz
does) that there are many excep-
tions to the rule, and that getting
and staying married indicates other
useful behaviors that lead to suc-
cess—like the ability to plan, to ex-
ercise self-discipline, and to navi-
gate interpersonal relationships—
then the answer is probably yes.

The chief shortcoming of Mar-
riage and Caste in America is that it
was written not as a book but as a
series of essays, most of them pre-
viously published in the Manhattan
Institute’s City Fournal. The major-
ity of these pieces make an intelli-
gent, compelling case. But taken as
a whole they leave too many ques-
tions unanswered. Some of Hy-
mowitz’s more contentious claims—
especially about the harmful effects
of divorce and single-motherhood
on the educational attainment of
children—cry out for documenta-
tion, unfortunately not supplied or
cited. Similarly, the book lacks a
bibliography.

More substantively, Hymowitz’s
emphasis on the primacy of culture
is an important corrective to liberal
orthodoxy, but it leads her to scant
the considerable economic literature
on family disintegration. Though
she refers to recent economic theo-
ries about the disappearance of mar-
riage in the underclass, and demon-
strates what is wrong with explana-
tions that focus only on unem-
ployment or “postindustrial” dislo-
cation, there is more to be said about
economic and welfare policy—espe-
cially if the ultimate goal is to restore
the culture of marriage in the inner
city.
After all, the disintegration of the
marriage culture among black fam-
ilies was preceded by the passage of
generous welfare policies that facil-
itated out-of-wedlock motherhood.
Nor, on the middle-class side of the
tracks, is it an accident that divorce
became prevalent as the U.S. grew
much richer in the late 1960’s. What

if wealth permanently undermines
the discipline necessary for sustained
marriages?

Such questions have no ready an-
swers, and Hymowitz has few pre-
scriptions for what should be done
about our family mores. Her signa-
ture idea of a “life script” is a bril-
liant metaphor that deserves wide
circulation, but (as she recognizes)
exhortation by the government does
not carry much credibility. The real
attraction of Kay Hymowitz’s book
is that she has thought her way
through some of the most tangled
webs of human behavior, arriving at
clear and forceful conclusions about
what is missing from the impover-
ished lives that she describes so well.
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S IXTY-TWO years after the fact, it
is difficult to appreciate the out-
sized hopes attached to the United
Nations at its creation. John Foster
Dulles, who would become Dwight
Eisenhower’s Secretary of State,
called the UN charter “a greater
Magna Carta.” Republican Senator
Arthur Vandenberg hailed it as “a
new emancipation proclamation for
the world.” Franklin D. Roosevelt
declared it the repository of all his
“hopes of success in life and im-
mortality in history.”

It did not take long for the USSR
to dispel these fantasies. On Febru-
ary 16, 1946, just a month after the
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General Assembly held its first ses-
sion, the Soviet ambassador used his
veto power—which FDR had naive-
ly imagined would be exercised only
in extreme situations—to block an
American resolution demanding the
withdrawal of foreign troops from
Syria. It was the first of 119 vetoes
the Soviets would cast during the
cold war, throughout which the
world body remained a largely ir-
relevant sideshow to superpower
politics.

When the Soviet Union col-
lapsed, many believed the UN’ day
tinally had come. In January 1992,
then-Secretary-General Boutros
Boutros-Ghali proclaimed that “a
conviction has grown, among na-
tions large and small, that an op-
portunity has been regained to
achieve the great objectives of the
charter.” As if on cue, Africa and the
Balkans erupted in appalling spasms
of ethnic and tribal bloodletting. In
the spirit of the new age, Washing-
ton sent 28,000 troops to subdue
Somalia’s warlords—an operation
best remembered for its horrifying,
widely broadcast denouement in the
streets of Mogadishu. When, six
months later, Rwandan Hutus
slaughtered hundreds of thousands
of Tutsis, a chastened West sat on
its hands, as it is doing now with re-
spect to Darfur. At Turtle Bay, “nev-
er again” has become a ghastly and
mendacious cliché.

As the UN’s under-secretary-
general for peacekeeping in the
mid-1990s, and then as Secretary-
General for two terms, Kofi Annan
personified this second, post-Sovi-
et cycle of hope and epic disap-
pointment. During his first term, he
became the most popular Secretary-
General in UN history, winning
the Nobel Peace Prize, speaking at
Davos, appearing as a prized guest
on the elite New York City dinner-
party circuit. By the time his second
term ended this past December, the
UN’s accumulated failures and scan-
dals had rubbed away his moral glit-
ter.

Since 1998, James Traub, a con-
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tributing writer for the New York
Times Magazine, has chronicled this
fall from grace. He followed Annan
around the world, interviewed him
formally 18 times, and even was
permitted to attend official meet-
ings. The work that has emerged
from this effort, The Best Intentions:
Kofi Annan and the UN in the Era
of American World Power, is three
books in one—a biography of An-
nan, an examination of the crises he
faced as Secretary-General, and an
autopsy of the utopian dream that
sprouted and died during his tenure.

Kor1 ANNAN was born into the trib-
al aristocracy of Africa’s Gold Coast
in 1938. In 1959, two years after his
native Ghana gained independence,
he enrolled at Macalaster College in
St. Paul, Minnesota on a Ford Foun-
dation grant. From there, it was on
to graduate studies at the Universi-
ty of Geneva, and then to ladder-

climbing at the United Nations. By
all accounts, his bland charm and
starchy, risk-averse personality made
him a natural fit for the world body’s
senior bureaucracy.

Thanks largely to his opposition
to the Iraq war, Annan is now often
cast as a figure of the anti-American
Left. But when he became Secre-
tary-General in 1997, many consid-
ered him Washington’s man. Hav-
ing spent his adult life in the West,
he looked down on the revolution-
ary, anti-colonial ideology that still
permeated the world body. While
championing poverty-reduction in
the third world, he also emphasized
the importance of the free market,
globalization, and good governance.

Moreover, and in contrast to
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who had
dismissed human-rights activism as
“an instrument of intervention to
serve the political objectives of the
developed world,” Annan candidly

preached Western values to African
dictators. “His views were funda-
mentally those of a high-minded
and progressive European,” Traub
writes. “He believed devoutly in
what he took to be the universal
principles of human rights and hu-
manitarianism and in the use of
force against evil, so long as the
force was mustered collectively and
in conformity with international
law.”

Though determined to see the
UN do more to alleviate suffering
in crisis zones, Annan himself did
little more than make ambitious
speeches. He would say he could do
little more, since his direct author-
ity extended only to the Secretariat
staff, while the UN’s real power lay
with the veto-wielding members of
the Security Council, whose squab-
bling typically forestalled decisive
action on issues of genuine import.
And so only in such backwaters as
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East Timor, Hait, Congo, and Sier-
ra Leone—places where none of the
major powers had any significant
interests—did Annan’s UN stage
meaningful interventions.

A perfect case study in such feck-
lessness has been Darfur, which
Traub visited with Annan in July
2004. By then, it was well known
that the Sudanese government was
supporting an Arab Janjaweed mili-
tia staging pogroms against pastoral
villagers. As Traub tells it, Annan
repeatedly pushed the Security
Council to act, even suggesting the
need for military action, but was an-
swered only with symbolic gestures.
Even if the U.S. or another West-
ern country had the political will to
deploy the troops needed to face
down the Janjaweed, the effort
would likely be denied the UN’s
blessing—both because of China,
which has billions invested in Su-
dan’s oil industry, and because of the
Organization of the Islamic Con-
ference, whose members vote in rit-
ual solidarity with their own.

Annan’s most keenly felt failure
came on March 19, 2003, when the
United States invaded Iraq without
explicit Security Council authoriza-
tion. Traub argues that the Secre-
tary-General was not necessarily
opposed in principle to war against
Saddam Hussein, but rather that his
overarching concern was to main-
tain the UN’s authority as the ar-
biter of multilateral legitimacy. Still,
the Iraq war was just one manifes-
tation of Annan’s emerging rift with
the Bush administration.

Though he had begun his tenure
as Washington’s choice, by the end
Annan had drifted toward the soft-
boiled consensus of “old” Europe,
according to which American uni-
lateralism is as much a threat to
world order as is Iran or North Ko-
rea. Such policies, Annan told the
General Assembly, were a recipe for
the “lawless use of force, with or
without justification.” The world
would be better served by focusing
more on the “soft threats” of pover-
ty, disease, and climate change.

TaroucHOUT this book, Traub
keeps his subject at arm’s length,
taking care to distinguish fact from
self-serving puffery in Annan’s state-
ments. Only in his discussion of the
Oil-for-Food scandal, which domi-
nated the last years of Annan’s
tenure, does he sound like the Sec-
retary-General’s outright advocate.
Responsibility for the Oil-for-Food
program, "Traub maintains, lay with
those who formally supervised it,
namely, the nations of the Security
Council, and the notion of a “Kofi-
gate”—that is, that the scandal
could be traced to the Secretariat—
was an invention of “conservatives
looking for a cudgel with which to
whack the UN.” Whatever the mer-
it of this, the Oil-for-Food scandal
was plainly a devastating ordeal to
Annan, one that both tarnished his
personal legacy and undermined his
ambitious (and ultimately unsuc-
cessful) plan for substantial UN re-
form.

As for the United Nations itself,
Traub predicts it will become even
less relevant in future global crises.
Though the world will continue to
look to it for large-scale disaster re-
lief, refugee resettlement, food dis-
tribution, and other humanitarian
functions, NATO (or some NATO-
plus body that includes India and
other democracies) may well take
over its role as global policeman, as
it already has done, to some extent,
in Afghanistan and the Balkans.

“The UN cannot deliver us from
the evils we most fear,” Traub writes.
“And this is so not because of design
flaws but because of the structure of
the world order itself: one super-
power towers above the rest; myri-
ad non-state actors and global forces
undermine a state-based system
fashioned in the 17th century. ... A
world so fragmented cannot be knit
together by a single institution.”

JamEs TRAUB is an outstanding re-
porter and literary stylist. Given his
talents, and the extraordinary access
he received from Annan, it is hard
to imagine anyone writing a more
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readable book about this period in
the United Nations’ history from
the perspective of the man at the
head of the institution.

And yet, despite all this, The Best
Intentions is often a chore to read.
However fine Traub’s own prose,
the book cannot escape the stultify-
ing fatuity of its subject, whose
words are so measured and politic
as to be at times meaningless. Over
the course of eighteen interviews,
Annan apparently did not supply
the author with a single truly mem-
orable quotation. A frustrated Traub
attributes this to a lack of “intellec-
tual vanity” so sweeping as to “pre-
clude the normal desire to be found
original or even interesting.”

Be that as it may;, it is not just An-
nan’s personality that renders this
book unsatisfying; it is his lack of
agency. At root, what makes a po-
litical biography compelling is the
tantalizing fact that, unlike the rest
of us, great leaders can change the
course of history with a single deci-
sion. Whether or not Annan ever
had that power, he certainly never
exercised it. Moreover, he did not
seem to crave it. Though he may be
a benign humanitarian at heart, his
professional success was rooted in
an ability to cater to the needs of an
often corrupt organization. In so
doing, he became a servant of the
amoral protocols and legalisms of a
dogmatic muldlateralism, and of the
immoral policies it encouraged or
condoned.

A truly great man does not out-
source his judgment. The same can
be said for great global actors. In
this book’s final pages, Traub
laments that there is “something
melancholy about the prospect
of the UN finding its level amid an
array of institutions.” But perhaps
the opposite conclusion is more
warranted. Whatever challenges
emerge in coming decades, the
world will be better served if West-
ern democratic leaders, whether op-
erating alone or in league with oth-
ers, obey their own consciences
without being fettered by foreign-
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policy doctrines that, in privileging
process over outcome, and consen-
sus over justice, play neatly into the
hands of the world’s villains.
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IN THE last years Niall Ferguson

has written six big books while
teaching at institutions on either
side of the Atlantic—he currently
occupies a chair in history at Har-
vard—and preparing and present-
ing ambitious television programs.
His latest book, which grew out of
one of those programs, is a thor-
oughly disenchanted history of the
last century: a century of wars, their
almost equally sinister preludes, and
their often grisly aftermaths. Like
all his books, it is written with flu-
ency and often sardonic wit.

For a book with the word “war”
in its title, there is very little actual
warfare, whether tactical, opera-
tional, or strategic, to be found
here—that is, very little military his-
tory. That may be because Fergu-
son thinks there is too much of it al-
ready, or more likely because he
shares the disdain of almost all aca-
demic historians for “war books”—
a disdain that stands in stark con-
trast to the unflagging demand of
the reading public at every level for
war books of all kinds, from the
Peloponnesian war to the latest per-
sonal memoir of Iraq.

Instead, Ferguson focuses on

Epwarp N. LUTTWAK is senior ad-
viser at the Center for Strategic and In-
ternational Studies in Washington, D.C.

what he considers important: the
politics, economics, public finance,
and, above all, human toll of a cen-
tury of armed conflict, dictatorship,
persecution, and civil strife. Page af-
ter page of The War of the World is
devoted, for example, to the despo-
liation, deportation, and murder of
supposedly rich farmers (“kulaks”)
by Stalin’s Soviet regime, which
went on to persecute just about ev-
eryone else as well; of Poles by Ger-
mans; of Chinese by the Japanese
armed forces whose advance in
World War II was often followed by
mass rape; and of course of Jews.
Among post-World War II victims,
we meet the Chinese again, this
time suffering on a far larger scale,
as well as the Khmers, Bosnians,
Rwandans, and many others.

Conspicuously missing from Fer-
guson’s catalog, as from other, sim-
ilar surveys, is the 1932-35 Chaco
war between Bolivia and Paraguay
in which at least 100,000 were killed
out of a combined total population
of just over three million—a stu-
pendous proportion, unexceeded in
the 20th century. But one need
hardly criticize this book for not be-
ing comprehensive enough or oth-
erwise lacking in solid information.
Although there are occasional traces
of hurried data-harvesting by way
of Internet search engines—as in
the misleadingly precise figure of
16,000 Japanese losses in the battle
of Taierhchuang in China—these
are rare and not decisive.

In any such exercise, however,
the great question to be answered is
this: why was the 20th century so
much more violent than earlier
epochs of mankind? Ferguson’s an-
swer is that, in this era, a particu-
larly lethal mixture was compound-
ed out of three specific factors: eth-
nic conflict with a racial dimension,
economic volatility, and empires
in decline. Across his hundreds of
pages, in between descriptions of
persecutions, war, and other forms
of violence, this contention is ex-
plained, detailed, and illustrated.
And the three factors, taken to-

[74]

gether, do make a kind of sense.
Still, questions and doubts remain.

IT 15 TRUE, for example, that ethnic
and racial conflict tends inherently
to be more absolute in character than
other forms of violence—and more
abhorrent morally, because victims
cannot save themselves even by
means of political or religious con-
version. In the 1990’ no Tutsi could
rally to the Hutu side to survive the
Rwanda massacre, because, much as
with the Jews under Nazi persecu-
tion, in Hutu eyes the cardinal and
inerasable offense was to be a Tutsi,
not anything that the victim pro-
fessed or did. The only ones who
might have saved themselves were
Hutus known to be against the mas-
sacre and thus also singled out for
murder; but the only way they could
have saved themselves was to join
in the killing with enough visible
enthusiasm to satisfy their fellow
Hutus.

It is a virtue of this book that Fer-
guson recounts the crimes and
tragedies of racial persecution with
a perfectly fresh sense of indigna-
tion, and with no trace whatsoever
of the “Holocaust fatigue” that has
become the approved stance of too
many writers who should know bet-
ter. Still, it is a statistical fact that the
greatest killings of the 20th century
were not racially motivated. The two
largest, indeed, were carried out by
regimes with rather good anti-racist
credentials.

"Tens of millions of Chinese were
killed by other Chinese. To com-
pound the paradox, these were over-
whelmingly Han Chinese killed by
fellow Han Chinese, while members
of China’s many non-Han minori-
ties (except of course for the recal-
citrant Tibetans) were, if anything,
less likely to be persecuted. Similar-
ly, many millions among the peoples
of the Soviet Union were killed by
their peers among the minions of
Lenin and Stalin. As for the Khmer
Rouge, they were definitely racist
when it came to Vietnamese, in-
cluding those who had lived for cen-





