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             International Organizations: Autonomous Actors or Dependent Subjects?  

                                                                     
                                                                  Abstract                             
        Theoreticians of International Organizations have been debating to what degree these  

are autonomous organizations in the international system. “Realist” thinkers have maintained 

that International Organizations have no autonomy and only project the foreign policy of 

their member-States. Interdependence and “idealist” theoreticians recognize that International 

Organizations can develop an international subjectivity that sets them as autonomous 

organizations in the international system. This article presents a number of variables that 

provide evidence of the increasing autonomy of International Organizations in the 

increasingly “interdependent” international system. 
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        This article attempts to provide some answers to the theoretical question regarding the 

degree of International Organizations’ autonomy. One problem that creates great debate 

among theoreticians of International Organizations is their level of autonomy.  In the case of 

secondary actors, such as International Organizations like the United Nations, theoreticians 

disagree on whether these reflect the ir Member States’ foreign policy, and thus do not 

constitute actors upon themselves, or if, on the contrary, their level of autonomy is increasing 

at the expense of the State actor.  This issue becomes evident when one considers that 
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international relations have become more fluid since the end of the Cold War.  Since the U.S. 

and the Soviet Union improved their relations at the end of the 1980's, the UN and the 

regional International Organizations have already begun to acquire a more important role in 

conflict resolution and peace-building. 

     This article will attempt to determine the degree of autonomy of the United Nations. When 

one thinks of an actor as autonomous, one uses certain variables as reference points, such as 

sovereignty or its capacity to implement its own foreign policy.  Another factor to take into 

account is its recognition as an international legal subject.  Undoubtedly, the UN is not totally 

autonomous.  However, it exercises a role of its own that can be measured to the extent that 

States cannot do without it.  This autonomy becomes stronger as time goes by: through the 

recognition of its legal personality and later, with the rise of the peace-keeping forces. 

Though national contingents compose these, they do not fit the traditional scheme of a 

national military force and acquire their own rules. Unlike national forces, the peace-keeping 

forces do not have an offensive character and act as buffer or peace-building forces. This 

personality would be strengthened even more if the UN would establish a military force like 

the one proposed by former Secretary General Boutros-Ghali and former Vice-Secretary 

General Sir Brian Urquhart.  

Other variables strengthen the UN’s legal personality: 

1- Its role as mediator in conflicts (e.g., El Salvador). 

2- Its role in the promotion of multilateral diplomacy.  

3- Its participation in codifying an international legal regime. 

4- Its function in stimulating international cooperation. 

5- Its defense of human rights. 
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6- Its contribution to the creation of international regimes (security, environmental protection, 

trade). 

7- Its increasing participation in the democratization of S tates. 

      The initiatives of the UN in these aspects, characterized by a very different vision and 

logic than that of the State actor, reinforce the capac ity of relative “autonomous” action of 

International Organizations.  It is almost inconceiva ble to imagine that the Member States 

could have made all the codification in the subject of human rights if the UN had not found 

its own role as an organization directed towards its promotion.  Extra-State action (Non-

Governmental Organizations, International Organizations, international public opinion) and 

supervision is so important for the protection of these rights that human rights doctrine  

already questions the monopoly and the absolute sovereignty formerly recognized in this 

aspect to the State.  Even in international peace and security, a transcendent realm for the 

State, the UN has created a logic of its own.1 Peace-keeping operations are evidence of this. 

Their existence would not be viable outside the framework established by an International 

Organization. 

    Other variables identify the autonomous character of International Organizations in 

international relations: 

1- Their acquisition of legal personality and their recognition as an autonomous subject of 

International Law. 

 

2- The recognition by International Law of diplomatic immunity and of other rights to 

international functionaries. 
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3- The greater participation, though temporary, of the UN and of ot her International 

Organizations (Organization of American States, European Union, Organization of Security 

and Cooperation in Europe) in functions that correspond to the “sovereign” realm of the 

State. These include electoral supervision, trusteeships, administration, police functions, 

human rights supervision and the exercise of State administrative policies in those states 

where the UN establishes peace-keeping operations. 

 

4- Their full condition as international actors and subjects when exercising functions such as 

mediation, arbitration and the judicial solution (e.g., International Court of Justice). 

 

5- The existence of international functionaries loyal to International Organizations and not to 

any State, such as the Secretary General, who place themselves over national interests.  This 

becomes a manifestation of the autonomous character of International Organizations.  The 

Secretary General, for example, exercises autonomy when he has to put himself over the 

interest of one State or group of States and when he exercises certain political functions 

(Article 99 of the UN Charter).  

 

6- The condition acquired by the UN as an international actor when it sends peace-keeping 

forces, whether to maintain cease-fires or to realize peace-building activities. 

 

7- Their support for development and for codification of human rights, aspects that create 

obligations to States that transcend sovereignty. 

 

8- Their capacity to subscribe international treaties. 
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     Swiss scholar Pierre de Senarclens explains that the in ternational system depends on the 

interaction between States and International Organizations. (Senarclens, 1993:534) 

Accordingly, International Organizations become primary international actors. International 

Organizations have an increasing role in international relations and in the internal politics of 

different States. Thus the control over International Organizations becomes a political 

struggle, not only between governments but also among other international actors (NGO's 

and transnational organizations). Senarclens sees International Organizations as political 

institutions with their own personality and not just as facilitators of cooperation, like US 

"realist" scholars have suggested. Senarclens explains that an increasing institutionalization 

in international relations is taking place in which International Organizations occupy the main 

role. This is obvious for the United Nations through its increasing participation in peace and 

security issues. The Organization of American States and the Organization of Security and 

Cooperation in Europe have also increased their participation in the promotion of democracy.  

          Though International Organizations have an autonomous realm, it is of a relative 

character.  International Organizations have an intergovernmental, not a supranational, 

character that explains the limitations to their totally autonomous operation.  Such autonomy 

increases to the extent that States act more by consensus and that they reach normative 

agreements. This has happened since the end of the Cold War in the late 1980's. 

      The proliferation of International Organizations and the greater role of the UN in 

international relations demonstrate the recognition by the States of the character of 

International Organizations as international actors. They also show that these are not just the 

reflection of the States’ foreign policies, though their intergovernmental character is out of 

the question.  This proliferation also underlines that cooperation is a realm of interest for the 
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State.  Multilateral diplomacy and the legal equality provided by International Organizations 

allow small and medium powers to present their viewpoints on international issues, negotiate 

with the big powers and even to obtain concessions from them.  For the big powers, 

International Organizations are a source of legitimacy for their policies and allow them to 

obtain support for their initiatives of world leadership. (Claude, 1994:192) 

    International Organizations have an increasing influence over the State’s political and 

economic life.  Treaties signed under the initiative of International Organizations can have an 

influence in the economic and political life of States. The importance of International 

Organizations and their autonomy will increase as sovereignty finds a new meaning and as 

more countries integrate their economies.    
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                                                                    NOTES 

1. The state sees international peace and security as essential because of their connotations 

for sovereignty.  
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