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Topic 2II:- Western Bias in Other UN Committees at
YouthMUN 2022
Bias in the UN
History
Origin and role of the UN

The United Nations was officially created in 1945 as "a general international organisation to maintain peace and security".
Since then, it has grown from 50 nations to 193, is split into 6 separate “main committees”, and won the nobel peace prize in 2001,
as well as four other organs of the UN winning in this period. Acting as much more than a medium of international discussion, the
UN has resolved conflicts, eradicated disease (smallpox), and has defined what ending discrimination should look like (the United
Nations, 2022).

The UN has been involved in peacekeeping missions since 1948 and has subsequently deployed over 70 operations. The
UN Peacekeeping forces are controlled by the Security Council, a UN body mainly controlled by a small group of powerful nations;
the P5 (US, UK, France, Russia, and China) all have veto rights. During the Cold War, the security council remained in a stalemate, as
the US and Russia (which was known as the Soviet Union at the time) were not willing to cooperate on military action. This meant
that the peacekeeping forces were generally reserved for enforcing ceasefires and pushing conflicts towards peaceful resolution.
However, after the end of the Cold War, peacekeeping became more multi-faceted, and would focus more on civil wars and other
internal conflicts. At this point, the decisions of the P5 became more important, as they would frequently “pick winners” of conflicts,
leading to regime change in the Global South (the United Nations, 2022).

Role of the Soviet Bloc

Many early critics of the UN believed that the UN had a Western bias. Research conducted in 1988, using data from 1955
to 1985, found that discussion of topics that allowed criticism of the West was only a focus of the UN in bodies like the UNHRC. For
example, slavery was consistently under-discussed, and issues like racial discrimination, which generally affected the west, were
over-discussed. Also, specific examples of human rights violations in the Global South were ignored. Crises like the genocide in
East Timor were not mentioned, whereas the Israel-Palestine conflict remained a consistent part of the discussion, mainly due to its
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Western backing. This left UN-skeptics believing that the UN was simply a medium for opposing the west, and failed to resolve
significant human rights violations (Donnelly 1988, 290-298).

Excluding veto powers, UN votes are based on numerical majorities. Therefore, if a political alliance, or Bloc, was bigger
than others, they would be able to pass their resolutions. Historically, there were three main Blocs: the Western Bloc, the Soviet
Bloc, and the Non-Aligned Bloc, who were generally less developed and less geopolitically powerful. For most of the voting
positions, the third bloc would hold the largest minority and would agree with the Soviet Bloc more frequently. This was especially
common in the UNHRC, where many of the human rights violations were shared between the Soviet and the Non-Aligned Bloc. This
led to the spotlight remaining on Western issues, as the rest of the world attempted to avoid their issues being scrutinised.

Post-1990s
This pattern changed when the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union disbanded. Moving into the nineties, the United
States of America had no rival in terms of economic and political influence. This led to the US and Western powers gaining allies,
especially as the EU was founded in 1993. Countries that were previously soviet aligned, like Estonia and Slovenia, became closer
economically with Western Europe, and so their voting habits changed with them. Through non-UN means, the USA was able to
control large parts of the world economically, and this was then reflected in the UN blocs. The UN was left with only two, the
developing bloc often siding with the wealthy developed, western nations they relied on for trade.
We are currently entering a new period of socio-economic global structure; we are once again returning to the time of
two dominant economic powerhouses. China has grown incredibly quickly, outperforming the US’s GDP growth rate every year
since 1976. During the late 2000s and the 2010s, while the US was recovering from the 2008 market crash, China was able to create
closer economic ties with the global south and its neighbours, making it a viable alternative to the US as an economic ally. There are
not three blocs in the same way that there was in the Cold War, but the voting comes down to whether the global south sides with
the East or the West. If China can maintain its momentum and outperform the West throughout the Covid-19 recovery, the UN may
return to having a non-Western majority power.

Examples
Quantity and nature of discussions
One way in which bias shows itself in the UN is how the discussion is distributed between issues. The UN’s role is to allow
global issues of peace, human rights, and economic development to be discussed on an international level, so if the discussion does
not represent world issues equitably, the organisation is biased. Referring again to the 1988 study on ECOSOC and UNHRC, it was
found that discussion does not always represent international geopolitics. At this point in time, the bias was anti-western, with
issues of Western failure being more discussed. It is unlikely that the current geopolitical climate can still be represented by
research from 1988, but it demonstrates how bias can work. Very little research of this kind has been conducted since then, so the
current state of discussion-based bias is unclear.
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Number of resolutions
The number of resolutions on a topic is closely related to the amount of discussion that topic gets, so it follows that this
can be impacted by bias in the same way. However, resolutions differ because they are voted on, which can either decrease bias or
increase it. Because the committees are a democracy, the votes allow the will of the delegates to be translated into action, without
the risk of some voices not being heard. However, the representation within the council heavily relies on having a representative
committee (i.e. the delegates within the committee representing the will of the world), and also having a fair voting system.

Power structures with Vetoes
Not every UN council has a pure democracy. The UNSC is unique in that five of its members are able to veto any
resolution. These nations were given this power when the UNSC was created after world war two, and reflected where the global
power was at the time. The P5 nations, as they are called, are the US, the UK, France, Russia, and China. In this council, any one of
these nations can stop any resolution passing, a power not shared with any other nation. Therefore, if these nations decide to vote in
their own self-interest, the actions of the UNSC will be biased towards them. Because of the unique nature of the UNSC, this can
have serious impacts on global conflicts and power.

Impacts
UN peacekeeping force

The UN has been conducting peacekeeping missions since 1948. Unlike many of the UN’s actions, which focus on
development, health, and food provisions, the peacekeeping missions use military force to stabilise a situation. Often, this means
choosing one side to support in a conflict, and ensuring that side wins the conflict while minimising their casualties. Therefore, the
decision-making behind picking which side should be supported is critical. Not only does it choose which lives are prioritised, but
the UN also has the power to choose which regime will rule after the conflict.
Research has shown that the size of UN peacekeeping forces are significantly correlated with the number of casualties on
the side they are supporting. Data shows that this does not extend to the total number of casualties; only those of the supported side
seem to impact the peacekeeping decisions (Benson and Kathman 2014, 350-363). Furthermore most of the troops recruited for the
UN peacekeeping missions do not come from Western countries, despite the majority of the peacekeeping budget being contributed
to by Western influencers.
Decisions on peacekeeping are not restricted to only protecting rebel groups or existing regimes; instead, they are
approached on a case by case basis, with the UN deciding which side to support based on the actions of the opposing forces. This
gives the UN licence to make subjective decisions about human lives, an issue which risks influence from bias.
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UN peacekeeping is dictated by the UNSC, which has veto powers and is generally dominated by a small group of
powerful nations. The knock on effect of this is that conflicts in weak nations are resolved by big nations through a legitimate
authority (the UN). The danger of this power being used for global influence, especially in commodity rich nations, is significant.

Ignorance of non-Western issues

When discussion focuses predominantly on issues that impact the west, many of the non western issues are ignored. This
is not a product of western powers dominating the discussion, but instead a dislike for UN involvement in your own nation. When
these issues are discussed and disputed, resolutions can call for condemnation and sometimes sanctions in these nations.
Therefore, when a country has the power to manipulate UN discussion, their citizens lose out, as their issues aren’t addressed. This
is especially an issue in human rights and development focused councils, where countries may avoid receiving direct action from
the UN in order to protect their reputation.

Violations of national sovereignty

In 2020, Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov accused the UNHRC of Western bias and of violating non-democratic
nations’ legitimate sovereignty. He believed that non-Western powers were falling victim to resolutions that unfairly undermined
their political systems. One of the methods he mentioned was unilateral sanctions, which leads to an economic downturn (Schlein
2020). Despite Lavrov’s obvious political bias in this situation, he voices a legitimate concern for non-Western nations. If Western
nations have the power to enforce their views on non-Western states, their leaders should be concerned.

Case study - USA withdraws from UNHRC
Events
History and initial criticisms

The UNHRC was founded in 2006 and addresses human rights issues such as freedom of expression, women’s rights and
rights of ethnic minorities amongst other issues. Initially, the US boycotted the council on the grounds that countries with poor
human rights records were able to participate. This boycott ended in 2009 under the Obama administration.
However, in 2017, the United States ambassador to the UN Nikki Haley criticised the UNHRC over its biased stance on
Israel. Her criticisms followed a string of UN resolutions condemning the actions of, while other nations, like Venezuela, were being
ignored. She also reiterated some criticisms that caused their original boycott; Haley spoke out against nations who were
responsible for human rights violations. Finally, Haley called for reform of the council, with the threat of withdrawing if changes
were not made (UK Government 2017).

The US was not the only country to criticise the UNHRC. In March 2017, the UK government accused the council of an
“unacceptable pattern of bias”. The Israel-Palestine conflict is the only mandatory topic of discussion at every session, which the UK
4

saw as anti-Israeli bias. These sentiments have also been echoed by the Israeli regime, who have called the council an “anti-Israel
circus” (BBC 2017).

Withdrawal and responses

In 2018, unhappy with the lack of reform, Haley announced that the US was withdrawing from the UNHRC. Her criticisms
were harsher than those of 2017, calling the council a “cesspool of political bias". This was during the Trump administration, and
was another characteristic rejection of international cooperation (Tawfik 2018).

Unlike in 2017, the UK criticised the move. The UK Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson admitted that the council needed
reform, but states that the UNHRC is “crucial to holding states to account” and that the decision was “regrettable”. Many US groups
were strongly critical of the move, with some suggesting that the decision was an attempt to violate human rights in itself.
Contrastingly, the Israeli government was quick to thank the Trump administration for their “courage” in stepping back from the
“so-called human rights council”.

Opinions
US/Western

The US’s withdrawal reflected the general sentiment of the West; the UNHRC held an anti-Israeli bias. Between the
conception of the council and June 2015, Israel was subject to more resolutions of condemnation than the rest of the world
combined. With most of the Western world aligned with Israel, and some providing military funding and equipment to Israel,
resentment for the council is prevalent. In the same time period, Syria was subject to only 15 condemnations, despite the estimated
death of over 200,000 in the conflict. Critics blamed this bias on nations like Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and Venezuela, who have all
been part of the UNHRC despite their own questionable human rights records.

Non-western

However, this position is disputed by non-Western powers. The consistent discussion of the Israel-Palestine conflict
dates back to the UNCHR which was the predecessor of the UNHRC. Most of the issues that were focused on have been resolved:
human rights violations in Namibia, Cape Verde and Laos have been resolved, but Israel-Palestine remains. Critics of Israel also see
the constant discussion of the issue as resolving unfinished business.

Critics of the West also argue that the council is making up for the failures of the Security Council. As discussed before,
three Western powers have vetoes in the security council, so can stop any military intervention into the Israel-Palestine conflict.
This means that very little force is ever applied in the conflict, leaving much of the heavy lifting to the less powerful UNHRC. Some
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would argue that the UN as a whole does not do enough to amend the situation because of Western resolution blocking (Guardian
2018).

An article from Al Jazeera concludes that the conflict is not treated uniquely due to bias, but because of how unique the
situation is. While pro-Western thinkers may believe that Israel has been singled out, critics may believe that this is for good
reason. (White 2017)

Introduction to journalism
Political leanings and biases
Left and right leaning

Many privately-owned news publications will choose to write with a political bias. They do this to promote themselves to
a specific demographic. This is not done for the benefit of the public; privately-owned companies that release news are profit
motivated, so only want to sell the most copies. In the modern age, where publications earn most of their money through
advertising, bias will be exaggerated in order to draw more clicks to the website. Because the money is generated when the article
is clicked, emphasis on truth is reduced, leading to a trend of extreme political biases in publications in the internet era.

Political bias does not always mean that a publication is less accurate than a non-biased one, but there is a negative
correlation between the strength of bias and commitment to fact. Very few extremely biased publications have a strong commitment
to honest journalism, as a simple retelling of events does not often promote a specific ideology. However, there are many
publications that do not have strong political leanings but are not honest journalism; sensationalist articles are not restricted to
politics. Generally, to understand a publication’s accuracy best, these two factors are best analysed separately.

Nationalism

Not all news outlets are run for profit. A large number of nations have publicly owned national broadcasting networks and
news services, which fall victim to different types of bias. Often, these news outlets are closely monitored (or entirely controlled) by
the state, and are therefore biassed towards the state's actions. At the extremes, the state media outlet may purely release
propaganda in order to control thought within their nation.

Though not restricted to state outlets, nationalism is a common theme. These outlets can sometimes promote anti-foreign
and patriotic ideals to create a sense of togetherness between the citizens. Nationalism in the West is more commonly promoted
through right-leaning private media outlets, who market themselves towards traditional patriotic nationalists.
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Using the political bias tools

One way to discover the political bias and accuracy of a news source is the Allsides political bias tool. This is a free-touse resource that has categorised the political bias of over 800 news
outlets. The website assigns them to one of five categories: left, leans left,
central, leans right, and right. This gives a useful initial impression of
who the outlet is attempting to appeal to, and where they may deviate
from objective truth (AllSides).

However, the Allsides guides can not fully explain the bias of a
news outlet. Firstly, right and left are too simplistic of labels to fully
describe a political leaning. Within the right in the UK, for example, are
landowners and aristocrats with interests in low tax and maintaining
class structure, but also some working-class people are right-leaning
with an anti-immigration focus. While both are on the political right, the
news they read will not be the same. To understand exactly who a news
source is pandering to, you should read their articles directly, using the
Allsides resource as a starting point (Sheridan and White 2020).

Also, Allsides does not include information about their deviation from factual evidence as mentioned earlier. This
information is included in the Media Bias Chart from Ad Fontes Media (Muller 2022), which presents media sources on a dual-axis
graph. On the X-axis is the political leaning,
similarly to the Allsides categorization. On the Yaxis is “News Value and Reliability”, which rates the
factual nature of the articles. Their online
interactive chart allows you to see where most
mainstream media platforms sit politically, as well
as extreme viewpoints.

Writing styles and audiences
Tabloids and broadsheet
Many of the splits between news outlets
are caused by differing audiences who read news
for different purposes. Some people look for
straightforward and objective news, whereas others prefer a more opinionated piece, sometimes close to gossip. This reflects
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people’s feelings about the world, and how seriously they take world issues. Historically, the more serious outlets were called
broadsheets and the less serious called tabloids, based on the paper they were printed on. However, the distinction nowadays is
less distinct due to digital platforms.

Fantastical stories in the clickbait era
While tabloid papers have always used shocking and scandalous headlines to entice readers, this problem has been
escalated by digital news. Because of a general lack of loyalty to a news outlet (unlike historically, when people would buy one
newspaper consistently), outlets are forced to fight for your attention through unbelievable headlines, and often misleading stories.
This leads to news becoming less accurate and more fantastical, as companies profit from misleading the public in this way.

Writing style
Good journalistic writing
Despite differences in target markets and biases between publications, some principals of good writing are shared by any
strong journalism piece. These include clarity, readability, and engagement, as the reader will always want something they enjoy
reading and that they understand. Some principles of good writing include removing any unnecessary words, avoiding technical
language and jargon, using confident language (rather than terms like issue and situation), limiting lengths of sentences, using
adjectives sparingly, and selecting powerful verbs (Cappon and Associated Press 2000, 2-45).

Incorporating bias
Once these principles are followed in your writing, being true to your news outlet will become much easier. If your outlet
is known for exaggeration and fantastical stories, you can use more extreme verbs and less technical language. If your outlet leans
left, you can pick verbs that appeal to the workers groups who you write for. Once you understand the rules of journalistic writing,
you are then more free to break them for the sake of your outlet.

Glossary
Organs - A non-specific term for an organisation that makes up part of the UN.
Veto - The right to reject a proposal. Even if all other nations vote for a resolution, it will not pass if one veto power votes against it.
Global South - The modern term for countries that fall on the lower side of the global socio-economic and political divide .
UNHRC - The UN Human Rights Council, a committee of the UN focused on global human rights issues.
Veto Powers - Countries that have a veto
ECOSOC - Economic and Social Council, one on the main organs of the UN that works for economic development.
UNSC - The UN Security Council, a committee with the purpose of creating global peace. This is the only committee that can initiate
peacekeeping operations
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