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Introduction

When the world emerged from the devastation of the Second World War, a new era of international cooperation 

was on the horizon. The Charter of the United Nations was drafted to provide a framework for collective security, 

human rights, and global governance. Over the decades, scholars, diplomats, and policymakers have produced 

extensive commentary and documentsthat dissect the Charter’s provisions, its evolution, and its impact on

international law. This article offers a comprehensive, in �depth look at the Charter, its commentary, and the key

documents that have shaped its interpretation and application.

Historical Context: Why the UN Charter Was Needed

In the aftermath of World War II, the international community recognized that the League of Nations had failed to 

prevent conflict. The need for a stronger, more flexible institution led to the San Francisco Conference in 1945, 

where representatives from 50 Allied nations drafted what would become the UN Charter. The Charter was

adopted on 24 October 1945 and entered into force on 24 November 1945.

The Charter’s creation was driven by several imperatives:

•  Collective Security: To deter aggression and prevent future wars.

•  Human Rights: To protect individual dignity and promote social progress.

•  Economic Development: To foster cooperation for reconstruction and growth.

•  Lawful Governance: To establish a legal framework for international relations.

The Structure of the UN Charter

Understanding the Charter’s structure is essential before diving into its commentary. The document is divided into

19 chapters, each addressing a specific aspect of the organization’s functions and principles.

1.  Foundational Principles (Chapter I): Establishes the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

2.  Membership (Chapter II): Defines criteria for state membership.

3.  Organs (Chapter III): Details the main organs—Security Council, General Assembly, Economic and Social 

Council, Trusteeship Council, and the Secretariat.

4.  Security Council (Chapter IV): Outlines its powers, membership, and decision �making processes.

5.  General Assembly (Chapter V): Describes the assembly’s functions and powers.

6.  Economic and Social Council (Chapter VI): Addresses economic, social, and related matters.

7.  International Court of Justice (Chapter VII): Establishes the principal judicial organ.

8.  Other Organs (Chapter VIII): Includes the Trusteeship Council.

9.  General Provisions (Chapter IX): Covers financial, legal, and administrative matters.

10.  Signature, Ratification, and Entry into Force (Chapter X): Details the process of adoption.

Key Articles and Their Significance

While the Charter contains many provisions, certain articles have received the most attention in commentary and

scholarly documents. Below, we explore five pivotal articles.



Article 1: Purpose and Principles

Article 1 lays out the Charter’s core purposes: maintaining international peace and security, promoting friendly

relations, and fostering international cooperation. Commentators often debate the balance between these aims and

how they influence state behavior.

Article 2: Respect for Sovereignty and Non �Intervention

Article 2(4) prohibits the threat or use of force, while Article 2(7) prohibits interference in domestic affairs. Scholars

analyze how these principles interact with humanitarian interventions and the Responsibility to Protect (R2P)

doctrine.

Article 51: Right of Self �Defense

Article 51 recognizes a state’s inherent right to self �defense, yet requires the Security Council to act upon any

armed attack. This duality is a frequent focus in legal commentary, especially in post �9/11 security debates.

Article 55: Promotion of Social and Economic Advancement

Article 55 underscores the importance of economic and social progress, paving the way for the Universal

Declaration of Human Rights and subsequent human rights treaties.

Article 73: Charter Amendments

Amending the Charter requires a two �step process: a two �thirds vote in the General Assembly followed by ratification

by two �thirds of the member states, including all five permanent members of the Security Council. This high

threshold has led to extensive discussion on reforming the UN system.

UN Charter Commentary: A Scholarly Tradition

Since its adoption, the Charter has generated a vast body of commentary and documentsthat serve multiple

purposes: legal interpretation, policy guidance, and academic analysis. These documents can be grouped into

several categories.

Official UN Publications

•  UN Charter Commentary (1945–1974): A multi �volume series published by the Secretariat, providing 

authoritative explanations of each article.

•  United Nations Yearbook: Annual updates on Charter implementation, amendments, and case law.

•  UN Reports on Human Rights: Documents linking Charter principles to human rights practice.

International Law Treatises

Renowned scholars such as John M. O. Williams and Thomas G. Weisshave authored treatises that

contextualize the Charter within the broader framework of international law. These works often appear in law school

curricula and are frequently cited in court decisions.

Case Law and Judicial Commentary

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) has issued several landmark judgments that reference the Charter, such as:

•  North Sea Continental Shelf Cases (1969)

•  Military and Paramilitary Activities in the Former Yugoslavia (1999)

•  Armed Activities on the Territory of the Congo (2002)

Each case includes extensive commentary that elucidates how the Charter’s provisions apply to specific disputes.



Academic Journals and Conference Papers

Publications such as Journal of International Law and International Peacekeeping regularly feature peer �reviewed 

articles that critique and expand upon the Charter. Conferences—like the Annual Symposium on the UN Charter

—provide platforms for scholars to present new interpretations and policy recommendations.

Key Documents Shaping UN Charter Interpretation

Beyond academic commentary, a handful of documents have had a profound influence on how the Charter is

understood and applied. Below are five essential documents.

1. The UN Charter Draft (1945)

The original draft, circulated among delegates before the San Francisco Conference, contains footnotes and

annotations that reveal the deliberative process behind each article.

2. The UN Charter Amendment Protocol (1974)

Although never ratified, this protocol outlines potential amendments and has been cited in discussions on reforming

the Security Council.

3. The UN Charter Commentary (1945–1974)

Published by the Secretariat, this series offers in �depth explanations and is considered an authoritative source for

interpreting the Charter’s language.

4. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)

Although not a Charter amendment, this declaration is grounded in Article 55 and has been instrumental in

expanding the Charter’s human rights dimension.

5. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) Framework (2005)

Adopted by the UN General Assembly, R2P builds upon the Charter’s principles of sovereignty and

non �intervention, proposing a new paradigm for humanitarian intervention.

Commentary Themes: What Scholars Debate

Commentary on the UN Charter often revolves around several recurring themes. Understanding these debates can

illuminate how the Charter functions in practice.

1. The Balance Between Sovereignty and Intervention

Article 2(7) protects sovereignty, yet humanitarian crises have prompted calls for intervention. Commentators

examine how the Charter’s language supports or restricts such actions.

2. The Role of the Security Council

Permanent members wield veto power, raising questions about legitimacy and reform. Scholars analyze the

Charter’s provisions on Security Council decision �making and the implications for global governance.

3. The Evolution of Human Rights

From the Universal Declaration to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Charter’s influence on human

rights norms is a frequent topic of analysis.

4. The Charter’s Relevance in the 21st Century

Technological advances, cyber threats, and climate change pose new challenges. Commentators explore how the



Charter can adapt to address these emerging issues.

UN Charter Commentary in Practice: Case Studies

To illustrate how commentary informs real �world decisions, consider the following case studies.

Case Study 1: The 2003 Iraq Invasion

Proponents of the invasion argued that UN Security Council Resolution 1441 provided a legal basis. Critics

highlighted Article 2(4)’s prohibition on the use of force. Subsequent commentary emphasized the need for explicit

Security Council authorization, influencing future discussions on military intervention.

Case Study 2: The 2011 Libya Intervention

UN Resolution 1973 authorized a “force of the international community” to protect civilians. Commentary on the

resolution’s compliance with the Charter’s principles of self �defense and humanitarian intervention shaped the

operation’s legal justification.

Case Study 3: The 2022 Ukraine Conflict

Sanctions and diplomatic efforts were framed within the Charter’s collective security mechanisms. Commentators

debated whether the conflict constituted a threat to international peace, influencing the UN’s response strategy.

Reform Movements and Charter Amendments

Reform proposals aim to address perceived shortcomings in the UN system. Key areas of reform include:

•  Security Council Reform: Expanding membership, limiting veto usage, and improving transparency.

•  Peacekeeping Enhancements: Strengthening mandates and accountability.

•  Human Rights Mechanisms: Enhancing the Human Rights Council’s efficacy.

•  Climate Governance: Integrating climate action into the UN’s core functions.

Each proposal is accompanied by extensive commentary that analyzes the legal feasibility and potential impact on

the Charter’s integrity.

How to Access UN Charter Commentary and Documents

For researchers, policymakers, and students, accessing primary documents and scholarly commentary is essential.

Here are reliable sources:

1.  United Nations Digital Library: Offers the full text of the Charter, amendments, and related documents.

2.  UN Treaty Collection: Contains treaties and agreements that reference the Charter.

3.  International Court of Justice Library: Provides judgments that interpret the Charter.

4.  Academic Databases (e.g., Westlaw, JSTOR, HeinOnline): Host peer �reviewed articles and books on the 

Charter.

5.  UNESCO and UN Human Rights Office: Publish reports linking the Charter to human rights practice.

Future Directions: The Charter in a Changing World

As global challenges evolve, the Charter’s relevance continues to be tested. Emerging trends include:

•  Digital Diplomacy: Cybersecurity and data governance are increasingly integral to international relations.
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