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The establishment of UNESCO was a direct response to the violent actions during
World War II. Here is a street scene from Siegburg, Germany, in April 1945. A German
woman runs through the streets with what belongings she is able to carry, as the
American and German troops battle for control of the city. (Photographer: Troy A.
Peters, US Army)
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Introduction
Out of the House: On the Global History of
UNESCO, 1945–2015

Poul Duedahl

In the era of globalization, there is a need for research which explains the
cause and the importance of transnational phenomena that affect people’s
lives. International organizations are obvious objects of analysis in order
to achieve a deeper understanding of some of the more prominent and
organized transnational issues characterizing the 20th century because they
are specific places – headquarters with offices, meeting rooms and confer-
ence facilities – where people meet beyond national borders and exchange
knowledge.1

An organization that has attracted much attention in recent years
is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), founded in November 1945. Its initial mission was to ensure
peace and security by carrying out a considerable amount of mental engi-
neering in the shadow of the aggression of World War II. As stated in the
preamble to its constitution, “Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in
the minds of men that the defenses of peace must be constructed.”2

Prior to the organization’s anniversary in 2005, UNESCO was only sub-
ject to scattered attempts at writing its history. The publications were often
sketchy reference works commissioned by the organization itself and writ-
ten on the basis of published material produced by UNESCO, and not its
unpublished, administrative documents.3 In 2005 it then arranged the first
of a series of conferences on its history and launched the UNESCO History
Project, the objective of which was to encourage research on the history
of the organization and use its holdings of archival material. The subse-
quent research has exposed UNESCO as an excellent prism reflecting ways
of thinking that became popular on a global scale in the post-war period
in the fields of science, education and culture. However, the research has
still not convincingly revealed UNESCO’s particular role in disseminating
these thought patterns. In fact, one tendency has more or less dominated
the research: that of making retrospective analyses focus on UNESCO’s ini-
tiatives and their roots rather than their impact. This focus on “intellectual
history” characterizes the larger overviews, the more detailed studies on the

3
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specific UNESCO departments’ history as well as those of specific initiatives.
The same strategy applies to the research on the headquarters’ physical archi-
tecture and the employees’ view on art; the organization’s key concepts such
as universalism, cultural relativism, multiculturalism, internationalization
and cultural diversity, as they were formulated in-house; and the research
on some of the organization’s more influential personalities. In every case
the center of attention is UNESCO House in Paris.4

Historians have in other words uncovered the roots of many of the soft
power initiatives launched to construct sincere solidarity between people,
but we still know very little about their subsequent impact. Consequently,
UNESCO has come to appear as an organization reflecting contemporary
intellectual trends rather than influencing them. It does, of course, make
good sense that historians first try to understand the organization’s initia-
tives before assessing their influence on the outside world, but after 70 years
of history it also seems appropriate to take it a step further. The organization
is, after all, much more than a physical building in Paris and a producer of
piles of documents.5

The fact that the history of the reception of UNESCO’s initiatives has
not already been written has many reasons. It is not that it is consid-
ered irrelevant; quite the opposite. In fact, most historians will most likely
acknowledge the importance of historical impact studies, even though they
do not make them themselves, because of the fact that the organization’s
activities were launched in order to contribute to its overall mission of con-
structing peace in the minds of people outside UNESCO House. The main
reason is that they are often relatively easy to begin with but become rather
difficult to complete in a fully satisfactory way, which is again a matter of
what kind of impact you are looking for.

Let me demonstrate both the easiness and the relatively difficult task of
making historical impact analyses by highlighting two of UNESCO’s most
prominent initiatives in its history. The first came into being after the deci-
sion to build the Aswan High Dam in Egypt, which flooded the valley
containing the Abu Simbel temples, a treasure of ancient Egyptian civiliza-
tion. In 1959, after an appeal from the governments of Egypt and Sudan,
UNESCO launched an international safeguarding campaign that mobilized
international attention on a worldwide scale – from Jacqueline Kennedy
to people in the poorest countries buying UNESCO stamps – to support
archaeological research in the areas to be flooded and to remove the Abu
Simbel and Philae temples and reassemble them elsewhere. The temples at
their new locations are undeniably physical evidence of the potential impact
of a UNESCO initiative. Also the impact of the subsequent world heritage
declarations – the history of which is mentioned by Aurélie Elisa Gfeller
and Jaci Eisenberg (Chapter 13) – is to a certain degree possible to show in
physical ways, for both its positive, intended and its negative, unintended
consequences.
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It is much more difficult when we get even closer to what is at the heart
of UNESCO’s mission – namely, to change mindsets. One of UNESCO’s early
initiatives in that field was to launch a program that was supposed to combat
racial inequality. Most scholars have so far primarily focused on the roots of
the program, not least on how the four statements on race, made by experts
within the field and issued by UNESCO from 1950 to 1967, came into being.6

The statements all stressed human equality. However, to eliminate think-
ing in terms of superior and inferior races among a large number of people
takes more than issuing a statement; its existence has to be known of by
people outside UNESCO House. The organization’s Department of Social Sci-
ence therefore sent the statements to a range of scientists, scientific journals,
national commissions, newspapers, magazines and so on, and this created a
lot of publicity. An inventory of the press clippings that UNESCO managed
to collect in 1950 shows that it was mentioned in 133 news articles, 62 in-
depth articles and leaders, and eight major news reports from all over the
world. The text was also reproduced in full in three magazines, and it was
estimated that there were an additional 50–75 articles that UNESCO staff
had not tracked. In addition, there was some radio publicity and the distri-
bution of thousands of copies of the statements. “Whenever it is, whatever
form it takes, racism is an evil force, and to the extent that UNESCO can kill
it by the truth, it will do good,” The New York Times proclaimed.7

Also The UNESCO Courier, the organization’s popular journal of the time,
had an important role to play in the promotion of the race statements, as
one can read in Edgardo C. Krebs’ contribution (Chapter 1). Promoting such
a viewpoint to a range of people and in huge numbers is in itself an impact,
but a physical impact, and also an indication that there might have been
a subsequent and even more far-reaching mental impact of the kind that
UNESCO was put in the world to achieve. But it is not proof.

To reach an even wider audience and for a longer timespan, the Depart-
ment of Mass Communications suggested that the organization should also
engage a number of recognized researchers to write about different topics in
relation to race, based on the viewpoints in the statements. UNESCO man-
aged to launch three series of publications – The Race Question and Modern
Science, The Race Question and Modern Thought, and Race and Society – each
of them consisting of a number of small pamphlets in French and English.
However, it soon turned out that the pamphlets had problems reaching the
“man in the street” in most of the member states. This was first and foremost
because they were written in languages that were foreign to people in many
countries, but also, as a study from New York University showed, because
they were too difficult to understand. The reader required at least a high-
school degree to grasp the content. In addition, their layout was not very
engaging.8

This fact indicates that the campaign was not as efficient as UNESCO had
wished. In the long run, the publications were nevertheless able to infiltrate
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national education systems because they were written by recognized scien-
tists, were discussed and used in leading scientific journals, and represented
a steady bombardment of publications that at least physical anthropologists
had to deal with. In the early 1950s they were among UNESCO’s best-selling
publications and represented a substantial proportion of all the new titles
published in the USA in the field of anthropology, and by the late 1950s
they had been translated into 13 languages and more than 300,000 copies
had been printed.

That had consequences, of course, but not always the ones intended by
UNESCO. In the USA, some of the publications were severely criticized, and
in Los Angeles, all UNESCO publications were eventually banished from
the public school system in 1953, which again led to apprehension among
school administrators all over the USA concerning the use in public schools
of any of UNESCO’s publications, regardless of their content. South Africa
even withdrew from UNESCO in 1956 as a consequence of the race pam-
phlets and what was felt to be the organization’s interference in internal
affairs.9

On the other hand, these incidents only added to the public’s awareness
of the issues, and in some cases we actually have proof that the publications
not only reached the intended audience – people on the ground, or at least
some of the leading figures – but also influenced them: “UNESCO came out
with a study that said that blacks – at that time Negroes – were not infe-
rior, and there was no fundamental genetic difference between blacks and
whites. We were determined in our differences by social conditions,” recalls,
for example, the famous US Civil Rights activist Revd Jesse Jackson. He got
to know the statements and pamphlets around 1960.

We went around the South giving speeches, holding up the UNESCO
study, saying that blacks were not inferior. A world body had studied
and concluded that we were not inferior. It was a big deal. UNESCO, a
world body – not some Southern segregated school, not some Southern
governor, not even the President – UNESCO said we were not inferior.10

Also, as the cases on segregation reached the US Supreme Court, the
outcome of UNESCO’s race program would play a role. On several occa-
sions during the 1950s and 1960s, experts affiliated with UNESCO and
its race program were brought in as expert witnesses and the statements
on race were highlighted as the newest available research, paving the
way towards the eradication of state-approved segregation.11 In 1967, for
example, the US Supreme Court drew heavily upon them in its landmark
decision to declare those laws unconstitutional that banned interracial
marriages.12

There is therefore no doubt that the statements and the authority with
which the experts spoke had a psychological impact, and that to some
degree, due to the early date of the release of the statements, they paved
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the way for a new way of thinking. However, with regard to the exact extent
and range of UNESCO’s impact in relation to the race question, this remains
unknown and is for future historians to figure out.

One could mention a lot of other activities outside UNESCO House of
which it would be possible, whether easy or difficult, to study using historical
impact analysis because, in fact, “direct action” in the shape of pilot projects,
expert missions, experimental centers and regional offices – far away from
the headquarters – was from the very beginning one of the organization’s
most prominent working methods, and UNESCO was – and remains – the
only branch of the UN family with a network of national commissions.13

Even though these commissions are often branches of the national edu-
cational or cultural ministries, and thus not part of the organization as
such, their task is still to select and implement its policies in the world
outside UNESCO House, in the member states, and to feed the headquar-
ters with information about national viewpoints and local needs. These field
operations and the collaboration with governmental and non-governmental
organizations are very much a part of UNESCO’s history, and their history
deserves to be written down – not despite the fact, but rather because, they
indicate that the impact of the very same initiative most likely varies from
place to place.

The focus of this book is therefore on the routes rather than the roots
of UNESCO’s initiatives, and on the local interventions and their impacts
rather than the global initiatives and the ideas behind them. It is impor-
tant to stress that it is not a book about successes and failures. Impact is a
neutral concept which can be observed, whereas the proclamation of suc-
cesses and failures depend on the eyes of the beholder. The race statements
mentioned above were, for instance, conceived as a success by politicians in
Brazil, which saw their country as a racial melting-pot, whereas they were
conceived as a gross failure by politicians in Apartheid South Africa. But it
is hard to deny that the statements had an impact. Impact – the change
attributed to UNESCO initiatives, whether good or bad, intended or un-
intended – is what this book is about. A number of scholars (of which I have
already mentioned a couple) have for this purpose been invited to write
to contribute to this first attempt at tracing the routes of various UNESCO
initiatives from the center to the periphery – from the organization’s head-
quarters in Paris to the member states – to assess its exact impact on mindsets
in the wake of World War II.

To do this we have asked all of them to base their contribution to this
volume upon one or more of the following research questions:

• How were ideas and initiatives transmitted in practice from UNESCO
headquarters in Paris to the member states?

• How did the UNESCO-related national institutions work in practice, and
what distribution channels did they have with regard to the different
populations?
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• Were UNESCO’s initiatives implemented equally in all member states?
• What explains country-specific priorities?
• How were initiatives made acceptable to the different populations?
• What effect did the implementation of UNESCO’s specific initiatives have

on changing people’s mindsets? And where this cannot be unambigu-
ously determined, was knowledge transferred, domesticated and made
available for the construction of “peace in the minds of men”?

Theoretical, conceptual and methodological framework

This book draws on globalization theories, which indicate that interven-
tions of international organizations have in fact been shaping the lives of
individuals everywhere in the world for at least half a century, and on
impact assessment methodologies used by governments and international
organizations to produce their own precise performance data.14

The focus of this volume on the routes rather than the roots of knowledge
is on the very hypothesis which underlies these approaches – namely, the
close relationship between ideas, initiatives, interventions and impacts, leav-
ing it to the researcher to determine the exact results (impact) attained by
an activity (intervention) designed to accomplish a valued goal or objective
of a program (initiative) based on the reflections of its inventers (idea).

The above theories and concepts are very practical in the sense that they
point at the kind of documents which could prove useful for historians
wanting to study transnational interventions and local impacts, while the
methods are designed to answer questions about whether a certain initia-
tive actually made a difference – in this case according to the historical
documents.15

Such a study requires the identification of a number of key factors, as
detailed below.

Identification of global initiatives whose subsequent local impacts
should be studied

In July 2013 the Danish Council for Independent Research allocated funds
for a major research project on the global history of UNESCO, of which
this book is part. In their unfolding of the theoretical and methodological
framework of the project, Danish historians Christian Ydesen and Ivan Lind
Christensen begin by asking two questions: “Impact of what?” and “Impact
on what?”16

The answer to both questions, with regard to the research project as well
as this volume, is that the contributors trace the impact of selected key
UNESCO initiatives, and that, in consideration of UNESCO’s constitution
and overall aim, they want to trace the impact on the construction of peace
in the minds of people after World War II.
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In international organizations, initiatives are reflected in written
decisions, formulated with the purpose of solving specific problems and pro-
moting certain values, and, through a selection process among the more
than 50 abstracts submitted for this book, written by researchers who have
studied these documents, a pattern soon appeared. The pattern is a reflection
of what initiatives historians of today focus on as central to UNESCO’s work
on mental engineering over the last 70 years. This volume will thus focus on
the impact of these five types of initiative:

• Initiatives taken to disseminate knowledge via different media platforms
from UNESCO headquarters to implement change in the surrounding
world.

• Initiatives taken right after World War II as a first step towards the
physical and mental reconstruction of a war-devastated world.

• Initiatives taken to help poor and newly independent countries during
the period of decolonialism.

• Initiatives taken to break down hostile stereotypes and promote peace via
local educational systems.

• Initiatives taken to implement a new vision of humanity as a unified
entity by promoting the idea of a common heritage.

The first step for the contributors was to outline briefly – on the basis of
the resolutions of UNESCO’s General Conferences, which are accessible via
the so-called UNESDOC online archive database – the organization’s precise
expectations regarding the outcome of the initiatives, which then formed
the basis for tracing their subsequent routes and determining their possible
local impact on people’s ways of thinking and acting.17

With regard to what more precisely initiatives can impact on, historians
can study the effects on two levels: institutional and beneficiary. The first
study focuses on the effects on governmental and civil society institutions,
private corporations, regional or local policies, strategic support to institu-
tional actors and so on. The second focuses on the impact of interventions
that directly or indirectly affect communities; in the case of international
organizations in general, that could be the impact on communities of the
local trade liberalization measures, medical treatments and microloan pro-
grams. This second level gets closest to what is the overall aim of this book,
but the first level is undeniably also important because it is often the gate-
way into a community that makes it possible to have an impact on the
beneficiary level.

Some of the authors in this volume focus on changes at the institutional
level, such as Takashi Saikawa in his contribution (Chapter 5) on Japan’s
efforts as a defeated nation to re-enter the international community after
World War II, but never without keeping an eye on how changes at the



10 Introduction

institutional level impacted the communities and led to the launch of sev-
eral hundred UNESCO clubs, and how the widespread popular engagement
in UNESCO affairs and values again impacted the institutional level and
strengthened the Japanese officials’ argument for membership of the organi-
zation. One could also highlight Miriam Intrator’s contribution (Chapter 6)
about UNESCO’s policies and their local implementation, which is exem-
plary in its demonstration of the many different travel routes a UNESCO
initiative can take from the headquarters to the national institutional level,
in this case with the purpose of implementing new international standards
for libraries around the world.

More contributors have focused on the beneficiary level, such as Agnès
Borde Meyer in her contribution (Chapter 14) on archeology experts and
their impact on museums, and on safeguarding heritage at specific locations
in Iran and Afghanistan. However, most of the contributors at the same
time have in mind that institutional changes often come before those on
the ground – and that it is only due to governmental support that coun-
tries eventually open their borders for UNESCO experts to come to assist
with the construction of schools, formulating curricula, producing textbooks
and so on – and therefore need an explanation too. At the same time, it is
the institutional level that has produced our primary sources – the docu-
ments. A sole exception is Josué Mikobi Dikay’s contribution (Chapter 8)
on the D.R. Congo (hereafter Congo), where there was hardly a local gov-
ernment. This paved the way for the direct involvement of the UN and
UNESCO in Congolese affairs and made it possible to build up an entire
educational system, with the consequence that local communities suddenly
had schools where there had not been schools before, and that thousands
of children were suddenly able to read and write where they had previously
been doomed to illiteracy.

Counting how many books, films and radio broadcasts the organization
produced throughout its existence, how many experts it sent abroad and
how many schools it helped to create is indeed relevant because the num-
bers describe the scope and range of means and agents for change, and they
represent physical changes and therefore a local impact in their own right.
There is also no doubt that UNESCO’s initiatives on fundamental education
led to the physical construction of schools worldwide with the aim of eradi-
cating analphabetism and empowering people in the local community. One
can also assume that a relatively large number of the kids attending were
actually able to read and write when leaving the building a few years later.
However, the more ideologically profound UNESCO wanted the changes to
be, the more difficult they are to document.

For example, it is possible to provide evidence that UNESCO’s initiatives
within the field of textbook revisions led to the production of several new
books, as Inés Dussel and Christian Ydesen show in their case study of his-
tory textbook revisions in Mexico (Chapter 11), and we can even read and
analyze their content. However, to assess to what degree UNESCO actually
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managed to eradicate nationalist prejudice is much more difficult to assess
in such an accurate way.

At least we can estimate how many people were exposed to the books. That
is more challenging in the case of UNESCO’s Major Project on the Mutual
Appreciation of Eastern and Western Cultural Values, which also had a phys-
ical outcome by leading to the translation, publication and transfer across
continents of hundreds of classical texts. However, here it is close to impos-
sible to estimate who and how many had access to them via libraries, and
to know if they made a difference in people’s perception of other cultures.
UNESCO in fact made a few polls to document any changes, but the changes
were not necessarily the outcome of UNESCO initiatives.18

The fact is that books can be remembered, misunderstood, ignored and
forgotten, or used differently, and they have a variety of impacts depend-
ing on who the recipients are, what their social background is and where
they live. One of the aims of this volume is therefore to try to address some
of the more profound methodological challenges of conducting historical
impact studies and to find a way to get as close to the mental impact as
possible.

Identification of methods useful in historical impact studies

To conduct historical impact research is difficult. Not many interviews, ques-
tionnaires or written statements were made before, during and after the
local implementation of UNESCO initiatives. At the same time there is no
consensus on how best to conduct this kind of analysis methodologically.

However, many historical impact studies with an ideological dimension
tend to use qualitative methodologies primarily. These include conceptual
history and discourse analyses through which it should be possible to see,
for example, whether the content of the concept of race changed in books,
articles and magazines in the wake of the UNESCO statements on race of
the 1950s and 1960s – that is, whether “race” changed from being perceived
as a concept based on both physical and mental differences between large
groups of people and which could be used to legally discriminate, to being
conceived as only physical differences with limited possibilities for politi-
cal abuse; and also whether there has been a shift in the use of concepts,
such as a switch from the biologically rooted concept of “race” to the cultur-
ally rooted concept of “ethnicity”, or whether the concept of “racism” had
positive, neutral or negative connotations.19

However, analyses of discursive and conceptual change and continuity
have, as demonstrated by Christensen and Ydesen, a problem, which is the
question of causality: How can we be certain that the potential changes
in discursive formations and conceptual architecture are in fact due to the
impact of specific initiatives taken by international organizations? And, fur-
thermore, does the international organization represent the starting-point
in the construction of a discursive formation?”20
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Sometimes it is relatively easy to demonstrate the direct link between
UNESCO’s media and their impact, and that is when UNESCO is mentioned
by name. One could mention the testimony of the former South African
president, Nelson Mandela, about the importance of the Courier to his world-
view. As a prisoner on Robben Island, he had almost exclusive access to this
particular magazine because the Afrikaans-speaking prison authorities for
some reason considered it to be harmless reading material. It thus became
a major information channel for him and the other prisoners to get to
know what was going on in the world outside the prison and outside South
Africa. Through the Courier, he later explained to UNESCO’s director-general,
Federico Mayor, they “learnt about so many subjects never before encoun-
tered, such as cultural diversity and mankind’s common heritage, African
history, education for development and so on. All these subjects did not
exist in the apartheid lexicon, let alone in the solitary confines of Robben
Island.”21

However, Mandela’s statement is a rare case. A few other good exam-
ples can be found in Jens Boel’s contribution on fundamental education
(Chapter 7), where he demonstrates how historians can sometimes be lucky
to find letters from individuals writing to UNESCO to explain what the
organization meant to them. For example, a letter from a woman from the
Marbial Valley in Haiti who learned to read and write at the age of 42 thanks
to a UNESCO pilot project on fundamental education. The presence of such
material is the exception rather than the rule, but the less tangible nature
of discursive and conceptual processes should not discourage us – just the
opposite. It simply requires a large number of sources and from a longer
timespan – before and after the initiative was launched.

A study of the impact of UNESCO’s statements on race in Denmark shows
that, with a background of conceptual history and by comparing the content
of a variety of written sources, it is indeed possible to estimate their exact
impact with regard to mentality change. In this case the analysis shows that
UNESCO’s anti-racist agenda did in fact make a difference, but also that it to
a large degree impacted scientists more than ordinary people.22

Let me also mention an almost exemplary example in this book of how
to undertake discourse analyses on UNESCO initiatives, and that is the con-
tribution of Thomas Nygren (Chapter 10), in which he demonstrates how
textbook changes were implemented in Sweden and actually made a differ-
ence in the long term according to a comparison of the topics taught by
teachers and chosen by pupils as interesting to write about – most likely as
a consequence of a change in mentality, and most likely as a consequence
of UNESCO’s efforts due to the similarities between the concepts and values
promoted by UNESCO and the ones to be found in the Swedish curricula
and the written outcome of the pupils’ exams.

However, in order to get there we need to address the fact that observed
local changes can be the outcome of competing initiatives. After all,
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international organizations consist of many different agents that are located
in an international political context and draw on both ideological and insti-
tutional predecessors, and often almost similar initiatives exist out there so,
as Christensen and Ydesen conclude, “the choice of the international orga-
nization as a starting point for the analysis is not the same as understanding
the international organization as the starting point of the discourse”.23

The question of “noise” – discourses that are present at the same time
and similar to the ones promoted by the international organization – is in
fact something that the impact evaluations of international organizations
are often preoccupied with because they aim to demonstrate the “effec-
tiveness” of a certain initiative, and are therefore inclined to eradicate the
“pollution” of the multiple factors which can affect the observed changes.24

This volume does not necessarily have to show which effect was solely the
result of a UNESCO intervention and which was only caused by external
factors. Its approach is rather to investigate the interplay between vari-
ous factors, and is an attempt to be open to both the effects intended by
UNESCO and the possible unintended effects or local varieties – assuming
that UNESCO initiatives were never conducted in complete isolation. How-
ever, to at least make sure that the observed changes were not achieved
totally independently of the UNESCO initiative, we have chosen a research
strategy where local activities are only seen as representing an impact if the
local documents contain direct references to UNESCO. This might lead to a
slightly conservative estimation of UNESCO’s impact, but it will at least not
overestimate it.

Identification of the time period on which the studies will focus

When evaluating their programs, international organizations tend to focus
on the immediate rather than the long-term effects because the timespan
of their programs is much shorter than the time significant effects would
take to manifest, and because the member states want to be able to tell their
populations what they get for their membership fee.25

However, if there is one thing we can learn from the contributions to his
book then it is that there is a chronological delay between when the idea is
fostered and the initiative is taken, and when the first institutional changes
and physical outcomes of UNESCO’s work can be seen, and till beneficiary
changes and the subsequent mental impacts can be observed. That is often
long after the experts have left the countries. In fact, most of the organi-
zation’s initiatives would require an analysis with the perspective of one or
two generations. For example, that would be necessary in order to study the
effects of UNESCO initiatives aimed at breaking down stereotypes in early
education, and the impact of changes in school curricula and textbooks.
However, it differs from initiative to initiative. At the same time the contri-
butions to this volume are made within the framework of the possible and
reflect the competence, interest and timeline that made sense to the authors.
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The chronological perspective therefore differs considerably, from Thomas
Nygren’s demonstration (Chapter 10) of how textbook changes were imple-
mented in Sweden over a long timespan to Suzanne Langlois’ and Takashi
Saikawa’s focus (chapters 3 and 5) on the immediate impacts.

The reader will also observe that there seems to be a preponderance
of contributions from the first half of UNESCO’s history. That inevitably
gives the impression that the organization’s earliest initiatives were the
most important, which would not be a fair conclusion. Even though there
were many urgent tasks for UNESCO of lasting importance in the wake of
World War II and the decolonization, the weighting is also a consequence
of the chronological delay from idea to impact, and the time it takes for an
impact to manifest itself and become visible for the historian as something
worth studying. Another reason of a more practical nature is that many
administrative documents are not available for at least 30 years.

Identification of the places and spaces on which the studies will focus

Historical impact studies cannot be conducted from an armchair because
impacts are local and must be studied locally. The local is the site of impact –
a specific place, a geographical entity where changes can take place.

That has some implications, since UNESCO consists of 195 different mem-
ber states and nine associate members. To write a truly global history of the
organization, one would therefore either need a very large and expensive
research group or to make randomized controlled trials, which can also be
challenging because comparative studies that focus on national similarities
and differences tend not only to assume but also to construct and reinforce
boundaries that are crucial to the possibility of comparison. At the same
time they tend to assume that initiatives came to them in the same way,
often due to a local demand for them and not as supply-driven transfers of
knowledge.26 However, the interventions of international organizations are
in fact often both demand- and supply-driven. UNESCO’s race pamphlets
were, for example, in great demand in Brazil because the country was often
emphasized as one without racial tensions, and something to be proud of,
whereas they were supply-driven in South Africa owing to the fact that the
authorities there did not want them at all because they were seen as false
and offensive, and as an interference in internal affairs.27

These differences in the reception of the same initiatives also force
us to focus not only on “place” but also on “space”, the international,
regional and local contexts that cannot be reduced to geographic entities
alone. The spaces consist of individuals, groups, networks, organizations and
other connections with their own ideas and backgrounds, and living in an
environment with specific national or religious narratives – a collective biog-
raphy – that form the local meaning, which explains the different receptions.
This has to be taken into consideration by researchers undertaking discourse
analysis.28
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Demand- and supply-driven moves across place and space are a focal point
for historians who study transnational history or histoire croisée. They are
preoccupied with the process of “transfer”, which is the border-crossing
movement via influential agents from, for example, the international organi-
zation to the local environment. These agents can be written statements and
pamphlets, or visits by UNESCO experts, such as the many hundreds sent to
South America as part of the UN’s technical assistance program according
to Anabella Abarzúa Cutroni’s contribution (Chapter 9). The transfer can
be close to direct, such as the adoption of a UNESCO convention into the
national legislation, or the way described by Josué Mikobi Dikay (Chapter 8)
in the case of the Congo, where UNESCO experts had almost a free rein to
transfer and implement a Western-style educational system.

More often the initiative will first go through a “translation”, which is a
reinterpretation of the initiative to make it fit the local environment. That
happens when the first people receive the initiative at the national min-
istries of education, culture and science, and again when it is transferred
from there to the national commissions for UNESCO and from there to local
communities. Translations happen both unconsciously (as an outcome of a
local way to understand the initiative) and consciously (e.g. when an initia-
tive encounters a different set of local political priorities and a translation
serves a specific purpose of national interest). Textbook changes and educa-
tion for mutual understanding were, for example, very hard to implement
in Japan, where the country’s relationship with South Korea and China,
and disagreements about the correct interpretation of their relationship in
the past, made politicians concerned and conscious about them, as Aigul
Kulnazarova shows (Chapter 12).

That leads to the process of “transformation”, where the initiative takes
its final shape, as it is domesticated and entangled in the new, local setting:
a shape which is often different from the intended version and sometimes
turns into a completely unrecognizable and unintended form. In the afore-
mentioned case of Japan, the initial skepticism has remained, and UNESCO’s
initiative regarding textbook changes has therefore been transformed into
a version acceptable in a Japanese educational setting, and which does
not mention sensitive historical events, or mention them in a certain way.
Another case is demonstrated in Celine Lai’s contribution about the impact
of UNESCO’s world heritage program in China (Chapter 15), where it has
not only had an impact intended by UNESCO – namely, to safeguard sites
and promote them as humanity’s common heritage – but also had a range of
unintended impacts, such as sites subsequently overrun by tourists or abused
by local politicians for egoistic and nationalistic purposes (a pattern similar
to that of many other member states).29

Finally, one should mention the “trading” of ideas, which indicates that
there is also a movement of ideas and initiatives from the member states
back to UNESCO, such as via national delegates at the general conferences,
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but this does not hold much interest for the contributors to this book, unless
these agents bring other ideas and initiatives back with them, because the
aim of this volume is to follow in the footsteps of the postman, fieldworker,
mission expert and schoolteacher from UNESCO and out of the house.30

With these four concepts (transfer, translation, transformation and trad-
ing) in mind, a way to study the global history of UNESCO could be to
select a number of case-study countries that would, for example, represent
all continents – mainly large countries where an intervention would affect
many people, and countries representing different historical, social, religious
and ideological contexts that would most likely affect the national recep-
tion of UNESCO’s initiatives. For example, in the overall research project, we
have – for the same reason – chosen to make archival studies in ten countries:
Ghana, South Africa, India, China, Japan, the Federal Republic of Germany,
the USSR, the USA, Brazil and Indonesia – the latter, for instance, being the
only South Asian representative, a former colony and newly independent
country, a country with a huge problem and special needs regarding anal-
phabetism, and at the same time the country in the world with the largest
Muslim population.

Having chosen a number of case-study countries, there appear to be a
range of more practical problems regarding writing global history: the fact
that traveling is expensive and that member states have different traditions
for preserving documents and providing access to them, making it difficult
to ensure uniformity in the data-collection process. At the same time, histo-
rians conducting research on global, historical impacts will often also need
assistance from people with local archive knowledge to retrieve the docu-
ments and to translate them. These practical problems are probably the main
reasons why historians tend to give up long before they have even started.
It is much easier to go to the UNESCO Archives in Paris, where they will
get instant access to a lot of documents in only one place and with most
of them in either English or French. However, there is then a danger that
they will plunge right into the field of intellectual history and give up on
the historical impact analyses.

None of the contributors to this book, unlike the American historian
Matthew Connolly, have had the time, funding and opportunity to conduct
research in 50 archives in seven different countries, in this case to tell the
history of various international organizations’ family-planning policies and
their global impact history in the shape of sterilization camps in India and
Chinese one-child policy. Instead they have done more like his colleague,
Prof. Akira Iriye, by giving an estimation of the impact on the basis of the
documents available to them.31

The contributions are, in other words, made within the framework of the
possible. To address this we have chosen to at least make sure to include
chapters that represent the different regions of the world, with the limi-
tation that, for the reasons mentioned above, most of the contributions
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are confined to follow in the footsteps of an initiative and assess its
impact in only one or two countries. We have as part of the selection
process therefore chosen country case studies that can be seen as cen-
tral and exemplary cases for a correct understanding of UNESCO’s activ-
ities, such as the reintegration of Japan in the international community
after World War II, the construction of an educational infrastructure in
Congo in the wake of the decolonization process, and the importance of
the world heritage concept today in the world’s most populous country,
China.

For guidance and inspiration for their own impact studies, the contribu-
tors have had several role models due to similar efforts made by scholars con-
ducting research on other international organizations. One could mention
the award-winning book by professor of American history Carol Anderson
about how the UN went hand in hand with the US Civil Rights Movement
and had an impact on the rights of the African-American population, and –
from the other side of the globe – the work of Japanese historian Liang
Pan on the UN’s influence on Japanese foreign and security policy since
World War II, as well as the uncovering by English historian Sunil Amrith
of the World Health Organization’s impact on disease control in India and
Southeast Asia. They all take a close look at what happens when initia-
tives leave the headquarters of international organizations and are received,
reshaped and executed in a national and regional setting. European integra-
tion researchers have in the same way focused on “Europeanization”, or how
European cooperation, first and foremost the European Union, has influ-
enced and transformed national politics, administration, culture and society
in the members states.32

This book is a contribution to this relatively new tradition and another
step in a more profound attempt to move the research agenda further away
from recognizing international organizations as purely political products
and understanding them also as producers of local politics on a global
scale.

Identification of documents in which interventions can be studied

As already mentioned, direct action was one of UNESCO’s prominent work-
ing methods, often executed by regional or national UNESCO-related insti-
tutions which adopted responsibility for carrying the initiatives forward and
through pilot projects, study grants, radio, film, books and other channels
of knowledge transmission.

The documents produced by these intermediaries between UNESCO head-
quarters and the populations are important in order to clarify how the
transmission of initiatives took place and how they turned into publications
intended for specific national audiences. The documents, which play an
important part in explaining the organization’s success or failure nationally,
are available at the UNESCO Archives in Paris. They consist of:



18 Introduction

• country-specific UNESCO secretariat records, which include administra-
tive files, project files and working files created by UNESCO in relation to
each member state;

• topic-specific secretariat records, which include the same types of doc-
uments in relation to specific topics across national borders, such as
national education for mutual understanding;

• records of national offices, which were official UNESCO agents and
thus intermediaries with the task of transferring knowledge from the
headquarters to the member states;

• archives of field offices, regional offices and temporary UNESCO expert
missions which were other platforms for the delivery of UNESCO
activities.

Identification of documents in which impacts can be studied

Comparing UNESCO initiatives with observed changes reflected in local
documents with direct references to the organization provides us with the
best picture we can achieve of UNESCO’s impact. These local records con-
sist of unpublished documents accessible at the various national archives
and ministries of education, as well as published documents accessible via
interlibrary loan:

• Annual reports of UNESCO’s national commissions, which mention the
work done within the member state and which reflect their priorities and
not the organization’s.

• Records of UNESCO’s national commissions, which report in detail on
the implementation of the nationally favored initiatives and contain
assessments on their impact.

• Archives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which, according
to the above documents, are identified as local collaborators.

• Local publications with references to UNESCO, which were active by
placing national limits on people’s understanding of the initiatives.

Overall content of this book

Given the size of UNESCO, and the number of projects it has initiated and
taken part in throughout its existence, we have invited scholars to point at
what they think has been central to the organization’s work within the field
of science, education and culture.

We have asked them to focus on how ideas and initiatives with which
they are already familiar were transmitted in practice from organization’s
headquarters in Paris to member states, how the local UNESCO institutions
and UNESCO-related national institutions worked in practice, and what dis-
tribution channels they had with regard to the populations. We have also


