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INTRODUCTION

In late 1947, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
held its second General Conference in Mexico City. The organization had been founded only 
two years earlier with some important preparatory steps already undertaken in the last months 
of the Second World War. An initiative mainly of the United Kingdom and the United States, 
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Abstract
In the light of the Second World War, the devastation of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and decolonization in Asia, the 
newly established UN organization for education, science 
and culture (UNESCO) initiated a global research project 
in 1947. Its main task was to find out how tensions within 
and between societies can be explained and tackled to se-
cure peace and social justice. Combining peace history with 
the global history of social sciences and global intellectual 
history, this article assesses the design and conduct of the 
Tensions Project in India and Israel at the crossroads of 
post-fascism and post-colonialism. It finds the reasons for 
the Project's limited impact in the contradictions between 
universal knowledge claims and local specificities, its over-
confidence in scientific solutions for social problems, in-
terfering nation-building in early postcolonial states, the 
limited comparability of research, and its neglect of politi-
cal activism.
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UNESCO's mission to promote global peace through intellectual cooperation, education, or cul-
tural means built upon the institutional and intellectual legacies of the League of Nations. Its ob-
jective is to help prevent future devastations comparable to the Great Depression and the war. In 
that light, the imperial continuities Mark Mazower observed in the set-up of the United Nations 
also existed at UNESCO.1

At the same time, UNESCO was created in a historical context determined by a combination 
of several grave conditions including the destructions of the Second World War, the far-reaching 
transformations of Asian decolonization, and the nuclearization of the Cold War. Its function 
required new approaches and creative strategies in order to develop some perceptible impact.2 
Since its foundation in November 1945, UNESCO had been in a process of self-discovery both 
at the level of mission and programming as well as in terms of the development of concrete 
partnerships and projects in the Parisian headquarters and the member states. This first phase 
of the organization's history was thus characterized by a high degree of improvization and a lack 
of coherence between its numerous initiatives and projects.3 There existed a strong and widely 
shared notion, though, that scientific exchange across borders had been crucial in the defeat of 
fascism and should thus play a central role in the post-1945 world order.4

During its second session in Mexico 1947, the General Conference instructed the 
Director-General to initiate a large-scale project to address “Tensions Affecting International 
Understanding” (Tensions Project). In the course of the next ten years or so, in a series of re-
search projects, (social) scientists all over the world should undertake enquiries “into the dis-
tinctive character of the various national cultures, ideals and legal systems” in order to stimulate 
“sympathy and respect” among nations; launch enquiries “into the conceptions” people en-
tertained about themselves and other nations; and identify “modern techniques” developed in 
psychology, education, political science, and philosophy “for changing mental attitudes and for 
revealing the processes and forces involved when human minds are in conflict.” Furthermore, 
the Tensions Project should find out which “influences throughout life” would predispose people 
either toward international understanding or “aggressive nationalism.” Finally, the Project ought 
to develop a source book to register the activities and strategies already under way in UNESCO's 
member states to study and comprehend the evolution of tensions related to technological 
changes and various shifts of populations. The purpose of such a source book was to take stock 
of such activities with the goal to coordinate them in the long run and enhance mutual learning.5

Based on this ambitious and broad agenda, UNESCO invited Hadley Cantril, a psychologist at 
Princeton University, who specialized in the study of propaganda, public opinion, international 
communication and development psychology, to organize a kick-off event in Paris. In the course 
of this gathering, some of the world's leading intellectuals were asked to translate the general in-
tentions expressed in the General Conference Resolution into a more concrete research agenda.

During two weeks in the summer of 1948, Cantril assembled eight prominent social sci-
entists in Paris who represented some of the most visible and best-funded academic disci-
plines in post-1945 Anglo-American academia including sociology, social psychology, and 
psycho-analysis. Among the invited scholars were, for example, Gordon W. Allport, author 
of pioneering studies on personality psychology and at that time professor of social relations 
at Harvard University; Harry Stack Sullivan, a Neo-Freudian psychoanalyst with a strong 
interest in interpersonal relationships who had worked for the United States Office of War 
Information during WW2; and John Rickman, psychoanalyst and editor of the British Journal 
of Medical Psychology. In brief, from the very beginning, the Tensions Project was strongly 
influenced by social sciences and psychology, two academic fields that were centre stage not 
only in Western academia but also in Cold War policy-making after 1945.6 This disciplinary 
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pattern reflected the prevalent perception of social scientists around that time, according to 
which the social sciences, particularly social psychology, produced the kind of knowledge 
“the future of human civilization” would depend on.7 In the coming two decades, though, 
during which peace research advanced significantly in terms of institutionalization as well 
as multi-disciplinarity, the dominance of social psychology decreased in favor of political sci-
ence, international relations, and economics.8

Although Cantril's club of eight did not contain a single woman and was largely white, it did 
include representatives who were skeptical about the ability of social sciences and psychology 
to engineer global peace. The most prominent among them, Max Horkheimer, had himself fled 
from the Nazis in the interwar period. Together with Theodor Adorno, he made plans to re-
establish his Institute of Social Research in post-war Germany and thus return to Europe.9 His 
theoretical and empirical work had been critical about the kind of over-confidence in social and 
mental engineering displayed at UNESCO's General Conference in Mexico. Arne Naess, a philos-
opher at the University of Oslo, was an early environmentalist with a distanced relationship to 
the blessings of industrialization, technological progress, and the transformative capabilities of 
the social sciences. As a lecturer in Oslo, he also exerted significant influence on later generations 
of peace researchers, Johan Galtung being the most prominent one, who Naess met when he was 
only 41 years old.10 And Gilberto Freyre, an anthropologist and sociologist at Bahia University in 
Brazil, had gained a reputation as one of the country's leading anti-racists. Together, these schol-
ars were meant to draft an agenda for the Tensions Project and identify the main pillars of global, 
peace-promoting research.

The common statement that came out of this meeting in Paris functioned as the program-
matic guidelines for the diverse studies conducted over the next ten years. The authors empha-
sized that, against what propagandists during the Second World War had repeatedly claimed, 
there was no evidence that “wars are necessary and inevitable consequences of ‘human nature’ 
as such.”11 What, in their view, people shared all over the world was the desire to be free from 
fear, hunger, disease, and other such threats. Consequently, the problem of peace was not a prob-
lem of human biology but “the problem of keeping groups and national tensions and aggressions 
within manageable proportions and of directing them to ends that are at the same time person-
ally and socially constructive, so that man will no longer seek to exploit man.”12 One of the core 
lessons the authors drew from the first half of the twentieth century was that it was not sufficient 
to undertake isolated and superficial efforts toward peace. Rather, the world community needed 
to initiate “fundamental changes in social organization and in our ways of thinking.”12 Among 
other things, this meant addressing the long-term roles played by myths, stereotyping, and sym-
bols of national pride with the goal to overcome various social and political evils, and the con-
tinuing status of inferiority of any group of people.13

The Tensions Project thus started with a comprehensive claim to identify, analyze, under-
stand, and combat the most important obstacles to peace at a global scale. The overall context of 
re-ordering international and domestic relations located the Tensions Project at the crossroads 
of unresolved conflicts. After the devastations of the Second World War several those included 
evolving Cold War tensions, decolonization, with its first disastrous climax of India's Partition 
in the summer of 1947 and the predicament of humanity's sheer survival in a post-Hiroshima 
world.

Before analyzing a few selected elements of the Tensions Project by taking a closer look at re-
search on India and Israel, it is necessary to briefly assess the historiographical relevance of this 
case study. As a comprehensive and more detailed history of this Project remains to be written,14 
the Project's broader historical significance consists primarily of the following points:
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First, historical research on the Tensions Project can be an original contribution to historical 
peace studies. The existing literature in this field has rightly illustrated that the end of the Second 
World War was a global threshold in the way peace was framed and fought for. The war brought 
the end to the idea that human societies were quasi naturally evolving toward peace.15 By con-
trast, the war experience, the destruction of European Jewish communities, Hiroshima, and 
decolonization had brought to light new patterns of conflict and violence facilitated by new in-
terdependencies between military and scientific thinking.16 In return, these experiences opened 
up space for new voices and new concepts of peace reinforcing both the scientific interest in 
peace and the mobilization for peace.17 The history of the Tensions Project is an opportunity to 
write the contributions of UNESCO, and other newly founded international organizations, into 
the post-1945 world history of peace.18 This step should enable us to understand better how new 
forms of peace research connected small-scale changes in the individual psyche, especially chil-
dren and the young, and among family members, with peace as a product of and achievement 
in international relations. In its multidisciplinary setup, with a strong focus on psychology and 
social sciences, the Tensions Project manifested an attempt to document and popularize this con-
nection for more adequate policy-making at the national and global level.

Second, the Tensions Project provides some valuable lessons for the evolving field of global 
intellectual history. Since the publication of Claude Ake's interpretation of social sciences as 
a form of imperialism in 1979, there have been repeated demands to decolonize the social sci-
ences including their core concepts and canonized standard literature. As Ake saw it, “Western 
social sciences” played a vital role throughout the twentieth century in the global enforcement 
of capitalist values and institutions, the ‘development’ and control of non-Western societies, the 
construction of a dominant understanding of the world's most important problems, and the 
framing of their possible solutions.19 In Ake's tradition, critical scholars from various disciplines 
have urged the scientific community to contribute to a larger project of “decoloniality,”20 i.e., 
combat “intellectual imperialism,”21 “decolonize knowledge”22 more generally and “sociology” 
more specifically,23 and address “epistemic injustice” in its various academic manifestations.24 
The Tensions Project is a rich illustration of how global power relations determined the design 
and conduct of scholarly research in an era of decolonization. In spite of the inclusion of non-
Western scholars from the very beginning, Anglo-American and French academic personnel, 
scholarly approaches, concepts, and research strategies remained dominant throughout its pro-
gression. The hierarchies between Western social sciences and everything else also determined 
the personal exchange between the scholars, which at times clearly showed colonial patterns.

At the same time, though, surprisingly many contributors to the Tensions Project showed a 
high degree of sensitivity about the imperial legacies of scientific concepts and the shortcomings 
of Western academic tools to understand late colonial and early postcolonial societies in Asia 
and Africa. This argument has been made before about the era of Alva Myrdal in her function as 
the director of UNESCO's Department of Social Sciences between 1950 and 1955.25 Myrdal was 
indeed a strong supporter of (social) scientific internationalism and more decentralized forms of 
global knowledge production.

However, the Asian case studies conducted under the umbrella of the Tensions Project illus-
trate that this was a process promoted by many more contributors to an increasingly globalizing 
intellectual exchange beyond Western academia. As such, this multipolar process addressed the 
question about the ontological differences and similarities between the West and other areas 
and thus also tackled the conceptual inheritance of the imperial age.26 In some cases, such as 
research on caste in India, scholars saw a direct benefit of such non-Western concepts for a bet-
ter understanding of, for example, racial relations in the United States and thus promoted more 
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comparative research on a global scale. In this light, a globalizing approach to intellectual history 
could indeed start with C.A. Bayly's argument that Western (social) sciences were clearly shaped 
by non-Western knowledge systems and experiences.27 Scholars of such a historiography could 
try to dissolve the strict dichotomy between the West and the non-West, also in terms of the his-
tory of science. Jürgen Renn's and Malcolm Hyman's notion of an evolutionary process of global 
learning in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is a fruitful understanding of how knowledge 
as problem-solving potential developed in terms of globalizing patterns of transfer, shared ex-
perience, and long-distance communication.28 In this reading, the history of scientific knowl-
edge and scientific disciplines are the result of both transnationalizing intellectual networks and 
cross-border political spaces that evolved since the nineteenth century.29

The history of the Tensions Project is, however, a strong argument to consider more centrally 
the role of academic and political power relations in how knowledge globalized. In this perspec-
tive, both interpretations mentioned above, that is, to interpret the history of social sciences ex-
clusively in imperialist terms or as a field of power-free exchange, seem inadequate. The Tensions 
Project suggests that in the late 1940s and 1950s peace research was determined by strong resid-
uals of the imperial age while, at the same time, some scholars increasingly recognized the need 
to decolonize academia as an inherent and vital element of peace research.

In brief, the Tensions Project was a cosmopolitan intellectual peace-building project pervaded 
by late-colonial intellectual patterns while also indicating the dawn of a new era of academic 
cooperation. The way the project framed peace reflected two distinct forms of power in the 
production of peace-related knowledge that were specific to the context of decolonization and 
nation-building after 1945. UNESCO's overall approach to social science research and its role in 
the transformation of the world remained strongly grounded in evolutionary theory and develop-
mentalism.30 As a consequence, the Tensions Project put Western and particularly US academic 
knowledge production in the driver's seat of social scientific innovation after the colonial era. 
This predominance was less a repurposing of inherited imperial power than a structural feature 
of the evolving modernization paradigm developed under the hegemony of US academia. In 
that perspective, social scientific research and the rigorous social analysis it facilitated were vital 
instruments to channel and control what their proponents perceived as the potentially disruptive 
impact of decolonization in Asia and elsewhere.31

Equally important, though, was the influence of new political elites in postcolonial states 
on scientific cooperation and knowledge production within the scope of international organi-
zations such as UNESCO. The membership of newly independent states such as India or Israel 
at UNESCO and their governments' direct financial contributions to the conduct of research 
co-determined the objectives, scopes, and limitations of the research agendas. This influence 
corresponded with the role of a new generation of social scientists in postcolonial societies seek-
ing official recognition and an active role in the design and implementation of development.32 In 
that light, the Tensions Project illustrates the contribution of local researchers in India and Israel 
to the evolution of a scientific developmentalism that was neither simply colonial or Western 
nor the anti-thesis to (Western) scientific universalism. Rather, these scholars worked toward 
a body of universal knowledge for which they considered cooperation among social scientists 
around the globe as essential. The project also documents how the new political elites in early 
postcolonial states directed scholarly attention through, for example, direct political influence or 
financial control. Through these means they also silenced research questions irreconcilable with 
their own political interests.

To develop this argument more in detail, this article discusses two regional case studies 
(India and Israel) that, each in its own ways, enjoyed particular significance and attention in 
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the context of the Tensions Project. Israel is sometimes considered an exceptional case in the 
history of mid-20th century decolonization due to the existence of non-colonial institutions 
built up by local communities during the decades preceding independence and diaspora-
related dynamics.33 Analyzed together with India, however, the history of Israel in the late 
1940s and 1950s should redirect scholarly attention toward a more multipolar understanding 
of the history of peace studies. Both cases illustrate that in their early phase after the Second 
World War, peace studies evolved to an important degree in and on newly independent so-
cieties wrapped up in conflictive processes of nation- and state-building. What is more, they 
show how intellectuals and scholars drafted different ways to peace in these peculiar contexts 
of imperial decline characterized by large-scale political, socio-economic, and mental trans-
formation. In brief, decolonization in Asia was an essential context in the formation of peace 
research after 1945.

THE (IM)POSSIBILITY OF DEMOCRATIC PEACE IN POOR 
SOCIETIES:  INDIA

When the Tensions Project was approved in 1947, one of the central tasks UNESCO defined 
was to detect and analyze conflicts around some fundamental concepts used in the existing in-
ternational order. One of these concepts was democracy. Consequently, a year later UNESCO 
launched a study on the meaning of democracy in different societies. The underlying assumption 
was that a functioning democratic order was vital for the maintenance of peace, which could 
only function if people within national and regional communities had a shared understanding 
about the nature and the operation of such an order.

Under the coordination of Arne Naess and Stein Rokkan, UNESCO conducted a “philosoph-
ical analysis” of the understandings of democracy in the form of a survey among experts mainly 
at Western universities. Notable exceptions were Ricardo A. Pascual, a professor of philosophy in 
Quezon City, the Philippines, and Humayun Kabir, a philosopher at Calcutta University and an 
important educational advisor of the Nehru administration in New Delhi.34 The survey brought 
to light that virtually all scholars shared a strong notion of ambiguity about the term democracy 
and stressed that the contemporary usages of the concept were too contradictory to identify one 
single correct and coherent meaning. The authors considered the ideological differences as too 
significant to be overcome any time soon, which was seen as bad news for international peace.35 
What this project demonstrated, though, was an ambition to initiate a (in principle) global ex-
change on political concepts and an awareness about the potentially devastating consequences of 
conceptual disagreement for global peace.

UNESCO's interest in democracy as a global concept was more concrete and also more exi-
gent in the case of India. India had been an early and, in some respects, a pioneering member 
state of UNESCO from the growing group of newly independent countries in Asia. In terms of 
world peace, India was a particularly relevant case. Born in the midst of the large-scale violence 
and humanitarian disaster of Partition, the Indian Republic was the biggest democratic exper-
iment in history. Many contemporary observers in Western academia were skeptical about the 
prospects of democracy in an impoverished, postcolonial society.36 What was considered an ad-
vantage, though, was that the Indian elites, largely educated in Great Britain and the US, were 
very open to science and scientific research as the foundation for political and socioeconomic 
planning, which made the country a preferred candidate for various forms of social engineering 
and technology-based development initiatives. The existing cleavages and inequalities related 
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to caste, religion, ethnicity, and wealth provided an almost ideal testing ground for Western and 
Indian development science.37

In 1949, the Indian government approached UNESCO with a request to conduct a large-scale 
survey on social tensions in India under the umbrella of the Tensions Project. The idea was that a 
national investigation into social tensions would facilitate comparative perspectives and a deeper 
understanding of peace in postcolonial societies. Between 1951 and 1953, the Indian author-
ities provided grants to conduct a series of field missions, coordinated by Gardner Murphy, a 
prominent US psychologist who had earned a reputation in social psychology and the study of 
the development of human personality. Still, the Project was not simply a US endeavor as the 
studies inside India were designed and conducted by local university personnel. B.S. Guha, the 
director of the Indian Museum in Calcutta, was the most prominent among them. As the first 
South Asian to earn a PhD in anthropology in the mid-1920s, Guha was a strong believer in racial 
biology and anthropometry. Among other things, he propagated the physical distinctiveness of 
upper castes from the rest of Indian society.38 Irrespective of this, UNESCO's coordinators of the 
Tensions Project were enthusiastic about the Indian field studies and the support from the Indian 
government as both would indicate “that the social policy of legislators and administrators will 
be increasingly based on the results of work in the scientific field.”39

Ironically, the field studies struggled repeatedly with delays due to mounting inter-religious 
tensions in India. The letters exchanged between R.C. Angell, the Director of UNESCO's 
Department of Science, and the Indian researchers document the harsh conditions in post-
Partition India, the frequent security threats the researchers were exposed to and their logistic 
challenges.40 Studying the way to peace in India was not exactly a peaceful and calm endeavor.

The final study, which Gardner Murphy submitted in 1953, was a collection of case studies 
on Indian society and its condition barely six years after political independence. Although this 
monograph covered a wide range of different aspects of social relations and inequalities, it con-
tained some general features that illustrate the author's superficial knowledge of contemporary 
Indian social life and a strikingly selective perception of India's most burning issues of social 
marginalization and political hostility.

First, the study is characterized by a positive outlook on the survival of Indian democracy and 
its chances to overcome its most important obstacles. The authors were optimistic due to what 
they considered the traditional Indian craving for science and technology. Similar to the West, 
the study speculated that India has always been open for “the selection and development of clues 
from all over the world.”41 Although this curiosity was similar to a child that looks with big eyes 
onto the world – a colonial metaphor for the immaturity of the colonized – it would ultimately 
help India to learn from Western (social) science and overcome the daunting challenges such as 
the caste system that plagued its domestic social relations.

Second, the study made several comparisons between the Indian caste “system” and the situa-
tion of African-Americans in the United States. When the Tensions Project came to India, several 
sub-projects dedicated particular attention to the issue of caste. This approach corresponded with 
the larger political process and constitution-making in India, which recognized caste as one of 
the most relevant and thus also most conflictual subjects of social and democratic change.42 The 
main message of UNESCO's local research was that caste was not a rigid “system” but rather a 
very flexible pattern of social stratification that was undergoing rapid changes related to urban-
ization, industrialization, and the politicization of its lower ranks including Dalits.43

A particularly thought-provoking line of argumentation was the comparison of caste in India 
with forms of racial discrimination in the United States. To be sure, during the early 1950s this 
comparison was already a well-established, although controversial, research approach evolving 

 14680130, 2023, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pech.12619 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/07/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



190  |      PEACE & CHANGE

since the late nineteenth century. At that time, social reformers both in British-India and from 
African-American communities in the United States started to articulate their political protests 
by comparing social discrimination based on caste and race.44 Around the First World War, lead-
ing Indian intellectuals and anti-colonialists, who fled from tightened censorship and political 
prosecution in British-India to the US, reinforced this debate at American universities.45 In the 
following decades, US scholars repeatedly built on this perspective and researched what they 
considered to be structural similarities between caste in India and race in the US.

One of the most influential but also controversial contributions to this discussion came from 
Gunnar Myrdal, the husband of Alva Myrdal. Gunnar Myrdal's book on the “Negro problem” in 
the United States, originally published in 1944, was not only a comprehensive sociological study 
of race-related questions in the US but of American society more generally.46 To understand 
different patterns of social discrimination based on birth, Myrdal proposed to use the concept 
of caste rather than race in order to avoid the latter's many “erroneous connotations” resulting 
from established scientific traditions as well as the concept's vernacular usage. As he saw it, caste 
would enable the social scientific analysis to focus on the essentials of the “white man's theory 
of colour caste” including its obsession with (race) purity, the rejection of social equality, and 
segregation and discrimination in nearly all spheres of life.47 In that sense, American sociology 
had a lot to learn from its Indian counterpart. Other US sociologists used the concept of caste to 
understand the transformation of race relations after slavery had been abolished, particularly in 
the American South.48

After the Second World War, as sociology internationalized, sociologists deployed the concept 
of caste to facilitate comparative research on rigid forms of social stratifications in various regions 
and societies around the globe49 and to facilitate the globalization of sociological knowledge pro-
duction more generally.50 Whereas some scholars in the United States and elsewhere found the 
concept of caste exceptionally helpful to understand the functioning and impact of race, others 
fiercely rejected this comparison as a misunderstanding on both sides of the equation.51 In India 
itself, leading sociologists were critical about what they interpreted as universalizing claims of 
American academia and emphasized the specificity of caste in Indian society.52 In spite of these 
controversies, after 1945 the concept of caste had become an established vocabulary in US so-
ciology to understand racial discrimination as a form of social practice in a global perspective.53

In India, Gardner Murphy found it striking that there was not much more talk about color on 
the subcontinent. More generally, physical appearance seemed to have no concrete consequences 
in social life and did not have any impact whatsoever on group action.54 Caste appeared thus as 
a discriminatory social logic that functioned independently from physical features. For him, the 
way out of this logic was a more individualistic and science-based (i.e., Western) education for 
children.

Third, it is striking how trivially Gardner Murphy and his colleagues regarded the discrimina-
tion against Muslims in India. The scholars working on behalf of UNESCO interpreted feelings 
related to insecurity, open marginalization, and collective mistrust about their loyalty as citizens 
of the young republic primarily as problems of Muslim self-perception.55 This is striking for two 
reasons. A major research project designed to detect and analyze the root causes of social ten-
sions could hardly ignore the actual and very practical discrimination of Muslim communities 
all over India in the aftermath of Partition. This discrimination concerned not only the socioeco-
nomic marginalization of Muslim communities in Northern Indian cities, but also the damage 
or destruction of their religious heritage.56 By framing these issues as questions of collective 
Muslim self-perception, the authors avoided taking a clear stand in this matter, probably not to 
offend the main financiers of the research, that is, the Indian government.
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The second reason why this framing is surprising is that in these years parts of the Indian 
government, including Prime Minister Nehru, were aware of—and complained about—the dis-
criminatory attitudes and practices against Muslims in state institutions such as the Indian po-
lice and in Indian society more generally.57 Obviously, the Indian authorities and, by extension, 
the authors of the Tensions Project were not interested in a more detailed analysis of the severe 
discriminations of Muslims in order to sustain the narrative of the Indian Congress Party as the 
unifier of the country and to avoid a worsening of the already tensed interreligious situation.58

BUILDING PEACEFUL DIVERSITY: ISRAEL

Another central field of the Tensions Project and its endeavor of international peace research 
was to contribute to the understanding of how stereotypes and prejudices evolved, which impact 
they had on societies at large, and what could possibly be done about them before they could un-
fold their fateful affect.59 The legacies of fascism in Europe, the persistence of inter-religious and 
inter-ethnic conflicts in late colonial and early postcolonial societies, and the persistent problem 
of nationalist stereotyping constituted an urgent context to understand better how stereotypes 
and prejudices functioned in order to formulate concrete recommendations for policy-making. 
UNESCO's initiative in this field, though, was not exactly pioneering. Since the Second World 
War there existed a body of studies in (social) psychology on the evolution of stereotypes and 
prejudices.60 Horkheimer's and Adorno's Institute of Social Research had also contributed signif-
icantly to a better understanding of how authoritarianism and stereotyping fed into each other.61 
What UNESCO intended to add to this body of knowledge was a more global orientation, new 
comparative perspectives, and a body of methods for more in-depth studies on these issues.62

In light of fascism and imperialism as major forces that triggered WW2, UNESCO put a strong 
empirical focus in this research field on the study of post-war Germany and Japan.63 In both 
cases, international and local scholars working with UNESCO concentrated on children and the 
youth in order to understand their dominant attitudes on politics, democracy, authority, and gen-
der relations. Furthermore, these scholars tried to find out how the younger generations related 
to their (grand)parents and the existing elites. Of particular relevance for all these questions was 
the role of education and socialization patterns within families, which the scholars saw as key 
contributions to either a culture of stereotyping and prejudice or mutual understanding and tol-
erance. Especially in the German case the findings illustrated that a person's experience inside 
the family, particularly with the father, was a key factor to understand young people's approaches 
to authority and the way youth related to cultural diversity.64

For Japan, the studies indicated that the youth were more open to the outside world and par-
ticularly toward the West than previously assumed. The framing of the West in Japanese society 
appeared thoroughly positive in these surveys. On the other hand, the scholars were concerned 
about the persistence of strong and potentially aggressive loyalty patterns toward the monarchy 
and a sharpening generation conflict.65 All in all, though, the research findings were a reason for 
serenity for US academics and US foreign policy makers in Asia.

The example worth examining in more detail, though, is a smaller case in terms of research 
endeavor and publicity. Since its foundation in May 1948, Israel underwent conflictive processes 
of nation-building. The situation in those years was, among other challenges, a combination 
of two factors: the management of inter-ethnic rivalries among Jewish communities including 
openly racist attitudes toward Oriental Jews66; and the violence between Jewish and Muslim 
communities and Muslim expulsions to secure a Jewish majority on Israel's territory.67
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From an international peace perspective, there were a couple of reasons why the case of Israel 
mattered. The communications around the Tensions Project on Israel including letters between 
participating scholars and statements of officials in Israel and at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris 
indicate that many of them interpreted the foundation of Israel and its concurrent conflicts as 
a paradigmatic experience of 20th-century nation-building in an ethnically diverse society. In 
a world where migration, decolonization, and mass violence altered the ethnic composition of 
many societies, the example of Israel and its management of pluralism was interesting to study. 
UNESCO saw particularly the immigration-related aspects of research in Israel in a broader con-
text of global transformations. It, therefore, encouraged social scientists to compare the findings 
on Israel with other societies confronting similar challenges such as France, Brazil, or Peru.68

Furthermore, for a long time the dominant (but now largely refuted) framing of the state of 
Israel in international affairs was that it was the main reaction to the destruction of Jews be-
fore and during the Second World War.69 Together with research on the root causes of fascism, 
which were a core element of the Tensions Project,70 a better understanding of Israel's domestic 
developments was seen as an important contribution to the development of social sciences in a 
post-fascist era.

And finally, Israeli society provided an opportunity to study the integration of communities 
from pre-industrial settings into an industrial or industrializing environment. The social and cul-
tural disruptions this may cause was a great concern also among Western planners as they could 
potentially increase the appeal of communism in many societies around the globe. In brief, the 
relevance of studies on Israel in the context of UNESCO's social scientific endeavors went far be-
yond the country itself and put the young nation into the limelight of an evolving transnational 
community of social scientists and political planners.

As in the Indian case, the initial impulse to launch the research on Israel came from gov-
ernmental authorities that requested UNESCO to coordinate the project. But whereas in the 
Indian case the government was the most important financial contributor, the Israeli authorities 
could provide only meager means. After a brief moment of insecurity on whether the project 
could go ahead, the Ford Foundation contributed an important grant to cover the overall ex-
penses.71 The main conductors of the research were the Departments of Sociology, Demography 
and Economics at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and scholars selected from the Israeli 
Ministries of Education and Foreign Affairs. The two most prominent contributing scholars were 
Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, who later earned a reputation in Western academia for his work on 
“multiple modernities,”72 and Arvid Brodersen, a Norwegian sociologist at the New School in 
New York, who also played in important role at UNESCO headquarters.

Overall, the objective of the research was to address “problems of development of a new, 
homogeneous society out of heterogeneous elements” with a special focus on youth, ethnic di-
versity, leadership patterns and the impact of large-scale immigration.73 The field work was com-
pleted in the summer of 1953 with the first reports submitted by the end of that year and in the 
course of 1954. To study the social and cultural dynamics of concern, a sample of “Oriental Jews” 
was selected, that is, Jews of Near Eastern, North African and Far Eastern origin employed in 
eleven different industrial plants in the district of Haifa in the north of the country. The other 
sample was Bet Mazmil, a newly founded suburban settlement near Jerusalem, where people 
with a background in a dozen different ethnic groups, newcomers as well as long-term settlers, 
had recently moved in.

For the communities of “Oriental Jews,” the researchers reasoned that at the moment of their 
arrival in Israel, their “traditional social fabric” was still very much intact. Social coherence was 
meant to be strong and largely unquestioned, change was slow and the important social groupings 
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were small.74 Their integration into industrial work and new forms of settlement, though, was 
a challenge: “A process of adaptation and transformation is set in motion on the psychic plane 
which tends to upset the former code of social reactions based largely on the inherent sense of 
time and cycle of life.”75 This approach to non-European Jewish communities reflected a broader 
trend in Israeli academia in the early 1950s according to which immigrants from Arab countries 
were considered to be “backward,” culturally “primitive,” or even “mentally deficient.”76 Leading 
scientists agreed with a considerable part of the political elite that Jewish immigration from Arab 
societies posed a severe threat to European culture in Israel. As the integration of people from 
non-industrial life circumstances into industrial settings was a shared concern in many societies 
around the globe, the investigation of these processes in Israel enjoyed a broader international 
relevance for economic and social planners.

Although the researchers found no discrimination against “Oriental Jews” in their working 
environment, employers frequently complained about the lack of punctuality and absenteeism.77 
“Oriental Jews” were perceived as far less reliable than other workers and little disciplined as re-
gards the daily work rhythm. Managers also criticized that there was a high degree of sensitivity 
of these workers “to any form of genuine and imagined discrimination, from within and without. 
Unfortunately, the lack of close relations and the reluctance to establish such relationships has 
deeply pervaded the mentality of Oriental workers.”78 Overall, though, the findings painted a 
positive picture about the status of integration of these communities with women being slightly 
ahead of men, who, particularly if less educated, would need more assistance to get acquainted 
with their new environment.

The sample in Bet Mazmil was different in terms of the ethnic background of the target pop-
ulation but similar in terms of class composition. The team around Judith T. Shuval, from the 
Institute of Applied Social Research, focused on about 450 families in one particular part of this 
suburb of Jerusalem, namely the low-cost housing project for new immigrants the government 
had started immediately after Israel's foundation. People in this settlement spoke several differ-
ent languages including Arabic, French, German, Ladino (a form of Spanish spoken by Jews 
from various countries including Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria, and Egypt), and Yiddish. Under the 
harsh condition of scarcity of almost all resources including food, tensions between families and 
ethnic groups were virtually unavoidable. The central assumption of the researchers was that 
processes of scapegoating and stereotyping were closely related to the class structure of a com-
munity. In other words, the lower the class background, the more prevalent these phenomena 
were. At the same time, the class structure corresponded with ethnicity. Poor families usually 
belonged to non-European communities with Moroccans and Iraqis occupying the lowest socio-
economic status.79 Consequently, Moroccans and Iraqis had been singled out by almost all other 
communities as targets for their hostilities.

The interviews in the area suggested to the researchers that the crucial element of vulnera-
bility was not ethnic background but the position a community attained in the socio-economic 
stratification of society. In other words, class mattered (much) more than ethnic minority status. 
In this reading, a group was more vulnerable because it was not in a position of control or author-
ity to exercise sanctions against its attackers.80

These findings were on the one hand good news for other postcolonial societies as vulnerable 
groups could (at least theoretically) be enabled to participate in power-holding structures. If cor-
rect, this conclusion opened up opportunities for science-based political reform in order to equip 
these communities with a certain degree of control and authority. At the same time, though, the 
Israeli contributors to the Tensions Project saw strong limitations for the generalization of their 
findings. In their interpretation, the main reason why class beat ethnicity was that the Israeli 
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society showed a strong notion of homogeneity in terms of Jewish origin, a shared experience 
of victimization and uprooting through migration, and a low socio-economic status as a conse-
quence of this uprooting.

Overall, the studies on Israel show two important features relevant for the history of peace 
research in the early 1950s. The way the researchers interpreted their findings showed a strong 
focus on class and relativized the role of ethnicity in the evolution of tensions. Although scholars 
blamed ethnic background for work-related conflicts between employers and employees (and 
not, for example, stereotypes and prejudices on the part of the management), ethnicity played a 
minor role in the analysis of immigrants' milieus in the north of Israel. In line with the official 
state ideology of an Israeli society composed of equal Jewish citizens, who were different but 
nevertheless united irrespective of their ethnic origin, these findings confirmed the possibility of 
resolving existing tensions through social planning, industrialization, and the rise of general wel-
fare. The blatant racism, which was clearly part of intercommunal relations in this early phase of 
Israel's history, did not show up in this research as an important driver of inter-ethnic tensions.

The second remarkable aspect is the total neglect in this research of the hostilities against 
and expulsions of Muslim communities on Israel's territory. The research refrains from any com-
ments on this overall context of Israel's nation-building. To be clear, the objective of the project 
was to research and understand domestic tensions within Israel's communities, not the tensions 
that existed outside its borders. But this clear separation of Jewish community relations, on the 
one hand, and the situation of Muslim communities on the other, was largely artificial. As one 
of the overall purposes of the Tensions Project was to learn about evolution of conflicts in the 
context of decolonization and post-imperial nation-building, it is striking that, similar to India, 
essential manifestations of these conflicts and their root causes were simply excluded from the 
agenda. In both societies this neglect concerned Muslims, whose persecution, eviction, margin-
alization, and cultural displacement seem to have run against the limited confines of peace re-
search in the context of post-imperial nation-building. A possible explanation is that, in both 
India and Israel, governmental authorities were the initiators of this research and UNESCO, 
against the will of its young member states' political elites was not in a position to set the research 
agenda. The research results also suggest a strong dose of intellectual compliance by researchers 
toward these elites and their political narratives.

CONCLUSIONS

When the Tensions Project was launched in 1947, its first contributors chose a pragmatic and 
simple understanding of the concept of tensions. By tensions, they meant “hostility, prejudice, 
intolerance, frequently of an inter-racial or inter-class nature, whose origins could not be justi-
fied rationally.”81 From this understanding, it was clear right from the start that psychological ap-
proaches to the evolution and impact of anxieties, frustrations, individual stress and projections 
would play a central role in the research projects. At the same time, questions related to political 
economy, a thorough analysis of inequality structures inherited from the imperial era, or a com-
prehensive investigation into the systemic forms of racial stereotyping and discrimination in in-
ternational and domestic orders were either fully absent, or less prominent in the project agenda.

However, the cases of India and Israel indicate that the selected approaches and the ac-
tual conduct of the research went far beyond psychology. The vagueness, or openendedness 
of the concept of tensions provided ample opportunity for various social scientific disciplines 
including political science, sociology, and anthropology to deepen their exchange and develop 
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a multi-disciplinary agenda to advance the understanding of how tensions and conflicts came 
about and could eventually be prevented.

The ambiguities of the tensions concept also facilitated the wide agenda of peace research 
that corresponded not only with the scientific ambitions of the Project's academic contributors, 
but also with the political needs of the elites in UNESCO's young member states. Selectively, the 
concept even allowed for bridging the gap within and between Western and communist-socialist 
academia. The context of the Cold War had a significant impact on the conduct of the Tensions 
Project. In many sub-projects it was a challenge to keep scholars from both sides of the Iron 
Curtain involved. Nevertheless, because the concept of tensions remained rather vague through-
out the Project, this challenge was more easily addressed than otherwise would have been the 
case.

Another advantage of the tensions concept was that the political attention it generated sup-
ported attempts by social scientists in Western academia, and in postcolonial societies, to claim a 
more central role in political planning. In this field, Indian and Israeli scholars claimed their own 
space in what they acknowledged as the truly global endeavor to modernize societies on the basis 
of universal scientific knowledge about tensions within and between societies.82 Policy mak-
ing based on (social) scientific evidence was an evolving pattern on both sides of the Cold War 
division and turned into a central element of the state's modernization agenda, particularly in 
postcolonial societies. Scientific efforts to understand the impact of industrialization on migrants 
from pre-industrial communities, to analyze the socio-cultural impact of globalization and decol-
onization processes, and to map the consequences of technological innovation on societies and 
politics were important tools for political planning that the Tensions Project tried to develop and 
deliver to UNESCO's member states. For the political elites in early postcolonial India and Israel, 
the Project was thus an important contribution to the use of (social) science as a major source of 
justification for the state and for their own political dominance.83

Finally, the concept of tensions brought together what historians have only recently inter-
preted as entangled: the legacies of fascism and imperialism.84 These two realms have for a long 
time been seen as two rather distinct spheres of historical experience. The idea of the Tensions 
Project was, though, to bring the analysis of both together and try to understand what was as-
sumed to be their common nature in terms of psychology, family relations, social cleavages, men-
tal patterns such as stereotyping, scapegoating and prejudicing, and political authoritarianism.

In spite of this ambitious and original agenda, the Tensions Project was confronted with 
strong critique while it was still ongoing. Raymond Aron, for example, who was involved in some 
of UNESCO's more philosophical initiatives during the first years of its existence, recognized the 
value of the questions the Tensions Project addressed. At the same time, he found the link be-
tween its findings and the pressing problem of war prevention barely visible. What is more, seven 
years after the Project had been approved, his critique was that contributing scholars in various 
sub-projects were “further than ever” from a shared understanding of the concepts and methods 
they used.85 Others criticized the very scope of the Project as far too ambitious86 or were skeptical 
about the application of concepts taken from individual psychology on inter-group relations, 
or even warfare.87 With more distance in time, former UNESCO staff members criticized the 
Tensions Project and the organization's social science agenda more generally as “culture-bound 
and value-loaded” and thus insensitive toward the diverse functioning of social sciences in dif-
ferent circumstances around the world.88

The cases of India and Israel, however, illustrate some more specific points on the possi-
bilities and limitations of international peace research in the 1950s. One of the central goals 
of the Tensions Project had been to facilitate comparative research in order to strengthen the 
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generalization of findings and achieve a truly global scale of such academic endeavors. Since 
the research designs and the specific thematic foci were in both cases very different, though, 
the comparability of their results was limited. Coordinators at UNESCO headquarters such as 
Otto Klineberg, a social psychologist who had helped to build up the social sciences branch at 
UNESCO,89 had formulated during the early phase of the Tensions Project that the existing litera-
ture did not provide much-needed comparable results on conflicts in and between societies. As a 
consequence, it did not allow for more general conclusions the world community would require. 
The Tensions Project, by contrast, should identify empirical patterns shared across continents.90 
In practice, due to different academic approaches, personal intellectual differences, and vary-
ing local motivations this objective was hard to achieve. A more coherent approach would have 
meant more direct intervention from the headquarters, which was a delicate issue particularly 
toward governments of newly independent states co-financing the research.

What these two case studies also reveal is the high degree with which UN-led peace research 
was determined by (narrow) national political interests and their impact on scientific knowledge 
production more generally. In both India and Israel, the research designs ignored ongoing, very 
disruptive large-scale conflicts within those societies. The archival sources do not document any 
single explanation for this pattern. However, it seems justified to assume that the governments 
of these young states decided for political reasons to exclude certain questions from this research 
in order not to turn these research projects into a critique of their own political shortcomings 
and repressions. In that light, the 20th century history of knowledge and science was not only a 
history of Western dominance and imperialism, but also a history of post-fascist and postcolonial 
nation-building with its own modes of domination, exclusion, and silencing. The eagerness of 
elites, in these young states, to acquire and popularize state-of-the-art scientific knowledge was 
not only a feature of an evolving global development ideology, but also constituted an important 
element of these elites' search for political legitimacy and power. In that sense, the Tensions 
Project was a landmark in the history of peace research after 1945 compromised by not so peace-
ful international and domestic political interests.

Lastly, the impact of the Tensions Project on policy adaptation within UNESCO's member 
states seems to have been limited. Although a precise conclusion is empirically difficult to draw, 
it is challenging to identify any significant political reactions to the research findings, which 
questions the impact of the Tensions Project as an intellectual endeavor.91 The Project no doubt 
reinforced intellectual exchange within Western academia and between Western universities and 
scholars in postcolonial societies. The Tensions Project also facilitated new scholarly networks 
and supported the evolution of social science infrastructure in several Western and postcolonial 
societies.92 Although it would be an exaggeration to argue that the Project was the main impetus 
for the institutionalization of peace research and peace studies in various academic landscapes 
around the globe, it did facilitate this broader trend and inspired local peace (research) initia-
tives, some of them promoted by women.

An illustrative example of the Tension Project's exemplary function is the role of Freda 
Wuesthoff in the foundation of German peace research (Friedensforschung). Shocked by the 
events in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the trained physicist Wuesthoff founded the “Bavarian 
Society for Unesco work” (Bayerische Gesellschaft für Unesco-Arbeit) in 1952 with the objective 
to translate the agenda of the Tensions Project into the German context. In her reading, the 
multidisciplinary academic attempt to understand the evolution of tensions was one of the most 
urgent tasks of her time.93 In postcolonial societies, such bottom-up initiatives as well as state-led 
institutionalizations of peace research remained patchy and struggled with significant political 
and financial obstacles.94
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In concrete terms, though, UNESCO's influence on actual peace-related policies to reduce 
tensions within and between societies is empirically difficult to discern. Prominent defenders 
of UNESCO argued early on that it has always been unrealistic to expect the organization to 
directly contribute to the resolution of overt conflicts.95 UNESCO simply did not have either the 
resources or the political influence to do so. At the same time, a visible political impact had been 
part of the Tensions Project's original agenda.

One possible explanation for this lacking impact is that the Tensions Project remained a 
largely intellectual undertaking with no direct connections with or involvement of civil society, 
that is, organizations, institutions, and transnational networks, below the governmental level. 
Right from the moment of its initiation, the Tensions Project itself evinced a form of tension 
between its intellectual-analytical agenda and its political purpose seeking to alter the social and 
political relations on the ground.96 In order to translate its analytical findings on inter-religious 
and inter-ethnic relations in Israel and India into concrete changes, UNESCO would have needed 
to develop an advocacy and networking strategy to include various relevant stakeholders into the 
research process and the adoption of its result thereafter. Among other things, in both of these 
societies it would have been an essential requirement to get in touch with religious organizations 
and authorities to take account of their significant influence in local communities. Later genera-
tions of peace researchers insisted that, in contrast to other disciplines in the humanities such as 
historiography, the practice orientation was a defining criterion of conflict and peace research.97 
Leaving aside its political norms and at times lofty ideals, the actual conduct of the Tensions 
Project in India and Israel does not support this claim.

Another explanation for the missing impact might be its largely positivist approach to com-
plex socioeconomic and political problems. Due to this approach, the studies of the Tensions 
Project were not very sensitive toward the cultural underpinnings of tensions nor toward the 
persistence of imperial patterns in the research methods. What has later been framed as epis-
temic violence also played out in the Tensions Project.98 Although one of its core concerns was to 
diversify the scholarly community by, for example, including social scientists from Asia into the 
conduct of the projects and by actively pursuing the vision of a culturally decentralized scientific 
community, the grammar of research conducted in India and Israel remained within the con-
fines of mainstream Western academia. This pattern was more dominant in India than in Israel, 
though. On the Indian subcontinent, the studies targeting rural and semi-urban communities 
were conducted by Indian scholars and students. But the general lines of the research design 
came from abroad. Indian scholars functioned more as vicarious agents of the Tensions Project 
rather than its co-authors on an equal footing with their white peers. The consequence was not 
only an academic hierarchy built into the Project but also a conceptual and hermeneutic distance 
from local social, cultural, and religious specificities.

As a consequence of these deficits, UNESCO could not develop sufficient political clout to 
address major obstacles for peace within and between its member states; or, indeed, initiate 
positive change. As an intellectual project, though, the Tensions Project did stimulate new 
forms of intellectual exchange, which is why it deserves a place in 20th century history of 
peace.

ENDNOTES
	 1	 Mark Mazower, No Enchanted Place: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United Nations 

(Princeton, Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2009). See also Jo-Anne Pemberton, “The Changing Shape 
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