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Thesis Abstract 

The 1970s, a UNESCO report claimed, would be the “communication decade”. 

UNESCO had started research on new means of mass communication for development 

purposes in the 1960s. In the 1970s, the issue evolved into a debate on the so-called 

“New World Information and Communication Order” (NWICO) and the 

democratisation of global media. It led UNESCO itself into a major crisis in the 1980s.  

My project traces a dual trajectory that shaped this global debate on transnational 

media. The first follows communications from being seen as a tool and goal of national 

development in the 1960s, to communications seen as catalyst for recalibrated 

international political, cultural and economic relations. The second relates to the 

recurrent attempts, and eventual failure, of various actors to engage UNESCO as a 

platform to promote a new global order. I take UNESCO as an observation post to study 

national ambitions intersecting with internationalist claims to universality, changing 

understandings of the role of media in development and international affairs, and 

competing visions of world order. Looking at the modes of this debate, the project also 

sheds light on the evolving practices of internationalism.  

Located in the field of a new international history, this study relates to the recent 

rediscovery of the “new order”-discourses of the 1970s as well as to the increasingly 

diversified literature on internationalism. With its focus on international communications 

and attempts at regulating them, it also contributes to an international media history in 

the late twentieth century. The emphasis on the role of international organisations as well 

as on voices from the Global South will make contributions to our understanding of the 

historic macro-processes of decolonisation, globalisation and the Cold War. 
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1 Introduction 

In 1990, talk of a “new world order” was in the air. Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev 

mentioned the phrase in his speeches when he talked about new security arrangements 

for Europe. The fall of the Berlin Wall heralded, literally overnight, the dissolution of a 

decades-long division of Europe. U.S. President George H.W. Bush spoke of the dawn 

of a new era, of a historic caesura. In October 1990, at the United Nations General 

Assembly he declared: “We are hopeful that the machinery of the United Nations will no 

longer be frozen by the divisions that plagued us during the cold war.” Under the 

impression of the recent successful completion of Operation Desert Shield, the U.S.-led 

military response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, which was not contested but actually 

backed by the Soviet Union, he declared, the Cold War had come to an end. He added: 

“It is in our hands to […] press forward to cap a historic movement towards a new world 

order and a long era of peace.”1 And from his desk at the State Department, one political 

analyst diagnosed the “end of history”.2 

The twentieth century has seen various moments that contemporaries expected to 

usher in a “new world order”, with the two post-World War moments in 1918/19 and in 

the mid-1940s, and the end of the Cold War being the most prominent. Only very 

recently have historians started to rediscover another moment in which the notion of a 

new order was utterly present in the political vocabulary, yet which has almost entirely 

fallen from public – and political – memory. Nils Gilman and others have recently turned 

towards the “New International Economic Order”, a claim heard at the United Nations 

and other international fora, read in the newspapers around the globe and discussed in 

scholarly debates, all throughout the troubled decade of the 1970s.3  

The label was claimed as an expression of the collective demands of a growing 

number of developing, mostly recently decolonised countries that considered themselves 

outside the Cold War camps of East and West—a group of states that today are mostly 

                                                

1  Address to the United Nations General Assembly by President George H.W. Bush, October 1, 1990, 
URL: http://www.state.gov/p/io/potusunga/207268.htm [last access: 31.01.2019]. 

2  Fukuyama, Francis, ʻThe End of History?ʼ, The National Interest, 16 (1989), 3–18. 
3  Gilman, Nils, ʻThe New International Economic Order. A Reintroductionʼ, Humanity, 6, 1 (2015), 1–

16. 

http://www.state.gov/p/io/potusunga/207268.htm
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referred to as the Global South.4 The NIEO was, according to Gilman, the “most widely 

discussed transnational governance reform initiative of the1970s”. It can be understood 

as “a political brand holding together a set off loosely compatible agendas” and a 

collection of “economic proposals, legal tactics, and political objectives”.5 

This initiative began to come apart by the end of the 1970s. The “real new order” 

in economic terms, as Mark Mazower observed, emerged not at the core of the 

international community, that is in New York at the United Nations where the “New 

International Economic Order” had been declared in 1974, but in Washington, at one of 

the main centres of global power, with the reform of the International Monetary Fund 

and the World Bank.6 

The NIEO has since slipped into oblivion. And with it the concerted challenge to 

the state of international affairs staged by the Global South during the 1970s. If this 

challenge is usually understood above all as a political and economic one, it was pursued 

by its activists on levels beyond these spheres. Culture was as much a part of it as, say, 

the redistribution of wealth and the transfer of technology. They demanded a change in 

perception as much as greater global justice. The project of the NIEO was accompanied 

by a vocal and wide-reaching campaign for what came to be known as the “New World 

Information and Communication Order” (NWICO).7 

The history of this campaign which found its main forum in the United Nations 

Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization (UNESCO) stands at the heart of this 

thesis. It reached a peak in political prominence towards the end of the 1970s, it had 

substantial consequences for the 1980s and was grounded in a longer history reaching 

back to the 1960s and even into the immediate aftermath of World War Two. The 

NWICO formed part of an encompassing attempt to establish a new global order and 

the problems it raised may well have outlasted the end of the Cold War—history has not 

ended.  

What follows, forms part of recent attempts to rediscover alternative political 

histories of the second half of the twentieth century by revisiting sites and themes of 

                                                

4  Dirlik, Arif, ʻGlobal South. Predicament and Promiseʼ, The Global South, 1, 1 (2007), 12–23. 
5  Gilman 2015 – The New International Economic Order, 1-2. 
6  Mazower, Mark, Governing the World: The Rise and Fall of an Idea (London: Allen Lane, 2012), 343ff. 
7  The terms New International Information Order (NIIO) or New World Information Order (NWIO) 

are common alternatives but conceptually equivalent. 
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internationalism. The debates and policies on media and mass communications that 

unfolded at UNESCO mainly between 1960 and 1980 form one such theme and have 

long suffered from historiographic neglect. 

Topic and Background 

The 1970s, a UNESCO report claimed in 1976, would be remembered as the 

“communication decade”.8 In the 1960s, UNESCO had started research on new means 

of mass communication for development purposes. By the 1970s, it supported efforts to 

define national communication policies in developing areas and engaged simultaneously 

in a critical review of the global conditions under which national and international 

communications evolved.  

In 1974, a ground-breaking study commissioned by UNESCO established that 

television programmes in the world were by and large dominated by Anglo-American 

media companies.9 Media contents—news as well as entertainment—would flow from 

North to South, while a reverse traffic was practically non-existent. Developing and Non-

Aligned countries drew a critical conclusion: the global media market, they held, had 

become starkly imbalanced. The Western news agencies Reuters, the AP, AFP, and UPI 

as well as the Soviet agency TASS had created monopolies in the gathering and 

dissemination of news. These agencies, this reasoning continued, produced news mainly 

for the audiences of the industrialised countries. Third World countries received attention 

only in cases of major crisis such as famines or civil wars. The picture of those countries 

was thus distorted and one-sided, discouraging investment and distracting interest. 

Moreover, the very cultural identity of those who depended on Western media products 

would be threatened by the intrusion of alien cultural products—with the U.S. being the 

biggest, but not the only emitter. “Cultural imperialism” seemed to be the latest guise of 

Western domination.  

Socialist countries emphatically supported proposals to remedy such imbalances, 

namely increased government control of national media systems and media content, 

restricted movement for foreign journalists, and a global regulation on the flow of media 

                                                

8  Lee, John, Towards Realistic Communication Policies. Recent Trends and Ideas Compiled and Analysed (Paris: 
UNESCO, 1976). 

9  Nordenstreng, Kaarle and Varis, Tapio, Television Traffic - A One-Way Street? A Survey and Analysis of the 
International Flow of Television Programme Material (Paris: UNESCO, 1974), 70. 
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products. Western states regarded any regulation in the media sector as a severe 

infringement of the liberal values of press freedom, the market economy and the 

safeguarding of human rights. Far flung networks of international legal, social sciences 

and communication scholars helped to differentiate the picture of international 

communications, drawing out a number of objectively existing problems and formulating 

a host of possible solutions. Their own, often competing, cultural and political allegiances 

made them decisive and influential brokers within this debate rather than neutral 

commentators. Other non-governmental actors, too, joined the debate, above all 

journalists, journalist unions, media outlets and media owners.  

Towards the end of the 1970s, the issue evolved into a global debate on the so-

called “New World Information and Communication Order”, a terminology originating 

from a symposium of Non-Aligned Countries in Tunis in 1976. During the same period, 

UNESCO’s General Conference, held in Nairobi, saw heated debate on a draft Mass 

Media Declaration, which was, after various stages of re-working, adopted in 1978. In 

the meantime, UNESCO’s Director-General had established the International 

Commission for the Study of Communication Problems, also known as the “MacBride 

Commission”, that engaged in a broad and widely followed discussion of the NWICO 

and of calls for a democratisation of global media and its markets. The Commission 

presented its report Many Voices, One World in 1980.10 

The United Nations specialised agency for education, science and culture proved 

the ideal stage for such a controversy. While the C of UNESCO stands for culture, 

communications was from the start an essential element in the organisation’s activities. 

By its constitution, UNESCO was tasked to: “Collaborate in the work of advancing the 

mutual knowledge and understanding of peoples, through all means of mass 

communication and to that end recommend such international agreements as may be 

necessary to promote the free flow of ideas by word and image”.11 Since the 1960s, its 

engagement with communications was essential to establishing UNESCO’s profile as a 

development cooperation agency. Over the same period, decolonisation had left its mark 

                                                

10  International Commission for the Study of Communication Problems, Many Voices, One World: 
Communication and Society Today and Tomorrow. Towards a New More Just and More Efficient World information 
and Communication Order (London: Kogan Page, 1980). 

11  UNESCO, Basic Texts (Paris: UNESCO, 2010). 
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on the organisation. Not only did UNESCO identify ever more emphatically with the 

needs and claims of a fast-growing constituency of member states—the developing, de-

colonised and Non-Aligned states — institutionally it also reflected this change by 

offering increasing space for representation to this constituency. The most prominent 

sign of this was the appointment of the Senegalese Amadou-Mahtar M’Bow as Director-

General in 1974, the first person of colour to head a major UN agency. In the early 1980s, 

however, when the NWICO-debates dragged on without progress, UNESCO itself slid 

into a major crisis, capped with the withdrawal of two founding members, the United 

States and the United Kingdom, in 1984 and 1985. 

At least four major historical dynamics provided the background to this debate. 

Decolonisation, the emergence of an international development cooperation machinery, 

the Cold War, and globalisation are macro-processes that have largely defined the 

parameters of any international history of the second half of the twentieth century. Each 

has figured prominently into the story told here and their distinctive contributions, as 

well as how this story helps or modifies our understanding of them in turn, will be 

discussed throughout the chapters.12  

Perspectives and Claims  

The following study raises questions on two levels: what was at stake when global policies 

on media and mass communications were being discussed at UNESCO in the 1960s and 

1970s, and how were these discussions organised? To approach these questions, I will 

take UNESCO as an institutional “observation post”.13 From this observation point we 

can trace different understandings of what international communications was, how it 

related to the nation-state, how it fed into concepts of development and how it was a 

constituent part of an existing international order in all its possible dimensions—as a 

political order, an economic order and as a cultural and social order. I will look at 

UNESCO in its threefold function as (1) a knowledge producer (e.g. through 

commissions, expert meetings, research funding), (2) as an agency providing 

                                                

12  Each of these dynamics has provoked a host of recent historiographic literature. Parts of this literature 
will be discussed below.  

13  Kott, Sandrine, ʻInternational Organizations - A Field of Research for a Global Historyʼ, in Iris 
Schröder, Susanne Schattenberg and Jan-Holger Kirsch, eds., Internationale Ordnungen und neue 
Universalismen im 20. Jahrhundert, vol. 8 (2011), 446–450, 446. 
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development assistance (planning and advising, policy formulation, research and training, 

field projects), and (3) as a global forum attracting public attention and initiating global 

debates. 

Inevitably, this perspective will lead to a strong focus on the institution of 

UNESCO. Yet, UNESCO will appear as a multi-layered and open space where a variety 

of actors and agendas intersected or encountered each other. UNESCO assembled not 

only government representatives but brought together a heterogeneous community of 

experts, non-governmental organisations, transnationally operating media and individuals 

who contributed to the shaping of the debates and policies. The Secretariat itself was no 

monolithic executing agency but again an assemblage of individuals and interests that 

determined, in an ongoing process of conversation and negotiation among each other 

and with a host of external actors, the paths the debates would take. While limiting in 

certain ways, this institutional focus presents no geographical limit. The organisation’s 

headquarters, based in Paris’s 7th arrondissement at Place de Fontenoy, certainly had their 

own peculiar locality—both sociologically and culturally.14 UNESCO activities, however, 

in holding conferences around the globe and sending missions or executing projects on 

all the continents of the earth, established from the start a truly global dimension within 

the organisation’s existence. 

Besides, this perspective is only possible to reconstruct by continually escaping the 

narrow institutional frame, and choosing instead the outside view. Only the archives of 

other participants in the debate, be it governments, like the U.S. or those of the two 

German states, NGOs, like Freedom House, or newspaper archives, complement those 

parts that are missing due to the inevitable blind-spots in the self-documentation and 

self-expression of an institution. 

This perspective allows light to be shed not only on contemporaneously diverging, 

often conflicting, visions but also on changing visions over time. UNESCO thus appears 

less as a defined entity with a corporate will, but more as a dynamic organism operating 

                                                

14  Schröder, Iris, ʻDer Beton, die Stadt, die Kunst und die Welt. Der Streit um die Pariser UNESCO-

Gebäudeʼ, Studies in Contemporary History, 7, 1 (2010), 7–29. 
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in a volatile international environment, being impacted by extraneous influences as much 

as leaving its own imprint on the topics and people that got in touch with UNESCO.15  

Departing from this flexible approach, I claim that two trajectories will become 

visible that shaped this global debate on media. The first follows communications from 

being promoted as a tool and goal of national development to communications seen as 

a catalyst of a new global order, that is, new and recalibrated international economic, 

political and cultural relations. The second relates to the expectations carried into, as 

much as harboured by, the institution of UNESCO. It marks the exhaustion of the dream 

of installing universal, global orders by cooperating through international organisations.  

The first trajectory marks the changing understanding of international 

communications, media and the flow of information. The post-war era looked at is 

characterised by a remarkable expansion of the use of mass media, fueled both by 

technological progress and by the growth of markets in combination with a growing 

number of consumers able to participate in these markets. While at first, the potential of 

the new media to offer technical solutions to the challenges of development in 

infrastructurally poorly equipped regions inhabited the understanding of 

communications, but soon its transgressive nature dominated the perspective. National 

development could no longer be regarded as a process detached from international 

technological links, economic patterns, and overlapping, even colliding, cultural spheres. 

With the media being increasingly regarded as a prime facilitator of globalisation, the 

technologies, practices and imaginings of international communications became the 

subject of critical reflection. It represents one of the few consensuses that emerged from 

this debate, that media and international communications must be considered constituent 

elements of any global order and are hence instrumental to any attempt to change this 

order.  

                                                

15  For the methodological background of this take on international institutions see Schröder, Iris, 
Schattenberg, Susanne and Kirsch, Jan-Holger, eds.,Internationale Ordnungen und neue 

Universalismen im 20. Jahrhundert, ʻInternationale Ordnungen und neue Universalismen im 20. 

Jahrhundertʼ, Studies in Contemporary History, 8, 3 (2011), Kott, Sandrine, ʻLes organisations 

internationales, terrains d'étude de la globalisation. Jalons pour une approche socio-historiqueʼ, in 
Sandrine Kott, ed., Une autre approche de la globalisation: socio-histoire des organisations internationales (1900-
1940), vol. 52 (2011), 9–16, Sluga, Glenda, ed.,Transnational History of International Institutions, 

ʻTransnational History of International Institutionsʼ, Journal of Global History, 16, 2 (2011). 
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The second trajectory takes UNESCO as a screen upon which the various actors 

projected their plans and visions for a future global order.16 This projection was of course 

linked to the expectation that by working through an institution like UNESCO such 

visions could be presented and promoted and, if the institution’s means were applied 

properly from the point of view of the promoter, eventually brought about. In the 1940s, 

the vision of a peaceful and democratic post-World-War world order permeated the 

foundational moment of UNESCO. In the 1960s, modernisation theory and the idea that 

through certain developmental measures all societies could became like the liberal 

Western democracies and market economies prevailed, when UNESCO turned towards 

development as its field of action. The 1970s finally saw a distinct counter-project: the 

Global South promoted a set of ideas for rebalancing international relations.17 

Importantly, even if concrete new-order-agendas pertained to specific topics like 

economic relations, media and communications, or labour, they all carried global 

overtones. Under the sign of globalisation and interdependence,18 these domains could 

no longer be usefully separated. In particular the talk about a New World/International 

Information Order revealed that its subject, media and communications, was understood 

as deeply embedded into a number of global or transnational contexts. To the advocates 

it was clear that this new order would be part and parcel of a new global order. The fate of 

the NWICO debate, however, would confirm to them what liberal internationalists as 

much as modernisers had learned in the 1940s and the 1960s—their ambitions were too 

                                                

16  On the concept of “world orders“ Conrad, Sebastian and Sachsenmaier, Dominic, ʻIntroductionʼ, in 
Sebastian Conrad and Dominic Sachsenmaier, eds., Competing visions of world order: Global moments and 
movements, 1880s - 1930s: Palgrave Macmillan transnational history series (New York, NY: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007), 1–25. I would hold that the terms “world order” and “global order” denote the same 
vision of an encompassing order of things that potentially applies to large or all parts of the globe. 
Whereas the term “world order” is more closely linked to concrete historical discourses advocating a 
certain project of “world order”, the new term “global order”, informed not least by theories of 
globalisation, has a more analytic quality to it. “International order” would emphasise the role of the 
nation-state as actor and constitutive unit of such an order. In the context of the NIEO/NWICO 
discourses, the different terms were used interchangeably with no systemic difference being discernable.  

17  This neat temporalisation shall not imply that the respective visions were the only ones present at that 
time, to the contrary, they may have been dominant, but they always face competing alternative vision 
of world order 

18  The term interdependence gained currency in the economic discourses of the 1970s, MacFarland, 

Victor, ̒ The New International Economic Order, Interdependence, and Globalizationʼ, in Nils Gilman, 
ed., Toward a History of the New International Economic Order, vol. 6 (2015), 217-213. As a concept relevant 
to broader international relations see the paradigmatic Keohane, Robert O. and Nye, Joseph S., Power 
and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition (Boston: Little, Brown, 1977). 
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far-reaching and the forum of UNESCO too limited in its ability to forge global 

consensus, to actually bring about the desired new order. 

Finally, by asking how these debates were organised, this study, using cultural history 

approaches, traces practices, routines, modes of speaking and interacting, as well as 

symbol politics that emerged at UNESCO after 1945 and defined the way the debate at 

UNESCO was conducted.19 It thus makes a contribution to the historicisation of the 

methods of internationalism, which has become increasingly important in recent 

revisionist accounts in international history that have emphasised internationalism less as 

a utopian, integrationist moral project and more as a viable political strategy employed 

by various different actors in the pursuit of varying political ends. I will claim that 

eventually, the modes of debating at UNESCO were not only crucial to help the issue 

gain political virulence—they were also instrumental in preventing any outcome, at least 

from a Western point of view. In more general terms, I argue that the active and 

continued participation of non-governmental actors in this debate, organised mainly by 

the Secretariat of an intergovernmental organisation, represents a remarkable yet often 

overlooked character trait of the debate. 

Choices and Definitions 

Why study UNESCO? In the growing field of historical investigations into international 

organisations within the United Nations family, a study of UNESCO needs no further 

justification. Nevertheless, several aspects make it a particularly interesting case.  

Today, the UN’s cultural branch is best known for its World Heritage programme. 

When the organisation was founded in London in 1945 and then relocated to Paris, the 

home of its headquarters today, the fields of education, culture, communications, and 

science stood in the foreground. In its foundation, an intergovernmental and a non-

governmental institutional dynamic converged. The former rooted in the “Conference of 

Allied Ministers of Education” (CAME) that had convened in London since 1942 and 

had addressed the re-education and the rebuilding of educational institutions in war-

devastated Europe. The latter dynamic originated in the “Institut International de 

                                                

19  Among the first to point out the value of such an approach Pedersen, Susan, ʻBack to the League of 

Nations. Review Essayʼ, The American Historical Review, 112, 4 (2007), 1091–1117. Also Herren, 
Madeleine, Networking the International System: Global Histories of International Organizations (Cham: Springer, 
2014). 
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Coopération Intellectuelle” (IICI), established in the inter-war period, based in Paris and 

gathering eminent intellectuals such as Alfred Zimmern, Albert Einstein or Henri 

Bergson. Those dynamics brought political pragmatism and an emphatic interwar 

internationalism together in the setting up of a new world culture organisation.20 As a 

consequence, UNESCO continued to oscillate between adherence to a technical mandate 

and loyalty to the lofty aspirations of forging a world society. Roger-Pol Droit stated that 

UNESCO was not “representing the special interests of its founding members” but 

“clearly and in universal form, […] a genuine politics of the mind”.21 In such general 

terms, this verdict is, as we will see, untenable. Philipp Jones noted in turn that the 

founding years heaped an “incoherent multiplicity of functions and inadequate resource” 

on UNESCO and left it in such an unclear relationship to the rest of the UN family that, 

in the absence of any defining factors, it “could regard itself as the normative nerve-

centre of the UN system”.22 

Akira Iriye, moreover, highlighted a particular universalism ingrained in the 

organisation from its very beginning. Even more than the UN proper, “UNESCO was 

seen as a universal, inclusive organisation. In the wake of so much race hatred, genocide, 

and mass destruction, there was determination to strengthen internationalism through an 

unambiguous assertion of national, ethnic, and racial equality as the basis for undertaking 

the tasks of cultural communication.”23 The universalism found expression, among other 

things, in a particularly inclusive membership policy that as early as in 1951, for instance, 

invited the successor governments to the former aggressor states, Germany and Japan, 

to join. Later, it almost instantly admitted the newly independent states from Africa in 

the 1960s. In addition, with the absence of a superior executive institution such as the 

Security Council at the United Nations, democratic practices in international affairs based 

on a strict one-state-one-vote principle found fuller realisation at UNESCO than within 

other parts of the UN cosmos. With such universalism in place, UNESCO was, again in 

                                                

20  On the foundation of UNESCO see: Krill de Capello, Hans-Heinz, ̒ The Creation of the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizationʼ, International Organization, 24, 1 (1970), 1–30.  
21  Droit, Roger-Pol, Humanity in the Making. Overview of the Intellectual History of UNESCO, 1945-2005 (Paris: 

UNESCO, 2005), 44. 
22  Jones, Phillip W., The United Nations and Education: Multilateralism, Development and Globalisation (London: 

Routledge, 2005), 45. 
23  Iriye, Akira, Cultural Internationalism and World Order (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 

147.  
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the words of Akira Iriye, “destined to become an arena for initiatives as much from Asia, 

Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America as from Europe and North America.”24 

 

What is the media? Generally, media historians prefer to use concrete definitions of 

the media.25 This study, however, will refrain from imposing any definition and will 

employ instead a broad view on media and communications in order to provide enough 

flexibility to follow the understandings displayed by the various actors in that story. The 

terms “media” and “mass communication” used in the title of this study serve to denote 

both the media content and institutional settings of media as well as the technical, 

infrastructural or physical aspects of communication.  

Broadly speaking, four terms mark the semantic field of contemporary 

understandings: media, (mass) communication(s), information and news. It is notable 

that in the UNESCO context several phrases like the “free flow of information” or the 

“right to communicate” were being used from very early on. Yet, no clear definitions are 

to be found in UNESCO documents until the MacBride Commission published its 

report. Those ambiguities, it can be assumed, contributed to the broad scope of the 

debate surrounding the NWICO idea but also caused misunderstandings and prevented 

solutions and agreements from being found. The history of the debate thus represents 

also an intellectual history of media and communications.  

 

How do we understand globalisation? Jürgen Osterhammel and Niels Petersson have 

listed three points on which most theories of globalisation converge: the notion of a 

relative decline of the nation state and a shift of power towards market forces; the impact 

in the sphere of culture, be it in a homogenising way or in further particularisation and 

fragmentation; and finally a change that has been described as “space-time-

compression”.26 Implicitly all three aspects do also refer to the media. The importance 

                                                

24  Ibid.  
25  Bösch, Frank, Mediengeschichte: Vom asiatischen Buchdruck zum Fernsehen (Frankfurt/M: Campus, 2011), 

14ff. 
26  Osterhammel, Jürgen and Petersson, Niels P., Geschichte der Globalisierung: Dimensionen, Prozesse, Epochen, 

5th rev. (München: Beck, 2012), 11-13. 
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attributed to media and communications could thus be regarded as a further common 

characteristic of globalisation theories.27  

The story to be told here does not aim to add to such theories of globalisation. 

Rather, it serves as a prism to observe how globalisation during a concrete period of time 

was perceived, understood, and dealt with. Discussing potentially global policies of 

communication at UNESCO must be interpreted as a reaction to globalisation and an 

attempt to plan or steer it. The category of space seems particularly important in order 

to delineate such reactions and plans. Space and concepts based on spatial demarcations 

such as the nation state or borders have their own particular historicity and may be 

challenged, confirmed or renegotiated under specific local and historical circumstances.28  

It is in the essence of media and communications, Roland Wenzlhuemer has 

argued, “to transgress traditional boundaries and to detach interrelations from geographic 

proximity”.29 But this does not automatically result in the disappearance of boundaries, 

nor of a sense of geographic unity. The globalisation that can be observed in this story 

moves between two poles: the local, regional or national context (i.e. a space that is clearly 

defined in the perception of the actors that refer to it) and the peculiar spatiality of an 

international organisation. International organisations have a peculiar spatiality in that 

they claim to have global reach in their decisions and policies, yet they simultaneously 

provide space for the representation of the nation and nationhood (especially important 

during the era of decolonisation) and thus serve to strengthen and stabilize national, or 

regional, identity.  

This study historicises globalisation through looking at the triangular relation 

between nation states, international organisations and media and communications. 

Isabella Löhr and Roland Wenzlhuemer have summarised the analytic potential of such 

a perspective as follows: “As soon as we characterize processes of global integration by 

the simultaneity of the dissolution of clear spatial hierarchies and reverse developments 

                                                

27  Sparks, Colin, Globalization, Development and the Mass Media (Los Angeles: Sage, 2007).  
28  For theoretical reflections on the writing of the history of global spatiality see Schröder, Iris and Höhler, 

Sabine, ʻFür eine Geschichte der Räume und Orte im globalen Zeitalterʼ, in Iris Schröder and Sabine 
Höhler, eds., Welt-Räume. Geschichte, Geographie und Globalisierung seit 1900 (Frankfurt/M, 2005), 303–313. 

29  Wenzlhuemer, Roland, ʻGlobalization, Communication and the Concept of Space in Global Historyʼ, 
in Roland Wenzlhuemer, ed., Global Communication: Telecommunication and Global Flows of Information in the 
late 19th and early 20th century = Globale Kommunikation Telekommunikation und globale Informationsflüsse im 
späten 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhundert, vol. 35: Historical social research Special issue (Cologne: Zentrum 
für Historische Sozialforschung, 2010), 19–47, 21. 
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to extend national, imperial or colonial regimes of power, conflicting ideas of how state 

and non-state actors are to regulate and control globalization processes come to the 

fore.”30 This project does not take globalisation as a self-evident and inevitable process 

but rather asks for the specific ways in which globalising dynamics, namely in the field of 

media, were perceived and accounted for in the 1970s. It traces tensions and 

contradictions between different levels of space and observes how contemporaries in this 

time have tried to model and control the spaces they acted in and how they coped with 

influences that were beyond their control.  

State of the Art 

The NWICO debate is clearly the elephant in the room of the recently expanding 

historiographic literature on UNESCO. While the history of international organisations, 

intergovernmental and non-governmental, big or small, past or still operating, has 

matured into a broad field of literature over the past fifteen years, and while UNESCO 

has attracted considerable interest within this field, there is still not one historiographic 

account of the debate that arguably dominated the organisation’s agenda for over a 

decade and led it into existential crisis. This void is noticeable within UNESCO’s own 

“History Project” that was initiated in 2005, which drew on a team of experienced 

historians to revisit UNESCO as an important site of 20th century internationalism.31 It 

is equally observable in the “Global History Project”, launched in 2013 and based at the 

University of Aalborg in Denmark, which follows the routes of knowledge and the routes 

of UNESCO initiatives around the world.32 The only independent historical synthesis of 

UNESCO covers the first three decades and provides useful insights for the pre-history 

                                                

30  With reference to a slightly earlier epoch around 1900: Löhr, Isabella and Wenzlhuemer, Roland, 

ʻIntroduction: The Nation State and Beyond. Governing Globalization Processes in the Nineteenth and 

Early Twentieth Centuriesʼ, in Isabella Löhr and Roland Wenzlhuemer, eds., The Nation State and Beyond: 
Governing Globalization Processes in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (Berlin: Springer, 2012), 1–23 
10. 

31  Result of the “History Project” was the collective volume Boel, Jens, 60 ans de l'histoire de l'Unesco. Actes 
du colloque international, 16-18 novembre 2005 (Paris: UNESCO, 2007). UNESCO has also commissioned 
an intellectual history Droit 2005 – Humanity in the Making and a more factual account Valderrama, 
Fernando, A History of UNESCO (Paris: UNESCO, 1995). On the “History Project” Singleton, Lisa, 

ʻHistorians and Public History in the UN Systemʼ, in James Gardner and Paula Hamilton, eds., The 
Oxford Handbook of Public History: Oxford handbooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 239-255, 
251-2. 

32  Duedahl, Poul, A History of UNESCO: Global Actions and Impacts (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016), on the project: The Global History of UNESCO Project, URL: 
https://www.en.cgs.aau.dk/research/projects/unesco/ [31.01.2019] 

https://www.en.cgs.aau.dk/research/projects/unesco/
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of the organisation, but leaves the actual NWICO controversy in the 1970s unaccounted 

for.33 With a clear dominance of works focusing on this first era of UNESCO’s existence, 

many aspects of UNESCO’s work have already received substantial attention, especially 

the areas of education,34 cultural policies,35 anti-racism,36 and memory politics under the 

World Heritage programme.37 Apart from these there are also a number of articles with 

a more political orientation.38 

 One of the reasons for this neglect is that the “impact”39 of the NWICO debate 

is not easy to measure. Certainly, in terms of the main ambitions that defined this debate, 

the consequences were largely inexistent or disappointing. In institutional terms, the 

image of UNESCO had suffered greatly and the period leading up to the withdrawals 

                                                

33  Maurel, Chloé, Histoire de l'UNESCO. Les trente premières années 1945-1974 (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2010). 
34  Dorn, Charles, ʻ‘The World’s Schoolmaster’: Educational Reconstruction, Grayson Kefauver, and the 

Founding of UNESCO, 1942–46ʼ, History of Education, 35, 3 (2006), 297–320, Dorn, Charles and 

Ghodsee, Kirsten, ʻThe Cold War Politicization of Literacy. Communism, UNESCO, and the World 

Bankʼ, Diplomatic History, 36, 2 (2012), 373–398, Brouillette, Sarah, ʻUNESCO and the Book in the 

Developing Worldʼ, Representations, 127, 1 (2014), 33–54, Kulnazarova, Aigul and Ydesen, Christian, 
UNESCO Without Borders: Educational Campaigns for International Understanding (London: Routledge Taylor 

& Francis Group, 2017), Boel, Jens, ʻUNESCO's Fundamental Education Program, 1946-1958. Vision, 

Actions and Impactʼ, in Poul Duedahl, ed., A History of UNESCO: Global Actions and Impacts 
(Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 153–167. 

35  Graham, Sarah E., ʻThe (Real)politics of Culture. U.S. Cultural Diplomacy in Unesco, 1946-1954ʼ, 

Diplomatic History, 30, 2 (2006), 231–251, Naumann, Katja, ʻAvenues and Confines of Globalizing the 
Past. UNESCO's International Commission for a 'Scientific and Cultural History of Mankind' (1952-

1969)ʼ, in Madeleine Herren, ed., Networking the International System: Global Histories of International 

Organizations (Cham: Springer, 2014), Wong, Laura Elizabeth, ʻRelocating East and West. UNESCO's 

Major Project on the Mutual Appreciation of Eastern and Western Cultural Valuesʼ, Journal of World 
History, 19, 3 (2008), 349–374. 

36  Brattain, Michelle, ʻRace, Racism, and Antiracism. UNESCO and the Politics of Presenting Science to 

the Postwar Publicʼ, American Historical Review, 112, 5 (2007), 1386–1413, Shepard, Todd, ʻAlgeria, 

France, Mexico, UNESCO. A Transnational History of Anti-Racism and Decolonization, 1932-1962ʼ, 
Journal of Global History, 6 (2011), 273–297, Hazard, Anthony Q., Postwar Anti-racism: The United States, 
UNESCO, and "Race," 1945 - 1968 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 

37  Cameron, Christina and Rössler, Mechtild, Many Voices, One Vision: The Early Years of the World Heritage 

Convention (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2013), Rehling, Andrea, ʻUniversalismen und Partikularismen im 

Widerstreit. Zur Genese des UNESCO-Welterbesʼ, in Iris Schröder, Susanne Schattenberg and Jan-
Holger Kirsch, eds., Internationale Ordnungen und neue Universalismen im 20. Jahrhundert, vol. 8 (2011), 414–

436, Schröder, Iris, ʻDie UNESCO und das Welterbe als künftiger europäischer Erinnerungsortʼ, in 
Pim den Boer, Heinz Duchhardt, Georg Kreis and Wolfgang Schmale, eds., Europäische Erinnerungsorte, 
Bd. 3 (München: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2012), 281–287.  

38  Selcer, Perrin, ʻUNESCO, Weltbürgerschaft und Kalter Kriegʼ, in Bernd Greiner, ed., Macht und Geist 

im Kalten Krieg, vol. 5: Studien zum Kalten Krieg (Hamburg, 2011), 475–497, Sluga, Glenda, ʻUnesco 

and the (One) World of Julian Huxleyʼ, Journal of World History. Special Issue on Cosmopolitanism and History, 

21, 3 (2010), 393–418, Maurel, Chloé, ʻInternationalization and Decentring of UNESCO. 

Representation and Influence of “Non-Western” Countries, 1945-1987ʼ, Comparativ, 23, 4/5 (2013), 66–
117. 

39  The main interest, for example, of the Aalborg project, see Duedahl, Poul, ʻOut of the House. On the 

Global History of UNESCO, 1945-2015ʼ, in Poul Duedahl, ed., A History of UNESCO: Global Actions 
and Impacts (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 3–23. 
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and until the Secretariat distanced itself officially from the debate in the 1980s has been 

described by UNESCO staffers as “traumatic”. Finally, historiographic research may also 

have been discouraged by the disproportionately available literature from media studies 

(and its subfields) and, to a lesser extent, political sciences.  

 

When accounting for the literature from these two fields it is worth bearing in mind 

that many of its authors were just as much actors in the NWICO debate and the 

UNESCO contexts. Many media scholars took part in UNESCO-sponsored research 

initiatives or conferences and inserted themselves in the political discussion context there. 

The work of many scholars interested in international relations was entwined with the 

political agendas related to the Cold War between East and West or the imbalances 

between North and South during that period. Many of these scholars were politically 

committed citizens as much as they were academics with a claim to scientific objectivity. 

Colin Sparks has aptly described them as “scholars militants”.40 

 

Within the field of media studies, scholars around the globe quickly picked up the 

issues discussed at UNESCO. In particular, U.S. and Scandinavian scholars demonstrated 

a strong and lasting interest in these issues, but also other European and a considerable 

number of non-European researchers participated in the debate.41 In one way or another, 

                                                

40  Sparks 2007 – Globalization, 6-8. 
41  For an overview The MacBride Report - 25 Years Later, ̒ The MacBride Report - 25 Years Laterʼ, Javnost 

- The Public, 12, 3 (2005), Gerbner, George, Mowlana, Hamid and Nordenstreng, Kaarle, The Global 
Media Debate: Its Rise, Fall, and Renewal (Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1993), Österdahl, Inger, Freedom of 
Information in Question. Freedom of Information in International Law and the Calls for a New World Information and 
Communication Order (NWICO) (Uppsala: Iustus Förl., 1992), Nordenstreng, Kaarle, Gonzalez Manet, 
Enrique and Kleinwächter, Wolfgang, New International Information and Communication Order. Sourcebook 
(Prague: International Organization of Journalists, 1986), Steinweg, Reiner and Becker, Jörg, Medienmacht 
im Nord-Süd-Konflikt: Die neue internationale Informationsordnung (Frankfurt/M: Suhrkamp, 1984). With a 
broad focus Mattelart, Armand, La mondialisation de la communication (Paris: Pr. Univ. de France, 1996), 
Preston, William, Herman, Edward S. and Schiller, Herbert I., Hope and Folly. The United States and Unesco, 
1945-1985 (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1989), Giffard, C. Anthony, Unesco and the Media 
(White Plains, N.Y.: Longman, 1989). A bibliography could easily fill this book and could add 
contributions from South America, Africa or India. The bulk of this literature represents contemporary 
commentaries to the debates between the 1970s and the 1990s. Some of the authors will reappear as 
important actors in this story. Today the discussion has shifted towards the World Summit on the 
Information Society (WSIS), a process initiated in 2003 through the UN International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), on this transition Frau-Meigs, Divina, Nicey, Jérémie, Palmer, 
Michael, Pohle, Julia and Tupper, Patricio, From NWICO to WSIS: 30 Years of Communication Geopolitics 
Actors and Flows, Structures and Divides (Bristol: Intellect, 2012). 
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most of their work centres on one or several of the four “Ds”: Democratisation, 

Decolonisation, Demonopolisation and Development.42  

While the empirical value of these works is unmistakable, I see several problems 

on the analytic level in large parts of this literature. One is a close adherence to the sphere 

of theoretical macro-analysis, in which the often ideologically informed global concepts 

of communications continue to stay irreconcilably next to each other. Such a focus both 

prevents differentiation within the main positions and is less attentive to the specific 

contexts in which global communications materialised on the local level. 

A second limit lies in the emphasis of state actors and groups of states. While the 

respective positions remain static and undifferentiated, the roles in this drama seem 

clearly defined: There is the transatlantic tandem of the U.S. and the U.K., with support 

from their Western European allies, which represents the neo-liberal thrust. The analysis 

of this attitude often takes the vantage point of the later U.S./U.K. walkout from 

UNESCO. Then there is the Global South, the Third World or Non-Aligned bloc. Their 

positions are often subsumed under common needs and demands. Tensions or 

differences between, say, India, Yugoslavia, Kenya, Mexico or the Arab countries are 

seldom looked at closely. The Soviet bloc, finally, figures as a double background force: 

first for its backing of Third World calls for international regulation and state control, 

second as the target and nemesis of the Western defence of media liberalism. In this 

scenario, the inherent North-South conflict in the debate is sometimes even relegated to 

the position of a temporal variant in the overarching global confrontation between 

capitalism and socialism. Oppositions within each camp, individual traditions, differing 

experiences as well as changes over time, are among the blind spots of these accounts.  

A predominant focus on states and groups of states also precludes greater 

recognition of the large number of non-governmental actors such as NGOs, research 

institutions and individual experts that shaped the debate to no small degree. At the same 

time, UNESCO itself, i.e. its Secretariat and its leadership, seems deprived of any agency 

of its own and reduced to the function as a stage for greater global, and largely ideological, 

                                                

42  On the four “Ds” and offering a concise overview of the NWICO: Carlsson, Ulla, ʻThe Rise and Fall 

of NWICO. From a Vision of International Regulation to a Reality of Multilevel Governanceʼ, Nordicom 
Review, 24, 2 (2003), 31–67.  
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conflicts. This view corresponds with a common contemporary criticism of UN 

institutions as mere “talking shops”.  

Daya Thussu speaks of a prevailing “epistemological essentialism” within Anglo-

American media studies focusing on international communications.43 This diagnosis, in 

my view, can be extended to most of the literature on NWICO from the international 

communication sciences. The historicisation of the debate needs to find avenues to 

differentiate the already well-known main positions, embed the various strands within 

the debate into concrete historical contexts, and add temporal depth to the often reduced 

timeframe of NWICO analyses that concern themselves only with roughly the decade 

from 1975 to 1985.  

 

UNESCO has attracted considerable attention also in the field of international 

relations studies and political scientists from the 1970s to the 1990s. Earlier works used 

the UN specialised agency as a case study to illustrate the state of international relations 

and the role of the United Nations system in the 1970s.44 In the 1980s treatments centred 

more on UNESCO’s role in cultural global governance. When the NWICO debate 

turned into an institutional crisis at UNESCO, these works looked for exemplary way to 

explain why international cooperation in this field could fail.45  

‘Politicisation’ appears as an overarching theme in the whole literature since the 

1970s. The concept was employed to delineate the perceived crisis of the UN specialised 

agencies and its apogee in the withdrawals in 1984/85. The criticism of ‘politicisation’ 

drew to a large extent on a deep unease within the U.S. in the face of the multilateralism 

practiced within the United Nations system.46 This coincided with revived Cold War 

tensions in the early 1980s and the emergence of what came to be known as a neo-

                                                

43  Thussu, Daya Kishan, ʻWhy Internationalize Media Studies and How?ʼ, in Daya Kishan Thussu, ed., 
Internationalizing media studies: Internationalizing media studies (London: Routledge, 2009), 13–31, 16-18. 

44  E.g. Sewell, James Patrick, UNESCO and World Politics. Engaging in International Relations (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1975). 

45  Wells, Clare, The UN, UNESCO and the Politics of Knowledge (Basingstoke, 1987), Senarclens, Pierre de, 
La crise des Nations Unies (Paris: Pr. Univ. de France, 1988).  

46  Williams, Douglas, The Specialized Agencies and the United Nations: The System in Crisis (London: Hurst, 
1987), Imber, Mark F., The USA, ILO, UNESCO and IAEA: Politicization and Withdrawal in the Specialized 
Agencies (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989), later: Dutt, Sagarika, The Politicization of the United Nations 
Specialized Agencies: A Case Study of UNESCO (Lewiston, NY: Mellen, 1995). Journal articles commenting 
on the growing estrangement and later walkout of the U.S. and U.K. abound. 
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conservative and neo-liberal agenda. As far as the criticism that charged the UN with 

being corrupted by Third World and Soviet plotting against the ‘West’ went, the short-

time U.S. Ambassador to the UN, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, became the iconic voice 

within this chorus.47 

In the 1990s and after the end of the Cold War, a constructivist turn and a more 

sociologically informed perspective on international institutions provided a new basis for 

discussion. The works of Martha Finnemore proved especially innovative.48 Studies like 

these helped to overcome the realist vs. idealist controversy and explored a new set of 

questions of how international organisations impacted the shaping of national interests 

and the adoption of international norms. Taking into account the dynamics within and 

created by the vast bureaucracies of international organisations, they relativised the state-

centric approach of the older literature. This also provided the ground for the later 

dialogue between culturally and sociologically oriented international relations studies and 

a new diplomatic or international history.49 

 

Returning to the field of historiography, my study touches upon a number of 

important literatures but relates more directly to two broader fields – histories of 

international media and the new international history.  

International Media Histories. Once infrastructures are implemented, Dirk van Laak 

has argued, they quickly become invisible and are relegated to the unconscious. They 

constitute, however, one of the prime tools of societal integration and are thus subject to 

the planning and envisioning of social and political orders. Besides their harmonizsing 

and even colonising impact on their immediate environment, van Laak adds, 

infrastructures always retain the potential to resist their intended functions and to develop 

                                                

47  Moynihan, Daniel P., A Dangerous Place (London: Secker & Warburg, 1979). 
48  Finnemore, Martha, ʻInternational Organizations as Teachers of Norms. The United Nations 

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization and Science Policyʼ, International Organization, 47, 4 
(1993), 565–597, and Finnemore, Martha A., National Interests in International Society (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1996). See also the innovative approach Kittel, Gabriele, Rittberger, Volker and 
Schimmelfennig, Frank, Between Loyalty and Exit. Explaining the Foreign Policies of Industrialized Countries in 
the UNESCO crisis (1978-87) (Tübingen, 1995). 

49  Lehmkuhl, Ursula, ʻDiplomatiegeschichte als internationale Kulturgeschichte. Theoretische Ansätze 
und empirische Forschung zwischen Historischer Kulturwissenschaft und soziologischem 

Institutionalismusʼ, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 37, 3 (2001), 394–423. 
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a dynamic of their own.50 Mass communications are an example of such infrastructure. 

From the printing press and postal services, via telegraphs, to radio, satellite and glass 

fibre transmissions, the means of communications are much more than just the 

environment of everyday life: they are closely linked to power, supporting or resisting 

socio-cultural orders and retain an element of incalculability.  

Historiography, however, has not always paid due attention to communications—

and especially to international communications and media. If the time after the end of 

the Cold War is associated with a new degree of global interconnectedness and 

transnational dynamics, for some time the ‘transnational turn’ in historiography had not 

left a decisive imprint on the field of media history. In the Dictionary of Transnational History 

edited by Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier in 2009, for example, none of the entries 

conceptualise media and communications systems as socio-technical regimes with 

potentially global reach that may be subject to conflicts or agreements on an international 

level.51 Transnational historical research on information and communications has 

thusonly just begun.52 

A number of works, however, have prepared this field in the meantime. Under the 

keywords “media and empire” especially the studies of Daniel Headrick and Michael 

Adas have made valuable contributions.53 They have shown that scientific and 

technological innovation, such as telegraphy or the steam ship, gave European expansion 

in the nineteenth century a decisive advantage. They have also demonstrated how the 

Europeans derived from such technological superiority far-reaching claims to control and 

develop non-European regions according to European standards. The technical as well 

as the ideological legacies of the high imperialism of the late nineteenth and early 

                                                

50  van Laak, Dirk, ʻInfra-Strukturgeschichteʼ, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 27 (2001), 367–393. 
51  Iriye, Akira and Saunier, Pierre-Yves, The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History: From the Mid-19th 

Century to the Present Day (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).  
52  Barth, Volker, ʻMedien, Transnationalität und Globalisierung 1830-1960. Neuerscheinungen und 

Desiderataʼ, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 51 (2011), 717–736. 
53  Headrick, Daniel R., The Tools of Empire: Technology and European Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century (New 

York: Oxford Univ.Press, 1981), Headrick, Daniel R., The Tentacles of Progress: Technology Transfer in the Age 
of Imperialism, 1850 - 1940 (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988), Adas, Michael, Machines as the Measure 
of Men. Science, Technology, and Ideologies of Western Dominance (Ithaca, N.Y., 1989). 
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twentieth century form the basis for later explanations of the Western dominance of the 

global news market, economically and culturally.54 

Dwayne R. Winseck and Robert M. Pike view imperialism not primarily as the 

driving force or inevitable consequence of fast-growing global communications.55 

Communication is seen rather as part of a globalisation process that triggered certain 

dynamics on the international plain: first in attempts at international regulatory regimes 

such as the International Telegraphic Union (ITU) set up in 1865, and second in 

expanding global markets. As early as in 1869, Agence France Press (AFP), Reuters, Wolff, 

joined shortly later by the Associated Press (AP), had managed to establish a news cartel 

covering all of the known world to that date. 

Studies into “media and the Cold War” have opened up the field by combining 

contemporary history with an international media history. They underline not only the 

transgressive social and cultural impact of the various media, such as television or radio, 

and their entanglements with the cultural values and political regimes surrounding them; 

they also reveal a certain potential to resist such regimes and even to resist the intentions 

of their innovators and administrators.56 Yet, concentrating either on specific media 

events or on regionally or nationally operating media institutions, they tend to conceive 

of media mostly as a vehicle of cultural confrontation, with the global Cold War providing 

an all-encompassing framework. This limits the scope of an international media history 

of the second half of the twentieth century, as it leads to the neglect of less well-developed 

areas of the globe with only rudimentary media infrastructures and of such areas that are 

not at the centre stage of the global system confrontation. The role of the Global South 

                                                

54  Schiller, Herbert I., ̒ Communication and Cultural Dominationʼ, International Journal of Politics, 5, 4 (1975), 
1–127.  

55  Winseck, Dwayne Roy and Pike, Robert M., Communication and Empire: Media, Markets, and Globalization, 
1860-1930 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). 

56  Bösch, Frank, Bourdon, Jérôme, Meyen, Michael, Spigel, Lynn and Hodenberg, Christina von, 

ʻRoundtable. Writing (Media) History in the Age of Audio-Visual and Digital Mediaʼ, Journal of Modern 
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or the Non-Aligned Movement is virtually ignored in the existing histories of 

contemporary international media.57 

The link between international communications and international organisations 

and internationalism has, surprisingly, only very recently attracted more attention. A first 

foray into this field was presented in 2018 asking how international organisations 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century interacted with the media, which 

expectations were linked to these interactions and how they have fared.58 Other new 

works have accounted for the emergence of humanitarianism in connection with 

expanding global communications59 or forms of global governance for international 

communications.60 

Yet, global media orders, de facto orders or global policies negotiated at 

international level that might evolve into such an order, have neither been accounted for 

in media history and Cold War studies, nor in international history. It still remains for 

historians to ask how in this context the Non-Aligned countries challenged the bi-

polarisation of the Cold War, how UNESCO became a forum for debating the 

democratisation of global media and new concepts of co-operation between North and 

South, and how the integrity of the nation state was defended by the newly independent 

states and at the same time challenged by new technology and the appearance of non-

state actors. 

 

                                                

57  As exception Dinkel, Jürgen, ʻ"To grab the headlines in the world press". Die Afroasiatische Konferenz 

in Bandung (1955) und die ersten blockfreien Konferenzen als Medienereignisseʼ, Zeitgeschichte-online, 

Juni (2010) and Dinkel, Jürgen, ʻDekolonisierung und Weltnachrichtenordnung. Der Nachrichtenpool 

bündnisfreier Staaten (1976-1992)ʼ, in Frank Bösch and Peter Hoeres, eds., Außenpolitik im 
Medienzeitalter: Vom späten 19. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (Göttingen: Wallstein-Verl, 2013), 211–231, on 

the African context see the essay Brennan, James R., ʻCommunications and Media in African Historyʼ, 
in John Parker and Richard Reid, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Modern African History: Handbook of 
modern African history (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2013), 492–509. 

58  Brendebach, Jonas, Herzer, Martin and Tworek, Heidi, International Organizations and the Media in the 
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: Exorbitant Expectations (Oxon: Routledge, 2018) 

59  Paulmann, Johannes, Humanitarianism and Media: 1900 to the Present (New York: Berghahn, 2019), Volume 
9, Fehrenbach, Heide and Rodogno, Davide, Humanitarian Photography: A History (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014). 

60  Tworek, Heidi J. S. and Müller, Simone M., eds.,The Governance of International Communication, 

ʻThe Governance of International Communication. Business, Politics, and Standard-Setting in the 
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The recently growing field of new international histories of the twentieth century, 

especially those with a focus on international organisation, has enriched our 

understanding of internationalism and international relations in this era immensely. 

International organisations are hubs of globalisation. Following Emma 

Rothschild, their archives allow historians to write the “history of the UN’s agencies, 

palaces, and missions as sites of international or long-distance or transnational 

exchange”.61 Rothschild distinguishes between such exchanges that occur between nations, 

such as diplomatic relations, negotiations, or wars, and those across nations, i.e. between 

societies, for instance through migration, commerce, travel, or culture.62 Current 

historiographies refer to both forms of exchange often by using the buzzwords 

‘circulations’ and ‘entanglements’. Carrying a strong sense of dynamism, these terms 

include material and immaterial things, individuals or groups of people, goods as well as 

ideas. Less often it is pointed out that those circulations and entanglements must be 

thought of as occurring horizontally, that is for example on an (inter-)state level or within 

the bureaucracy of an international institution, and simultaneously vertically (yet not 

necessarily hierarchically) between different spaces across the globe. Globalisation is 

marked by such circulations and entanglements and international institutions are sites 

where this globalisation becomes tangible. International institutions have been described 

as “international contact zones” or “des nœuds de circulation”.63 Their archives record such 

contacts and circulations in their different dimensions and thus constitute an invaluable 

resource for tracing the dynamics of globalisation. 

On the methodological level, one of the main innovations this field has promoted 

is the focus on actors and networks. Building on the transnational turn64 as well as on 
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approaches in cultural history,65 this innovative thinking has challenged the epistemic 

limits set by accepting presupposed units such as the nation-state, a government or an 

institutional ‘actor’ like UNESCO. Instead, the agency of individuals moves to the centre 

of attention and NGOs, civil society, discursive contexts, cultural movements etc. help 

to differentiate the field of actors that come into play in any given field of international 

cooperation. With these actors, the idea of networks inevitably gains importance as none 

of the above, usually, acts outside a set of relevant relations to other actors.66 This 

differentiation has led to more nuanced understandings of the role and power of borders, 

of sovereignty and of the distribution of power itself. 

Laura Wong has concluded that the “exponential growth in the number and scope 

of IGOs speaks to the persistence of the belief that permanent organisations are 

necessary to peacefully manage the shared interests of the growing number of nations on 

the planet.” Among the topics pertaining to such “shared interests” are environmental 

policies, economic relations, health, labour, or questions of race and gender, to name but 

a few.67 Wong added, however, that the “proliferation of IGOs does not, of course, attest 

their individual efficacy.”68 Already the identification of “shared interest” constitutes a 

major challenge to the conduct of international affairs and reveals, in most cases histories, 

a perpetual conflict.  

Going one step further, we may legitimately call into question that the belief in the 

necessity to act internationally upon shared interests or common problems is the main 

driver of internationalisation, as implied by Wong. Maybe the most important innovation 
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by recent international histories has been to liberate the concept of ‘internationalism’ on 

an analytic level from its normative, integrationist or idealist quality it has often assumed 

in conventional histories of internationalism. Instead internationalism is viewed as a 

strategy to achieve a certain political goal. In fact, recent studies have put emphasis on 

the fact that there existed internationalisms in the plural.69 

In this sense, international organisations may have been integrating mechanisms 

and a means to tackle problems in cooperation with an international community. But 

they have also served as fora to confirm, reinforce, represent and protect statehood and 

national identity, national culture and national agendas. In Internationalism in the Age of 

Nationalism (2013), Glenda Sluga described internationalism and nationalism as “twinned 

liberal ideologies” that inspired similar imagined communities and contained similar 

tensions and unresolved questions.70 Her argument is that internationalism and 

nationalism are two political imaginations that respond to political demands and 

particular—as opposed to universal—interests. As options for political action they were 

complements, sometimes alternative, often in tension to each other, but they were not, 

or not necessarily, mutual replacements: 

the national and international remained entwined as ways of thinking about the self 
and society, about the borders (and point) of political communities and 
government, and about liberty and equality. The story of that entanglement has not 
always been easy to tell, partly because internationalism, regardless of its content, 
has been tainted as utopian in ways that nationalism, regardless of its content, has 
not.71 

My study aims at contributing to the history of internationalism in the twentieth century 

by studying an internationalist project, a new order for international information and 

communications, and disentangling the manifold political objectives, changing interests, 

and shifting centres of power that fed into it. I shall trace the expectations the various 

actors attached both to the debate and the international institutions structuring the 

debate. Inevitably, this will bring to the fore the limits that the internationalist option 

entailed, and the disappointment and unexpected turns its produced. As an imagining of 

a global, encompassing, universal regime for a transnational phenomenon that arguably 
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impacts on every aspect of our private, social, cultural, political and economic life, the 

New World Information and Information Order represented an ambitious 

internationalist project. To understand its origins, the momentum it gained and the failure 

it experienced, it needs to be dissected into its historical components using the toolbox 

of recent international historiography.  

 

 Besides the fields of international media history and newer international histories, further 

historiographic contexts are relevant for the project.  

 The field of Cold War studies has undergone major changes in the last decade or 

so. It has adapted to the availability of new sources and also to the methodological claims 

of transnational and global history. Among the major innovations was a global 

perspective on the Cold War that assigned agency to states and non-state actors from the 

Third World. It has drawn out tensions of the U.S. and Soviet development and 

interventionist policies that offered competing models of modernisation to the Third 

World, while jealously defending their respective spheres of influence.72 It has also shed 

new light on the Non-Aligned Movement as a third way in the face of Cold War bi-

polarity.73 Besides which, newer studies relate the Cold War narrative more consciously 

to other trajectories of twentieth century histories, such as decolonisation.74 International 

organisations in this perspective are not yet another arena of superpower confrontation 

but spaces where third parties could more easily stake out their own sphere of interest. 

This is nonetheless relevant to Cold War histories, as the NWICO, for example, 

presented to no small degree a challenge to the existing bi-polar Cold War order in 

international relations. 
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 Development histories, finally, have become a field characterised by 

methodological plurality and diverse perspectives.75 Actor and network analysis forms 

part of their arsenal, alongside analysis of the role of knowledge production, knowledge 

distribution and the power of knowledge.76 Development, often associated with the 

United Nations and the development machinery that evolved after World War Two, is 

framed within the long durée of projects and ideas for the betterment of (foreign) people, 

which leads deep into colonial histories and the legacies of the mission civilisatrice. More 

contemporary perspectives relate development policies to the U.S. dominated paradigm 

of modernisation in the 1960s or the competing socialist models of modernisation.77 

International organisations inevitably playa decisive role, here.78  

 The place of communications and information within the emerging UN 

development agenda as much as within development theories was, as we shall see, not a 

given. This study makes a start in relating the debates at UNESCO to contemporary 

development thinking. Development histories, in turn, have yet to include efforts in 

building communications infrastructure and promoting mass media as part of 

development plans in their portfolio.  

Sources and Chapters 

The choice of sources was designed to reflect the breadth of actors involved in the debate 

as well as the multiple levels of discourse. The source material ranges from the official 

archives and printed source collections of international organisations and governments, 

to the archives of NGOs and personal papers, to media and press archives and the vast 

array of published sources that span the space of academic and expert discourses related 
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to the media debate. The selection aims at presenting original voices of representatives 

from all political camps and interest groups (although naturally the depth with which 

original voices from each group could be reproduced here varies).  

The archives of international organisations offer rich material to trace 

globalisation and international cooperation in action. The vantage point they offer, 

however, needs qualification. In practice, the archives of those international organisations 

are often fragmented and incomplete, and sometimes one-sided (potentially displaying 

less archival vigour towards the unsuccessful chapters in the history of the respective 

organisation).79 Their documenting practices often do not help the accessibility of the 

stories. Meeting reports often reproduced only the voices of anonymised speakers and 

reflect a motivation to conceal disagreement. The writings of international bureaucracies 

often take on a self-justifying style by glossing over doubts, contradictions and dead ends. 

They are usually also more prone to leaks (to the press, governments or other involved 

players) than their national pendants and thus discourage leaving a paper trail. Much 

important communication, we must assume, was exchanged via phone or in the corridors 

rather than in the memos that found their way into the archival folders. 

 In terms of archive accessibility, UNESCO is today a role model (not least 

because of its online portal “UNESDOC”). The bulk of the archival material consulted 

here originates from the archives in Paris or was printed and distributed by UNESCO as 

a clearing house for studies, literature, and commissioned research. Still, my story 

required a multi-archival approach to complement the perspectives gained through 

UNESCO documents.  

 The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), the national 

archives of the United States, was the second most important source of insights. The 

topic in itself warranted paying a maximum of attention to the U.S. administration, since 

the U.S. was arguably the single most powerful and most vested national actor in these 

debates on media, communications and the flow of information. Also, their diplomatic 

representation to UNESCO had considerable analytic and communicative resources and 
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was usually a nodal point for information both from other national delegations and from 

UNESCO’s Secretariat. The reporting was detailed and the records kept extensive.  

Further national perspectives were gained from France, the Federal Republic of 

Germany and the German Democratic Republic. The archives of the East German 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs were particularly helpful as they offered valuable insights in 

the coordination among the socialist countries. Eastern German officials also intensely 

coordinated with the Soviet National Commission for UNESCO. Their reports 

document the reasoning of the Russians and thus contribute to our understanding of the 

role of Soviet Union.   

 Another indispensable set of archives was found in the records of two NGOs, 

Freedom House and the World Press Freedom Committee. Activists of both were 

extremely well-connected within the political Washington D.C., especially with the State 

Department, and among other civil society actors, be it media companies, journalists or 

other interest groups. Being both, for several years in the late 1970s, almost exclusively 

focused on the controversy at UNESCO, their holdings give considerable depth to 

governmental or institutional sources found in national archives or in Paris. 

Personal archives, above all the William Benton Papers and the Archibald 

MacLeish Papers, played a similar role. Occasional forays into oral history complement 

these individual perspectives. Visits to the records of the United Nations also contributed 

to the archival basis of this study. 

 As alluded to in the earlier literature review, a large amount of relevant source 

material can be found in printed and published works. Since experts and academics from 

around the world participated prominently in this debate, their writings are of direct 

relevance to this study and hence make up a large proportion of the overall body of 

consulted primary materials. 

 In capturing the voices of the Global South I relied in parts on the published 

works of experts and officials speaking from or for developing countries. Official 

standpoints could be traced in the published source collections of the summit meetings 

and conference of the Non-Aligned Movement. UNESCO sources, too, offer rich 

materials through the documentation of conferences, meetings, etc., where actors from 

the Global South actively participated. At intergovernmental conferences focusing on 
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these regions, the minutes and conclusions could even assume the quality of official 

statements. 

 Last but not least, systematic consultations of historical newspaper databases 

yielded a wealth of relevant news reporting, comments, editorials, letters to the editors 

etc. throughout the entire period examined. They contributed considerably to the detailed 

descriptions of decisive moments within this story. Apart from their factual contribution 

(used in the good conscience of knowing that also journalists may err), newspaper 

reporting can justifiably be regarded as a constituent part of these moments as much as 

of the overarching historical development. Not only did newspaper editors (or editors in 

any media outlet), owner, and journalists have high stakes in the debate that touched 

upon the foundations of their profession and daily work. As a concrete expression of a 

somewhat imagined public opinion, their reporting constituted a category relevant to 

political decision makers and to the (self-)perception of all with a vested interest. The 

media was equally the subject of public relations campaigns, information policies, 

sometimes instrumentalization, and often evaluation and study.  

 

This thesis begins with a look at the “freedom of information moment” after 1945. 

Liberal internationalists after the Second World War strongly believed that peace would 

rest on international understanding, and that international understanding in turn would 

rest on peoples across the world learning about and communicating with each other. The 

first chapter engages with the efforts of two cultural diplomats, Archibald MacLeish and 

William Benton, to secure a prominent place for information and communication matters 

in the post-war international order. The two U.S. cultural diplomats targeted the UN’s 

cultural organisation, UNESCO, for this purpose. Their preference for a multilateral 

approach contrasted with a nascent unilateral agenda for public diplomacy in the U.S. 

UNESCO in turn tried to escape an early deadlock in this post-war moment, brought 

about mainly by the incipient Cold War, by defining its own activities as mainly technical 

and producing a more developmentalist outlook on international communications.  

The second chapter turns to the 1960s, when UNESCO picked up where the 

Geneva Conference on Information Freedom in 1948 had left off. However, instead of 

framing international communications in a language of international understanding or 

human rights, UNESCO promoted it as tool for development and as an investment area 
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for national and international development policies. UNESCO aimed to establish itself 

as a development agency and primarily acted as a knowledge producer and distributor in 

order to legitimise media and communication’s place on the international development 

agenda. U.S. social scientists supported such efforts while at the same time seizing the 

opportunity to promote internationally a specific model of modernisation. 

The third chapter looks at the advent of communication satellites. In the late 1960s, 

UNESCO pursued ambitious plans to employ the new technology for educational 

purposes. The technology seemed to erase almost all the previous problems of bridging 

distances, reaching remote areas, lack of personnel or of teaching material, as satellites 

could beam programmes directly onto the village square, so to speak. The 

developmentalist enthusiasm surrounding satellites led UNESCO into two projects: one 

was a large scale, satellite-based educational broadcasting campaign for India, the other 

an attempt in norm-setting for future satellite communications. The ensuing debates 

showed UNESCO’s limited potential for large scale development projects, but brought 

to the fore far-reaching normative claims.  

In 1969, a new research initiative led to the emergence of a key concept in 

development plans: “national communication policies”. The fourth chapter traces how 

this concept allowed to make claims for national self-determination in the realm of 

culture and identity and how this led to a re-evaluation of communication in the 

development context. The previously dominant U.S. researchers were now increasingly 

marginalised in defining these policies. A new international cohort of researchers – in 

which Europeans were more strongly represented– spelled out relativist approaches to 

the social and cultural roles of the media.  

In the changing international landscape of the 1970s, with states from the Global 

South forming new majorities in many UN-fora, UNESCO, too, adapted its agenda. The 

fifth chapter shows how the now strongly present “Third World Nationalism” began to 

target communication less as a tool for national development and more as a catalyst of a 

future – more balanced – global order. Not least under a changed leadership, UNESCO 

subscribed emphatically to this “new-order moment” and offered itself as a forum to 

negotiate such claims. Its outlook on development now incorporated a strong defense of 

national sovereignty. The long negotiations on the Mass Media Declaration leading up to 

the General Conference in Nairobi in 1976 rendered visible the standpoints of the various 
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groups of states, and lay open global conflict lines that found expression in calls for a 

“New International Economic Order” as much as new cultural, informational and 

communicative orders. After the liberal-internationalist new order after the war, and the 

modernisation model of the 1960s, the “new order” discourses of the 1970s presented a 

third, now a genuine Third World effort for global change. 

The sixth chapter approaches the culmination of the media debate at UNESCO in 

the late 1970s. Under the sign of a resurging Cold War and an increasingly militant “New 

Order” internationalism, the debates on the role of communications, media flows and 

information access, both in national development and in changing or cementing 

international inequalities, reached their climax. The Director-General appointed a 

prominent and widely followed expert commission to draw up a report as an ultimate 

statement on the role of international media and communications in the present global 

order and in national development. The conflicts surrounding the Commission 

confirmed the impossibility of reconciling the diverging views. While on an expert level 

common ground appeared, on a public and policy level, the debate on a new global order 

ran into its final deadlock. Once, the exchange of arguments was exhausted, the conflict 

became a political battle around UNESCO, driving the cultural branch of the UN into 

an existential crisis. 
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2 The Post-War Moment of the 
Freedom of Information 

“Freedom of information is a fundamental human right 
and is the touchstone of all the freedom to which the 

United Nations is consecrated ….” 

(United Nations General Assembly, 
Resolution 59 I, 14.12.1946) 

 

 

In late September 1946, the front page of the New York Times read “World Informational 

Project Warrants Budget of Up to USD 1,500,000,000”. An article reported on a group 

of intellectuals that had advised the U.S. government on its policies towards a new 

international body called UNESCO. This body, the group held, was “daring in purpose 

and novel in structure” and “must serve as cutting edge in international action”. The 

group proposed that as one of its first projects, UNESCO should set up of a vast radio 

system that would be powerful enough to span the entire globe, and distribute among all 

nations the knowledge and information in order to dispel “mistrust and suspicion and 

the fear that leads to war”.1 

The article encapsulated a decisive juncture. Only a few weeks later, UNESCO’s 

first General Conference met in Paris. After the founding conference in London in 

autumn 1945, that had adopted the constitution of UNESCO, the Paris conference of 

late 1946 sought to translate the constitution’s noble aims into practice and put the 

organisation into gear. At the same time, one issue rose to prominence within the 

emerging international system of the post-war United Nations: international 

communications and the flow of information. The years between 1945 and 1948 

represented what I call the post-war moment of freedom of information, characterised 

by the game-changing institutional innovations that were discussed at San Francisco, 

London, Paris and Geneva and the enthusiasm for communications, information and the 

distribution of knowledge and news around the globe. The New York Times article 

captured both. Communication and the freedom of information were an integral part of 

                                                

1  U.S. Group Backing Huge Unesco Plan, New York Times, 30.09.1946, 1. 
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post-war liberal internationalism – especially in the United States. Even if the proposed 

budget figure would eventually prove starkly out of proportion compared to the 

eventually decided-upon first budget for UNESCO of a modest USD 6.95 million, the 

impressive ten figure number stands as a symbol for the high hopes among U.S. circles 

to unite those two aspects within that new international body. 

The prominence of freedom of information as an international issue in the late 

1940s has suffered from neglect in the relevant literature. The recent historiography on 

human rights, for example, pays little attention to the projected convention on the 

freedom of information that was, in the words of Kenneth Cmiel, “part of the same 

enthusiasm as that generating the law against genocide or the UDHR.” Due to its failure 

to result in anything comparable to the genocide convention or the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, Cmiel described the freedom of information project as “the ‘lost’ 

human rights initiative of the 1940s”.2 This failure then may also explain why it has been 

overlooked in recent human rights histories.3  

However, at the time this failure was by no means predictable. After all, the 

freedom of speech forms part of a longer genealogy of human rights that links back to 

the French Revolution or even further. More contemporaneously, U.S. President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt in his State of the Union speech of January 1941 had put the 

“Freedom of Speech and expression—everywhere in the world” first among his famous 

“Four Freedoms”. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, finally adopted by the 

United Nations in December 1948, incorporated the right to “freedom of opinion and 

expression” as well as to “receive and impart information and ideas through any media 

and regardless of frontiers” in its article 19.  

Historians of international communications in turn acknowledge both the decisive 

technological, political and (social) scientific changes catalysed during the years of the 

                                                

2  Cmiel, Kenneth, ʻHuman Rights, Freedom of Information, and the Origins of Third-World Solidarityʼ, 
in Mark Philip Bradley and Patrice Petro, eds., Truth Claims. Representation and Human Rights (New 
Brunswick, 2002), 107–130, 107. 

3  For example Burke, Roland, Decolonization and the Evolution of International Human Rights (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010) and Moyn, Samuel, The Last Utopia. Human Rights in History 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Univ. Press, 2010), or the collective volumes Hoffmann, 
Stefan-Ludwig, Human Rights in the Twentieth Ccentury (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010) and 
Iriye, Akira, Goedde, Petra and Hitchcock, William I., The human Rights Revolution: An International History 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). An exception beside Cmiel: Eckel, Jan, Die Ambivalenz des 
Guten: Menschenrechte in der internationalen Politik seit den 1940ern (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
2014), 123-135. 
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Second World War, and the importance of international frameworks for regulating global 

communications that emerged in its wake. Most such histories have focused on the 

transatlantic shift of power from Western Europe to the United States. In this narrative, 

American media corporations and news agencies drew on the economic and technical 

advantage accrued during the war that allowed them to outpace their British, French and 

German competitors for good. Their global scope soon surpassed the reach of the 

retreating European empires and instead launched a new, American-style empire project.4 

Histories emphasising forms of global communications governance tend to, in turn, 

focus on technical regulations, e.g. at the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), 

and mostly begin their analysis in the late 1950s and early 1960s, when the emergence of 

satellite technology made the management of radio waves a matter of global urgency.5  

If we were to follow the reasoning of these works, the role played by the United 

Nations proper and by UNESCO, as the other UN body apart from the ITU directly 

mandated with looking after communications issues, could be neglected. None of them 

refer to these bodies with more than a cursory mention.6 Tellingly, such histories seem 

to leap forward from the provisions established by the ITU and the League of Nations 

in the interwar period, as well as from pre-war and war-time propaganda efforts, to the 

                                                

4  Classics are Headrick, Daniel R., The Invisible Weapon: Telecommunications and International Politics 1851 - 
1945 (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Pr, 1991) leading up to 1945, and Hills, Jill, Telecommunications and Empire 
(Urbana, Ill.: Univ. of Illinois Press, 2007) picking up in the 1940s. Similar Hugill, Peter J., Global 
Communications Since 1844: Geopolitics and Technology (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1999), 223ff., and Chapman, Jane, Comparative Media History. An Introduction: 1789 to the Present 
(Cambridge: Polity, 2005), 207ff. At the example of one particular medium: Schwoch 2009 – Global 
TV. On cultural hegemony and “Americanization” or “Coca-Colonization”, e.g. Kuisel, Richard F., 
Seducing the French: The Dilemma of Americanization (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1993), Wagnleitner, 
Reinhold, Coca-Colonization and the Cold War: The Cultural Mission of the United States in Austria After the 
Second World War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994). See also the discussions in 
Grazia, Victoria de, Irresistible Empire: America's Advance Through Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Univ. Press, 2005), Hart, Justin, Empire of Ideas: The Origins of Public 
Diplomacy and the Transformation of U.S. Foreign Policy (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2013).  

5  See mainly Slotten, Hugh Richard, ʻThe International Telecommunications Union, Space Radio 

Communications, and U.S. Cold War Diplomacy, 1957-1963ʼ, Diplomatic History, 37, 2 (2013), 313–371 

and Slotten, Hugh Richard, ʻInternational Governance, Organizational Standards, and the First Global 

Satellite Communication Systemʼ, in Heidi J. S. Tworek and Simone M. Müller, eds., The Governance of 
International Communication: Business, Politics, and Standard-Setting in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, vol. 
27 (2015), 521–549. On global governance in the realm of communications with a broad temporal 
perspective see Tworek and Müller. 

6  Hills for example focuses beside the ITU on Intelsat, the World Bank and the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), which came into being much later of course. As an exception from this disregard see recently 

Beyersdorf, Frank, ʻFreedom of Communication. Visions and Realities of Postwar Telecommunication 

Orders in the 1940sʼ, in Heidi J. S. Tworek and Simone M. Müller, eds., The Governance of International 
Communication: Business, Politics, and Standard-Setting in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, vol. 27 (2015), 
492–520. 
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ideological competition of the emerging Cold War. They largely omit the years between 

1945 and 1947/48, the moment on which this chapter has as its main focus. 

Histories of public diplomacy7 after 1945 have been most perceptive to the 

potentialities of this post-war moment of freedom of information. They are keenly aware 

of the role of the media and the promotion or control of information flows in foreign 

and international policy-making and agree on the formative character of the first post-

war decade. With an acknowledged U.S. centrism of the field, most such histories fall on 

a spectrum between broad international cultural policies on one end and deliberate 

governmental foreign propaganda on the other.8 On the one end, authors ask how civil 

society actors, businesses, academics and, to a certain degree, government institutions 

engaged foreign peoples through a wide array of means from academic exchange 

programmes to commercial products.9 On the other end, attention was focused on how 

government institutions more directly targeted audiences abroad in the pursuit of global 

                                                

7  Edmund A. Gullion, a former U.S. diplomat, is usually credited for having coined the term “public 
diplomacy” in the 1960s. Contemporaries of the immediate post-war era spoke of “cultural diplomacy” 
or “propaganda”. Nicolas Cull, though, has traced the use of the term “public diplomacy” deep into the 

nineteenth century, Cull, Nicholas J., ʻ"Public Diplomacy" Before Gullion. The Evolution of a Phraseʼ, 
available at 
http://uscpublicdiplomacy.org/blog/060418_public_diplomacy_before_gullion_the_evolution_of_a_
phrase. For reasons of simplicity, I will stick to this term, bearing in mind the multiplicity of 
terminologies as well as meanings that circled around the concept. 

8  This largely Anglo-Saxon field of literature has followed by and large the trails of U.S. diplomatic history, 

see Osgood, Kenneth Alan and Etheridge, Brian Craig, ʻIntroduction. The New International History 

Meets the New Cultural History. Public Diplomacy and U.S. Foreign Relationsʼ, in Kenneth Alan 
Osgood and Brian Craig Etheridge, eds., The United States and Public Diplomacy: New Directions in Cultural 
and International History, vol. 5: Diplomatic studies (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 6. Early interventions around 
1980, notably by Akira Iriye, highlighted the role of culture in the making of foreign policy by stressing 

how actors and policies were shaped by domestic cultures and value systems, Iriye, Akira, ʻCulture and 

Power. International Relations as Intercultural Relationsʼ, Diplomatic History, 3, 2 (1979), 115–128. 
Further pioneering studies then focused on culture as means or target of foreign policy in itself, most 
prominently Winkler, Allan M., The Politics of Propaganda: The Office of War Information, 1942-1945 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), 118, Ninkovich, Frank, The Diplomacy of Ideas: US Foreign Policy and 
Cultural Relations, 1938-1950 (Cambridge, 1981), Rosenberg, Emily S., Spreading the American Dream: 
American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 1890-1945 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), Hunt, Michael 
H., Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1987). While over the following decades 
the ‘cultural turn’ increasingly informed the perspectives and methods of the historic discipline in 
general, event history, notably the end of the Cold War and, even more so, 9/11 boosted cultural 
(foreign) policies more specifically as a subject of diplomatic history. This emphasis not least stemmed 
from a perceived need to redefine the strategies to defend American interests in the post-Cold War 
order and increasingly asymmetric international conflicts, see the introductions in Hart 2013 – Empire 
of Ideas, 1-14, Belmonte, Laura A., Selling the American Way: U.S. Propaganda and the Cold War 
(Philadelphia, Pa.: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 1-8. 

9  For a review of the field Gienow-Hecht, Jessica C. E., ʻShame on U.S.? Academics, Cultural Transfer, 

and the Cold War: A Critical Reviewʼ, Diplomatic History, 24, 3 (2000), 465–494, useful overviews also in 
Belmonte 2008 – Selling the American Way, 4-5, and Graham, Sarah E., Culture and Propaganda: The 
Progressive Origins of American Public Diplomacy, 1936-1953 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), 5. 
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political strategies. Psychological warfare, the foreign broadcasting station “Voice of 

America” and the U.S. Information Agency are characteristic subjects of this type of 

historiography.10  

Yet, recent revisionist accounts have pointed out that most works in the field see 

public diplomacy really taking off as strand in foreign policy-making only in the late 1940s 

and early 1950s. This largely hinges on the adoption of “The United States Informational 

and Educational Exchange Act” by Congress in 1948, known as the Smith-Mundt Act, 

and the establishment of the United States Information Agency in 1953 – two events that 

defined the legal and institutional parameters of U.S. public diplomacy to come.11  

Commonly, both events are contextualised within the rising ideological 

confrontation with communism and the early Cold War, which in turn has favoured 

certain constrictions in perspective. Most studies therefore focus on (Western) Europe 

as the main target area, while there is a comparative lack of attention to public diplomacy 

efforts geared towards the Third World.12 The Cold War context also privileged a state-

to-state or state-to-foreign-peoples purview. What is missing in turn is the consideration 

of multilateralism as a channel for public or cultural diplomacy – notably in the pursuit 

of both national political aims and internationalist goals.13 

Precisely between 1945 and 1948, however, multilateralism, and the newly founded 

UNESCO in particular, seemed to offer a unique opportunity to U.S. cultural diplomats. 

                                                

10  Important studies include Hixson, Walter L., Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 
1945-61 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), Osgood, Kenneth, Total Cold War: Eisenhower's Secret Propaganda 
Battle at Home and Abroad (Lawrence, Kans.: Univ. of Kansas, 2006), Krugler, David F., The Voice of 
America and the Domestic Propaganda Battles, 1945 - 1953 (Columbia, Miss.: Univ. of Missouri Press, 2000), 
Heil, Alan L., Voice of America: A History (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 2003), Cull, Nicholas John, 
The Cold War and the United States Information Agency: American Propaganda and Public Diplomacy, 1945-1989 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 

11  Graham 2015 – Culture and Propaganda, 3, Hart, Justin, ʻForeign Relations as Domestic Affairs. The 

Role of the 'Public' in the Origins of U.S. Public Diplomacyʼ, in Kenneth Alan Osgood and Brian Craig 
Etheridge, eds., The United States and Public Diplomacy: New Directions in Cultural and International History, 
vol. 5: Diplomatic studies (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 220. 

12  Hart, for example, has shown the importance of the experiences the U.S. made in pre-war South 
American in shaping the post-war public diplomacy, Hart 2013 – Empire of Ideas, see also Parker, 

Jason, ʻCrisis Management and Missed Opportunities. U.S. Public Diplomacy and the Creation of the 

Third World, 1947-1950ʼ, in Kenneth Alan Osgood and Brian Craig Etheridge, eds., The United States 
and Public Diplomacy: New Directions in Cultural and International History, vol. 5: Diplomatic studies (Leiden: 
Brill, 2010). Studies into public diplomacy efforts of states other than the U.S., or to a lesser degree the 
U.K., are still lacking.  

13  This forgetfulness may be surprising given the early first foray into that field offered in Ninkovich 1981 
– The Diplomacy of Ideas. It may have been his verdict, namely the “failure of internationalism”, that 
established a narrative discouraging further investigation. Graham has recently endeavoured to revisit 
the ‘internationalist’, or multilateral road: Graham 2015 – Culture and Propaganda.  
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Freedom of information appeared to be an ideal tool for a campaign of potential global 

reach. Two protagonists, otherwise widely acknowledged for shaping early U.S. public 

diplomacy, promoted this multilateral option with vigour: William Benton and Archibald 

MacLeish. They formed part of a larger group of progressive internationalists in 

government and private business; a group that shaped the transition from war time to 

post-war public diplomacy. The UNESCO advisory group quoted by the New York Times 

in September 1946 included many important protagonists from this crowd. In the years 

1945-46 they unambiguously supported a globalised principle of freedom of information. 

Within the U.S., though, a lively discussion ensued about how this principle could best 

be implemented, what exactly cultural policies pursued through an organisation like 

UNESCO could mean, what the role of government should be in cultural policies and 

what responsibilities the media might have.  

On the international plane, U.S. actors soon encountered competing voices. At 

UNESCO’s General Conferences and the UN General Assembly, representatives of the 

non-Western and non-industrialised world articulated their own expectations related to 

freedom of information. Also, the Western allies, France and the UK, developed 

diverging approaches, while, in turn, socialist countries sought to manoeuvre between 

their allegiances to the Soviet Union and their pledges for autonomy. 1948 finally saw the 

United Nations Conference on the Freedom of Information taking place in Geneva. 

What could have been the nascency of a human rights convention on the freedom of 

information, instead reached an anticlimax in an international discourse in which the 

various points of view appeared definitely irreconcilable. UNESCO, in the meantime, 

followed an impulse largely coming from the U.S. and set out to develop communication, 

information and media matters as an area of high priority in its expanding range of 

activities.  

In all this, the role of the early post-war social sciences, that increasingly identified 

communication as a research field of its own right, should not be overlooked.14 In three 

ways emerging communication studies impacted on the national, U.S. American and 

international discourse on information and communications. They claimed to record in 

increasingly precise ways the impact of public communications on society in general and 

                                                

14  See the discussion of post-war US communication science in chapter 3.  
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supposed target groups in particular. They also provided better-defined strategies and 

tools for communication to social planners and politicians. Finally, scholars in this field 

created a new institutional dynamic as they advertised their own usefulness in order to 

secure funding and academic recognition on the one side, and offered a new arsenal of 

activity to (international) institutions that otherwise would have had to remain inactive 

on the other. This surveying and stock-taking proved especially important for UNESCO. 

This chapter will explore in greater detail this moment of multilateralism. It traces 

how U.S. actors projected multilateralism as an avenue for U.S. cultural foreign policies. 

It highlights the challenges this initiative met with and explains why their momentum did 

not result in the desired globalised free flow of information as the norm. The different 

experiences and different expectations that the various actors brought to bear on this 

post-war moment of freedom of information ultimately lead to a stalling of the dynamic. 

Yet, they are crucial to record here as they had long-term consequences that unmistakably 

shaped the future discussions on freedom of information, the programme of UNESCO 

and eventually the debates of the late 1970s. 

2.1 Projecting Multilateralism: The U.S. Promoting 

Communications at UNESCO 

The group quoted in the New York Times article above was the newly founded United 

States National Commission for UNESCO, an extra-governmental body that UNESCO 

statutes had requested members states set up. The State Department had invited about 

one hundred scientists, education specialists, artists and intellectuals, among them 

MacLeish, Milton Eisenhower, Edward Barrett or Waldo G. Leland, to form this 

commission and advise the government with a view to the upcoming General Conference 

of UNESCO in Paris.15 In September, Assistant Secretary Benton welcomed them to 

Washington and the group sounded, as the Times article recorded, a ringing endorsement 

for the new UN specialised agency.  

                                                

15  For a full list of members see Himstead, Ralph E., ʻThe United States National Commission for the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizationʼ, Bulletin of the American Association of 
University Professors, 32, 3 (1946), 568–573. 
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The story of UNESCO’s origins and the formative years 1945/1946 has been told 

many times.16 The decisive role of the U.S. is widely acknowledged. Most of these 

accounts focus on education and the role of Grayson N. Kefauver, Dean at Stanford 

University’s School of Education.17 Here, however, emphasis is now placed on how 

matters of communications and the freedom of information informed the discourse on 

UNESCO’s future activities and the U.S. goals within UNESCO. The National 

Commission urged the U.S. delegation to “advance and support proposals that the 

Organization concern itself with the press, radio and motion pictures, and all other means 

of publication, reproduction and dissemination of materials, as instruments at the service 

of art, education, culture and scientific advancement in the labor of international 

understanding.”18 

2.1.1 The U.S. Wartime Information Efforts 

Two men most embodied this prioritising of communications, William Benton and 

Archibald MacLeish. MacLeish was a cosmopolitan literate and liberal internationalist. 

Benton had made his career in advertising on New York’s Madison Avenue. He was a 

pragmatic salesman of the ‘American story’, who would turn into a committed cold 

warrior before long. They were united in their belief in the importance of media and the 

flow of information as well as in the utility of UNESCO as a multilateral forum. Both 

were passionate defenders of the value of freedom which they felt was deeply ingrained 

in the identity and historic experience of the United States and both followed a sense of 

civic duty when they took up government posts.19  

                                                

16  Accounts of actors closely involved Krill de Capello, Hans-Heinz 1970 – The Creation of the United, 

Cowell, Frank Richard, ʻPlanning the Organization of UNESCO, 1942-1946. A Personal Recordʼ, 
Journal of World History, 10, 1 (1966), 210–236, Besterman, Theodore, Unesco: Peace in the Minds of Men 
(London: Methuen, 1951), Thomas, Jean, U.N.E.S.C.O (Paris: Gallimard, 1962). For a more recently 
Dorn 2006 – ‘The World’s Schoolmaster’.  

17 Kefauver had been the US representative to the Conference of Allied Ministers of Education (CAME) 
that had been meeting in London since 1942 and that became one of the two main institutional origins 
of UNESCO.  

18  Report of the United States National Commission for the United Nations Education, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization to the Secretary of State, [27.09.1946], Box 486, Folder, 4, Benton, William. 
Papers, Special Collections Research Center, University of Chicago Library (hereafter BWP). 

19  On their differences: Ninkovich 1981 – The Diplomacy of Ideas, 119-121. 
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Archibald MacLeish (1892-1982) 

MacLeish was a graduate of Yale University and Harvard Law School.20 A World War I 

veteran he left his law firm and the U.S. in the early 1920s and, following more literary 

ambitions, joined the famous modernist expat scene in Paris. He became friends with 

luminaries like Gertrude Stein, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ezra Pound and Ernest Hemingway 

and would later win several Pulitzer Prizes for his poetry and other writings. By the 1930s, 

he had returned to the U.S. and joined Henry Luce’s new business magazine Fortune. 

Liberal leanings made him susceptible to the New Deal politics of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, for whom MacLeish began to write speeches. Roosevelt, in turn, appointed 

MacLeish as Librarian of Congress in 1939, putting the literary multi-talent into a 

turbulent and thoroughly political environment in Washington. The U.S. government 

had begun to pool as much talent as possible in the ever more demanding war effort, 

first as the supporter of its allies, then engaging itself. 

In 1941, Roosevelt appointed MacLeish Director of the Office of Facts and Figures 

(OFF), a new government branch tasked to develop public communications strategies to 

render U.S. war efforts comprehensible to the American people. When the OFF was 

reorganised, after the declaration of war, into the Office of War Information (OWI)21 in 

June 1942, MacLeish took the position as Assistant Director and became a key figure in 

the government’s rapidly expending propaganda programme.  

Historian Justin Hart has argued that MacLeish’s approach was important in at least 

two respects. First, he was much aware that the evolution of mass media provided the 

people in an open and democratic society with a multitude of “channels” to inform 

themselves, which made control of information flows increasingly difficult. Not least, it 

made it almost impossible for a government to attempt to tell different stories to 

domestic or foreign audiences respectively. Secondly, and partly as a consequence, 

MacLeish was an ardent promoter of a “strategy of truth”. At the heart of this stood his 

unwavering faith in the moral superiority of the United States. Besides, this strategy 

marked a stark contrast to older, discredited forms of propaganda that had neglected 

                                                

20  For biographic detail see Hart, Justin, ʻArchibald MacLeish Rediscovered. The Poetry of U.S. Foreign 

Policyʼ, Historically Speaking, 8, 3 (2007), 20–22 and Donaldson, Scott, Archibald MacLeish: An American 
Life (Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1992). 

21  On the OWI Winkler 1978 – The Politics of Propaganda and Hart 2013 – Empire of Ideas, 71-106. 
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truthfulness in favour of ideological persuasion. MacLeish envisaged a “democratic form 

of propaganda”, and one way to enact this was to tell the story of the free American 

society and the virtues of its democratic system.22 

Of course, MacLeish’s views did not go unchallenged in Washington and struggles 

ensued not only over the use of propaganda but also more generally over the nature and 

future of U.S. international involvement.23 Only months after his entry into the OWI, 

MacLeish left the office in early 1943 fatigued by the continuous political wrangling and 

congressional restrictions of the office’s budget. Yet, in his short stint as Assistant 

Director he had shaped much of the new approach to public communications. The 

evolving U.S. information policies continued to carry the imprint of MacLeish’s ideas 

long after he had left his post.24 

 

The Washington dynamics driving the U.S. wartime information policies created a 

dense network of people and institutions that would rise to importance in the post-war 

years and, in some cases, become important to U.S. engagement with UNESCO and 

UNESCO’s future communication activities. There were political or public figures, like 

Milton Eisenhower or Edward Barett, who had both held positions, among other 

institutions, with the OWI. But there were also a number of experts and scholars who 

engaged in the war efforts to the benefit of U.S. strategic communications, as much as to 

the benefit of their own, often still precariously organised, academic disciplines. Social 

scientists Harold Lasswell, consultant to the OFF, or Paul Lazarsfeld, both pioneering 

theorists in the area of communications, would be examples. Wilbur Schramm, maybe 

the single most important academic entrepreneur in post-war communication studies, 

that had started to emerge as a subfield in the social sciences, had written to MacLeish 

already shortly after Pearl Harbor to volunteer at the OFF. Others, like sociologist Daniel 

Lerner, worked at the Psychological Warfare Division where he gathered data that would 

later form the basis for his path-breaking book The Passing of Traditional Society in 1958.25 

                                                

22  Hart 2007 – Archibald MacLeish Rediscovered, 20. 
23  Hart 2013 – Empire of Ideas, esp. 77ff. 
24  Ibid., 74. 
25  On Schramm Chaffee, Steven H. and Rogers, Everett M., ʻWilbur Schramm: The Founderʼ, in Steven 

H. Chaffee and Everett M. Rogers, eds., The Beginnings of Communication Study in America: A Personal Memoir 
by Wilbur Schramm (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1997), 125–153, 133-135, On Lerner Samarajiwa, 

Rohan, ʻThe Murky Beginnings of the Communication and Development Field. Voice of America and 
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Together they formed a web of actors who came to dominate the institutional 

transition from the wartime informational organisations to the post-war social sciences 

and public diplomacy institutions. Their mutually beneficial relations were grounded, as 

Christopher Simpson has pointed out, in two common assumptions: “They regarded 

mass communication as a tool for social management and as a weapon in social conflict, 

and they expressed common assumptions concerning the usefulness of quantitative 

research”.26 The methodological aspect will be important later on, when we look at 

UNESCO in the 1960s and its attempts at formulating theories of development by 

communications. For the time being, they defined the environment in which post-war 

information policies, unilaterally or internationally, would grow. 

Already in 1944, Roosevelt had installed the post of the Assistant Secretary of State 

for Public and Cultural Relations. This was in part an acknowledgment of the 

contributions of the wartime information services to the victory27 and in part a response 

to the new challenges of the post-war era, above all the establishment of a new 

international order and the persuasion of the American people to go along with it. In the 

meantime, despite his absence, MacLeish seemed predestined for the job but again he 

remained in this position for only a few months. After the even shorter term of Edward 

Barrett, William Benton was finally appointed by the new president Harry S. Truman. 

MacLeish, though, remained available for the cultural dealings of the State Department 

and led the U.S. -delegation in late 1945 to the conference on the United Nations 

educational and cultural project in London, where they would co-author the constitution 

of UNESCO. In the following two years, Benton and MacLeish would collaborate closely 

overquestions related to UNESCO. Their common theme was communications and the 

free flow of information. 

                                                

The Passing of Traditional Societyʼ, in Neville Jayaweera, ed., Rethinking Development Communication 
(Singapore: Asian Mass Communication Research and Information Centre, 1987), 3–19. 

26  Simpson, Christopher, Science of Coercion: Communication Research and Psychological Warfare, 1945-1960 

(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1994), 29. His study and Needell, Allan A., ʻ"Truth Is Our Weapon". 

Project TROY, Political Warfare, and Government-Academic Relations in the National Security Stateʼ, 
Diplomatic History, 17, 3 (1993), 399–420 are instructive on the institutional entanglements of 
governmental information efforts and the expanding disciplines of social sciences and communication 
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Information Agency founded in 1953 for institutions like Lazarsfeld’s Bureau or the Center of 
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studies with the modernisation paradigm of the 1960s will be subject of chapter 3. 

27 See Cull on the belated acknowledgement of information campaigns, Cull 2008 – The Cold War, 19-21. 
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William Benton (1900-1973) 

The 45-year old William Benton entered the State Department in August 1945 in the 

renamed post of Assistant Secretary of Public Affairs.28 He had received a degree from 

Yale and, in the 1920s, had begun working in advertising. His first career saw him rising 

from a sales apprentice, to a copywriter and then executive of a Chicago-based advertising 

agency. He is credited for having professionalised the still sketchy business of advertising 

by employing more scientific methods of consumer research. He is also said to have 

revolutionised the use of radio advertising by making radio ads more performative and 

theatrical, and hence easier to relate to. His pursuit of “soft sell” strategies paved the way 

for Benton’s advertising successes during times of economic depression in the 1920s, a 

time when attitudes towards mass communications for advertisement purposes were 

generally rather critical. 

His success accelerated when Benton opened his own agency together with Chester 

Bowles on Madison Avenue in New York in 1929. By 1935, however, he sold his part of 

the agency and embarked on a second career: he took up the office of Vice-President of 

the University of Chicago. University President Robert M. Hutchinson knew Benton 

from his years at Yale and brought him in to supervise the university’s public relations. 

Especially in the university’s already well-known radio broadcast Round Table, that 

featured a wide array of speakers from faculty members like Harold D. Lasswell to 

government officials, Benton identified the potential for reaching wider audiences with 

educational content.29 Educational broadcasting thus became the centre of Benton’s 

second career, and he even declared: “If the great universities do not develop radio 

broadcasting in the cause of education, it will, perhaps, be permanently left in the hands 

of the manufacturers of face powder, coffee and soap, with occasional interruptions by 

the politicians.”30 Benton managed to increase the audience of Round Table considerably 

and scored philanthropic funding to secure the continuation of the programme.31  

                                                

28 The following builds on Hyman, Sidney, The Lives of William Benton (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1969), Meyers, Cynthia B., ʻFrom Radio Adman to Radio Reformer: Senator William Benton's Career 

in Broadcasting, 1930–1960ʼ, Journal of Radio & Audio Media, 16, 1 (2009), 17–29 and Hart 2013 – Empire 
of Ideas, 110-120. 

29  On this period see Slotten, Hugh Richard, Radio's Hidden Voice: The Origins of Public Broadcasting in the 
United States (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 2009), 221-233. 

30  Thus the often reproduced quote provided in Hyman 1969 – The Lives of William Benton, 176-7. 
31  Slotten 2009 – Radio's Hidden Voice, 224.  
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Benton’s third career lay in government. From late 1940, he worked as a consultant 

to the “Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs” (OCIAA), attached to the 

Department of State, which acquainted Benton with both the State Department and 

cultural diplomacy as a foreign policy strand.32  

 When Benton finally met Secretary of State Byrnes on 31 August 1945 to discuss 

his appointment as Assistant Secretary of State, Benton was rather critical about his own 

suitability for the job. Benton raised doubts about his background as an adman. But 

Byrnes responded, “that no one in the nation was really trained to take over the 

unprecedented ‘peacetime’ propaganda job the State Department faced” and that with 

his advertising experience Benton “had as good a background for it as anyone else”.33 

2.1.2 Switching Gears: Projecting U.S. Public Diplomacy 

Despite the considerable resources and the broad network established in the wartime 

information efforts, the transition period between late 1944 and early 1946 did not run 

smoothly for Benton and MacLeish. Switching gears from a nation at war to a growing 

superpower and guarantor of an international post-war order, posed challenges to the 

U.S. government on all levels. Critical voices, especially from a conservative milieu, 

questioned the advisability of engaging in government propaganda. The foreign policy 

establishment held a traditional aversion against greater publicity in the domain of their 

work. The task of the U.S. cultural diplomats was, as historian Nicholas Cull termed it, 

“surviving the peace”.34 If the war time OWI had employed up to 11,000 officers, the 

staff of its successor, the Office of International Information and Cultural Affairs (OIC) 

at the State Department, was slashed to 3,000.35 Prospects were further clouded when 

the transition from Roosevelt, after his sudden death, to Truman saw a drain from 

government of the more liberal, progressive thinking that the New Dealers had 

embodied.36  

When Benton took over from MacLeish at the barely operational office of 

Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs, it was by no means evident that what would 

                                                

32  Hyman 1969 – The Lives of William Benton, 307-315.  
33  As reports ibid., 313. 
34  Cull 2008 – The Cold War, 23-36. 
35  Ibid., 28. 
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later become known as public diplomacy would have any future in post-war U.S. foreign 

policy. The replacement of the poet MacLeish by the canny salesmen Benton signalled, 

however, the new administration’s commitment to the idea of ‘selling’ the American story 

to the world in the context of the newly forming international order. The change was 

more one of methods than one of fundamental ideas. At the State Department the 

responsibility for UNESCO was delegated to Benton. MacLeish was nominated to 

become the head of the U.S. delegation to the decisive first two UNESCO conferences 

in London in November 1945 and Paris in 1946.37 Benton and MacLeish were 

cooperating closely during those months as both recognised the potential of UNESCO 

as a specialised agency within the UN; they threw their weight behind it.  

When in June 1945 the Associated Press asked MacLeish “for an official explanation 

as to how it is expected that world freedom of information—with all national barriers 

down on the flow of news among nations—will be promoted under United Nations 

Charter”, MacLeish declared “without freedom of exchange of information between the 

peoples of the world, the mutual understanding upon which the hope of peace depends 

will not be realized.”38 

MacLeish in London: Building Communications into UNESCO 

Drafting the preamble of UNESCO’s constitution during the London conference, 

MacLeish cast in words one of the most iconic expressions of mid-century 

internationalism. British Prime Minister Clement Attlee, at the opening ceremony of the 

London conference on the afternoon of November 1, had asked the distinguished 

audience “Do not wars, after all, begin in the minds of men?”39 Taking up this phrase, 

MacLeish formulated the opening sentence of UNESCO’s constitution and thus gave 

the most succinct yet also widest possible definition of the organisation’s raison d’être: 

“Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the defences of 

peace must be constructed.” In his official report from the conference, MacLeish 

                                                

37  The delegations included several alumni of the various wartime information offices, e.g. Milton 
Eisenhower and Ed Barrett. Benton’s former business partner, Chester Bowles, joined as consultant. A 
list of the full delegation, the biggest national delegation present in London, in: Conference for the 
Establishment of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (ECO/Conf.29) 
[Proceedings], London, 1-16 November 1945, UNESDOC, 11-12. 

38  MacLeish Sees Peace Hinging on Free News, New York Herald Tribune, 29.06.1945, 7A. 
39  Conference for the Establishment [Proceedings], 1945, UNESDOC, 22. 
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interpreted the preamble as an expression of the possibility “to promote throughout the 

world the climate of mutual understanding and mutual trust in which, and which alone, 

the survival of civilisation would now seem to be possible.”40  

This interpretation was less lofty and spiritual than it may seem. MacLeish 

reminded in his report that the conference had been held with the memory of the first 

explosion of the atomic bomb only three months before. The bomb’s sheer 

destructiveness would make those countries in possession of such a weapon inclined to 

use it before it could be used against them by others, which made it less a retaliatory and 

much more a pre-emptive device. His conclusion was that mutual suspicion could easily 

translate into a disastrous strike-first mentality. The flow of communication was thus a 

matter of prevention and an insurance against ill-informed decisions.41  

To “combat ignorance and mistrust, and thus to defend the foundations of the 

peace”, MacLeish explained, member states had pledged in the constitution’s preamble 

“to develop and increase the means of communication between their peoples and to 

employ these means for the purposes of mutual understanding and a truer and more 

perfect knowledge of each other’s lives.” Among the three main methods, MacLeish 

listed first the advancement of “all the media of mass communication—notably the press, 

the radio, and the motion pictures”. Only then followed the “encouragement of popular 

education” and the “preservation of the world’s inheritance of materials of knowledge”.42 

The constitution went on to specify in its first operative paragraphs that to realise 

its purposes the organisation would  

“Collaborate in the work of advancing the mutual knowledge and understanding of 
peoples, through all means of mass communication and to that end recommend such 

                                                

40  Archibald MacLeish, Report to the Secretary of State From the Chairman of the United States 
Delegation, in: ‘The Defenses of Peace’, Documents Relating to UNESCO, Part 1, Department of State, 
1946, Box: 56, Folder: United Nations, UNESCO, Minutes of Meetings, Archibald MacLeish Papers, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC (hereafter: AMP). A socialist critique of the 
supposedly ecumenical character of the solemn first words of the preamble will be discussed later. 

41  In the same vain the Hutchins Commission Report “Peoples Speaking to Peoples” of 1946, stating on 
the dust jacket: “The only power in the world strong enough to master atomic energy is the power of 

public opinion.”, quoted in: Hoyt, Palmer, ʻReview [of Peoples Speaking to Peoplesby Commission on 

Freedom of the Press]ʼ, Public Opinion Quarterly, 10, 2 (1946), 242–244. Also: Benjamin Fine, Support Of 
UNESCO Is Urged by Benton, New York Times, 04.04.1946, 7, who discussed whether UNESCO could 
have authority to distribute information regarding the Atomic bomb. 

42 MacLeish, Report to the Secretary of State.  



48 
 

international agreements as may be necessary to promote the free flow of ideas by 
word and image”.43 

By invoking both working through the media as well as drawing up international 

agreements for the flow of media content, the field of activity of UNESCO was vast. To 

make sure that this activity was sufficiently supported in institutional terms at UNESCO, 

the U.S. delegation presented a resolution in London, titled “Media of Mass 

Communication and Their Place in UNESCO”, that tasked the Preparatory Commission 

to prepare the internal structures within the Secretariat that would in the future cover the 

topic, and to cooperate with experts and media representatives in order to define ground 

for common action.44 At this moment, it would have been fair to say that one “C” was 

missing in the acronym of UNESCO. Communication was a designated area of activity 

and not just a bullet point under the cultural section.  

Benton in Washington: The Committee of Consultants 

During the twelve months that followed the London conference until the first General 

Conference in autumn 1946, the Preparatory Commission for UNESCO moved into the 

Hôtel Majestic in the Avenue Kléber, Paris, located a stone’s throw from the Arc de 

Triomphe, and was busy setting up the structure of the future Secretariat. In Washington, 

in the meantime, MacLeish and Benton went about installing the National Commission 

and further defining the U.S. approach to and objectives for UNESCO. 

Benton did not lose any time and in January 1946 appointed a committee of 

consultants to the State Department to outline “a practical program through which radio, 

motion pictures and publication may cooperate with UNESCO in strengthening the 

foundations of world peace”.45 The composition of the committee was once more an 

appeal for the continuation of wartime foreign information programmes and included 

many familiar faces, like Ed Barrett, who had in the meantime returned to Newsweek as E 

                                                

43 Art. 1, Para. 2 (a), ʻConstitutionʼ, in UNESCO, ed., Basic Texts (Paris: UNESCO, 2010), 5–18. Whereas 
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Director, and John Hay Whitney, a former colleague of Benton’s at the OCIAA. The 

committee, separate from the National Commission on UNESCO that was appointed 

later, was mostly made up of journalists and businessmen. To accomplish tasks given by 

Benton, the consultants conducted interviews with American media representatives, 

followed conferences and (Kuhn and Barrett had) even attended some of the meetings 

of UNESCO’s preparatory commission London. 

In investigating the questions posed to them by Benton, the committee first noted 

with satisfaction that the London conference “had given clear priority” to UNESCO’s 

work in the field of mass media. The committee’s report recapitulated the preamble, 

which was the pertinent section of both the constitution itself, as well as the mass media 

resolution, the only resolution, the committee noted, which the conference had seen as 

of “paramount importance”.46 It expected that the prominence given to mass media 

would find its expression in the allocation by UNESCO of “a major share of its funds, 

its energies and its executive talent.” If not, it recommended somewhat radically, the topic 

should be withdrawn from UNESCO’s profile and be dealt with by a separate 

international institution.47  

Before formulating concrete programme measures, two questions needed to be 

urgently answered. The first ran “Should UNESCO decree what is ‘good’?”, the second 

revolved around “The American Interest in Removal of Trade Restrictions”. The answer 

the consultants gave – and hence the proposed position of the U.S. government – was in 

some way archetypal of American attitudes towards the media at the mid-century. First, 

UNESCO was recommended to steer clear from attempts to exercise control, or even 

censorship, over the content of media. UNESCO should rather help to “lower the 

barriers which obstruct the international flow of information”. This related immediately 

to the second aspect. The consultants advocated “reasonable concessions” on the side 

of the U.S. in turn for a much desired relaxation of trade restrictions.  

While the report also included references to many other issues, e.g. to the 

formulation of fundamental rights like the freedom from censorship, free access to news 
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or the freedom to choose one’s media and programmes of preference, the biggest section 

pertained to the topic “Fiscal and Trade Barriers”. The core paragraph read: 

UNESCO should therefore search aggressively for ways to free the international 
exchange of books (including reprint rights), magazines, newspapers, news files, 
newsreels, educational films and broadcast materials from impediments created by 
monopolistic and discriminatory measures of all kinds, including (a) import and 
export tariffs and preferences; (b) quotas and other quantitative restrictions; (c) 
internal taxes and levies; (d) exchange controls; (e) privately imposed commercial 
restrictions.48 

Crucially the report added that the economic benefits such restrictions entailed for some 

were outweighed by the contribution of a free flow of mass media for “the development 

of better understanding between nations”. Essentially, this link proved the strongest line 

of argument upheld by U.S. actors over the following years. It was adequate on the one 

side as a standpoint in the international arena where peace and international 

understanding could be put first. At the same time it served to rally the support of 

American business as the tariff reduction spoke to their interest.  

On the international plane, the objective could be pursued through a strong 

advocacy of freedom of information as a human right or through the direct lobbying for 

a reduction of trade barriers. As the report itself displayed, MacLeish’s preamble and the 

constitution of UNESCO had provided strong rhetorical devices to promote the free 

flow of information under the banner of furthering international understanding. And 

indeed, at least in the realm of educational media, UNESCO would soon succeed in 

getting member states to agree on a reduction of taxes and tariffs.49 

Another remarkable proposal of the report dealt with broadcasting. The report 

proposed a “Voice of the United Nations” and foresaw a radio station that furnished 

information and on-going news about the UN and its specialised agencies. The idea 

seemed to be a “feed-station” that could produce a limited amount of emissions that 

would be broadcast during allocated times and through allocated frequencies to people 

around the globe. The consultants acknowledged that there were bigger plans for a full-

fledged UN Radio underway, but they warned that first attempts at producing some 

worldwide radio programmes should not be delayed while waiting for a real global 
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network, which if it was to be received “by a substantial world audience”, would demand 

“many months, and perhaps years, to be put into actual operation”. 

Benton however, despite the handpicked committee members he knew well, 

seemed unhappy with the consultant’s report. The report and Benton’s critical reaction 

revealed fundamental differences in the approach to an official UN radio project and 

reflected recent experiences of governmental broadcasting during the war under the 

leadership of the OWI, as well as even more recent public debates. While the report 

reflected a cautious and more critical attitude towards government broadcasting, Benton 

was decidedly more ambitious. The pioneer in radio advertising assigned a central role to 

broadcasting in promoting the UN. Radio remained the topic that he pursued most 

vigorously at home and at the conferences of UNESCO and the UN.  

Benton held that the consultant’s report “under-rates the value of UNESCO 

broadcasting in contrast to other proposed activities”, and “over-rate[s] the difficulty of 

UNESCO’s operating or helping to operate a United Nations international radio 

system”.50 To cite support of his radio idea, Benton referred to General David Sarnoff, 

President of the Radio Corporation of America (RCA). According to Benton, the “world-

wide United Nations or UNESCO network” had been “eloquently advocated by General 

Sarnoff” and meant a “big change for UNESCO in radio”.51  

The RCA was a successful American business and Sarnoff a famous radio pioneer. 

More importantly, though, he had shown himself to be a steadfast advocate of 

governmental broadcasting.52 Already during the war, he had taken an active part in 

maintaining and increasing the activities of state broadcaster “Voice of America”, which 

had been placed under the supervision of the OWI in late 1942. Most remarkably, in the 

immediate post-war years he was, like Benton, among those businessmen who openly 

argued for an internationalist broadcasting project under the UN. 

Apart from the issue of a UN/UNESCO global radio network that would return 

at the Paris conference in autumn 1946, Benton also went further than his consultants 

regarding the content of the media. He openly lobbied for an agenda of engagement by 
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stating flatly: “I do not see how UNESCO can fail to concern itself with the quality of 

the press reporting, radio, and motion pictures moving across national boundaries.” 

UNESCO should “encourage the ‘good’”, yet without “becoming a censor of the bad.” 

He charged the experts with failing “to face up to this issue directly and courageously”, 

and attributed this reluctance to the “the natural and wholly understandable fears of our 

press of bureaucratic control and censorship”. 53 

In the confrontation with the committee, Benton betrayed clear leanings towards 

a sort of public broadcasting that made full use of the communicative instruments and 

engaged actively in getting the ‘right’ message across. In so far as this meant a strong 

initiative of the U.S. to promote the freedom of communication internationally, this had 

important precedents.  

“Barriers Down”: The Plea for a Free Press 

Kent Cooper, general manager of U.S. news agency Associated Press (AP), wrote in 1942: 

“In the next postwar era a free press and freedom of international news exchange 
everywhere must be guaranteed. There can be no permanent peace unless men of 
all lands can have truthful, unbiased news of each other which shall be freely 
available at the source to all who seek it there, wherever that may be. The flow of 
news must not be impeded.”54 

In the interwar period under Cooper’s leadership, AP had become the main competitor 

to the big three European news agencies Reuters, Havas and Wolff in the international news 

market. Breaking free from the cartel of those three agencies, which the AP had tied itself 

into since the late 19th century, became the theme of Cooper’s life. He approached his 

quest following two maxims. One stipulated that any media institution should be free 

from government interference, the second was the belief in the need for truthfulness and 

unbiased news.  

Those maxims embodied as much an economic rationale as a moral one. Their 

relationships with governments and the co-opting of the respective empire projects had 

gained the European agencies a competitive advantage, Reuters being the most prominent 

example.55 But just as important, Cooper was convinced of the ethical imperative of 
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independent and objective news reporting. The imperative was most iconically enshrined 

in the First Amendment, which was often upheld by American media executives as the 

catechism of a free society and a core achievement in the history of the U.S. Both maxims 

were best served if a free flow of information was guaranteed on a global level. This 

included an unrestricted movement of those who collect news, i.e. correspondents, 

reporters, journalists, as well as the absence of obstacles in receiving news. His 1942 

history of “the News Agency Epoch” was titled with the emphatic “Barriers Down”.56 

After Cooper as young executive had unsuccessfully lobbied for an international 

convention guaranteeing the free flow of news at the Paris peace conference in 1919, the 

mid-1940s offered a new opportunity. Holding true on his 1942 prediction, Cooper 

began, together with other prominent U.S. media representatives, to push for an 

international freedom of information agenda.57 In 1945, Cooper held a much stronger 

position than in 1919. He was not only a central figure in the national media business, he 

also headed the global news agency that had supplied the U.S. government, and especially 

its foreign information programmes and offices, with valuable news free of charge 

throughout the war years.  

In April 1945, the Washington Post reported that the “principle of world freedom of 

news exchange probably will be endorsed by the United Nations at San Francisco, and, 

going beyond lip service, there appears strong likelihood that the nations formally give 

their proposed world security organization the job of doing something about it.” 

Stettinius was quoted with hopeful words and, contrasting the situation to the 

unsuccessful efforts in 1919, the article recorded that the principle had, in spring 1945, 

“proponents by legion today”.58 The New York Times added that “Americans believe 

overwhelmingly that a free world cannot exist without a free press.” Hugh Baillie, 

president of the United Press (UP), had petitioned Stettinius with “a specific program for 

removing some major obstructions to the free flow of international news”. Now was the 

time, the Times article concluded, “to carry the fight for a free press to the Assembly of 
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the UNO. President Truman is committed to it. Mr. Stettinius is for it. The American 

delegation has been so instructed.”59 

In fact, the campaign did seem to gain momentum. New Assistant Secretary of 

State Benton confirmed publically that the State Department “would advocate 

international guarantees of freedom of communication both through the United Nations 

and through separate action”. Benton applauded Baillie and Cooper, they “had done a 

great job in bringing to the attention of the public the need for a free flow of news among 

all nations, without censorship and without discrimination in transmission rates”. He 

even reckoned with “a world-wide communications conference” that “would be held this 

year”.60  

 

The free-press lobby around Cooper had reason to be optimistic. Their gospel of 

the free flow of information found the attention of national political leaders and made 

its way into international fora. But while the government was interested in promoting the 

free flow internationally, in the national arena frictions appeared between Benton and the 

press leaders. In January 1946, first the AP and then the UP discontinued their free-of-

charge news service to the U.S. foreign information agencies. An official statement read 

“Governments cannot engage in news casting without creating the fear of propaganda 

which necessarily would reflect upon the objectivity of the news services from which 

such news casts are prepared.”61  

Benton was shocked. He was himself involved in an ongoing political battle about 

the role of governmental information services abroad, in other words over the nucleus 

of a systematic public diplomacy, of which the VOA was one flagship project.62 The 

withdrawal of the AP and the UP seriously hampered these projects. More than that, the 

inherent accusation of producing propaganda damaged the desired image of government 

information programmes as informative and impartial. Benton reacted with an open 

letter to AP’s board of directors calling the decision “arbitrary” and holding that they 

                                                

59 UNO And A Free Press, New York Times, 09.01.1946, 22. 
60 Benton Tells Aims On News Freedom, New York Times, 27.01.1946, 13. 
61 Benton Protests AP Newscast Curb, New York Times, 18.01.1946, 24. 
62 Krugler 2000 – The Voice of America, 38-39. 



 

55 
 

    

seemed not to be familiar with the programmes the government actually produced. He 

suggested a study into these.63 

Benton expressed his confidence “that such a study will demonstrate that there is 

no conflict between interests of the AP, as judged by your board, and the national 

interest”. Instead, he held, the discontinuance created “an obstacle to the conduct of 

American foreign policy.” The implicit equation of corporate and government interests 

with a view to external relations, was of course telling. Benton saw no contradiction in 

U.S. business’ foreign dealings and his own efforts to sell America abroad. Even though, 

internally he admitted that there was a certain risk that the AP would be compared to the 

British Reuters, which was considered openly affiliated with the British government.64 

The seemingly small question of the discontinuation of the news service to 

government agencies, encapsulated a deep-rooted conflict that stood at the heart of post-

war discussions on media policies and public diplomacy in the United States. Cooper and 

Baillie embodied the purist approach to press freedom which translated nationally into 

breaking up the war-time allegiance with the government and internationally into carving 

out a robust sphere of freedom of movement for journalists and news, a sphere in which 

media could act globally with no restrictions upon the distribution of their products and 

their correspondents enjoying a kind of free movement and immunity comparable to the 

privileges of diplomats.65  

“Responsibility” of the media? The Hutchins-Commission 

Three questions defined the inner-American debate over media policies. What social 

responsibility could the media be expected to carry? Which role could the state play to 

encourage or facilitate a socially responsible media? And: was the notion of a free flow 

of information mainly driven by the economic rationale of opening and entering global 

media markets, or by the moral task of promoting and fostering democracy? 

The locus for discussing these questions was the “Commission on Freedom of the 

Press”, active between 1944 and 1948, and known as the Hutchins Commission. The 
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Commission went back to a private initiative by Henry R. Luce of Time, Inc. in 1942, who 

had been supported by William Benton. Robert M. Hutchins, President of the University 

of Chicago, took charge of organising the Commission and selected the Commission 

members. In March 1947, they presented their widely received report A Free and 

Responsible Press.66 Besides, the Commission had issued a study series to which each 

Commission member had contributed individual volumes, the most important being 

Peoples Speaking To Peoples (1946) by Robert D. Leigh and Llewellyn White, the 

Commission’s staff Director and Vice-Director.67 

In addressing the question of the social responsibility of the media, the 

Commission touched upon some of the core elements in a deeper crisis of mid-century 

U.S. liberalism.68 In a triangulation of government, free market and democracy, it raised 

questions of how to negotiate individual freedom alongside the need to protect the 

individual from the excesses of government, especially undemocratic or totalitarian 

government, on one side and the laissez-faire of free marketeers on the other.69  
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The results of the Commission’s work, articulated in its main report, can be 

described as setting normative parameters for the media in three ways. First, it 

acknowledged what is described as positive freedom derived from the First Amendment, 

i.e. a “right to know” that ought to be protected against factors impeding it. This positive 

right shifted the attention to the audience who were entitled to access full and truthful 

information, un-biased reporting and, most importantly, a plurality of news sources. 

Second, the Commission clearly favoured a model of self-regulation as way to secure the 

functioning of the press and thus rejected the idea of enforcement or control by 

government oversight.  

Connecting both aspects, the rights of the audience and the self-regulatory regime 

of the media industry, was the third concept the Commission promoted, that of “social 

responsibility”. If a strictly libertarian model held that the media should act as watchdog 

of the government, the more socially engaged model presented here foresaw the media 

as educative and a forum for constructively addressing social conflicts. To allow the 

media to act as a neutral, open forum, however, a plurality of voices should be guaranteed, 

space for dissent and deviation provided and the homogenising effect of monopolies in 

the media market avoided. Communication scholars Fredrick Siebert, Bernard Peterson 

and Wilbur Schramm took the Hutchins report as basis for a “Social Responsibility 

Theory” of the media, one out of four possible major media theories. Siebert, Peterson 

and Schramm’s so-called “Four Theories of the Press” defined for decades the way 

communication scientists categorised media theories.70 The social responsibility model 

remained one of the most discussed of them and is rightly seen by some as a precursor 

to the debates on “New World Information and Communication Order” in the 1970s.71  

Back in the 1940s, the results of the Hutchins Commission were not greeted with 

applause. In Chicago itself, where the Commission was hosted at the University, its 

reports faced the most severe criticism. Robert R. “Colonel” McCormick, media tycoon 

and owner of the Chicago Daily Tribune, spoke of a “plot to destroy U.S. press freedom”, 

and Frank Hughes, staff writer at the Chicago Daily Tribune, compared the envisioned 
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media regulations with Hitler’s uniform and suppressed press.72 The trade journal Editor 

& Publisher, the American Society of Newspaper Editors, and apparently Henry Luce 

himself, were not impressed by the outcome either.73 Then again, their opposition did 

not necessarily surprise. The report openly asked whether large media conglomerates 

should be broken up to avoid the narrowing of media plurality through monopolies. This 

was no theoretical question, in 1945 the United States Supreme Court, in a famous ruling 

Associated Press v. United States, had set limits to what was perceived as an attempt of the 

AP to acquire a monopolistic position in the news market. Law professor at Harvard and 

widely acknowledged First Amendment expert Zechariah Chafee had provided written 

support of the U.S. government’s position in the Supreme Court case – now he was also 

member of the Hutchins Commission.74 

What might appear as a mainly domestic quarrel about a specific U.S. American 

approach to press freedom was in reality part and parcel of an issue deeply ingrained in 

the forming of an international structure concerned with matters of information, media 

and mass communications in the 1946 and 1947. The Commission was a nodal point for 

progressive thinkers and politicians. On the national level they promoted the socially 

responsible role of the press, at the international level their claim fed into the advocacy 

of a freedom of information doctrine at the various UN fora. 

The link was secured through a network that reached from Chicago, via 

Washington, to New York and eventually to UNESCO in Paris. Hutchins and Benton 

stood at the centre of this network. Their close cooperation at the University of Chicago 

and their Chicago Round Table broadcasts had demonstrated their shared belief in the 

potential of new communications technologies and the need for public education. They 

were also both determined to take the internationalist option that offered itself after the 

war. While Benton, as political entrepreneur at the State Department pushed the project 
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of UNESCO, Hutchins, as intellectual entrepreneur, engaged actively in shaping reform 

discourses nationally and internationally.75  

The Commission itself comprised an astonishing number of persons who played 

crucial roles at the various sites of the post-war information debates.76 Professor Chafee 

was one of the most noteworthy among them. His expertise on freedom of speech and 

freedom of the press was unrivalled and even though he had sided with the government 

in the AP antitrust case, he enjoyed the respect also of free-marketeers.77 On the 

Hutchins Commission he represented a moderate counterpart to the more radically 

interventionist Harvard philosopher William Ernest Hocking.78 Chafee was instrumental 

in pushing for the UN Sub-Commission of the Freedom of Information and the Press 

in 1947 and acted as the U.S. representative at its sessions in New York from 1947 to 

1951. He was intimately involved in the formulation of a human right to freedom of 

information, and formed part of the preparation of and delegation to the big UN 

Conference on Freedom of Information in Geneva in spring 1948.79 

Other commission members were hardly less prominent. The towering MacLeish 

had agreed to join, as had philosopher and theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, historian Arthur 

Schlesinger, and philologist George N. Shuster, who would in the 1950s act as U.S. 

ambassador to UNESCO.  

Beside Shuster, other people attached to the Commission would soon move 

directly into UNESCO circles in Paris. Robert D. Leigh, the Commission’s Staff 

Director, attended UNESCO’s first expert meeting on the “freer flow of information” 

held in Paris in October 1947. Two foreign advisers of the Commission who had offered 

advice on international communications issues came to hold prominent positions within 

UNESCO in the years to come. John Grierson, a Scottish-born documentary film maker, 

who had served the British Empire Marketing Board and the Canadian National Film 
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Board during the war years, was called upon by the head of UNESCO, Julian Huxley, to 

become director of the Mass Communication programme at UNESCO.  

 

It is the complicated overlap of aims and motivations within the debate about the 

role of the press in the post-war society that gave the freedom of information moment 

after the war its open horizon. On the one side there were reform-oriented and 

progressive actors, who regarded truthful information and an ethos of neutrality as the 

best cure against the abuse of the media and the return of undemocratic rule in its wake.80 

Certainly, Hutchins, MacLeish and Benton subscribed to this faith, although the ways to 

ensure or enforce this were still very much under discussion. 

The opponents on the other side insisted on the liberty of speech and freedom of 

the press, which to them meant a fundamental freedom from government intervention. 

Editor of the Chicago Tribune, Clayton Kirkpatrick, was a vocal advocate of this position 

as were media-mogul McCormick and the AP’s Kent Cooper. These two positions were 

not always easy to separate. Both sides claimed to stand firmly in the tradition of the First 

Amendment. While the progressivists held that a ‘positive’ freedom of information would 

suppose the insurance of a multiplicity of news sources, and potentially even mechanisms 

to police the accuracy of the news, the purists insisted that there was only a negative 

freedom from interference to be derived from the First Amendment.  

As a foreign policy agenda, the various approaches were even more difficult to 

disentangle. The common denominator was the “free flow of information”. Already in a 

speech in January 1945, Cooper had said “The United States gave to the world the ideal 

that news must be undiluted and must flow freely without interference by government”. 

He added, “if we can maintain our own record in this regard during the whole war we 

shall be, more than ever, the one nation fortified to champion full exchange of news at 

the peace table.”81 U.S. newspapers reported extensively on how the free flow advocates 

lobbied various U.S. politicians and UN institutions to foster and guarantee the freedom 

of the press at the international level. Edward R. Stettinius, first U.S. Secretary of State, 

then ambassador to the UN, presented a letter by Cooper, Baillie and Forrest to the 
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ECOSOC, urging the UN to commission a study into the worldwide obstacles to the 

freedom of information. Hugh Baillie was quoted with a three-point plan urging “(1) that 

all sources of news, and particularly official sources, shall be competitively open to all, 

(2) that all transmission facilities shall be competitively available to all, (3) that there shall 

be a minimum of official regulation of the flow of news itself.” Kent Cooper seconded 

this with a “right to know”, which he understood as “going far beyond the mere access 

of reporters to news and communications facilities”, the whole fabric of human rights 

would rest upon the “right to know”, a right that was to be implemented, as he declared, 

by a “right to print.”82 

Based on further proposals by those three men, Eleanor Roosevelt, the U.S. 

representative at the UN’s Human Rights Commission, pushed successfully for a Sub-

Commission dealing with the freedom of information.83 And in the same context, there 

were calls for an international Bill of Rights that would include the freedom of 

information.84 

The latter bore resemblance to the proposals Leigh and White had presented in 

spring 1946. As part of the Hutchins Commission series, they made a number of 

suggestions to improve and safeguard global communications in the name of 

international understanding. They, too, urged international agreements or a covenant 

within the UN framework to tear down obstacles to the news flow such as censorship or 

denial of access to official information for foreign correspondents. Though when asked 

about these proposals, Cooper and Baillie reacted with caution. When asked about the 

Leigh/White paper, Cooper responded “I understand that it adopts several suggestions 

that I have made on this matter since I first projected the discussion three years ago. 

I hope that nothing has been added that will develop impracticalities to prevent 
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effective accomplishment of the goal sought.”85 Baillie was more openly critical, while 

admitting the good intentions of the authors, he made clear: “But formation of 

‘correspondence corps,’ and the proposed news ‘expert federation’ would tend to 

regiment, control and devitalize the press, and make it more easily subject to Government 

regulation, rather than make it freer and stronger.”86 

 

Crucially, the international freedom of information moment brought all those 

dynamics together and Benton and MacLeish stood very much at the centre of both the 

domestic and the international debates which, as shown, were closely intertwined. Their 

objective was clearly to turn this moment of opportunity into lasting international 

frameworks. The Subcommission on Freedom of Information at the UN in New York 

was one place to promote norms in a human rights context. UNESCO would be an 

institutional framework for a proactive media policy in the service of education and for 

the creation of a climate conducive to international peace. The various efforts came to a 

head in spring 1948, when in Geneva the United Nations Conference on the Freedom 

of Information convened.  

2.2 Encountering Multilateralism 

When Benton, MacLeish, Milton Eisenhower and an entourage of 50 people – only the 

British delegation was bigger with 52 persons – set sail for Paris to attend the General 

Conference of the new cultural organisation, the Americans had reasons to expect a 

success. The founding conference in London one year earlier had decided on Paris as the 

permanent seat of UNESCO, which was largely regarded as a formidable political success 

for the French government, attributed to the canny diplomacy of Léon Blum, head of 

the French delegation and co-president of the London conference.87 However, in the 

competition between a French draft for the constitution of UNESCO and a U.S. draft, 

the French had suffered defeat. Their draft had envisioned a cultural organisation 

predicated on the model of the International Institute for Intellectual Cooperation (IIIC), 
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the League’s interwar precursor to the later UNESCO. The draft had put emphasis on 

the non-governmental character of the future UN organisation and proposed that its 

General Conference should be a tripartite gathering of governments, non-governmental 

national commissions for UNESCO and transnational non-governmental organisations. 

It also prioritised the intellectual cooperation between élites across the world over a 

broader communicative role in which the organisation would facilitate direct cultural 

interaction between peoples and societies.88 

The U.S. draft in turn, insisted on the prerogative of governments in the decision-

making at UNESCO. It also turned the focus towards entire societies by adding to each 

of the organisation’s destined areas of activity, education, culture and communication, an 

emphatic prefix “mass” or “popular”. MacLeish made this orientation clear when he 

addressed the London Conference: “the aim of UNESCO is not set at the elevated level 

of advanced scholarship or science but at the level of the popular education of the 

peoples of the world and of their communication with each other through the mass media 

now at their disposal.”89  

Although, the eventually adopted constitution incorporated many compromises 

between the two positions and left the job of translating the constitution into a 

programme for action to the Preparatory Commission until the first General Conference 

in 1946, the U.S. draft prevailed. The future organisation would remain firmly in the 

hands of the participating governments, and the elitist touch of the IIIC gave way to the 

broad approach of UNESCO aiming at reaching out to the masses.90 

One of the fields where the ambition to address the masses became most obvious 

was mass communications. Following the London conference, the Preparatory 
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Commission had time until the first General Conference in Paris in late 1946 to work out 

proposals for a first programme. The Commission’s section responsible for mass 

communications was headed by the American Lloyd Free, of the U.S. Federal 

Communication Commission. Under Free the section formulated a draft programme 

with a number of objectives ranging from relief and reconstruction measures in war-

devastated areas, to the drafting of conventions to lower tariffs for educational material 

or to harmonise copyright regulations, supporting facilities for journalists and foreign 

correspondents and the production of appropriate media content advancing mutual 

knowledge and international understanding. Means of mass communication were seen as 

relating squarely to all fields of UNESCO’s responsibility, and the organisation was thus 

urged to concern itself “with the utilization of these media as instruments of education, 

culture and scientific advancement; and with the development of their powers to increase 

goodwill and mutual understanding among the peoples of the world.” The Preparatory 

Commission assigned the second largest proportion of the projected budget to this 

programme, topped only by the Natural Sciences sector.91  

When the front page article in the New York Times quoted above appeared in late 

September 1946 and reported on the U.S. National Commission’s ambitious calls to make 

UNESCO a “cutting edge in international action” and to set up a global radio network, 

worth billions of dollars, to dispel “mistrust and suspicion” around the world – the stage 

seemed set for an American success in Paris. 

2.2.1 The First General Conference in Paris 1946 

In preparation for the General Conference in Paris, Assistant Secretary Benton had 

brought the report of his consultants’ committee before the U.S. National Commission 

for UNESCO. Under the guidance of the Assistant Secretary and the State Department, 

the Commission came out strongly supporting a media and mass communications 
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component within UNESCO and giving Benton the backing for his pet-project, a global 

radio network.92 

At the same time, Benton orchestrated a considerable press campaign. He provided 

pre-releases of the National Commission’s report to the press, gave numerous press 

conferences and appeared, sometimes together with MacLeish, on radio programmes. 

The echo was noticeable. Newspapers and radio stations reserved columns and air-waves 

for reporting from the Commission meeting and later from the UNESCO conference in 

Paris. Especially Benjamin Fine, the science and education editor of the New York Times, 

Volney D. Hurd, science and radio editor at the Christian Science Monitor, and the New York 

Herald Tribune reported extensively and in a generally positive tone on the UNESCO 

dealings.93 Other newspapers, too, like the Washington Post, carried a number of news 

items and editorials.94 MacLeish himself was granted space for an extensive article 

outlining the U.S. delegation’s views on UNESCO.95 

In any case, the communications lens dominated the perception of UNESCO in 

the U.S. press. Talk about a “republic of the mind”, or a “republic of letters”, and of 

course of the buzzwords “one world” and “world citizenship” were immediately linked 

to the means of mass media through which such aspirational categories could be 

                                                

92 A brief public debate ensued as to how independent the National Commission actually was, given the 
strong hand of the Department in guiding it. UNESCO, The Washington Post, 09.10.1946, 8, the reply 
from Commission members: Luther H. Evans, Waldo Leland, Justin Miller, “UNESCO” [Letters to the 
Editor], The Washington Post, 16.10.1946, 8, and a re-affirmation by an apparent witness of Benton’s 
handling of the Commission meeting: “UNESCO” [Letters to the Editor], The Washington Post, 
18.10.1946, 8. 

93 To give but a few examples: Benjamin Fine, Unshackled News Held Aid to Peace, New York Times, 
25.09.1946, 4; Benjamin Fine, Gathering in Paris Will Launch the Great Work UNESCO Has Planned 
for World Peace, New York Times, 03.11.1946, 105; Volney D. Hurd, Air Cleared on UNESCO’s 
Objectives, Christian Science Monitor, 21.11.1946, 11; [Editorial], Republic of the Mind, Christian Science 
Monitor, 22.11.1946, 20; Volney D. Hurd, Paris Contrasts: UNESCO Hitches Peace to Cultural 
Harmony, Christian Science Monitor, 30.11.1946, 11. Hurd had been an advocate of broad uses of radio 
already in the 1930s when the medium was still young and highly contested, especially from the 
established press. Fine had won a Pulitzer Prize for an article series on the teaching of history in the 
U.S. and would later gain nationwide attention when reporting from the desegregation conflict at Little 
Rock in 1957. 

94 The judgement that the U.S. press did not show “passionate interest” in the conference, stated in ibid., 
112, is not entirely understandable, given that an unsystematic search through the database Proquest 
Historical Newspapers yields numerous results for North American newspapers from September to 
December 1946. In fact, already in the context of the founding conference in 1945, both Benton and 
MacLeish had applauded the public interest in UNESCO. Fine reported that in a press conference 
Benton had criticised “the apathy of the British press and the people of England” and told reporters 
that the Americans were “extremely interested” in the educational organisation, in: Benjamin Fine, 
Cultural Charter In UNO Is Adopted, New York Times, 16.11.1945, 10. For MacLeish’s similar 
comments, see British Press Criticized, New York Times, 17.12.1945, 19. 

95 Archibald MacLeish, If We Want Peace, This Is The First Job, New York Times, 17.11.1946, 134. 
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achieved.96 Yet, while the liberal internationalist discourse proved largely favourable to 

the upcoming General Conference, some decision makers in the U.S. media were still in 

an attitude of critical observance. Some, namely around Kent Cooper, had preventively 

severed government ties, others were simply expecting the new international 

organisations to deliver.  

Erwin D. Canham, editor of the Christian Science Monitor and member of the U.S. 

National Commission representing the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE), 

reported from the September meeting of the Commission:  

“We don’t expect peoples to speak to peoples through scientific journals and 
technical treatises. We intend to pour right ideas through the mass methods of 
communication: the radio, and the daily newspapers, and the motion pictures, and 
magazines and books. One of our strongest recommendations is for opening up 
blocked channels of communication: censorship, and prohibitions of the right to 
listen to world radio, and all the other nationalistic barriers to free flow of 
information.”97 

To those who had campaigned for international conventions to safeguard a free flow of 

information around the world, the UNESCO conference was the next opportunity to 

make a step in that direction. While it is of course difficult to ignore the free market echo 

reverberating through such pleas, it would be equally difficult to overlook the moral 

vigour with which global communications was promoted as part and parcel of 

international understanding.98  

The U.S. Ideas for a Communications Programme 

Against this background, Benton presented the main statement of the American 

delegation in Paris. The first General Conference was held at the time-honoured 

Sorbonne, the university in the Quartier Latin in the heart of Paris, which in itself 

conveyed a strong symbolism. Benton’s speech, on the morning of November 23, faced 

the complicated task of addressing various audiences at the same time. First, there was 

                                                

96 For MacLeish the “one true and universal democracy” was “the Republic of Letters, the republic of the 
human spirit”, see ibid. In the same vain: Erwin D. Canham, A Parliament of Thought Down the Middle 
of the Road, Christian Science Monitor, 27.09.1946, 20, Republic of the Mind, Christian Science Monitor, 
22.11.1946, 20, British Define Yardstick for Unesco’s Work, New York Herald Tribune, 23.11.1946, 5., 
Volney D. Hurd, ‘One World’ Approach to Ideals Traced in UNESCO Activities, Christian Science 
Monitor, 04.12.1946, 16. 

97 Erwin D. Canham, A Parliament of Thought, The Christian Science Monitor, 27.09.1946, 20. 
98 Rosenberg 1982 – Spreading the American Dream, 229-234, also Wagnleitner 1994 – Coca-Colonization 

and the Cold War, 54-5. 



 

67 
 

    

the ecumenical atmosphere that permeated the gathering and through which believers in 

the fledgling organisation sought to position UNESCO outside the types of international 

arenas where nationalist politics competed with each other. Second, there were the 

partners, above all France and Britain, that looked to the U.S. for political as much as 

financial support while jealously competing for leadership within the emerging 

organisation.  

Third, the socialist bloc keenly observed the U.S. strategy for UNESCO. After all, 

the Soviet Union had refused to attend either the founding conference in London or the 

first General Conference in Paris because it considered the organisation an instrument 

of Western interests. Despite the fact that a seat on the Executive Board was kept free 

for the Soviet Union, it only joined in 1954. Next, the Americans had to address the 

needs and worries of countries outside Europe and North America or, in contemporary 

parlance the “backward” and “underdeveloped” nations. All the talk about global efforts 

on the cultural front, after all, depended on acceptance in all areas of the globe. Finally, 

and not least importantly, Benton had to speak to a domestic audience where both critics 

of an international cultural engagement and “one world” enthusiasts closely watched the 

representation of their country in the new arena. 

Benton set out by formulating the first and foremost objective of UNESCO ass 

“the building of peace through understanding among the peoples of the world”.99 He 

then went on to a description of the means and ends with which to pursue this objective. 

What followed was a rhetorically brilliant inversion of ends and means that turned 

UNESCO on its head, or to put it from the American point of view, in the right 

perspective. He named education, science and culture as areas in which UNESCO would 

act in order to foster international organisations. As channels through which to act he 

listed the “tradition role of formal education”, the “emerging role of scientific and 

cultural exchanges”, and “the new and relatively unexplored field of mass education at 

the adult level”.  

To exemplify his vision, Benton pointed to “mass-education of the peoples of the 

world”, which would be achieved “through the modern instruments of mass-

communication, the modern press, the radio and the motion picture”. Benton cited the 
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U.S. National Commission report that had stated “Unesco is not conceived as an 

international undertaking to promote education and science and culture as ends in 

themselves, but rather, through education and science and culture: to advance the peace 

of the world.” Education, science and culture were the means, and the various forms of 

communications, ranging from exchange of persons to the mass media, were the 

channels through which these means were applied. Yet, he crucially added: “The channels 

through which it [UNESCO] will act will themselves exert an integrating influence”. 

Communication, in the end, was given the greatest agency in a set of tools for forging 

international understanding.100 

To exemplify further, Benton recalled his experience as Vice-Chancellor at the 

University of Chicago where his Round Table radio broadcasts had reached out “without 

sacrifice of intellectual integrity” to “millions of ordinary men and women […] to provide 

them with stimulus to thought and intelligent action”. It was this appeal to the masses 

that Benton needed to hammer away at to the Paris delegates. If the preamble of 

UNESCO’s constitution had addressed the “minds of men”, he declared, “[w]e of the 

American delegation understand that to mean all men, not merely élite groups with special 

training [emphasis orig.]”. 

 He then reached to the ideological heart of his speech where he proposed for 

UNESCO to pursue the goal of “cultural democracy”, or as he explained “the 

opportunity for all to share in the ideas and the knowledge that will enable them to 

participate intelligently in the affairs of the world community”. This democracy would be 

one “of mind and spirit” in which each culture would be “free to live and develop in 

itself and in the great community of common culture.” This was followed by a political 

statement addressed to their rising Cold War adversaries, which was hardly disguised in 

lofty and agreeable “one-world” idealism. In the language that liberalists employed to 

counter the rising totalitarian challenge of world communism, Benton declared: “Free 

men do not fear ideas; free men are not afraid of thought; free men are eager to confront 

                                                

100 See also Report of the Programme Commission that framed the two first major projects, “fundamental 
education” and “text-book revisions” in a discourse of increased communication through the means of 
education and mass media, General Conference, 1st Session, 1946, Proceedings, 220-221. 
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the difference and rich varieties that life presents, and to determine for themselves the 

things they take as true.”101  

Concrete programme suggestions were presented by Anne O’Hare MacCormick, 

the U.S. representative on the General Conference’s Sub-Committee on Mass 

Communication that met from November 30 to December 2. O’Hare MacCormick was 

a well-known foreign news correspondent and member of the editorial board of the New 

York Times.102 The Sub-Committee also included the British novelist J.B. Priestly as well 

as John Grierson, who had advised the Hutchins Commission and who would become 

the first director of UNESCO’s Mass Communication Section. The French sent Julien 

Cain, a librarian whom the Germans had deported to Buchenwald for his involvement 

with the résistance. Immediately after the war, Cain returned to the Bibliothèque nationale and 

was shortly after appointed Director of the Bibliothèques de France. He was accompanied 

by Eve Curie, decorated journalist and writer, daughter of the world famous physicist 

Marie Curie, who would soon herself embark on an important career as an adviser in 

international politics, and Vladimir Porché, a pioneer in French radio broadcasting and 

television. While those examples give an impression of the colourful mix of people that 

UNESCO brought together, other members of the commission, namely from Poland, 

Brazil, India, Luxembourg and Australia, remained unnamed in the conference 

proceedings.103 

Main topics within the committee were rehabilitation measures, the reduction of 

tariffs for the import of educational media, the preparation of a global copyright 

convention, and of course the role of the radio. Interestingly, the summary proceedings 

contained in UNESCO’s official documentation of the General Conference show 

relatively harmonious discussions in which reservations and doubts were raised but no 

                                                

101 This part of his speech was not least a reply to the Yugoslav Vladislav Ribnikar who had spoken two 
days earlier. In the absence of the Soviet Union, Ribnikar’s highly critical speech was widely taken as 
representing the communist viewpoint, see UNESCO Aim Bars Uniform Culture, New York Times, 
26.11.1946, 15, and Unesco in Paris, New York Herald Tribune, 02.12.1946, 26, on the reception of the 
speech see also Volney D. Hurd, ‘One World’ Approach to Ideals Traced in UNESCO Activities, 
Christian Science Monitor, 04.12.1946, 16. 

102 World Radio Net Under UNESCO Is Projected at Paris Conference, New York Times, 03.12.1946, 2, 
News Media Link Urged On UNESCO, New York Times, 01.12.1946, 4. 

103 General Conference, 1st Session, 1946, Proceedings, 161. Even if this omission in the proceedings seems 
a minor detail, it is indicative of the modes of perception that pervaded the administration of mid-
century international institutions, staffed overwhelmingly with personnel from Western countries in 
whose eyes Western representatives more easily assumed a position of competence and authority.  
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major rifts appeared. American correspondents, however, revealed slightly more 

controversy in their news reports.  

Anne Perlman from the Herald Tribune reported a controversy on film material. A 

French delegate insisted that films entering into a country duty free should only be shown 

in non-commercial contexts like schools or universities. Other unnamed delegates 

insisted that they should be screened commercially as well if they were to reach a broader 

audience.104 The New York Times reported that agreement existed between the British and 

the Americans on supporting projects that integrated the use of press, radio and film. 

They also commonly urged that UNESCO directed its help to “countries with poorly 

developed or damaged communication and information services” and to “backward 

nations”. Yet, they disagreed on the suggestion from the Preparatory Commission to 

make available cheaper communication services for press and radio, which was strongly 

supported by the U.S., but rejected by the British.105 

 MacCormick introduced a proposal with regard to an international radio network. 

She suggested, in a joint initiative with the French delegation, that UNESCO studied the 

possibility of participating in a global radio network under the auspices of the UN and 

that a conference of experts be convened to this end, at the UNESCO House in 1947. 

Furthermore, several delegations commonly proposed that UNESCO engaged 

immediately in the production of adequate radio content and started furnishing scripts 

suitable for adaptation by radio stations all around the world.106  

The report of the Sub-Committee endorsed the study and the conference idea and 

added: 

If the conclusions emerging from this study indicate the feasibility and desirability 
of a world-wide network, Unesco should welcome the availability of such resources 
in communicating its programmes to the peoples of the world, and should expect 
to take the full responsibility for the preparation of all programmes within its 
general areas of interest.107 

However, compared with Benton’s extensive promotion of the idea of a global radio 

network under the auspices of UNESCO, and the support that Secretary of State Byrnes 
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and Archibald MacLeish had shown in the run-up to Paris,108 these results appeared 

meagre. The sub-committee’s programme contained, besides the study into a global radio 

network, also a global study of existing obstacles to the free flow of information. 

Knowledge knows no borders, as MacCormick had said: yet, both U.S. initiatives were 

to follow after the relief and rehabilitation measures. That first priority should be given 

to these was a claim advanced mostly by British and French delegates. And even though 

UNESCO’s first programme did assign central importance to the communications 

sector, its first head was found in John Grierson, a British national.  

Nonetheless, when Benton got off the United States ocean liner “America” from 

Paris, arriving in New York on the morning of December 22, he told the waiting reporters 

that the conference had been a “terrific success” and “more successful than anyone had 

a right to expect”. UNESCO was, he said, a “political force of the first magnitude”. To 

remind the newspaper readers about the content of the conference, one article 

recapitulated that agreements included “a study of world press relations, a world-wide 

free flow of information, scientific and student transfers and an international 

broadcasting system”, once more confirming the lens through which UNESCO was seen 

in the press. Benton, it was announced, would give a full report later that day on the 

Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS).109 

Competing Voices: Relief, Speed, and the Fear of “Cultural 

Centralisation”  

The hesitation with which UNESCO enacted the communications programme 

envisioned by the U.S. can be explained by the resistance that the American delegation 

faced in its discussions on communications and mass media. While an adverse position 

from the socialist camp – as far as it was represented in Paris – could be expected, Benton 

and co. may also have underestimated the reluctance they encountered on the part of the 

their Western European allies, as much as from the vocal delegates from the Third World, 

                                                

108 MacLeish had presented exhaustively his views on the importance of mass communication in a long New 
York Times article, including the role of radio: Archibald MacLeish, If We Want Peace, This Is the First 
Job, New York Times, 17.11.1946, 134. Byrnes was quoted as sharing Benton’s enthusiasm for radio, one 
article reported “that the medium was his [Byrnes’] greatest hope of reaching blacked-out areas of the 
world with the international truths that might build peace.”, [anonymous] “UNESCO” [Letters to the 
Editor], The Washington Post, 18.10.1946, 8. 

109 Benton Terms Unesco Parley A Huge Success, New York Herald Tribune, 23.12.1946, 5. 
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such as the eminent Indian philosopher, Sir Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan. The criticism fell 

broadly into three categories. one emphasized immediate relief action over the build-up 

of an ambitious long-term programme; another touched upon a supposed 

homogenisation, unification or standardisation in the realm of culture; the third voiced 

concern over the alleged “vulgarisation” of mass media coming from the U.S. 

The UN Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), which was mainly 

answering the needs of the war-devastated countries in Europe, was barred from 

engaging in any rehabilitation action in the realm of culture and education.110 So naturally 

rehabilitation measures occupied a top position on the agenda of UNESCO. The 

measures focused on the supply of teaching material and learning facilities, as well as, in 

the area of communications, on reconstruction of the most needed telecommunications 

infrastructure. These priorities were reflected in UNESCO’s first overall programme and 

in the programme for its mass communications section. 

Soon, however, the U.S. turned towards channelling relief support primarily 

through bilateral cooperation instead of multilateral fora.111 This corresponded with 

statements by Benton and MacLeish who, while acknowledging the immediate 

reconstruction needs, stressed long-term planning for UNESCO. In his main speech 

Benton captured the present state of UNESCO planning in the term “fledgling budget”, 

by which he meant the cautious and modest scope of the initial programme. In future 

though, he added, “budget must be scaled to the magnitude of Unesco’s opportunities, 

and to the promise of Unesco’s organization as it grows in strength.”112 MacLeish, too, 

stressed the importance of considering UNESCO as a project stretching far beyond the 

post-war era, a lasting tool in the service of a lasting peace.113  

The French and British speakers did not necessarily contradict such long-term 

perspectives. But if “mass communication” was an endlessly recurring trope among the 

Americans, the equivalent on the European side was “relief and rehabilitation”. 

Correspondingly, the perception of the British press was guided by projects and measures 
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of restoration, especially in the realm of education. The Observer reported that priority had 

been given to “relief and rehabilitation, whether in science, education, the restoration of 

libraries, and museums, or in mass communication”.114 The Manchester Guardian observed: 

“Standing in the minds of every delegate present must be the demands of education in 

the broken countries, and it would be unfortunate if in the press of other subjects these 

demands did not get the attention they deserve.” And it added a few days later that the 

sooner UNESCO got “down to practical matters like the educational relief of Europe 

the greater will be the respect for it in the world”.115  

The Indian delegate, K.G. Saiyidain, had to remind the conference of the “need for 

the rehabilitation not only of devastated but also of backward countries, which may be 

said to have been suffering cultural ‘devastation’ for centuries”.116 

In the juxtaposition of the short-term perspective on relief measures and the far-

reaching visions expressed in the American statements, lay further unease. René Cassin, 

the French delegate, captured this unease when he referred to the speed in which some 

seemed to approach the development of the organisation. He took the image of the ship 

convoys during the war that took “soldiers, passengers and goods across mine and 

submarine infested oceans” and reminded the conference: “the fastest steamers were 

often obliged to reduce their speed to four knots, so that the slowest cargo boat could 

keep pace.”117 

When Cassin in this connection warned against prescribing to everyone a “uniform 

pace for all”, he touched upon the second crucial criticism present at the conference in 

Paris. Cassin himself had explicitly rejected the notion of a “uniform philosophy” for 

UNESCO. His British colleague Hardman seconded him. Speaking about the means of 

mass communications he called upon the conference to aim at “counteracting their 

exploitation by powerful political or economic groups, which seek, in the fine phrase of 

M. Bidault ‘to build an Empire over the minds of men’.”118  
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The clearest expression of this fear was made by the Yugoslav delegate, Wladislav 

Ribnikar in his speech on November 21.119 The Yugoslav government participated only 

with an observer mission as it had itself, for political reasons, not yet submitted its 

membership to UNESCO for ratification to the Yugoslav parliament. Ribnikar 

nonetheless spoke exhaustively and fervently and caught much attention from the public. 

He attacked head-on the philosophical premises that UNESCO was built upon and that 

he saw represented in the omnipresent first lines of the preamble of the constitution: 

“Since wars begin in the minds of men, …”. No one, he replied, “who has understood 

the origins of the war which has just ended” could possibly agree. “Such arbitrary 

conclusions”, he continued, “show a lack of material and scientific knowledge”. If this 

was not a full-fledged assault on the idea that cultural cooperation could contribute to 

peace and security, it was at least a missive to the author(s) of the preamble that the 

communist camp would not easily concede any ideological ground under the cover of 

lofty rhetoric.  

Ribnikar declared “[n]o one can deny that, in the history of mankind, all progress 

has been linked with materialist thought”. While the ideological thrust of his plea might 

not have been shared by many delegates, other observations he presented turned out to 

be agreeable. Ribnikar identified in the proposed programme the tendency “to the casting 

of the various national cultures in a standard mould, thus destroying the individual 

character of each culture.” He saw the risk that UNESCO would facilitate and channel 

“outside influence intended to divert the development of these various cultures”. He 

feared the “attempt to create some kind of cultural centralization”. 

Newspapers widely quoted his speech. The U.S. and British press rejected the crude 

ideological language, but even in these countries there was some overlap with Ribnikar’s 

positions. The Manchester Guardian editorialised: if UNESCO “seeks to make itself a 

universal mentor and to discover ‘unified purposes’ it will end by being a laughing-stock, 

for the world’s mind is divided and will not be healed through conferences.”120  

Benton himself, speaking two days after Ribnikar, felt the need to respond to such 

criticism. He held that UNESCO was “founded on the belief that neither the forced 
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unification of the world of the spirit, nor the forced standardization of the world of the 

mind can give men peace, but only a world democracy of mind as well as spirit.”121 Of 

course, the concept that Benton offered, a “cultural democracy”, was promising and 

threatening at the same time. It was the sheer supremacy in resources the United States 

held that threatened a serious imbalance in an emerging global cultural sphere. If 

democracy meant the rule of those who had the means to express themselves, then 

Western European countries had as much reason to worry as ‘underdeveloped’ or 

communist countries.  

Besides the conflict between short-term relief and long-term strategic planning, and 

the fear of “cultural centralization”, there was a third reservation. This reservation was 

so articulated that both Benton and MacLeish felt compelled to address it squarely. It 

was aimed at the actual content of communication and the “free flow of information” 

the U.S. promoted so passionately.  

In the respective sub-committee the Indian delegate most succinctly pin-pointed 

this as he asked UNESCO “to correct the common tendency of organs of mass 

communication to distort the truth.” Then he raised two of the most persistent 

arguments in the debate on media and the free flow of information in the years to come: 

“Hollywood films, for example gave the peoples of the Far East an absolutely false idea 

of American life, and an equally false idea of oriental life to Americans. Unesco should 

also attempt to remedy the harmful effects of the commercial radio and cinema on public 

taste.”122 The first was an argument about representation, the second one about 

consumption, both returned in all possible variations all the way through to the MacBride 

Report of 1980. Later chapters will bring out the manifold dimensions they had. 

Contemporarily, the term most used in connection with the dominant position of 

American entertainment media and the pervasive force of advertisement was 

“vulgarisation”. MacLeish, writing in the New York Times several days ahead of the 

conference, attributed such criticism to the distinction that some still made between 

“mass media” on the one hand and “the vested interests of culture” on the other. Of 

course this touched upon the more deep-rooted cultural scepticism many of the scholars, 
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writers and intellectuals at the conference held. MacLeish in turn insisted that mass media 

was, above all, what the term implied, a means to communicate. What was communicated 

remained to be decided – for example by UNESCO. Hollywood and advertising agencies, 

he said explicitly, needed not to be the only ones deciding.123 

Benton made much the same point. He admitted the new means of mass 

communications “have been vulgarized on occasion and have even been perverted and 

misused for mass deception” – not least he was alluding to the biggest and most modern 

propaganda machine Europe had ever witnessed, i.e. Nazi Germany. This did not imply, 

though, that such means “cannot be employed by those who wish so to employ them, 

for the high purposes of knowledge and truth”.124  

The Indian delegate Saiyidain had quoted the “somewhat irreverent American 

expression” to “sell UNESCO”. For the Americans this was indeed the order of the day. 

And the adman Benton added sharply that “the use of the new instruments for mass-

education is little understood by many of the world’s scholars and intellectuals”.125 It 

appeared to Benton and MacLeish that the cultural battle was not fought on ground, in 

the rubble of bombed out schools, the scrap of demolished radio plants in war-torn 

Europe or in the underdeveloped areas nations of the globe, it was first of all to be fought 

in a conference hall in Paris. 

Drama Behind the Scenes: Electing the First Director-

General 

A drama, an example of the trouble the U.S. appeared to encounter while engaging with 

multilateralism, unfolded behind the scenes: the election of a first Director-General for 

UNESCO. After Alfred Zimmern, one of the intellectual fathers of UNESCO and a 

decisive figure at the IIIC, the interwar predecessor of UNESCO, had to withdraw from 

the UNESCO Preparatory Commission, the energetic Englishmen Julian Huxley seized 

the opportunity and installed himself permanently as Executive Director.126 Occupying 

considerable space in the reporting from MacLeish and Benton in Paris, to the State 
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Department in D.C., was the question of whether or not Huxley should become the first 

Director-General.  

All eyes were on the Americans. MacLeish, for reasons never fully explained, firmly 

resisted intense courting from his American colleagues, as well as other national 

delegations, especially the French. This left the Americans with Francis Biddle, a well-

respected judge and Attorney General under Roosevelt from 1941 to 1945. President 

Truman had sent him in 1945 to occupied Germany to act as one of the two American 

judges on the Nuremberg Trials, and apparently intended his nomination for UNESCO 

as a reward. Benton, however, reported to the State Department: “Although enthusiasm 

for Huxley is modest at best, enthusiasm for Biddle is nil in spite of considerable efforts 

to generate support.” There was “no general feeling that Biddle is up to the job”.127 Biddle 

had never represented any cultural organisation, nor was he in any way integrated in any 

cultural, scientific or educational circles.  

However, neither did Huxley seem to be a candidate that was widely supported. 

Rumours spread that Huxley, the biologist and former director of the London Zoo, 

would pursue projects like “a bird sanctuary in Heligoland”.128 Huxley himself admitted 

administrative weaknesses. Under his command the Preparatory Commission had grown 

from a small team composed by Zimmern to some several hundred experts, intellectuals 

and civil servants when UNESCO moved to Paris in 1946.129 Worst of all, as Benton 

wrote to MacLeish, “Huxley is an avowed and open atheist, with the full record on the 

table”. As the Republicans at home were already rallying opposition against the new 

cultural organisation and were planning an investigation, the prospect of having an atheist 

at the helm of UNESCO would make “the outlook very black”.130 

The American delegation faced a dilemma. The French were adamant there should 

be an American candidate, “no matter what the cost”.131 Probably they sought to prevent 

too strong a British influence in the organisation. The British, though still open to a 

compromise candidate, did not feel they could support Biddle. Nor could they openly 
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Correspondence, AMP. 



78 
 

withdraw from Huxley, despite their own uneasiness with a candidate who had begun to 

awkwardly campaign on his own behalf in the meantime.  

With the votes on the Executive Board evenly split between Huxley and the 

presently assumed American candidate, the U.S. delegation sensed an “unfortunate and 

general feeling of an Anglo-American power struggle” rising among delegates.132 If 

Biddle would be promoted this might be seen “as an act of political pressure by the 

United States in an area in which political pressure is peculiarly obvious and peculiarly 

inappropriate.”133 If he even won, which the delegation nonetheless considered possible, 

that would be “interpreted both within the Conference and outside as triumph of 

American power politics.”134 A frustrated MacLeish concluded that the U.S. was “in a 

position to lose as much by victory as by defeat and perhaps more.”135 When rumours 

spread that Biddle was a staunch “anti-communist” and his appointment could be seen 

as “anti-Soviet move” that would “result in refusal of Soviet to enter Organization, even 

if otherwise inclined”, his candidacy was dead.136 

At the eleventh hour, the Americans were left with little choice. Benton admitted 

that there had only been an “off and on search” for a suitable candidate since the 

conference of London in 1945.137 Now, hectic attempts were made to find a more 

suitable choice. But all last-minute attempts were to no avail. On December 6, in a closed 

session the Executive Board elected Huxley. In the absence, of an agreeable candidate 

from the U.S., the British insisted on Huxley and the French and American delegation 

finally approved. The French had already won the race for Paris as host city for the UN 

cultural organisation, and the U.S. were satisfied by the limitation of Huxley’s term to 

two years. Besides, in the French Jean Thomas and the American Walter C. Laves, Huxley 

had to accept two strong Deputy Director-Generals at his side who would carefully watch 

over the administration of the young organisation.138  
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The episode shed light on a fundamental problem in the United States’ approach 

to the emerging UN multilateralism. On the one hand, the power it could wield by the 

force of its political weight and economic capacities created expectations at home and 

abroad. MacLeish and Benton were eager to use this power and shape the emerging 

system of multilateralism. On a grand scale, the differences with the former war allies in 

Western European seemed rather small. Yet, when they engaged with a full-fledged 

programme for mass communications, in their minds, in the haggling of the Paris 

conference, they got bogged down in details they could not solve. The diplomatic disaster 

of the Huxley election showed that the U.S. were either badly prepared or caught by 

surprise. It raised questions about the support at home, from the government as much 

as from the wider public.  

Furthermore, the episode reflected badly on Benton and MacLeish’s ambitious 

agenda regarding UNESCO’s communications programme. The New York Herald Tribune 

bitingly commented: “Although delegates to this international conference have discussed 

at length for two weeks the need to launch a world study of ‘the obstacles to the free 

flow of information,’ the secrecy surrounding the choice of a Unesco chief went far 

beyond any secrecy evident either at the Paris Peace Conference or the Big Four meetings 

at Paris.”139 The U.S.’s early cultural diplomats were off to a rocky start. Their imprint on 

the young UNESCO was recognisable and the seeds sown for a strong communications 

programme within it. Yet, they had gained more than just a taste of what kind of 

resistance they would face on the emerging diplomatic scene of cultural multilateralism. 

The New Communications Programme – A Balance Sheet 

What then was on the balance sheet for UNESCO’s new communications programme 

after the first General Conference? The results were mixed. In the education field, pilot 

projects had been decided and conceptual frameworks emerged. The concept of 

“fundamental education” took hold and a testing ground was soon found in Marbial 

Valley, Haiti.140 The start in the communications field could have been similar. The 

concept of a “free flow of information” lent itself to a series of concrete measures, from 
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the reduction of fees and media import duties, to the supply of cheap communications 

facilities like shortwave radio plants or radio receivers, the harmonisation of copyright 

regulations and, last but not least, the much talked about global UN/UNESCO radio 

network. And indeed, an immediate start was made on copyright questions and import 

duties. The assistance in rebuilding museums and libraries was also often described as 

part of the effort to allow for a free flow of information.141 

The radio question Benton had pursued, however, was deferred to an expert 

meeting held at the UNESCO House in 1947. The preparation materials for the meeting 

reflected much of Benton’s vision and included his statement at the meeting of the U.S. 

National Commission of September 1946, extracts of the report of his Committee of 

Consultants that he had commissioned and extracts of the letter to Secretary of State, 

James F. Byrnes, in which Benton had reported on the large investment of USD 250 

million that General Sarnoff had recommended.142  

The eclectic collection also included a series of memos by General David Sarnoff, 

placed most prominently in the collection at the very beginning. Since the late 1930s the 

Director of the Radio Corporation of America had made the case for a “Voice of America” 

and stressed the impact of international broadcasting.143 In “Freedom to Listen – A Plan 

for the United Nations”, he extended his idea to include broadcasting by an international 

body in the service of peace. The meeting dossier included articles speaking of a “Voice 

of the United Nations” or the “U.N.O. of the Air”.144  

The expert meeting turned out to be a set-back. This was partly explicable because 

the newly founded Department of Public Information at the United Nations was 

pursuing a similar project at the same time. Based on a General Assembly decision of 

February 1946, an advisory committee under the chairmanship of U.S. General Frank E. 

Stoner successfully initiated the setting up of a UN radio programme that would come 
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the closest to the idea of a UN radio network.145 The UNESCO experts hence advised 

UNESCO not to engage in setting up a radio network of its own.146 A UNESCO World 

Radio Network would be “neither desirable nor practical at this time”. Instead, they called 

upon the Secretariat to engage, for the time being, actively in the UN project; a task Julian 

Huxley had already taken up.147  

A UNESCO radio programme that was nevertheless initiated was modest in 

comparison to the grandiose designs Benton had advanced, and formed part of a series 

of UNESCO communication activities. These included talks with academics like the 

French physicist Pierre Auger or the British scientist John Desmond Bernal and the 

publication of a calendar listing numerous anniversaries for the commemoration of 

exceptional persons, works and achievements in the fields of sciences and culture.148 

Some of the radio programmes, like the talk series “The Masters Meet”, had a decidedly 

elitist bent. Other activities remained firmly on the meta-level, aimed at the stock-taking 

of communication facilities, recording needs and studying possible future projects. A 

“Technical Needs Commission” met for the first time in 1947, and an “ideas group” was 

set up to chart further projects.149  

Besides, the conceptual work on the “free flow of ideas by word and image”, as 

UNESCO’s constitution had phrased it, continued. A “Committee of Experts For a Freer 

Flow of Information” convened in October 1947. The committee comprised fourteen 

newspaper editors and press experts from eleven countries. English speaking 

representatives were in the majority, but also delegates from Czechoslovakia and Poland 

as well as from Mexico and India attended. Following specific requests, not least from 
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the U.S. media, the committee was supposed to convene professionals and not 

government representatives. The presence of Erwin D. Canham, Editor of the Christian 

Science Monitor, and Professor Robert D. Leigh from Chicago, linked the UNESCO 

discourses back to the domestic debates within the U.S. and seemed to support the course 

advocated by Benton. Canham and Leigh probably helped to uphold in the Committee 

the notion of a social responsibility of the media that Benton had also promoted.150 The 

preamble of the committee’s report eventually read: “Open avenues alone do not suffice. 

Freedom here as elsewhere must be harnessed to responsibility, which means the effort 

to state the truth.”151 

Among the results of the series of conferences that UNESCO hosted in the 

summer of 1947 were studies into existing “obstacles to the free flow of information”, 

ranging from material obstacles, such as the lack of newsprint, to legal hurdles, economic 

impasses or restrictions imposed by tariffs of copyright regulations. A sub-commission 

of the technical needs committee proposed the setting up of an “International Institute 

for the Press and Information”152 and a whole series of rhetorical commitments to 

increasing the exchange between the various regions and many peoples of the world, left 

ample room for future initiatives and projects.  

2.2.2 Cold War Background  

UNESCO’s modest beginnings were embedded in a wider “freedom of information 

moment”. The openings for “freedom of information” on the international plain were 

ample and developed simultaneously in various places. But inevitably, the trajectory of 

the “freedom of information moment” was intimately and inextricably linked to the rising 

Cold War. Even if observers were careful not to gloss over the conflicts between the U.S. 

and its European partners, or between Western attitudes and those of the developing and 

decolonising countries, the dominant perspective soon focused on the growing cleavage 

between the U.S. and Soviet Union. Not least at the ‘home front’, within the U.S. itself, 
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this perspective came to dominate153 and soon gave rise to questions about whether 

multilateralism was an affordable path in the field of mass media and communications 

and whether, in the hardening confrontation with communism, a more decided, unilateral 

approach was required. 

The field of media and the freedom of information was particularly sensitive in 

registering changes in the political climate. In a moment of globally shared awe about the 

degree to which the Nazis had been able to steer the media in waging an international 

war, as much as in maintaining an internal regime of oppression and extermination, there 

seemed to be a global consensus that freedom of the media was necessary to prevent the 

return of anything comparable to the Nazi dictatorship. Yet, soon enough, news spread 

that governments in various parts of the world had begun anew to resort to restrictive 

measures against the press in an attempt to protect their regimes. In November 1946, for 

example, the Christian Science Monitor mentioned in an article that both in Juan Perón’s 

Argentina and in Franco’s Spain foreign correspondents were hindered in their work. 

These references appeared in the context of alarming news from Moscow where the 

Soviet leadership had announced that foreign correspondents were no longer allowed to 

broadcast to the United States. Such examples were seen as signs of worsening conditions 

for the freedom of the press and they were contrasted with the talks in Paris about “the 

possibility of a world-wide radio network of UNESCO station”.154 

Soon enough the rising East-West divide made its mark on the more fundamental 

discussions on the freedom of information taking place in Paris, New York and 

elsewhere. To see this divide in action, we must return to Vladislav Ribnikar, the Yugoslav 

delegate to the first General Conference of UNESCO and his November 1946 speech. 

In his skilfully presented attack on Western domination at UNESCO, he called upon the 

General Conference to turn its eyes to the media and the way they lent themselves to 

propaganda and to whipping up aggressive sentiments against foreign countries: 

“War-mongers are not to be looked for among the masses of the people, nor among 
youth […]. These war-mongers are to be found among certain social groups which 
are very influential in certain countries. These groups have an interest in dragging 
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peoples into wars of conquest and to this end make ruthless use of all the means of 
propaganda at their disposal. Unesco, whose first and foremost task is to safeguard 
peace and security, must direct its activity against these anti-peace media of 
propaganda, against their press, their radio, their films and. their publications.”155 

Ribnikar went on to give two examples of communicative strategies that he considered 

dangerous. First, he pointed to the use of the word “totalitarianism” in documents 

submitted to or prepared by UNESCO. He reminded his audience that the word 

stemmed from the political vocabulary of pre-war times and was used to describe Fascism 

and its anti-democratic system. Nowadays, a certain “section of the reactionary press” 

used the word “tendentiously” and pursued the “propagandist aim of sowing distrust 

among the United Nations”. He implied that the word was once used exclusively to 

denote Fascism—which one might call into question—but was now extended to describe 

other political systems considered by some to be undemocratic, namely socialism and 

communism. Such rhetorical strategies should not be unconsciously reproduced in 

UNESCO’s official documents. In order not to “unwittingly” fall prey to such 

propaganda, the term should not be used without explicit reference to Fascist systems or 

ideas.  

Ribnikar then pointed to the sub-commission for mass communications at the General Conference 

where many delegates thought defining what constituted “false news” unwise and even impossible. 

Ribnikar had little empathy for such hesitation. He reported on false reports that had occurred while the 

debate on the status of Trieste, the much disputed town on the border between Northern Italy and 

Yugoslavia, was ongoing at the UN in New York. New York newspapers featured stories of an alleged 

conflict at the Yugoslav-Greek border. Once the UN debate was closed, the reports stopped 

instantaneously. This simple example was intended to flesh out the power that news reporting could 

assume when political decision-making in the far-off hubs of multilateral diplomacy, like New York, 

coincided with fragile and hazy political and military situations on the ground. Ribnikar, who claimed 

to be a newspaperman himself, might have been wrong to assume that a definition of “false news” was 

rather easy and obvious. But the political character that supposedly objective news reporting could assume 

at a moment of remote decision-making was evident. Tellingly, the Trieste example was picked up by 

other delegations who sympathised with a concept of media responsibility. The New York Times quoted 

the Canadian delegate Edmond Turcotte a few days later saying: “Most of us would be ready to take a 
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blind decision on the question of Trieste or the problems of the Danube basin […]. What do we really 

know of the historic and economic antecedents of the Trieste question?”156 

Ribnikar’s examples were practically oriented and undeniably pertinent. But even 

more impactful was the way he framed them. War-mongering, of which he accused a 

“the reactionary press” and “certain social groups which are very influential in certain 

countries”, became the buzzword in the ensuing international debate about the duties 

and responsibilities of the press. And crucially it provided an effective tool for 

representatives of the Soviet Union and the communist camp to attack the Western camp 

especially the United States at international fora. The “war-mongering”-charge became 

the counter-attack to the free-flow-initiative advanced by the U.S.  

Ribniskar had only made a modest, almost timid start compared to what happened 

at Flushing Meadows, temporary home of the United Nations General Assembly in New 

York’s North Eastern borough Queens. Here at the second General Assembly in 

September 1947, “warmongering” grew to an issue of international prominence when 

the Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister and delegate to the UN, Andrey Vyshinsky, accused 

by name various U.S. politicians and press outlets of “war-mongering”. He singled out 

among others John Foster Dulles, later U.S. Secretary of State, and the magazine 

Newsweek for public statements and reporting that would fuel sentiments of aggression 

and confrontation. The Americans were outraged, described Vyshinsky heated discourse 

as hysterical and compared its denunciatory style to Nazi propaganda.157  

Vyshinsky’s initiative solicited partial support from delegates in New York. The 

General Assembly adopted one resolution calling for “measures to be taken against 

propaganda and the inciters of a new war” and another one asking member state 

governments “to study such measures as might with advantage be taken on the national 

plane to combat, within the limits of constitutional procedures, the diffusion of false or 

distorted reports likely to injure friendly relations between States”.158  
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The U.S. delegation managed to water down the language from earlier drafts of 

such resolutions, but the challenge at international conferences persisted. Only a few 

weeks later, at the second General Conference of UNESCO, the Polish representative 

advanced another resolution that called upon the UN to “undertake such legal steps 

which would put the free flow of ideas exclusively at the disposal of the support of the 

friendly cooperation among nations and which would paralyse the activities inimical to 

that cooperation”. A second proposal addressed itself to “educators, scholars, artists, 

writers and journalists in the whole world, to oppose the warmongers and defend peace 

with all the means and all their power.”159 Through protracted diplomatic manoeuvring 

and patient redrafting and amending of substitute proposals, the American delegation 

succeeded at last in defeating the initiative. A French compromise resolution was voted 

on and it presented a “Solemn Appeal Against the Idea That War Is Inevitable”. It did 

refer to the UN GA Resolution 110 (II) of November 3, but strictly avoided the words 

“warmongering”, “slanderous new”, “incitement to war”, terms frequently used in the 

drafts of the socialist delegations.160 The socialist camp had clearly found a “soft spot” in 

the U.S. position in the field of international communications, as a later State Department 

analysis concluded.161  

But was the charge of warmongering just “wordmongering”, as one U.S. 

commentator remarked?162 Only a few months earlier, in July 1947, Mr. X, the alias of 

George F. Kennan, had introduced the term containment into the quickly expanding 

Cold War vocabulary. In his famous article “The Sources of the Soviet Conduct”, 

Kennan called for “firm containment designed to confront the Soviets with unalterable 

counter-force” which ought to be applied against growing strength of the adversaries. 
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Following on his “Long Telegram” of February 1946, in which Kennan famously held 

that Soviet power was “impervious to reason” but “highly sensitive to the logic of force”, 

Kennan’s analysis was the prelude to a marked sharpening of both rhetoric about and 

political approaches to the Soviet Union.163 Although not mentioned directly by 

Vyshinsky, the Mr. X article was indicative of a more aggressive political communication 

that accompanied increasingly confrontational steps in the dawning superpower conflict. 

The ecumenical bent that the lofty language in the constitutions of the UN and UNESCO 

(speaking for instance of international understanding and lasting peace) gave those fora 

provided an ideal background to drive the U.S. on the defensive in front of the public 

eye. 

Beside the exchanges of sharp rhetoric, the Cold War began to also materialise on 

the ground. The year 1947 saw rising public support for and electoral victories of 

communist parties and movements in various Eastern and South Eastern European 

countries. Particularly the internal conflicts in Greece and Turkey led to widespread fears 

of growing Soviet influence that could easily spill over into the rest of Europe. These 

tensions prompted the U.S. government under Harry S. Truman to choose a more hard-

boiled approach in the confrontation with communism. The government decided to 

support the anti-communist forces in Greece and Turkey. What would become known 

as the “Truman Doctrine” alongside the writings of Kennan became the iconic markers 

of the beginning of containment policy. From there it was only a short step to the overtly 

violent “roll back” with which the Korean War of 1950 came to be associated. 

One component of this changing policy was the Marshall Plan that began to take 

shape over the course of 1947. It was precisely this aid scheme, designed to assist 

countries in Western and Eastern Europe in their economic recovery after World War 

Two—with all the political gains the U.S. expected with it—that constituted the second 

big theme of Vyshinsky’s speech at the UN. He frankly accused the U.S. of violating the 

principles of the United Nations by devising economic help outside the UN system and 
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on a unilateral basis, even if in a cooperative framework. With the proclamation of the 

Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan, he held, “the United States government has 

moved towards a direct renunciation of the principles of international collaboration […] 

and towards attempts to impose its will on other independent states”. Their 

implementation, he continued “will mean placing European countries under the 

economic and political control of the United States”.164 

If until the moment of Vyshinsky’s speech there was some hope that media and 

news reporting could be kept out of the burgeoning ideological confrontation, then 

Ribnikar’s speech and, especially, Vyshinsky stripped the rhetoric surrounding 

international communications of the pretence of political neutrality. While the West, and 

above all the United States, had justly identified a great fear of an unconditional freedom 

of press on the socialist side, the socialist actors had equally correctly recognised the 

discrepancy between aggressive public communications strategies towards the Soviet 

Union and its partners and the liberal internationalist rhetoric of international 

understanding as a weak spot on the Western side. 

If any proof was needed that the Cold War adversaries were determined to employ 

the means of international communications for their own political interest, then the 

beginning of “Voice of America”, the government-operated U.S. foreign broadcasting 

station, presented a case in point. Much welcomed by Benton, Barrett and other fervent 

supporters of a strong foreign cultural diplomacy, Russian-language Voice of America 

broadcasts began in 1947, only to be hindered through jamming by the Soviet Union 

from February 1948 onwards.165 As historian of human rights Jan Eckel has recently 

pointed out, a “cold information war in Eastern Europe” provided the “background 

noise” for the big Freedom of Information Conference that was about to take place in 

Geneva in March 1948.166 
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2.3 Entering the Deadlock: The Geneva Conference 

1948 

In February 1948, the background to the conference became even bleaker when news hit 

from Czechoslovakia where the communist party, apparently supported by the Soviet 

army, had taken power in a violent coup d’état. The event heralded another round of 

escalation throughout the year of 1948. Historian Glenn Mitoma remarked, the United 

Nations Conference on the Freedom of Information, held in Geneva from March 23 to 

April 21, 1948, fell “in the white-hot moment of conception for the Cold War”.167  

Contemporaries sensed a link between the events on the ground, the way they were 

covered in the media and the ever more palpable tensions. The comments of Benjamin 

Cohen, the United Nations Assistant General-Secretary for Public Information, 

articulated the worries that were in the air. While on his way to Geneva, he told the press 

in London “we are talking ourselves into war”.168 In Geneva then, he criticised the press 

for an over-emphasis on the conflict between the United States and Russia. With a view 

to the conference as much as to the fragile international situation he lamented “to a large 

number of people, the United Nations is nothing but a forum where two great nations 

speak about their differences and conflicts”, and “practically no information is given to 

people about the constructive work which the United Nations and its organizations have 

been able to achieve.”169 

With the crisis unfolding in front of their eyes and continuing Soviet criticism of 

the American press for “warmongering” in their minds, the United States delegates to 

Geneva approached the Conference “with considerable pessimism”, as the official report 

stated later.170 None other than William Benton headed the U.S. delegation. He was 

accompanied by, among others, Erwin Canham, representing the newspaper editors, and 

Harvard law professor and freedom of information expert Zechariah Chafee.171 

                                                

167 Mitoma, Glenn Tatsuya, Human Rights and the Negotiation of American Power (Philadelphia: University of 
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of United States Delegates, Geneva 1948, 12. 



90 
 

These fears were unfounded, however, as the delegation stated “the record of 

constructive achievement of this Conference seems to us remarkable”. It had been able 

to support 41 out 45 decisions taken by the conference. There was only one decision the 

U.S. voted against, and since this had not been of Soviet origin, it meant that the Soviet 

camp had not been able to push through any of its drafts and proposals. With satisfaction 

the delegation pointed to a re-alignment on the part of “the nations of the Western 

World” that secured these voting results and the three main explanations for this re-

alignment all referred to the rising Cold War polarisation. There was the intransigent 

attitude of the Soviets during the debate that forestalled compromise, the “unhappy 

events in Czechoslovakia a short six weeks before the Conference” that had “dramatized” 

the consequences that could be expected if any liberty was conceded to Communist 

visions, and finally there was the growing confidence among Western European nations 

that the European Recovery Program, or Marshall Plan, would help to protect their 

freedom and independence.  

Yet, to reduce the conference to the Cold War context alone, as the delegation 

report implies, would remove important features from the picture. Indeed, the “freedom 

of information moment” came to an end in Geneva, and multilateral discussions on the 

freedom of information as a human right, as well as any other internationally binding 

conventions regarding the press, the distribution of news or the rights of journalists, 

entered a deadlock. But three aspects that came to the fore in Geneva merit closer 

attention as they lay the groundwork for the debates that would follow later in the 1960s 

and 1970s.  

The first aspect lies in the fact that Geneva was to no small degree an early 

articulation of a large interest group that was only just beginning to emerge: the group of 

developing and decolonising states, or what we refer to today as the Global South. The 

second aspect refers to the U.S. retreat from the multilateral option and the decided 

expansion of a unilateral programme of global public diplomacy. The third one points to 

the manoeuvring and future role of UNESCO that managed to break free from the U.S. 

domination and came to define its future role in the field of freedom of information and 

international communication.  
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2.3.1 Geneva Conference 

The Geneva Conference originated from Resolution 59, which was adopted at the first 

UN General Assembly in December 1946. The Sub-Commission on Freedom of 

Information, a subsidiary body to the ECOSOC’s Commission of Human Rights, then 

specified in 1947 that the Conference was expected to comment on the article dealing 

with the Freedom of Information in the Declaration on Human Rights and in the 

Covenant on Human Rights, both of which were under preparation by the Commission 

of Human Rights. Eventually, the Conference had three further main draft conventions 

before it, mostly referred to under the name of their sponsors: the “U.S. Convention” on 

“the Gathering and International Transmission of News”, the “French Convention” on 

the “Institution of an International Right of Correction”, and the “British Convention” 

on “Freedom of Information”.172 In procedural terms, the conference was expected to 

prepare draft conventions that would later be forwarded to the ECOSOC and to the 

third session of the UN General Assembly in spring 1949. Only these bodies would have 

the authority to decide on any international agreement, which in a final step had to be 

ratified and signed by member states. Their legal status and binding character in any case 

was subject to discussion.  

On paper, the conference attained its goals. The participants managed to agree on 

a Final Act, the three draft conventions, draft articles for the Declaration and the 

Covenant on Human Rights and 42 resolutions.173 Shortly after, the UN rapporteur on 

freedom of information, Salvador P. López, dubbed the conference the “high point” of 

discussions on the issue of Freedom of Information within the UN.174 What ensued, 

however, has recently been described by human rights historians as the “failure” or “slow 

death” of the Freedom of Information Convention.175 The venues for this delaying 
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issue.  

173 Final Act of the United Nations Conference on Freedom of Information, E/Conf. 6/79 (Lake Success: 
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process were the UN General Assembly, the GA’s Third Committee and the 

Commission on Human Rights.176 The topic remained on their agendas well into the 

1970s when the centre of attention had already moved to UNESCO. Eventually the 

important international agreements regarding the principles of the freedom of 

information would remain the famous Resolution 59 adopted at the first session of the 

UN General Assembly in 1946, Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

adopted in 1948, and the reference in the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (1966).177 

2.3.2 Voices from the South 

Under the general roar around the descending Iron Curtain, the voices from the Global 

South that arose at Geneva easily got submerged. Two voices in particular appeared that 

merit attention, General Carlos P. Romulo, representative of the Philippines, and Sir 

Ramaswami Mudaliar, the Indian representative. Not that their voices were ignored—

both were internationally known and highly respected personalities, and contemporaries 

were acutely aware of their impact on the Geneva Conference. Rather it was the lack of 

political conclusions drawn, especially in the case of the American government, that 

makes their cases worth recapitulating. In fact, they presaged precisely the sort of 

challenge that awaited the U.S., as well as their Western partners, throughout the debates 

that would regain momentum from the early 1970s on.  

To begin with, the Geneva Conference itself originated from Resolution 59 (I) 

adopted by the UN General Assembly during the second part of its First Session on 

December 14, 1946. Although, U.S. politicians and newspapermen had already argued at 
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various points for international agreements on the free flow of information, it was the 

Philippine Carolos P. Romulo that finally tabled the proposal for an international 

conference. The Resolution declared: “Freedom of information is a fundamental human 

right and is the touchstone of all the freedoms to which the United Nations is 

consecrated.” It authorised “the holding of a conference of all Members of the United 

Nations on freedom of information”.178 When it came to the vote in the General 

Assembly, Romulo declared in the typically ecumenical language surrounding the issue 

in this early moment: “I know of no project on which we can all get together with less 

divergence on objectives than a conference which will be devoted to the clearing away of 

the obstacles that stand in the path of genuine international understanding.”179  

The resolution was adopted unanimously. Even so, the preceding negotiations had 

not been entirely harmonious. At least in one not un-important aspect the U.S. had 

already scored a victory over the Soviet Union. The planned conference was supposed 

to also include radio and motion pictures as well as the press, and thereby all means of 

mass media. The Soviet Union in turn had unsuccessfully suggested that separate 

conferences be held. This was by no means trivial as the question of border crossing was 

much more acute in the case of radio waves being transmitted through the air, than in 

the case of other forms of media. Furthermore, the role of motion pictures exacerbated 

the technical and economic advantage the U.S. possessed in this field of mass media. 

Romulo, however, seconded by the British and American delegates, had overcome 

reservations against an integrated conference.180 This was not least in line with the 

petitions that representatives from Hollywood itself had submitted earlier to the 

ECOSOC’s Commission on Human Rights.181 

Romulo had also set a certain tone for the conference when, in front of the General 

Assembly, he described the objective of the conference as to “ensure the freest possible 

flow of information throughout the world” and to commit to freedom not only as “a 
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matter of basic principle” but “of practical necessity”.182 Two years later, enthusiasm for 

the conference had already cooled down in the U.S., but towards the end of 1946, the 

developments at the UN level were very much in their favour.  

Carlos Peña Romulo, born in 1899 in the Philippines had studied philosophy in 

Manila before going to New York on a government grant and enrolling in a master’s 

programme at Columbia University.183 He was the first non-American to win the Pulitzer 

Prize in 1942 for his journalistic work on the Far East. During the war, he held posts 

with the Philippine government, which remained under the colonial rule of the United 

States until 1946, as well as with General Douglas MacArthur, whose friend and 

confidant he was. After the war Romulo was delegated first as envoy to the United States 

government and then as a representative to the United Nations. Starting from a broadly 

recognised performance at the founding conference in San Francisco in 1945, he 

embarked on a distinguished career at the United Nations, including posts like the 

President of the UN General Assembly in 1949 and 1950 and of the Security Council in 

1957, as well as a candidacy for the Secretary-Generalship of the UN in 1953. He served 

his own country as foreign minister three times for almost twenty years in total. 

With his strong social and intellectual affiliation with the U.S. and deep roots in his 

own country and its culture, historian Mitoma described Romulo as “a child of the 

marriage of the East and the West, heir to the traditional ways and aspirations of one and 

the social and political institutions of the other”. He identified with the colonial rule of 

the U.S. over the Philippines without betraying his country’s claim to independence. 

According to Mitoma he conceived of American power less in imperial terms and more 

as “a model for U.S. engagement with the world” and projected this power in what 

Mitoma calls the “Philippine Pattern” onto the international stage.184 Mitoma makes the 

convincing claim that Romulo, in campaigning for an international conference on the 

freedom of information, was able to promote a vital interest of the United States along 

with its traditional advocacy of the “free flow” and create a stage for representing 

interests of the Global South, all at once.  
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In argumentative terms, Romulo was not the most original voice and did not leave 

much of an imprint in the ensuing discourse like other representatives from Mexico, 

India or the Lebanon.185 He proved himself, however, to be a deft organiser on the 

conference floor and the halls of the UN. His handling, as president, of the Geneva 

conference was widely appreciated and he had successfully placed his aide and advisor 

Salvador P. López, a Philippine writer and literary critic, at the center of discussions when 

he sent him to the Sub-Commission on the Freedom of Information that prepared the 

agenda for Geneva. López later secured the job of the first (and only) UN rapporteur on 

Freedom of Information, when the Sub-Commission, upon recommendation of the 

Geneva conference, was continued after 1948.186 Romulo was thus undoubtedly one of 

the enabling figures of the freedom of information moment between 1945 and 1948. 

Benton, expecting Romulo’s rise to influence in Philippine politics, advised the State 

Department upon his return from Switzerland that: “his techniques and policies deserve 

study”.187 

Sir Ramaswami Mudaliar from India, in turn, stood at the centre of the 

Conference’s most heated controversy. The U.S. delegation’s report, otherwise priding 

itself for getting the conference to adopt only such resolutions that the U.S. could go 

along with, stated “one important exception” that concerned the draft Covenant on 

Human Rights. Part two of the Conference’s proposal for Article 17 of the Covenant 

read: “The right to freedom of expression carries with it duties and responsibilities and 

may, therefore, be subject to penalties, liabilities or restrictions clearly defined by law”.188 

This statement was followed by seven specifications under which circumstances an 

infringement of such responsibilities could be declared and hence would allow punitive 

action by competent bodies. Mudaliar added to those an eighth specification that came 

to be known as “Indian Amendment” and stirred up fierce debate during and after the 

conference. It added to the list of abuses “the systematic diffusion of deliberately false 

or distorted reports which undermine friendly relations between peoples and states”.  
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The “Indian Amendment” cut straight to the heart of the conflict surrounding the 

freedom of information. On the surface it committed the media to the oft-cited ideal of 

contributing to peace and international understanding and as such could arouse little 

opposition. Also widely shared was the assumption that systematically distorted reporting 

and news could quickly drive peoples into hatred and aggression. Yet, the questions as to 

what actually constituted ‘false news’ and what authority states and governments would 

have in judging and persecuting such practices, split the Americans from the rest of the 

conference – and in later debates the Western liberal camp from both the Global South 

and the socialist camp.  

In the immediate context of the Conference, the gravity of this amendment lay in 

the fact that it continued the tune that socialist representatives from Ribnikar to 

Vyshinsky had sung for months: condemnation of warmongering and accusations that 

the U.S. media and politicians incited the American and international public to another 

war.  

Even more dangerous from a U.S. perspective was that the “Indian Amendment” 

seemed to push open the door for governmental action. If not mentioned explicitly, the 

assumption went that it would naturally fall to the state to decide what constituted a 

threat to “friendly relations between peoples and states”. At this point, the U.S. freedom 

of information was on the verge of being turned on its head. From promoting the free 

flow of information across the globe, it had come to allowing state sanctioning of media 

content.  

Ramaswami Mudaliar was, according to Benton, “perhaps the most universally 

respected man in the Conference”.189 He was not new on the international stage, to the 

contrary, in 1945, he had represented India at the San Francisco conference and 

subsequently he had been nominated first president of the UN’s ECOSOC. Zechariah 

Chafee in his conference observations described Mudaliar as much closer to the ideas of 

a “liberty of information” and to a “common European heritage” than, for example, the 

Russians. He recommended that U.S. representatives at any international conference 
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“should talk much to him” and that “his statements at the Conference [be brought] to 

the attention of the American press”.190 

Both Benton and Chafee recognised that Mudaliar’s initiative had a domestic 

background. After that Indian Independence Act of August 1947 that set two separate 

states, India and Pakistan, free from British colonial rule, both states had become 

embroiled in bloody internal conflicts, especially between the religious groups of Muslims 

and Hindus. If the violent clashes stopped just short of a war the Indian government 

nonetheless saw reason to intervene in matters of the press in order to calm the situation. 

Against this background restraining the press from further fueling of hatred and 

hostilities constituted a legitimate limitation of the freedom of expression, in the eyes of 

Indian representatives.191  

The American press was not convinced. The Washington Post found that it would 

only be a small step from state-policing to state-controlling of the press. Even if the 

Amendment did not formulate positive duties of the press, as Russian proposals did, and 

was not legally binding, the provision “could provide an admirable propaganda sounding 

board for a nation such as Russia in seeking to hold another government responsible for 

the contents of privately published newspapers.”192 

Objections were also raised in the Indian press. The Times of India considered it a 

“dangerous precedent” if governments were invested with the authority to judge the 

journalist’s work. An effective tool against “false” reports would be “not punishment but 

unrestricted facilities for the propagation of truth”. The commentator found it 

“regrettable” that the Indian government had come up with this proposal and applauded 

in turn the U.S. delegation for its objection.193 

U.S. commentators, both journalists and academics, recognised the complexity of 

the question.194 The official U.S. delegation report admitted that there was “room for 
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differences of opinion”. Zechariah Chafee was in terms of legal expertise the most 

competent member of the delegation. Many delegations took a sympathetic view of him 

as he also sought to explore the limits to the freedom of the press. While opposing the 

Indian Amendment he reminded his delegation that even in democratic nations there 

were a number of legitimate restrictions.195 

The U.S. delegation, however, had settled on an uncompromising attitude in order 

to “dramatise” the question of whether there were any limitations to the freedom of 

information and to push other democratic states to realise the potential trouble lying in 

these questions.196 The delegation had thus followed Benton’s opening gambit that he 

had articulated in front of the conference in his very first speech: “This is no Conference 

about money or wheat or radio frequencies, where divergent viewpoints must and should 

be compromised. This is a Conference about principles essential to free men.” He 

preferred little or slow progress over progress built “on the shifting sands of principle 

compromised”.197 

With the domestic press breathing down their necks and a declared commitment 

to make this conference a matter of principles, the U.S. had no other option than to reject 

the Indian Amendment and also article 17 of the Covenant and the British draft 

convention to which the Amendment was to be attached. Unfortunately, it found itself 

in awkward company with the Soviet Union that rejected the Amendment for not going 

far enough and evading concrete duties and responsibilities for the press.198 This “unholy 

alliance”, as the British delegate Davies called it, meant the beginning of a standstill on 

the question of freedom of information as a human right.  

The debates on article 17 and the draft Convention went from Geneva back to 

New York to the ECOSOC and the General Assembly. Progress, however, was 

impossible. While the U.S. was busy realigning with the British, new and more radical 

actors from the Global South launched further initiatives enlarging the list of restrictions 

and legitimate state intervention.199 The U.S. representatives retreated to complete a 
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rejection of any list of restrictions. Uncounted hours of negotiations and paper drafting 

over several years could only confirm that no common ground was to be found between 

those calling for clearly formulated duties and restrictions and those opting for a general 

call to responsibility and truthfulness.  

Kenneth Cmiel has called the years 1949 and after a “major turning point” in which, 

in the shadow of a Cold War stalemate, a third position evolved. Six years before 

Bandung he sees the freedom of information debate as the starting point of “the notion 

of third-world solidarity”. This might be too far reaching a claim since situations as well 

as personalities varied enormously across the spectrum of the decolonising and 

developing world. He is right though in underscoring the meaning of these debates for 

representatives of these states, the United Nations became a “meeting space where they 

could learn their common interests”.200  

2.3.3 The U.S. Retreat from Multilateralism  

Despite manifesting a strong Cold War polarisation, while at the same time confirming 

the advent of a new group of states articulating positions increasingly independent from 

the Western liberal or the socialist camp, the Geneva Conference also ultimately marked 

a turn in U.S. foreign policy. The freedom of information moment between 1945 and 

1948 coincided with – and co-determined – the development of a U.S. cultural foreign 

policy. Geneva confirmed the U.S. retreat from multilateralism, which in turn heralded a 

new paradigm of unilateral foreign cultural policy, or public diplomacy, that would soon 

come to be institutionalised.201 

The reasons for this retreat can be found in the domestic discussion on the one 

hand, and the particular experience of multilateralism on the other hand, that the U.S. 

encountered during this freedom of information moment at the various UN venues in 

Geneva, New York and Paris. To shed light on these reasons is important, as it adds 

crucial dimensions to the understanding of later debates and offers historical depth to 

judgements on the results of those later debates – or the lack of results for that matter. 
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When Benton had spoken of the “unhappy necessity for holding this Conference” 

in the run-up to Geneva, he seemed to have forgotten the various efforts he himself and 

other lobbying groups from the United States had made in order to set up such a 

conference and prepare international agreements. In September 1946, the first meeting 

of the U.S. National Commission for UNESCO instructed the State Department and 

William Benton to support the drafting of international agreements on the freedom of 

information.202 Earlier already, in February, he had appeared on a radio programme 

together with Paul Porter, chairman of the Federal Communications Commission. Porter 

predicted “that a world-wide communications conference would be held this year”.203 

And as early as in February 1945, the State Department had gone on record calling for 

an “international treaty on freedom of international information and communication”.204 

As seen before, Benton’s initiative was part of a broader thrust. It was 

complemented by strong lobbying from U.S. newspaper editors as well as the news 

agencies and the entertainment industry. Pursuing a related yet distinct agenda of their 

own, they had engaged in the San Francisco conference in 1945, talked to foreign 

governments and petitioned U.S. delegates to the United Nations. 

But frictions between the private businesses and Benton had already become 

apparent in January 1946, when the AP had ceased its free news service to the State 

Department’s public information offices. Benton was nevertheless keen to keep the U.S. 

media lobbies on board. In November 1946, Benton had asked Richard J. Finnegan, 

publisher of The Chicago Times, to prepare the text of a possible international convention 

on the freedom of information. According to Finnegan, the State Department had wished 

for a draft broadly representing ideas that private business could support.205 Finnegan’s 

assistant Warren H. Pierce consulted around 75 media practitioners from the press, radio 

and motion pictures, and hundreds of comments were received from the industry upon 

the circulation of initial drafts. Finnegan eventually presented a text that would contain 
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such principles “as could be used within the United Nations or a multilateral convention 

of nations or for a bilateral agreement”.206 

Whether Benton was happy with what he got remained doubtable. The principles 

formulated and the way that Finnegan presented them did not leave much room for 

negotiations. Finnegan warned that the U.S. government should not agree to any 

international convention that would “shrink American practice one jot”. The U.S. should 

enter into treaties with a few nations rather than make any agreement “with all the nations 

of the world” that would “change our traditional conception of the independence of the 

press.” In fact, he recommended that for now “a start should be made with a bilateral 

treaty”. Thus, the person asked to map the way for a multilateral approach in fact had 

proposed a retreat to bilateral agreements.  

Anne O’Hare McCormick, from the editorial board of the New York Times and 

otherwise most sympathetic with a multilateral strategy on freedom of information, 

admitted the draft was not only the voice of “a publisher’s interest” but touched upon a 

“most vital concern of the people”. While “abuses of private ownership” were “many 

and dangerous enough” they were “not so dangerous as the abuse of public power”. The 

Washington Post pointed out, however, that the draft was rather problematic from the 

perspective of those “not rooted in our concept of civil rights or in our concept of the 

appropriate relationship between the individual and the state”. Mr Finnegan “might have 

spared himself a lot of trouble” since with his uncompromising attitude “we are going to 

get an international agreement only with those who agree with us already.”207 

It didn’t improve the position of those favouring a multilateral approach that 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson had acknowledged that the State Department was 

considering bilateral agreements in this area and that negotiations with Australia, Turkey 

and Greece were being prepared. The Cold War implications of bilateral agreements, 

especially with Turkey and Greece were more than obvious.208  
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When in 1947, the Cold War antagonism increasingly took shape and the Vyshinsky 

charges against warmongering left no doubt that the freedom of information would also 

become a field of ideological contestation, the dividing line within the American camp 

was drawn along the question of compromise or insisting on the principle. The 

government felt compelled to appear less compromising. In the case of the “Indian 

Amendment” it turned from not only rejecting this specific clause to rejecting any specific 

clause. Chafee, the moderate voice who tried to keep a compromise solution open at 

Geneva, concluded shortly after “Two excellent opportunities to get rid of the Indian 

amendment, at Geneva and subsequently, were lost because our government was 

unwilling, in return, to abandon its die-hard stand for a blanket limitation.”209 

It is not surprising then that Benton in his confidential report from the Geneva 

conference made a noteworthy statement. It was not the Russians, he said, and neither 

was it the “wavering countries which worry more about press responsibility than about 

press freedom” that would be the first problem of the U.S. delegation: “Our first problem 

was and is the American press.” He took almost two pages to comment on the attitude 

of the media: “No cause is dearer to U.S. editors and publishers than freedom of the 

press—international as well as domestic.”210 A failure at Geneva would have meant more 

than a “black eye” for the State Department. If the government could fail internationally 

on an issue so important to the press, this could “most seriously have undermined the 

confidence of our press in the United Nations and the possibility of international 

cooperation.” 

But Benton did not defend the “proprietary interest in press freedom” either 

articulated by the AP, Hugh Baillie, and others. To the contrary, he accused them of 

naiveté.211 The Soviet charges fell on “fertile soil” with European and other countries 

that feared “the flood of American material—comic strips, films, news services, 

magazines and even popular songs—which might swallow up their culture”. Many 

                                                

209 Chafee 1949 – Legal Problems of Freedom, 574. 
210 Confidential Report to Secretary Marshall by William Benton, [undated], NARA, 3-4, here also the 
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countries would also be “sincerely critical” of a perceived “too-blythe acceptance in our 

press of the possibility of war”.212 

The attitude of the press lobbies stood in contrast to what Benton regarded as the 

major value of Geneva. The debate on freedom of information, he said, “symbolizes and 

dramatizes, perhaps better than any other issue, the kind of world the United States 

wants—a free, peaceful and democratic world.” The problem, however, was that “people 

of other nations, including the most literate people, are still genuinely puzzled as to what 

we are really seeking. They have been confused by the propaganda which pictures us as 

economic and political imperialists.”213  

 

The trouble with multilateralism not only lay in the difficulty in defending a pure 

“freedom of the press” doctrine. More specifically, it was demonstrated in the actual 

practice of multilateralism, that is in the evolving conference and negotiations practice. 

In his report, Benton proudly enumerated those resolutions where the U.S. had 

successfully secured a majority for its own position as well as the others it had helped to 

turn down. He listed voting results like scores in a sports match. The Soviet 

warmongering charges “time after time, were defeated by votes of 28, 29 or 30 versus 6”, 

and the U.S. proposed news gathering convention was won by 28 to 6, with the six being 

“the Soviet bloc”, and two abstentions.214 Given this record, Benton flatly stated the 

“USSR showed a lack of parliamentary skill and adroitness”.215 

But Benton may have missed a point that would become increasingly important 

within the emerging UN cosmos. In his opening speech he warned of “the grave dangers 

implicit in attempting to reach unanimous agreement” at an international conference like 

this. With freedom of information being to him a matter of principle, he said, it was 

preferable to build progress “slowly” and “on the bedrock of principle maintained than 

to build faster on the shifting sands of principle compromised”.216 The Soviets in turn, 

as the analyst on the delegation Dorothy Fosdick observed, had developed the somewhat 
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214 Ibid., 10, and Report of the United States Delegates, Geneva 1948, NARA, 8.  
215 Confidential Report to Secretary Marshall by William Benton, [undated], NARA, 11.  
216 Benton quoting his own opening speech, ibid., 7. 



104 
 

irritating strategy of appealing for unanimity. This bore the potential of embarrassment 

for the U.S. delegation.  

On paper, for example, the warmongering resolutions of the Russians or 

slanderous information resolutions introduced by the Yugoslavs were difficult to reject, 

as nobody could openly endorse such practices in news reporting. The core of these 

resolutions was universally supported and especially the war-tired Europeans 

sympathised with them, notwithstanding the fact that the countries proposing them were 

not exactly role models in truthful news reporting. U.S. delegates found it difficult to 

dismiss these resolutions on the grounds they would only provide rhetorical ammunition 

against the free, but sometimes feisty, U.S. press. This was further aggravated when John 

Peters Humphrey, the head of the United Nations Human Rights Division and co-author 

of the Universal Declaration who acted as executive secretary of the Geneva Conference, 

urged delegations that “some actions should be taken unanimously in order to give 

expression to the unity of the United Nations”. The U.S. was left with no choice but to 

take the initiative and join the group of middle-of-the-road delegations that sponsored a 

somewhat tamed resolution against incitement to war. 

The risk of such group pressure became even more evident in the negotiations on 

the Indian Amendment. Sensing the tensions in the Western camp, where the U.S. and 

the U.K. could find a common stand on the Amendment, the Soviets apparently tried to 

capitalize on the intransigence of the U.S. on those issues and replied with “appeasement 

tactics and appeals to unity” which obviously raised the costs for the U.S. in maintaining 

their uncompromising position. This posed, in Benton’s words, “a grave threat”. Luckily, 

from his perspective, the Soviets soon returned to a more aggressive propaganda strategy 

which allowed the U.S. delegation to overcome this moment of “phony unanimity” at 

the conference and to proceed to a period of “convalescence” and the eventual 

achievement of a “victory of limited objectives”.217 

But Benton warned the Department that the Soviets were likely to use such an 

approach again and urged the Department to “give careful consideration to how best to 

meet it”.218 Given that the Soviets had found this strategy and given that UN 
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representatives and the executives of conferences such as Humphrey in Geneva were 

appealing to unanimity in the service of moral authority, and given furthermore that some 

of the partner delegations of the U.S. would go along with such calls, multilateralism 

became a liability if the Americans insisted on principles.219 

 

Despite all those difficulties, Benton was unambiguous in his claim that the U.S. 

delegation had scored a shining victory at Geneva. He held that the U.S. had won back 

the initiative in the realm of freedom of communication and he spoke of “immediate 

tactical advantages, in terms of general U.S. foreign policy, in following up vigorously on 

the start that has now been made”.220 This fitted the self-congratulatory register in which 

his whole report was drafted. But it was also a message to Secretary of State George 

Marshall and the State Department in the context of an ongoing domestic debate. This 

was the debate on what later came to be called “public diplomacy”,221 a foreign policy 

operating in the realm of information and culture and employing a multiplicity of 

communication and exchange channels, most of them suited to promote the values of 

liberal democracy and capitalism around the world.  

No one else embodied the trajectory of this debate as much as Benton himself. An 

acclaimed advertising pioneer with a strong sense of civic duty he took over the newly 

installed post of Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs in 1945. He tapped the 

networks of the propaganda and war information machinery that had developed in 

Washington during the war and took up the task of designing a post-war public 

information policy. Early on he recognised a great potential lying in multilateralism and 

the just emerging fora of the UN system, above all UNESCO and the international debate 

about freedom of information as a human right. He set all the wheels in motion to give 

the emerging system an American flavour on the one hand, and to rally support within 

the U.S. foreign policy establishment for such international undertakings on the other.  

                                                

219 The State Department apparently learned the lesson and briefed delegations to future UN conferences 
on this past experience where the U.S. was “more or less reluctantly swept along on the tide of 
unanimity”. They were given not only talking points on how to counter especially the warmongering 
charges but also held to take initiatives that would anticipate such resolutions and enable decisions more 
fully congruent with U.S. point of views, e.g. [Memo] War-Mongering and False Reports, 03.09.1948, 
NARA, and updated memos in the following years. 

220 Confidential Report to Secretary Marshall by William Benton, [undated], NARA, 1. 
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Importantly, he could draw in this moment on a remarkable coincidence of 

interests. Liberal internationalists were keen to commit to the new UN system which they 

pictured as an embodiment of liberal democracy. Intellectuals and cultural groups could 

immediately subscribe to the educational mission inherent in the post-war reconstruction 

efforts, especially in Europe. The media and entertainment business recognised the 

opportunity, too, as the case of the AP’s Kent Cooper showed. Finally, when the Cold 

War set in, politicians realised the added value of a pro-active foreign public policy or 

foreign information policy.  

 

But whoever expected that a common concept of a foreign public policy would 

emerge easily under those circumstances, was soon sobered. Only a few months before 

leaving for Geneva, Benton himself stepped down from his post as Assistant Secretary 

of State. Officially, he wanted to return to private business but it was no secret that while 

in office he had been unnerved by the inability to move decisively in the direction he 

wanted.  

In June 1947, Congress had voted in favour of the Information and Educational 

Exchange Act, known by the name of its sponsors as the Smith-Mundt Act.222 This was 

a major victory for Benton and the State Department over the critics who were still 

equating a proactive foreign cultural policy with propaganda and considered the 

interference of government with cultural interchange across borders to fall outside the 

American liberal tradition. But negotiations had been arduous and agreement had 

required a number of concessions to the sceptics of public diplomacy.223 The Washington 

Post described Benton as at the “storm-center of controversy”.224  

Benton’s efforts were nevertheless appreciated from the highest ranks. President 

Harry S. Truman wrote in an open letter upon Benton’s resignation that he knew “only 

too well the difficulties and frustrations which you have encountered in the program of 

demobilizing war-time information activities” and enacting the Presidential directive 

from 1945, namely “to project throughout the world a genuine picture of American life 
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and the objectives of our democratic system”.225 Benton himself left on a rather 

optimistic note. He was quoted saying that the sort of activities he promoted “are now 

recognized by the department, the press and the Congress as an essential arm in the 

conduct of our foreign relations” and that the “job given me is largely done”. He was 

quick to add that only “a beginning” had been made.226  

The ambiguity in this parting moment was all too understandable. In terms of U.S. 

foreign policy, Benton’s efforts indeed marked a beginning. It ventured to define U.S. 

cultural foreign policy in active and programmatic terms – tellingly at a moment when 

the Cold War began to offer again a clear conflict scenario.227 It set the activities like the 

Voice of America (VOA) on a new footing and initiated a process of institutionalisation of 

U.S. public diplomacy.228 

In 1948 and 1949, while debate at the UN on freedom of information stalled, the 

determination to engage in foreign information campaigns grew proportionately with the 

entrenching Cold War mentality. Senator McCarthy’s attack on the leftist personnel at 

the State Department running potentially subversive cultural programmes, could not halt 

this momentum, though it did impact on the emphasis put on the various programmes.229 

Shortly thereafter, in a speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors – what 

better place could there be –, President Truman announced the “Campaign of Truth”, 

which very much summed up the self-image of all those who had fought in the battle for 

a public diplomacy.230 

Benton, who in the meantime had returned to D.C. as the Senator from 

Connecticut, seconded: “Fortunately, we have on our side a priceless asset—we have no 

need to lie.”231 He called for nothing less than a “Marshall-Plan of Ideas”232 and he 

cooperated enthusiastically with Edward Barrett, who had been appointed Assistant 

Secretary of State for Public Affairs in 1950. Eventually all informational activities abroad 

were pooled under the single roof of the U.S. Information Agency (USIA), set up in 
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1954, and thus the process of the institutionalisation of U.S. public diplomacy was largely 

completed.233 

 

One decisive change in the outlook of U.S. public diplomacy had occurred at the 

beginning of this transitory period after 1948 and it was epitomised again by the 

Conference at Geneva. Zechariah Chafee, himself a long-standing advocate of the 

multilateral option, summed up the post-Geneva prospects when he stated: “As to future 

conferences, I think that it would be unwise to press for a conference just like this until 

several years have gone by. An early repetition might prove an anti-climax. Someday 

another such conference would be appropriate.”234 Benton, despite still declaring Geneva 

a success, concurred: “I like Dr. Chafee’s idea that plenty of time should be allowed, for 

review by professors of international law, for articles in the learned journals, for the 

development of new drafts, etc., etc.”235 Benton himself, the most vigorous campaigner 

for multilateralism, retreated after Geneva and prescribed a period of self-reflection.  

As if to confirm this, the Smith-Mundt-Act of 1948 mentioned the activities related 

to the United Nations in a protracted, almost embarrassed way. It included among its 

very first paragraphs one titled United Nations: “In carrying out the objectives of this 

Act, information concerning the participation of the United States in the United Nations, 

its organizations and functions, shall be emphasized.”236 This rather empty reference was 

the parting signal to the multilateral option. Ninkovich, one of the first historians of the 

U.S. public diplomacy efforts, concluded in his Diplomacy of Ideas that “[b]y 1950, then, 

the cultural relations program had completed a transit from internationalism to 

nationalism, from an informal to a formal policy system.”237 It is fair to say, that this 

transit had already been made when Benton and his delegation returned from Geneva in 

April 1948.  
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2.4 UNESCO: Resisting the Politicisation?  

From the beginning, everyone expected UNESCO to play an essential part in any UN 

conference on the freedom of information.238 UNESCO in turn responded affirmatively, 

by setting up the Committee of Experts For a Freer Flow of Information, that convened 

in October 1947 at the headquarters in Paris.239 A few months later, the Second General 

Conference of UNESCO, held in Mexico City, called upon the Secretariat to “promote 

at the [Geneva] Conference the principles stated in Unesco’s Constitution and the 

policies adopted by the General Conference”.240  

UNESCO was itself still in the process of defining its programmes and finding its 

own position in the post-war international system. With the Americans’ support and the 

acute international interest in freedom of information, the field seemed to offer an 

excellent opportunity for the cultural organisation to sharpen its profile. Yet, there 

appeared to be a reluctance towards the idea of an international conference. In October 

1946, a UNESCO spokesman in New York told the New York Times that a basic problem 

existed in the different views of countries affiliated with Russia and the Anglo-Saxon 

countries on what constituted the freedom of the press. He continued that UNESCO 

considered the issue of freedom of information as “political” and, as a consequence, 

would take part but refuse to sponsor any international conference in this field.241  

2.4.1 Discussing UNESCO’s International Role 

A controversy shortly after the Geneva Conference revealed the problems involved if 

UNESCO tried to define a standpoint outside of what could be considered “political”. 

The controversy emerged when Benton passed through Paris after the Conference on 

his way back to the U.S. He was greatly disappointed with the performance of UNESCO 
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representatives at Geneva. He reported to the State Department, UNESCO had “most 

definitely failed to show up as the one specialised agency most directly responsible, with 

the UN, for the objectives to which the Conference was dedicated.” He spoke frankly to 

the Executive Board complaining about a “missed opportunity”. This stirred up agitation 

at the Paris headquarters, as the feedback of the UNESCO delegation itself had been 

positive. UNESCO staffers described Benton’s “unfavourable report” as “unfair”. 

Benton himself noted that his account had left some Executive Board Members 

“shocked”.242 

Immediately after this event, the Frenchman René Maheu, head of UNESCO’s 

Freedom of Information Programme, wrote an article for UNESCO’s new monthly 

magazine Courier reflecting on “Unesco’s Role In Political Meetings”. The Courier’s 

editorial introduction gave the unusual piece a courageous slant. Maheu, it stated, had 

“not shrunk from raising the fundamental question of Unesco’s role in a world torn by 

ideological strife and political conflict”.243 Although Maheu’s text did not mention 

Benton’s critique, the vindicatory tone indicated a clear desire for justification.244 Maheu 

was the right person to offer this justification. Maheu, together with his superior, the 

head of the Mass Communication Sector, John Grierson, and Director-General Julian 

Huxley, had formed the UNESCO delegation to Geneva.  

Maheu repeated the point made by the UNSCO spokesman in New York in 1946: 

“This [freedom of information] debate was essentially political.” It concerned 

government decisions and the structure of states, and all national delegations had 

“proceeded according to its own particular historial [sic] tradition, political ideology, 

social needs, economic structure and technical equipment.” Any idea of freedom of 

information would be highly contingent on these factors.245 UNESCO by contrast was 

“a non-political, inter-governmental organization”. It executed the will that its member 
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states had articulated at the General Conference. UNESCO’s point of view “must, by 

definition, be international.”  

Maheu implied that UNESCO representatives could not simply draw a synthesis 

from the opinions voiced by member states, it could not rise to a “supra-national 

judgment.” In fact, the General Conference resolution of 1947 had mandated UNESCO 

to take part in the Geneva conference but had not stated any “agreement of principle” 

on which UNESCO’s position could rest. Maheu even pointed out an inconsistency that 

apparently had been unavoidable. While the resolution, had authorised the delegation to 

promote at Geneva “the policies adopted by the General Conference”, he reminded the 

reader that “the question of these policies was never settled” and that debates at the 

Conference had rather “brought out obvious and profound differences of opinion”. He 

spoke of the “two rival camps” and “ideological strife”, making an obvious reference to 

the two entrenching Cold War camps around the U.S. and the Soviet Union respectively.  

Nonetheless, Maheu tried to define the mission of his delegation in the face of the 

political void. To him, UNESCO, “like all the Specialized Agencies, is concerned with 

purely technical questions”. UNESCO’s task could only be to “try to discover a basis for 

mutual understanding and practical co-operation”. The solution to the apparent 

contradiction between outside expectations and an actual mandate lay in the focus on the 

“technical” or “practical”. This focus, he added, was “the only course compatible with 

the universal nature of a technical organization which cannot make political 

pronouncements of its own.” Adding to the vocabulary of the “non-political” and 

“technical” the vocabulary of the “universal”, Maheu spanned the semantic field in which 

the UNESCO Secretariat tried to articulate the organisation’s self-understanding.  

Yet, this line of self-proclaimed neutralism was not easy to uphold. Julian Huxley, 

UNESCO’s controversial first Director-General, gave ample ammunition to the critics. 

In his speech to the Geneva Conference on March 25, Huxley set out to define in 

sweeping terms what he understood under press freedom. In an attempt to bypass 

ideological division, he stipulated “only a practical and not a theoretical conception of 

freedom of information is capable of overriding the political and cultural differences of 

peoples”. He advised UNESCO representatives to contribute only to those conference 

committees that were dealing “with technical and professional problems”, i.e. issues that 
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were immediately linked with press and communications activities like the availability of 

newsprint or adequate training for journalists.246  

On the conceptual side, however, Huxley’s idea of a “practical” definition of the 

freedom of information was likely to raise the eyebrows especially of those holding a 

traditional liberal creed. A free flow of information, he held, must be “strictly and 

practically conditioned”, and with the enumeration that followed emphasis seemed to 

shift from a practical orientation to the conditions, or ‘regulation’ as one would say today, 

of the flow of information. The emergence of monopolies, for example, would be 

“incompatible with the real requirements of freedom”. Rather, the realisation of the 

freedom would require “the equalisation of the material and technical means of 

communication and of the mutual sharing of the technical skills which attach to the 

working of these communication systems.” Huxley added that freedom would also 

require “a sense of responsibility” of those who used the means of the media.  

He also touched upon the “content of information”. The “distortion of news and 

the common vulgarity of which the purveyors of news are so frequently guilty” would 

need to be critically addressed by professional organisations, a solid “self-criticism” and 

“self-discipline” would be required.  

Huxley had set off all the alarm bells of the American delegates around Benton. 

The U.S. was trying to recuperate the initiative in the field of freedom of information, 

and UNESCO had initially been projected as the prime tool for furthering the cause of 

press freedom. The newspaper lobby along with the news agencies must have felt 

squarely attacked by Huxley’s warning against monopolies. The sharing or “equalisation” 

of resources potentially implied redistribution at the cost of U.S. business. Furthermore, 

Huxley’s mentioning of distorted news resembled the Yugoslav initiatives for resolutions 

against “slanderous and distorted news”. Finally, U.S. media must have felt called out 

when Huxley referred to “vulgarity”. Especially this latter was a common notion that was 

employed in accusations against the products from Hollywood and the flow of 

advertisements emanating from the U.S.247  
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Benton reported little to the State Department as far as UNESCO’s substantive 

contribution to the conference was concerned. He confined himself to summing up 

Huxley’s speech as following the “main theme” of “opposition to laissez-faire 

journalism”. 248 That UNESCO’s John Grierson had probably written the speech did not 

even allow him to attribute the disappointing attitude only to Huxley. It had to be 

assumed to be the prevailing attitude at the whole Paris headquarters.  

To Benton, who had insisted that the Conference was about principles and who 

had pledged not to surrender one inch on the ideological field, Huxley’s focus on practical 

help risked undermining his position.249 A glimpse of what the U.S. feared if the debate 

had gotten too “practical” was offered when Benton recapitulated the issue of newsprint. 

Newsprint was a scarce resource in war-torn Europe as well as in developing regions. 

UNESCO delegates had addressed the issues but Benton was “relieved that the issue was 

not pressed, in view of our vulnerability because of our relative riches”.250 In the privacy 

of the confidential report though, Benton confirmed Huxley’s argument: “But in truth 

the shortages are so tragic in many parts of the world, and among our best friends, that 

‘freedom of information’ becomes almost meaningless.”251  

Indeed, in the end UNESCO’s delegation could be said not to have performed well 

at Geneva. The supposedly non-political standpoint, claimed by Maheu and Huxley, had 

disappointed those who expected UNESCO to come down on the side of the American 

brand of liberal internationalism. The rhetoric of Huxley had furthermore deepened the 

suspicions of an already sceptical U.S. audience, be it the foreign policy officials, the 

various media lobbies or the wider public.252 That the U.S. delegation believed that 

Grierson had supplied socialist delegates with materials embarrassing for the U.S. press, 

only widening the gulf between the U.S. and the UN’s cultural organisation.  
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In the attempt to further define the freedom of information as a practical condition, 

Huxley stated that UNESCO ought to be addressing “the actual and patent needs of 

people as they are felt in common, appreciated in common and realised in common”.253 

He was thus following through on one of the very first communications initiatives that 

the General Conference had agreed on in 1946. UNESCO had since completed a study 

on “Immediate Technical Needs in Press, Radio and Film of War-devastated Countries” 

which presented an empirical survey of the availability of resources and raw materials 

needed to build up communication infrastructures, equipment for film, print and 

broadcast, as well as training opportunities for media personnel and legal provisions 

pertinent to media activity.254 The Geneva Conference recognised this work in a 

resolution praising UNESCO’s survey and encouraging it to contribute to alleviating the 

most dire shortages.255 

A second report was commissioned in 1947 to cover 18 new countries or 

territories, including Eastern Europe’s still devastated Bulgaria or Hungary, but also a 

number of countries or territories in what soon was dubbed as the developing world in 

Latin America and Asia, including India.256 

2.4.2 The Non-political, the Technical, “Historic 

Relativity”, and the Universal 

In the early years of UN multilateralism the demarcation line between those programmes 

not yet affected by the Cold War, and those parts that were bogged down in a stalemate, 

could be drawn between the categories of political and non-political. Those categories 

escape a clear definition, but one may generalise that contemporaneously the political 

was regarded as the controversial or conflictual and the non-political as the non-
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controversial or consensual. Matters of principles or values were subject to controversy, 

aspects qualifying as technical were regarded as agreeable.  

In mid-twentieth century internationalism, the solid belief prevailed that the 

spheres of the political and the technical could be separated. Not least, this belief 

provided the fundament for a division of labour between politicians, or government 

representatives, and so-called experts. International civil servants promoted this division 

in order to mark considerable parts of the work of international organisations as non-

political, and hence non-controversial. In order to understand how UNESCO tried to 

tread this thin, often blurred line it is worthwhile looking at the already mentioned René 

Maheu, head of the Mass Communication Programme.  

René Maheu was a high-flying international civil servant in his early forties. After 

graduating from the École normale superieure at rue d’Ulm in Paris, he had taught philosophy 

in Cologne until 1933, then in London and later in Morocco. He had been cultural attaché 

at the French embassy in London and had worked for the news agency France-Afrique in 

Algiers. He moved in Paris’s existentialist circles and become friends with Jean-Paul 

Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. According to historian Chloé Maurel, Maheu developed 

a profound interest in the Third World affairs avant la lettre when he briefly worked in the 

cabinet of the French Resident-General in Morocco in 1945-46. This was also were he 

became convinced that decolonisation was the route to take for the dependent French 

territories in Africa.257  

Known to several high ranking French UNESCO officials, like Jean Thomas, 

Assistant Director-General, and Pierre Auger, head of the Science Sector, both normaliens 

like himself, Maheu was hired by Huxley in 1946 and entered UNESCO’s 

Communication Sector. His combined predilections for philosophy, education, 

journalism and public administration made him an excellent candidate for the new 

cultural organisation. His obvious ambition and determination would facilitate his rise 

through the ranks to eventually become Director-General himself in 1962. 

 In 1947 and 1948, Maheu wrote two programmatic texts that encapsulated much 

of the emerging UNESCO activity in the field of communications as well as UNESCO’s 
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general outlook. One text had been prepared when UNESCO, in 1947, invited 

intellectuals and philosophers around the world to provide their views on human 

rights.258 The second text appeared shortly after the completion of the Geneva 

Conference in the U.S. based scholarly journal Journalism Quarterly. The first text 

attempted a differentiation between the Right to Information and the Right to the 

Expression of Opinion and presented a philosophical treatise on the role and 

responsibility of information and public opinion in democratic or pre-democratic 

societies. The second summed up UNESCO’s communications programme against the 

background of the recent international debate at Geneva.259  

To Maheu, access to information constituted an absolute right of the individual 

and a fundamental condition of democracy. If this right was accepted, information media 

could no longer primarily serve commercial or political interests, instead it had to fulfil a 

“social function in the service of intellectual emancipation”.260 With democracy as the a-

priori goal of any social development in mind, Maheu declared the right to information 

a “natural extension of the right to education”. The definition of information could not 

exhaust itself in referring to “facts” as “pieces of evidence”, since already the selection 

of facts tended to implicitly present an opinion. He defined information as “a detached 

presentation of materials capable of use by anybody in the formation of an opinion”. 

Consequently, he elevated “availability”, in contrast to selectivity, as the main 

characteristic of information. 

However, the conclusion could not be the advocacy of an unconditional “access to 

all sources of knowledge in all circumstance” – note the careful avoidance of the phrase 

“free flow of information”. Using the example of a child, Maheu explained a right to 

education did not mean the child had a right to “learn anything, at any age, and anyhow”. 

It was up to the adult “to give the child the knowledge necessary for his development in 
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the light of his needs (and capabilities) at his age”.261 Likewise, the “legitimate content” 

of information had to be defined by “the needs of human development, and not of self-

interest or passion”.  

“Human development”, as Maheu pointed out, included “great variations in living 

conditions and modes of development”. Hence “the needs of human groups are not 

identical at all points in time and space.” He called on the reader: “there must be no fear 

of introducing into a consideration of the rights of man this element of historical and 

sociological relativity.”  

In the second part of his text, Maheu explored the conditions of relativity further 

by accounting for the freedom of expression, which he viewed not as a precondition of 

democracy but as element of the “exercise of democracy”. Here, too he insisted on a 

principle of “historical relativity” and presented a concept based on responsibility and 

ethical imperatives. What this meant in practice was explicated in one central paragraph: 

 […A] democratic order in peril in a State torn by passion or possessed of the devils 
of credulity or, again, a democracy fully committed to a revolutionary or systematic 
process of reconstruction, is justified in imposing considerable limitation on the 
freedom of individual expression, the exercise of which is necessarily hostile to 
complete unity. 

Maheu did not want to give a carte blanche to governments for restricting the freedom of 

expression or press freedom. He linked back any limitations to “the self-imposed restraint 

inherent in liberty, which is known as the sense of responsibility”. Legitimate restrictive 

power could only be wielded by a democratic state which represented the collective will 

of the people. Maheu pointed out that the ultimate judge of whether the state expressed 

this will correctly was again the citizen. To avoid a contradiction in terms, Maheu added 

that ultimately every citizen “decides freely in his own mind whether this is the time for 

law or for revolution”. 

The notion of “historic relativity” was most crucial to the emerging UNESCO 

programme in communications, and presented a crude form of what appeared in the 

1960s in more elaborate arguments on “cultural relativism”.262 But of course Maheu’s 

own thinking was bound to the historic background of the immediate post-war years. 
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Even if his granting of restrictive powers to the state may appear to today’s reader – as 

much as to early U.S. Cold Warriors – dangerously naïve, it sprang from immediate 

contemporary experience. As the Second World War had left states from France through 

Germany to Eastern Europe in varying degrees of democratic havoc, the press and the 

public underwent profound processes of reconstruction and were subject to oversight 

from domestic government or occupational administration. In France, for example, 

media businesses were purged of Nazis and their collaborators, and licenses given out by 

the state kept a short leash between government and the press.263 In Germany, of course, 

an entire society embarked on a process of re-education and democratisation tightly 

guarded and controlled by the victorious powers. Its slowly re-emerging organs of public 

opinion had to apply for licenses from the occupational forces and were scrupulously 

watched.264 

 

Maheu’s essay fed into the ongoing discussions on the freedom of information. 

UNESCO forwarded excerpts to the Sub-Commission on Freedom of Information in 

January 1948.265 There is no direct reference in the meeting reports of the Sub-

Commission, but the concept of responsibility was especially widely discussed and played 

a prominent role at Geneva. Furthermore, the controversy on the conditions for press 

restriction that were proposed under Article 2 in the draft Convention on the Freedom 

of Information evidenced that Maheu’s relativist take on that freedom resounded with 

the views of many delegations, not least the important Indian delegation that had put 

forward the (in)famous Indian Amendment.  

 

In any case, Maheu had set the coordinates for the prevailing thinking at UNESCO. 

Access to information remained an essential, but the “historic relativity” as much as the 

notion of responsibility were firmly placed on the mental map of those concerned with 

the communications programme at UNESCO. In mid-1948 then, he complemented 

                                                

263 E.g. Kuhn, Raymond, The Media in Contemporary France (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2011), 10-
19. 

264 E.g. Koszyk, Kurt, ʻPresse unter alliierter Besatzungʼ, in Jürgen Wilke, ed., Mediengeschichte der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Köln: Böhlau, 1999). 

265 Sub-Commission on Freedom of Information and the Press, Second Session, Replies to UNESCO 
Questionnaire on Human Rights, E/CN.4/Sub.1/49, 21.01.1948, UN ODS. 



 

119 
 

    

those more fundamental thoughts with an outlook on UNESCO’s actual programme. 

Appearing shortly after the Geneva Conference and placed in a widely read U.S. journal, 

his text “Work of UNESCO in the Field Of Mass Communications” seemed, after his 

earlier piece on the role of UNESCO at ‘political’ meetings, a further comment addressed 

to a potentially critical U.S. audience. Thus the emphasis Maheu put on the various 

measures indicated the way UNESCO wanted to be perceived generally, and in particular 

in the U.S.266 

The article began by focusing on the work of the Commission on Technical Needs 

in Mass Communication that had drawn up its report during 1947 on the needs in the 

fields of press, radio and films in twelve European and Asian countries. A second report 

was requested by the General Conference in November 1947. 

As far as the profession of journalism was concerned, the article mentioned the 

proposed International Institute of Press and Information that could offer a forum for 

research, exchange and education. The Exchange of Persons’ Scheme followed a similar 

objective and projected international fellowships for journalists. Going further, an 

International Ideas Bureau based at UNESCO was suggested to produce content that 

presented the “achievements of a number of nations” or “subjects of multi-national 

character in the fields of UNESCO’s interests”. In the area of a free flow of information, 

Maheu referred to Huxley’s notion that “freedom of information” ought to be a practical 

condition and suggested that UNESCO’s programme should actually aim at enabling 

communication.  

Yet, two aspects gave the text a spin that was indicative of the direction UNESCO 

was going. One was the insistence on the practical or material side of communications 

policies, the other was the application of the concept of universality to the realm of 

communication policies. 

The setting up of the Commission on Technical Needs in Press, Radio and Film 

sprang from the immediate experience of destruction brought by the war and was geared 

towards relief.267 As seen earlier, this followed by and large the concerns of European 
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countries, that faced the challenge of rebuilding vast parts of their infrastructures. The 

UNESCO Courier reporting on the Commission’s work illustrated the task by printing 

pictures of fallen radio transmitters and destroyed school buildings, bringing before the 

reader’s eye the scope and nature of the task lying ahead.268 

Maheu referred to the shortages of newsprint, but also to the desolate state of the 

profession of journalism: the “ranks of professional men had been seriously thinned”.269 

Educational material was lacking, as was the opportunity to travel in order to inform 

oneself on the situation other countries experienced. The Commission was furthermore 

just one part of a larger effort to evaluate the immediate needs around the world in the 

realm of science, education and culture. The two volumes of the “Book of Needs”, 

published in 1947 and 1949, followed the same approach, only with an even broader 

outlook than the Commission, which had focused on press, radio and film.270 

Besides the relief oriented outlook, Maheu clearly conveyed an underlying notion 

of universality. This notion was presented in a manner that avoided provoking open 

opposition. It shone through, for example, in the depiction of the planned fellowships 

that were not just geared towards offering educational opportunities to countries where 

journalists were lacking such opportunities. Instead, Maheu pointed out: “[T]echnical 

proficiency alone is not sufficient, and facilities will be made available for men and 

women from the technically and materially fortunate countries to study the way of life 

and outlook in those areas ravaged by wars or economically handicapped, which none-

the-less, have much to contribute to world civilization and thought.”271 This was by no 

means a predictable statement, since for example U.S. American exchange programmes 

were conversely conceived to invite people from developing countries to the U.S. in order 

to get familiar with the American way of life.  

The UNESCO approach to allow journalists from well-off countries to familiarise 

themselves with conditions in other parts of the world presaged an approach that came 

to bear in even stronger ways in the decades to follow. Universality, in this UNESCO 
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sense, meant all cultures would deserve – and receive – opportunity to present themselves 

and that cultural exchange should aim at reciprocity rather than following a unidirectional 

mode of culture transfer.  

The final section drove home the point of universality. It reiterated the 

impossibility of UNESCO engaging in ‘political’ discussions or taking sides in questions 

of values. UNESCO would reject the notion “to inculcate doctrine”. It was much more 

concerned with “the responsibility of information” and “its role toward society”, with 

each society being understood on their own terms. Each culture, Maheu concluded, 

“deserves universal respect, all deserve equally to be known and understood; every 

culture has something to impart to others”, and “UNESCO must have collaboration 

from all, all have a stake in UNESCO’s success”.272 Maheu insisted that UNESCO 

needed to represent the voice of all the different member states instead of bending to the 

will, “however well-intentioned” of particular political groups. “And the more its 

universality and its independence are recognized, the more weight will be attached to its 

[UNESCO’s] words.”273 

 

Maheu’s texts in 1947-48 largely defined the anatomy of UNESCO’s early 

communications programme. But they also flagged the issues on which controversy 

would continue beyond 1948 and the end of the freedom of information moment, 

namely the dividing line between the political and the technical, and the meaning and 

consequence of the principle of universality. 

On a political plain the positions were, by 1948, irreconcilable. At the UNESCO 

General Conference in Mexico City in late 1947, socialist representatives had attacked 

the “principles of classical liberalism” and feared “the evils of irresponsible information, 

subservient to commercial interests” and the “sensational and vulgar reports”. The U.S. 

spokesman had denied that the U.S. were set on a course of “cultural imperialism” and 

he maintained that the “free flow” was “not a one-way affair, but rather a system of 

reciprocal interchange on a basis of equality wherever possible”. Some “middle-of-the-

road” countries finally, like France, Mexico or Canada suggested regarding both 
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approaches as “complementary rather than wholly incompatible”. They sought a 

combination of “responsibility” and “freedom”.274  

Geneva only a few months later would have been the place to reconcile those 

concepts. But the contrary happened. Since the United States declared this a conference 

on principles and since the Soviets had in the meantime launched several successful 

public attacks on the U.S. and its press, there was little room for reconciliation. In the 

climate of confrontation, positions hardened and the aftermath of the conference showed 

that the opposing camps moved away from rather than towards compromise. 

Politicisation was in this context a term that many speakers carried in their speeches and 

UNESCO, trying to achieve compromise and stemming the dynamic towards friction, 

was aware of running the risk of becoming imbued with politics. 

Hence, UNESCO actors like Huxley or Maheu attempted to draw a line between 

the activities of the UN Specialised Agency and the talk on conventions and rights at the 

UN proper. Of course, there lay a certain futility in this attempt. Not only did the 

UNESCO outlook that sympathised with notions of responsibility and politically 

imposed regulations, if not restrictions, represent in itself an agenda that was not 

apolitical. The organisation’s representatives also actively engaged in those UN fora that 

dealt more clearly with ‘political’ questions concerning the press. 

Yet, Maheu’s attempt to reclaim a non-political position for UNESCO was not 

least a reaction to the obviously eroding minimal consensus achieved immediately after 

the war about the constructive role of the media. This tougher American approach was 

recognisable at UNESCO after the Geneva Conference. Historian Sarah E. Graham has 

recently shown how from the Third General Conference, held in 1948 in Beirut, 

Lebanon, onwards the U.S. pursued a more clearly political approach to UNESCO, 

intensifying its efforts to contain the influence the Soviet exerted through its partners like 

Poland, Czechoslovakia or Yugoslavia. Tensions rose further in the context of the 

Korean War around 1950. The U.S. delegations pushed UNESCO to engage in war 

information programmes that would basically support the U.S. intervention and the anti-

communist perspective on the conflict. But the new Director-General Jaime Torres 

Bodet, a Mexican statesman relying mostly on French support and the slowly forming 
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bloc of developing countries, resisted an outright instrumentalisation of UNESCO for 

war propaganda. Only when even staunch allies such as the British began to be 

embarrassed about the open American attempt to shove war propaganda through the 

cultural organisation’s fora and communication channels, did U.S. diplomats realizethat 

such a strategy would ultimately cost them too much credibility in the eyes of too many 

member states and would leave a discredited UNESCO useless, and so they let off.275 

Graham concludes that the U.S. experience with UNESCO around 1950 bore an 

“interesting irony”.276 Initially, a progressive agenda had projected the new organisation 

as a “kind of democratic, open public sphere devoted to global debate beyond the 

limitations of politics”. Reality then proved less docile than expected, and eventually Cold 

War thinking and a more hard-headed approach to cultural diplomacy as part of foreign 

policy, led U.S. delegates to try enlisting UNESCO in their political battles. They did not 

shrink from calling for outright propaganda measures executed with the seal of a UN 

institution – and failed by encountering opposition that held on to the idea that 

UNESCO’s job lay somehow outside such political conflicts.  

2.4.3 From “Technical Needs” to the Developmentalist 

Outlook 

For UNESCO, the freedom of information moment had an afterlife that became visible 

in 1950. Upon an initiative by the British,277 the ECOSOC requested the Secretary-

General (of the UN) in cooperation the Director General (of UNESCO) to prepare a 

document delimiting the competences of the respective organisations in the field of mass 

communications. The resulting report concluded:  

[I]t might be said that UNESCO is essentially concerned with the technical aspects 
of freedom of information, such as the removal of technical obstacles to 
international circulation of educational, scientific and cultural material. By contrast 
it might also be held that the United Nations should be essentially concerned with 
political aspects of freedom of information, including its realization and protection 
as a fundamental human right.278 
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It was added though that the delimitation remained difficult and could only be decided 

“on an ad hoc and pragmatic basis”.279 In the light of high ideological stakes that were 

involved in the slow-moving debates on the Convention on the Freedom of Information, 

the focus on the technical offered a welcome way to accept the standstill in those parts 

of the UN where the Convention was on the agenda, while allowing activity on 

supposedly less controversial, technical aspects of the freedom of information in other 

parts, namely UNESCO. 

This definition fell in line with Maheu’s earlier argumentation. Since 1945 

UNESCO’s Mass Communication Programme had been meandering. It had considered 

a global radio network, engaged in ambitious projects of global norm-setting by 

discussing freedom of information conventions and declarations, and it had set up an 

‘ideas bureau’ projecting a wide array of informational activities that UNESCO could 

undertake. But by 1948 it was the “technical needs” approach that offered an opportunity 

to escape the ideological freedom of information debate. What appeared as a political 

dead end on the UN level in 1948, could be called a constructive standstill for UNESCO, 

in which UNESCO developed a distinct approach for its communications programme. 

The surveying activity, set in motion by the Technical Needs Commission, focused 

first on the war-devastated countries in Europe and fed into the relief efforts that 

dominated the international scene in the immediate aftermath of war. The first report in 

1947 covered “Twelve War-devastated Countries”, the second, published in 1948, 

studied already eighteen, including non-European countries like Mexico, India, Pakistan 

or Burma. Backed by General Conference decisions, those surveys were successively 

extended, and by 1951 three reports, two supplement reports and one full compendium 

had been published, covering a total of 156 countries and territories.280 
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If there was to be any concrete improvement of conditions for mass 

communications, those surveys were indispensable first steps and UNESCO proved 

eager and efficient in carrying them out. As these surveys moved forward the attribute 

“war-devastated” slowly disappeared and was increasingly replaced by “undeveloped” or 

“underdeveloped”, and allowed UNESCO to expand its horizon to countries or 

territories still under colonial rule in non-European regions, and thus to the “Global 

South”. Towards the end of the 1940s, this allowed UNESCO also to relate to the 

“technical assistance” programmes and policies sought and promoted by the UN and the 

ECOSOC.281  

 

The surveys exemplified UNESCO’s emerging role as knowledge broker and 

created a considerable dynamic. The Mass Communication Department assumed 

increasingly the role of a clearing house, reproducing, distributing and cataloguing 

pertinent data on mass communications development. It also became an important 

funding institution for primary research, by commissioning field studies, deploying 

experts or convening expert meetings in order to examine empirical data or project new 

research agendas. 

A number of publication series started to appear under the direction of the 

Department such as Press, Film and Radio in the World Today (1949-1961), which appeared 

in English, French and Spanish, and Reports and Papers On Mass Communication (starting in 

1952). Titles included “Radio in Fundamental Education in Undeveloped Areas”, “The 

Use of Mobile Cinema and Radio Vans in Fundamental Education”, “The Entertainment 

Film for Juvenile Audiences” or “Professional Training of Journalists”. The publication 

activity in fact became so significant that an annotated bibliography of UNESCO titles 

appeared already in 1952, followed by an update in 1954.282 The organisation enlisted 

researchers or research institutions drawn from a broad international background and 
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quickly became a reference point in a nascent academic discipline concerned with mass 

communications or media studies.283 

 

This agenda for research and studies did not yet present a development policy of 

its own. Though clearly the ambition of the Department’s output was to reach out to the 

developing areas and offer practical advice.284 The output was nonetheless appreciated 

and sooner rather than later found decisive political resonance. While the discussion on 

the Freedom of Information Convention came to a halt, the Sub-Commission at the UN 

picked up the global surveys and requested UNESCO at its fifth session in 1952 “to 

continue its studies and to pursue its work on technical assistance for the purpose of the 

encouragement and development of independent domestic information agencies”.285 

Shortly after, UNESCO contributed substantially to the Report of the UN Rapporteur 

on Freedom of Information published in 1953.286 In 1955 then, the ECOSOC discussed 

a proposal jointly presented by the Indian, Yugoslav and Egyptian delegate to request 

member states to submit extensive information on existing media in their territories, 

development plans, and possible measures that could be decided on the international 

plain in order to answer these countries’ specific needs.287 The UN Secretary General was 

asked to draw up, in cooperation with UNESCO, a report based on the responses of 

member states. This report was submitted in 1957.288 Based on the consideration of the 

report, the Council then invited the Secretary General to further “complete and submit 

a report to the Council (not later than its twenty-seventh session in 1959) which would 
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enable a concrete programme for the development of information media to be drawn up, 

taking into consideration recommendations by the Commission on Human Rights.”289 

Throughout the 1950s, UNESCO was the institution best placed and prepared to 

supply the expertise and the organisational frame for answering the various research 

requests.290 The complexity of the back and forth of requests and replies, questionnaires 

to member states, reports to the Council and conclusions and resolutions drawn make it 

almost impossible to untangle retrospectively the strategies employed by the various 

actors in pursuit of their interests. An example of this institutional complexity was 

unwittingly captured by Gerald Carnes, director of UNESCO Mass Communication 

Department in the early 1950s, who described the organisation’s activities in 1954: “The 

Council, at its Seventeenth Session in 1954, is also to consider a report prepared by the 

UN in conjunction with UNESCO, which recommends that the Council request 

UNESCO to undertake a programme of action to assist in the development of domestic 

information enterprises.”291 The quote certainly captures the hopeless idiosyncrasy 

inherent in the activities that followed the deadlock of 1948.  

Yet, the active participation of representatives of the Global South does spring to 

the notice of the observer. From the role played by Carlos Romulo in setting up the UN 

Conference in 1948, through to the “Indian Amendment”, to the many programmatic 

statements made by Indian, Yugoslav, Mexican or Lebanese conference delegates – the 

vivid interest of these countries became manifest. In the institutional framework of the 

post-1948 freedom of information discussions that continued at the ECOSOC level, their 

will to propel discussions and carry on UN work in this field was obvious. The office of 

a UN Rapporteur on the Freedom of Information, even if short-lived between 1952 and 

1954, was assigned to Salvador P. López, a Philippine writer and confident of Romulo. 

The 1955 request for a report from the Secretary General was based on a joint proposal 

of the Indian, Yugoslav and Egyptian delegates.  

Clearly, the dynamism corresponded with the political “awakening” of the 

decolonising Global South. Media and information were issues debated at the 
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Conference of Bandung in 1955, and towards the end of the 1950s, the advent of a 

considerable constituency of new states within the existing international system was ever 

more evident.292 

 

In 1963, Luther H. Evans, the former Librarian of Congress who had been 

Director-General for a period between 1953 and 1958, reflected on “some management 

problems of UNESCO”. He held that UNESCO in its first almost two decades had 

departed from its original mandate as expressed at the foundation: 

“It is clear from the provisions of the UNESCO constitution quoted above that the 
job of UNESCO was conceived to be the mobilization of the forces of education, 
science, culture, and communication by word and image for the strengthening of 
the effort to bring about a peaceful world. In fact, however, the center of 
UNESCO’s actual program has been the development of these elements in the 
member states. Instead of placing emphasis on the use of education, science, and 
so forth for peace, attention has been directed toward the development of education, 
science, and so forth as part of the national progress of each individual state. […] 
In the field of mass communication, UNESCO is not as preoccupied with the use 
of the mass media to encourage peace as it is in seeing that every nation has facilities 
which permit it to communicate its truths and its ideals to other peoples [emphasis 
added].”293 

Evans may have gotten it wrong from the beginning. After the war it did not take long 

until UNESCO extended its purview from the “war-devastated” to the 

“underdeveloped” countries. UNESCO’s attempts to become recognised as a more 

technical organisation in 1947/48 propelled this shift further. Finally, UNESCO’s 

passionate universalism was critical about attempts of cultural monopolisation and 

promoted the voices of those who insisted that there was some ground outside the 

tightening political Cold War compartmentalisation. UNESCO had come to focus on the 

Global South and development policies, and the field of mass communications reflected 

this focus.  

One anecdote captured this shift. J.B. Priestley, an English playwright and 

intellectual, took an intense interest in the early UNESCO and led British delegations to 

several early General Conferences. Images in the UNESCO Courier showed Priestly 

                                                

292 Wells, Clare, ʻThe United Nations, UNESCO and the debate on information rightsʼ, in Raymond John 
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participating in working groups in Mexico City deliberating over the organisations 

activities in the realm of mass communications.294 Shortly after, in 1950, the U.S. National 

Commission, the American National Theatre and Academy and the UNESCO-founded 

International Theatre Institute, celebrated the “International Theatre Month” in an effort 

to promote theatre as “a living force for helping to promote understanding through 

international cultural exchange”. Theatre companies from the Broadway to local drama 

groups staged performances dealing with the ideals of global (cultural) community.  

One particular piece stemmed from the pen of J.B. Priestley and was called “Home 

is tomorrow”. As the Courier reported, it dealt “with the problems of an imaginary United 

Nations trusteeship committee, UNUTO (United Nations Under-developed Territories 

Organization)”.295 The play was a failure in terms of audience acclaim, but it certainly 

conveyed a message: the occupation with the future, expressed in a growing agenda of 

development activities, would become the main concern of the future UN cosmos. From 

early on, the preoccupation with development, not least as a means to escape the Cold 

War deadlock that settled in on the early post-war international scene, became ingrained 

in the DNA of the UN’s cultural organisation. Still striving to define its role and identity, 

UNESCO seemed to have found in the “development” purview the way to grow. 

2.5 Conclusion 

If we zoom out of the conferencing and drafting and travelling between Paris, New York, 

London and Geneva, the freedom of information moment in the mid-1940s appears as 

a nodal point for numerous contemporary initiatives and institutional dynamics. But just 

as important are the various historic experiences that determined the perceptions as well 

as the options of the actors living this moment. 

The dynamism of the moment was founded on the energetic attempt of William 

Benton and Archibald MacLeish and liberal progressive circles in the U.S. that identified 

multilateralism as viable avenue for a U.S. cultural foreign policy. Even those who had 

less genuine interest in developing multinational fora could subscribe to the widely used 

rhetoric of a free flow of information. The advance of a free flow doctrine promised at 

                                                

294 According to the summary in “Free Flow of Ideas” Debated, UNESCO Courier 1 (1), 1948, 3. 
295 U.S. Stage Groups Observe International Theatre Month, UNESCO Courier 3 (3), 1950, 11. 
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once a potent economic force prying open foreign markets and a powerful tool to contain 

communist ideology in the rising Cold War. Based on this ambivalent backing from parts 

of the home front, Benton and MacLeish’s political entrepreneurship tapped the potential 

of the emerging international institutions and set in motion a multilateral approach to 

and discussion of international communications. Given the undisputed political and 

economic supremacy of the U.S. on the world stage, it should not surprise that Benton 

and others felt confident in steering this emerging cultural multilateralism in a direction 

of their liking. Yet, given the multiplicity of actors involved in this scene, it should equally 

not surprise that their efforts met with competing or opposing voices.  

Such voices were determined by present needs as much as by historical experience. 

At least four different trajectories met in the discussions of the mid-1940s. First, to the 

British and French, the management of communications infrastructures and the 

dominance of French and British news agencies in the world market of news had been 

part and parcel of their respective empire projects.296 Their colonial experience had 

included access to and interchange with political and geographic spaces far beyond 

Europe. On the one hand this allowed for cultural imposition and created dependence 

as far as local and traditional cultures were concerned. On the other hand, the 

management of infrastructural systems in far-off regions contained an element of 

uncertainty as infrastructural systems tend to escape full governmental control and allow 

for adaption, use and alteration by local actors.297  

To people under colonial rule then, the foreign control of domestic media and 

communication infrastructure was mostly perceived as dominance and foreign intrusion, 

an experience that, for example, Indian delegates often highlighted at international 

conferences. The colonial experience thus framed the way the Global South came to 

understand the American advances in the field of media. If “cultural imperialism” appears 

to us today a somewhat metaphorical term criticising Americanisation and consumerism 
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späten 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhundert, vol. 35: Historical social research Special issue (Cologne: Zentrum 
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from the late 1960s onwards, the term referred to the very real experience of colonial 

people and nations that had not yet become independent by 1945. 

Third, the global expansion of French and British communications in the wake of 

imperial expansion was seen from the other side of the Atlantic, the U.S., mainly as an 

economic challenge. The efforts of the Associated Press and the lobbying of Kent Cooper 

since the end of the First World War spoke to the determination of the U.S. media and 

telecommunication actors to break the colonial monopolies and turn international 

communications into a free market environment in which they themselves, immediately 

after the Second World War, had the most to gain.  

Already during the war, global circulation of information, intelligence and 

propaganda had proven vital for U.S. interests. Now it was only a short path to translate 

these primarily military efforts in global communications into a network advancing 

economic and cultural interests. And just as the wartime efforts were ever more 

systematically supported by coordinated investigations into the functioning of mass 

media and communications, the post-war efforts could rely on a fast growing and firmly 

institutionalised academic discourse, i.e. an emerging social science discipline of 

communication studies, whose governmental and industrial funding spoke of the 

congruence of interests among US politicians, business and scholars.  

Fourth, and not to be underrated, there was strong liberal internationalist genealogy 

that perceived the new communicative means as an opportunity in the pursuit of peace 

and international understanding. Such views built on older notions of the importance of 

public opinion for domestic and international politics. The League of Nations, as newer 

histories have shown, was already very much aware of the role of the media. It drew on 

the effect of publicity in its own activities as much as it engaged in giving rules to 

international flows of information and media.298 The League, or rather its cultural branch, 

the IIIC, also nourished the idea that the media had an educational task.299 

UNESCO’s internationalists picked up these strands, and the idea of the media’s 

contribution to international understanding resonated widely with the emphatic one-
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worldism and idealism that surrounded the setting up of the United Nations system. As 

the UN’s cultural outlet, media was a natural concern for UNESCO.  

 

The various historical experiences related to international communication that 

culminated in the freedom of information moment, soon encountered the political 

realities of the post-war. The international scene was increasingly caught in antagonism, 

and the consequences drawn by the various actors differed.  

If after the conference of 1948, most American actors held that multilateralism was 

not the road to pursue further as far as international communications was concerned, 

then the seeds sown by Benton and co. found fertile ground in the new bureaucracy set 

to work at UNESCO. These seeds would continue to ferment in Paris and other hot 

spots of international cooperation. The context of development offered a way to escape 

the Cold War deadlock and preserved the potential dynamism of the topic. 

UNESCO’s shift from relief activity in war-devastated countries to surveys of 

needs in the so-called underdeveloped countries was crucial. It resonated with 

UNESCO’s self-rendering as a “technical” organisation and corresponded with the 

organisation’s resources. UNESCO during the late 1940s and early 1950s established 

itself as knowledge producer and broker. It became a clearing house for information on 

global media and communications that was needed to formulate development policies. 

Moreover, it caught on with the quickly growing group of states from the Global South 

that shared the desire to steer clear of superpower politics and came to define media and 

communications as an essential interest in their individual development processes.  

In all this, MacLeish’s famous formula of the peace that needed to be created in 

the “minds of men” still provided a most powerful rhetorical device that framed 

UNESCO’s activities. It provided legitimacy as much as it kept on feeding the fantasy 

and ambition of international civil servants and development planners. 

 

To understand the dynamics of the decade to follow and eventually the clashes in 

the 1970s, it is crucial to keep the force field of this post-war moment in mind. First, it 

set the course that UNESCO would travel along to develop its own activities. And 
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second, it would largely determine the perception with which all actors concerned 

approached the debates and challenges that followed. 
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3 UNESCO’s Global Surveys on 
Communication in Around 1960 

“Once in an isolated village in the Middle East I watched a 
radio receiver, the first any of the villagers had seen, put 

into operation in the head man’s house. The receiver promptly 
demonstrated that knowledge is power. It became a source of 
status to its owner; he was the first to know the news, and 

controlled the access of others to it. For him and all others 
who heard the noisy little receiver became a magic carpet to 

carry them beyond the horizons they had known.” 

(Wilbur Schramm, Mass Media and National Development, 1964) 

 

 

In 1957, a UNESCO report alarmed the United Nations General Assembly with a report 

of an international “information famine”.1 A preliminary survey on the available media 

around the globe called the General Assembly’s attention to a lack of communication 

infrastructure and access to information, especially in underdeveloped regions. Speaking 

of a “famine” was a bold statement at a time when contemporaries could recall only too 

well the starving and hardship of the war and the early post-war years. Yet it was in 

keeping with UNESCO’s approach. From its foundation, the UNESCO line was that the 

survival and recovery of war-devastated countries would require not only basic supplies, 

such as food, clothing and shelter, but also immediate support to reopen schools, 

produce reading material and to enable cultural life in general. The two volumes of the 

“Book of Needs” in education, science and culture, published in 1947 and 1949, were 

expressions of this UNESCO approach.2 

Furthermore, in his famous “Four Freedoms” speech of January 1941, US 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt had called for the freedom of expression, which is 

                                                

1  This term is taken from Gunnar R. Naesselund, director of the Department of Free Flow of Information 
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2  UNESCO, The Book of Needs of Fifteen War-devastated Countries in Education, Science and Culture, 1 vol. (Paris: 
UNESCO, 1947), UNESCO, The Book of Needs in Education, Science and Culture of War-devastated Countries, 
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inseparably linked to the freedom, and availability, of information. In fact, he placed 

freedom of expression first, while listing the “freedom from want” of food or housing in 

third place. This notion was then spelt out in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (1948), and for some time the UN continued its efforts to expand this 

notion into a declaration in its own right, standing alongside the UDHR rather than being 

subsumed under it.3 

UNESCO had lobbied for the recognition of information and communication as 

important tools that could be used to rebuild the destroyed countries and to foster 

international peace and understanding. But it, too, could not prevent freedom of 

information from being relegated to the background in the context of the emerging Cold 

War in the late 1940s. Requests for surveys, data collection and stocktaking of existing 

information and communication infrastructure went back and forth between the 

ECOSOC, the temporarily installed UN rapporteur on freedom of information, and 

UNESCO throughout the early 1950s.  

Only in 1957 did the issue regain momentum. UNESCO picked up where the 

Geneva Conference in 1948 had left off, but with a decided shift in focus. This chapter 

argues that UNESCO’s principal objective was to establish the relevance of information 

and communication for processes of economic growth and modernisation, and thus 

place the issue squarely on the emerging international agenda of development policies. 

Significantly, this new focus strongly emphasised the role of national governments in 

tapping the potential of communications. Despite the envisaged involvement of a range 

of state and non-state actors in building up communication capacities, UNESCO’s early 

roadmaps to modernisation via communication assigned a central role exclusively to 

national governments.  

The global stock taking initiated by UNESCO in the late 1950s, would soon evolve 

into a major programme that approached communication from all possible angles in the 

context of development. This was the result of four converging dynamics playing out at 

the Paris headquarters of UNESCO and on a more global level.  

First, there were institutional dynamics that spurred UNESCO’s interest in 

communication. In particular, René Maheu, a senior French UNESCO official and, from 
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1962, its Director-General, was eager to make UNESCO an important player in 

international development aid. He pushed communications as an area of UNESCO’s 

development expertise. Second, there was a global surge in development efforts, 

produced primarily by the competing Cold War superpowers and emphatically 

manifested in the First Development Decade announced by the United Nations in 1961. 

Thirdly, UNESCO’s initiative consciously responded to the advent of many new states 

emerging from decolonisation. At the UN, UNESCO, and also at independent 

international gatherings such as the Bandung Conference in 1955, this group of states 

articulated not only wide-ranging economic and developmental needs but also, and quite 

vocally, ambitions to consolidate their statehood politically, socially and culturally.4  

Finally, UNESCO’s efforts in international communications hinged on the 

engagement of experts and academics drawn from various national, cultural and 

ideological backgrounds. The dynamics in the international academic field of 

communication studies impacted in crucial ways on the thinking and planning at 

UNESCO’s responsible departments. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, this field was 

firmly in the hands of US scholars.5 They carried the paradigm of modernisation into 

UNESCO’s development thinking and shaped UNESCO’s outlook on communications. 

This dominant paradigm would only be challenged by new groups of experts and scholars 

towards the late 1960s. A diversified and decentralised, yet still distinctly Western, 

international field of communication studies, along with broader turns in global 

development thinking, were part of the changes catalysed through UNESCO’s 

communication activities. 

The visible starting point of this era was in around 1960 when UNESCO prepared 

a systematic global survey for the first time, organising three major conferences to 

address the needs of the three main developing regions: Asia, Latin America and Africa. 

In the following years, and especially in cooperation with the US communication scholar 
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Wilbur Schramm, UNESCO’s Secretariat came to define more precisely the role of 

communication and information in the development process. From the mid-1960s, the 

innovation of satellite technology spurred plans and hopes for future development 

projects. All these trends contributed to ever more ambitious development plans, but 

also to a deliberate “politicisation” of communication.  

3.1 Bangkok – The First Regional Meeting of Experts 

On Wednesday morning, 13 January 1960, Pan Am Flight 114 landed at Paris’s Le 

Bourget airport. The US Department of State had ordered Henry J. Kellermann, an 

attaché of the American Embassy, to wait at the gate. On board the Pan Am flight was 

Dr. Wilbur Lang Schramm, a 53-year old academic and the Director of the Institute of 

Communication Research at Stanford University, who was on his way to Bangkok, 

Thailand, to attend an international conference organised by UNESCO. Kellermann, the 

embassy’s advisor for UNESCO affairs, was instructed to meet Schramm and to discuss 

the preparations for the conference, before Schramm boarded his next flight to continue 

his itinerary to South East Asia.6 

The Bangkok Conference was announced as a “Meeting of Experts on 

Development of Information Media in South East Asia”. Two similar conferences 

followed in Santiago de Chile in February 1961, and Paris in January and February 1962, 

covering Latin America and Africa respectively.7 Following the 1957 report and another 

report in 1959,8 this conference series stood at the centre of UNESCO’s global 

stocktaking. It responded to requests from the UN Commission for Human Rights and 

the ECOSOC in 1959, and lead to a major document entitled Development of Information in 

                                                

6  State to Embassy Paris, NESCO 4028, 01.11.1960, in: RG 59, Central Decimal Files 1960-1963 (CDF 
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7  See the respective UNESCO reports: Meeting on Development of Information Media in South East Asia, 
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in Africa, Paris, 1962, 24 January-6 February, Report of the Meeting, UNESCO/MC/45, UNESDOC. The 
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Mauritania. UNESCO Director-General, René Maheu insisted that all independent African countries be 
allowed to participate and moved the meeting to UNESCO’s Paris headquarters. 
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Under-Developed Countries submitted by UNESCO’s Director General in 1961.9 The 

ECOSOC had requested UNESCO conduct “a survey of the problems of providing 

technical assistance to underdeveloped countries in [the field of information]” with an 

emphasis on “the development of media of information”.10 The 1961 report appeared 

even before all three meetings had been completed. But communication planners at 

UNESCO seemed to think more in the long-term anyway. Tor Gjesdal, the Norwegian 

Director of UNESCO’s Department of Mass Communication, wrote to his Bangkok-

based colleague at the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East 

(ECAFE), César Ortiz-Tinoco, about the up-coming gathering:  

The time is approaching now when our big mass communication show is scheduled 
to come off in Bangkok. […] In all, I believe our meeting may prove to be the most 
important get-together of information media and Government representatives ever 
held in Asia. Thinking back, I can’t remember any similar occasion since the big 
Freedom of Information Conference in Geneva, 1948.11 

Gjesdal was not alone in his optimism. During the planning process, Gjesdal’s colleague, 

the American Julian Behrstock, had inquired with Wilbur Schramm about the possible 

participation of the US academic. Schramm replied enthusiastically that he would make 

himself available, “for I suspect that this is maybe one of the most important programs 

either of us is likely to be associated with.”12 Schramm reported that he had praised 

UNESCO’s communication department to US government officials because it “had 

made phenomenal mileage from a small budget and a small staff” from the outset of the 

department’s work until that day. Now it was focused on the right programme initiatives, 

and the communication programme for Asia was definitely one of them.  

The conference series eventually resulted in a new and comprehensive approach to 

communications as a tool of development. But it would also raise a number of problems 

and bring many questions to the fore – related to the use of communication, as much as 

to the process of policy-making – that would shape the debates in the 1960s and 1970s. 

As it encapsulated most of these issues, albeit in embryonic form, the Bangkok meeting 
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should be considered the, so far ignored, founding moment of the NWICO controversy 

of the 1970s.  

3.1.1 Issues, Procedures and the Role of Experts 

To underscore the importance of the issue at stake, the UNESCO Director-General 

himself, Vittorino Veronese, opened the conference in Bangkok. Veronese greeted the 

attendees as “pioneers in a vast enterprise” and affirmed that their “reunion constituted 

the point of departure for a promising initiative expected to transform the life of millions 

in Asia.”13 UNESCO had invited 22 member-state governments, along with 34 experts 

in a private capacity and 10 observer delegations from international organisations – 118 

people in all. In general, invitations were extended to governments and experts from 

countries participating in the ECAFE, comprising Britain, France, the Soviet Union and 

the USA, who were considered to play a vital role in the economic development of the 

region. A relatively small number of international organisations sent observers based on 

their involvement with communication. Among them were the UN Food and 

Agricultural Organisation (FAO), which was concerned with the proliferation of 

newsprint, the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), and the non-

governmental International Press Institute based in Switzerland. 

Gjesdal and Behrstock at the UNESCO Secretariat had commissioned over twenty 

working papers, some of which presented statistical data on means of mass 

communication in South East Asia, and others that covered specific problems of the 

region. Paper titles ranged from “Use of Telecommunications by the Mass Media in 

South East Asia” by H.N. Shrivastava of the Indian Ministry of Transport and 

Communications, to “The Exchange of News Within South East Asia” by Mohammed 

Basri of the Indonesian national news agency Antara, to the “Training of Television 

Technicians” by Shoichi Okamoto of the Japan Broadcasting Corporation.14  

In the eleven days of the conference, working groups discussed four main areas: 

(1) newspapers and periodical press; (2) news agencies; (3) radio, film and television; and 

(4) the training of journalists and the need for further research into “mass 
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communication”.15 There was an unmistakable awareness of the difficulties in responding 

to local needs for media products, irrespective of whether they were of a cultural, 

informational or educational nature. Discussions also focused on the problem of bridging 

the gap between urban and rural populations, and linguistic and cultural barriers.  

The final report filled some fifty single-spaced pages and summarised the 

discussions of the working groups. Their recommendations were split into proposals for 

“immediate action” and considerations for “long-term development”.  

A great part of the discussion, as reflected in the report, was concerned with 

confirming the impact of the various forms of mass media on everyday life and the fact 

that this impact could be expected to increase over time. Veronese in his opening speech 

had pointed to the “psychological and political meaning of modern means of 

information”. He declared that “the impression that press, radio, film and television 

makes on the man in the street determines his immediate reactions. Yet, the man in the 

street is, wherever democracy is realized through universal suffrage, also the citizen, the 

voter.”16 Of course, the politicians around the table were not in need of a reminder of 

such facts. Yet, the focus on the everyday experience of media was remarkable, and was 

also apparent inin the orientation of some of the twenty papers commissioned for the 

conference. For example, in “Problems of the Vernacular Language Press of India” by 

A.R. Bhat, the representative of a Poona-based newspaper association, the title placed 

new attention on regional and local specificities that had been much less prominent, for 

example, in the human rights debate of the late 1940s.  

However, the meeting lacked one decisive resource: money. UNESCO’s global 

stocktaking was then confined to data gathering, the identification of challenges and 

needs and, of course, producing ideas. Although participants understood this limitation, 

their “free, lively and wide-ranging discussion” had at times exceeded the immediate 

mandate of the meeting. The authors of the report explained that “since this was the first 

meeting of its kind to be held, it was felt desirable to record the discussion in some detail 

beyond the direct requirement of the survey itself”.17 

                                                

15  UNESCO, Meeting on Development of Information Media in South East Asia, 1960.  
16  Translated from La Conférence de Bangkok, UNESCO Chronicle 6 (3) 1960, 99.  
17  UNESCO, Meeting on Development of Information Media in South East Asia, 1960, 6. It should be 

noted that the report reproduced arguments, but did not identify individual speakers. The anonymity of 
speakers is a common feature of such reports. 
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Without financial leverage, recommendations mainly focused on fostering 

cooperation and exchange between existing institutions in the field of journalistic 

education, mass communication studies or the circulation of news. One particularly 

concrete proposal suggested a gathering of the heads of news agencies in the region, in 

order to find more effective ways of producing and distributing news within and outside 

South East Asia – a proposal realised one year later with another meeting organised by 

UNESCO in Bangkok.18  

  

In addition to the lack of money, procedural questions and the role played by experts 

were two further issues that revealed diverging interpretations of the political meaning of 

such meetings. 

Somewhat innocently, the meeting report stated that “no formal rules of procedure 

proved to be necessary” and that the presiding officers of the working groups had been 

“drawn exclusively from the individual experts […] in view of the essentially technical 

character of the conference”.19 Both measures, however, were responses to the 

grievances articulated by member-state delegations about the voting mechanism 

envisaged by the UNESCO Secretariat.  

Tor Gjesdal reported that during the first days of the conference the heads of the 

US, the British and the Australian delegations had visited him, in order to protest against 

the suggested rules of procedure. These would assign governments and experts equal 

voting rights. Since the number of experts exceeded the number of countries (other 

international observers were not counted), they would command an automatic majority. 

Experts might outvote countries and, if an expert differed in opinion from that of his 

respective country representative, cause public embarrassment. The Soviet delegate, 

unwilling to side openly with the US, Britain and Australia, confided the same objection 

to Gjesdal in private.20 

                                                

18  Ibid., 13-18, esp. 17. The proposed meeting took place in December 1961. 
19  UNESCO, Meeting on Development of Information Media in South East Asia, 1960, 2-3. 
20  Tor Gjesdal, Report on the Bangkok Meeting on the Development of Information Media, MC Memo 

No. 2577, 14.04.1960, AG 8, CRC 1957-66, Box: 307 (5) A 06 (593) „60“ TA, Folder: 307 (5) A06 (593) 
“60” TA, MC 3/16, UAP, 5. 
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UNESCO’s announcement of the Bangkok meeting had not specified whether it 

was a governmental meeting, whose results would exclusively be agreed by government 

representatives, or an expert meeting, whose results would reflect personal opinions. 

After consulting with Director-General Veronese who was still in Bangkok, Gjesdal 

proposed that the conference suspend all rules of procedure and declare the conference’s 

outcome in the form of a simple advisory statement addressed to the Director-General, 

rather than a common statement of the governments present. 

 

The underlying conflict, however, showed that the designation of such a meeting as a 

governmental or as an expert meeting implied different political stakes. UNESCO had 

to learn how to organise these sorts of consultations. 

UNESCO’s Secretariat generally favoured experts, as they were deemed to be 

above partisan interest and primarily representing technical expertise. The ECOSOC had 

encouraged such an approach when it requested that UNESCO present a worldwide 

survey based on the broadest possible consultations. This approach also spoke to a sort 

of common sense understanding that to cure a fundamental ill the proposed measures 

could not be so fundamentally divergent from each other. Just as one might think the 

concrete measures to fight hunger or provide shelter are in themselves not very 

controversial, speaking of an “information famine” was thus an attempt to make the issue 

less political. 

 Beside these immediate considerations, the strategy of relying on representatives 

in their personal rather than their political capacity, reflected an older tradition stemming 

from the International Institute for Intellectual Cooperation (IIIC), the interwar 

predecessor of UNESCO, and UNESCO’s own founding ideals. The IIIC, even though 

part of the intergovernmental system of the League of Nations, comprised scientists and 

intellectuals based on personal stature and acting in their private capacity.21 Similarly, 

UNESCO’s Executive Board, one of the organisation’s main governing bodies, had until 

1954 consisted of authoritative public figures in the fields of science, culture and 

education, but no official government mandate. This non-governmental strand in 

UNESCO’s identity grounded was in the notion that international cooperation in the 

                                                

21  Renoliet 1999 – L'Unesco oubliée. 
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realm of culture was a non-political matter and should be dealt with in free deliberation 

in the interest of the common good of all humankind.22  

Governments naturally differed in their attitudes towards this. They did not intend 

to concede the cultural dimension of international politics to non-governmental experts. 

After the meeting, Gjesdal concluded that “it was quite feasible and fruitful to have 

government delegates and individual Unesco experts participate jointly in a conference 

of this kind”, but this was wishful thinking.23  

Behrstock, by contrast, concluded after the meeting: “this [procedure] belongs to 

the past; for the future, it is pretty clear that the voting procedure is not workable on that 

basis.”24 He sent Gjesdal a memorandum drafted by UNESCO’s Legal Offices. This 

outlined the dangers of inviting experts individually, in other words nominating what 

Gjesdal incidentally, yet tellingly, called “Unesco experts” in their personal capacity, but 

granting them a right to vote on behalf of their home country. With a view to the 

upcoming conference in Latin America, the Legal Office explained governments would 

be “liable to change very suddenly”. Serious problems would arise from “an expert, 

chosen […] as likely to be acceptable to the Government of his country six weeks before 

the Conference met, but regarded as an arch-enemy of the new Government of his 

country when the Conference opened”. Considering the case of the third region, Africa, 

the memorandum reasoned: “at the Conference on Africa where experts from the region, 

chosen with every care for their knowledge of their subjects, might yet be unable to resist 

the temptation of an international forum to make impassioned pleas for the complete 

and immediate freedom of a particular country or territory which could be embarrassing 

to the representatives of the existing Governments of those territories”.25 It is worth 

noting that, seen from Paris, the regions marked as development regions were perceived 

in terms of their political incalculability.  

The arguments of the Legal Offices and the complaints by delegations in Bangkok 

emphasised that the organisation of such conferences was highly political. UNESCO 

planners had to acknowledge the need for clearer rules and to assign different statuses to 

                                                

22  Krill de Capello, Hans-Heinz 1970 – The Creation of the United.  
23  Gjesdal, Report on the Bangkok Meeting, 14.04.1960, UAP, 5. 
24  Behrstock to Gjesdal, 22.02.1960, AG 8, CRC 1957-66, Box: 307 (5) A 06 (593) „60“ TA, Folder: 307 

(5) A06 (593) “60” TA, MC 3/16, UAP. 
25  [undated attachment to] Behrstock to Gjesdal, 22.02.1960. 
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different participants – probably giving priority to governments. Governments would 

not engage in international meetings that might draw conclusions on their behalf, where 

the decision-making was not in their hands but left to the non-governmental experts.  

 

Yet initially the distinction between the expert and the political representative was not so 

obvious. It became clear in the Americans’ handling of the participation of the academic 

Wilbur Schramm. The initiative to invite Schramm came from Paris and met with 

Schramm’s eagerness to become involved. UNESCO then proposed Schramm to the US 

Department of State which was formally requested to send a representation to Bangkok. 

However, Schramm, as will be seen later, was by no means unknown to the State 

Department. On the contrary, beside his prominence as a communication scholar he had 

close links in government circles and even a past as volunteer to the State Department’s 

war-time Office for Public Information.  

The Department agreed to send Schramm but pointed out in his instructions that 

despite the intergovernmental character of the meeting, Schramm and his delegation were 

to act as experts. The Deputy Assistant Secretary for International Organization Affairs, 

Horace E. Henderson, advised him that no government position had been prepared and 

that the experts should be guided “in the discussion of these technical matters by your 

technical experience in this field, reflecting the American attitude on the questions 

considered.”26 This was an appropriate approach on the part of the Department as the 

mandate of the UNESCO meeting provided for government participation but did not 

imply that any binding decision would be taken. 

A more ‘instructive’ conversation may nonetheless have taken place that 

Wednesday morning when US attaché Kellermann was supposed to meet Schramm at 

the Paris airport. Two days later, shortly before the opening of the conference in 

Bangkok, the Department sent an additional telegram to Paris for Kellermann and to 

Bangkok for Schramm. Here, in lieu of a formal position paper, the Department 

articulated what may be understood as the “American attitude”: “U.S. favors [the] 

development information media [in] Southeast Asia as step toward economic, political 

and social progress of [the] area”. Such aims would be best served by “freely competitive 

                                                

26  Henderson to Schramm, 13.01.1960, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box 819, NARA. 
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private enterprise, with minimum government control”. A qualification was added 

regarding the role of governments: “However, U.S. has recognized conditions in some 

societies differ and does extend support to governmental efforts where mass media 

facilities offer potential for professional quality communication”. UNESCO’s role in the 

process “should be advisors, informational, training, clearing house, coordination and 

stimulation, not distribution of finished products, which should be undertaken by 

countries themselves”.27 

A somewhat wavering attitude as to where to draw the line between technical and 

political questions was noticeable. There was clear emphasis on the advisory role that 

UNESCO was supposed to play vis-à-vis state governments and a call not to prescribe 

any policies. Yet, the American point of view was defined in terms of what role 

governments should play in national media, namely, as little a role as possible. The 

somewhat surprising concession that in different social systems some sort of government 

involvement might be desirable or at least acceptable, qualifies this again. We should also 

note that such a statement would be unimaginable in later years when even tentative 

rhetoric would be considered a slippery slope to eventual full government control.  

In his role as expert, the Department expected Schramm to be guided by his 

technical knowledge. At the same time, however, he was supposed to represent the US 

liberal market orientation, which by any standard implied a more political than a technical 

stand. The point here is not to shed light on contradictory communication from the State 

Department, but to show that the Department was unsure whether or not to evaluate the 

risks or opportunities lying in the political dimensions of the meeting as higher.  

After the meeting, it seems, the fear of the risks prevailed. Kellermann wrote to 

Director-General Veronese that his government “was disturbed by the rules of procedure 

[…] in so far as they permitted experts to have an equal vote with government 

representatives”. In their view the mixing of roles and rights was harmful to both sides 

“not only to governments, [but] also to the experts themselves.” This, Kellermann wrote, 

“would be so especially if a vote were to be taken on a matter having either policy or 

political implications, as experts obviously cannot be expected to pass judgment on such 

                                                

27  State to Embassy Bangkok, Embassy Paris, 07477, 15.01.1960, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box 819, NARA. 
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matters. Their function, we believe, is to advise governments, delegations, or the 

Secretariat; not to vote.”28 

The definition of what belonged to the realm of politics and what could be 

considered expert terrain or technical questions would remain contested throughout the 

entire debate. Negotiating the line between the two realms became an omnipresent 

occupation of all actors involved. Contrary to Gjesdal’s view of a “fruitful mix” of experts 

and government representatives, Behrstock’s view prevailed that the mixed set-up was a 

“thing of the past”. After Bangkok, Santiago and Paris, UNESCO meetings from the 

mid-1960s on were clearly marked either “intergovernmental” or “expert meeting” which 

clarified, if not the respective responsibilities of expertise and politics, at least the scope 

for interpretation of the results, statements and final reports of these meetings.  

3.1.2 The “Regional Approach” 

A different aspect in the organisation of UNESCO’s global survey was more successful 

and, in fact, pioneered a pattern for subsequent years. This was the “regional approach” 

enacted through the series of meetings between 1960 and 1962. The 1961 report to the 

ECOSCO attributed the idea of a “regional approach” to UN Secretary-General Dag 

Hammarskjöld who held that “countries in a number of main regions had common 

problems and common needs”. The Director-General of UNESCO had seconded it. 

According to the report, Hammarskjöld wanted to give representatives of 

“underdeveloped countries” the opportunity “to present a detailed picture of their special 

problems and needs” on which experts in turn “would be in a position to offer advice”.29 

The schematic juxtaposition of Third World representatives on the one hand, and 

experts on the other, betrays a missionary spirit that pervaded Western developmentalism 

in the 1960s and resembled older notions of a “mission civilisatrice”.30 It also helps to 

understand why the UNESCO Secretariat found bringing experts and politicians together 

both expedient and desirable. 

                                                

28  Kellermann to Veronese, 19.02.1960, AG 8, CRC 1957-66, Box: 307 (5) A 06 (593) „60“ TA, Folder: 
307 (5) A06 (593) “60” TA, MC 3/16, UAP. 

29  UNESCO, Development of Information Media, E/3437, 1961, 17. 
30  Cooper 2010 – Writing the History of Development, 8-12. 
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Yet, the fact that not only experts or expert missions but entire international 

conferences were sent to the developing regions did mark an innovation, at least in the 

practices at UNESCO. Luther Evans, former Librarian of Congress and Director-

General of UNESCO from 1953 to 1958, wrote an article in 1963 describing how 

UNESCO had become more de-centralised in recent years. With regard to literacy 

campaigns, he observed how “a seminar on how to provide reading material for new 

literates in Asia is now held in Asia with the sponsorship of the government of Pakistan 

or some other government, rather than in Europe where few Asians would appear”.31 

Indeed, not only the list of representatives from governments in the regions but 

also the unusually high number of papers prepared by experts from these countries, 

indicated the attempt to give the region a broader stage to voice common concerns. The 

Bangkok papers, for instance, had been submitted by experts from Indian, Japan, 

Pakistan, Korea, China (Taiwan), Indonesia and New Zealand. Despite this, their 

involvement did not yet give a voice to the indigenous or subaltern community. 

Researchers or journalists contributing to the Bangkok meeting represented a thin elite, 

many of whom had been educated abroad.32  

Nevertheless, the physical closeness to the targeted development region was 

meaningful. As mentioned above, some of the papers delved into every-day usage and 

experience of media in local contexts and produced a kaleidoscope of regional 

specificities that could not emerge from a cursory tour by an expert mission sent from 

Paris. Moreover, the meeting attracted news reporting and thus turned the public eye, at 

least to a certain degree, to that developing area.33 Gjesdal indicated: “The meeting was 

altogether one of the most publicized ever to be held by Unesco and it promises to 

continue to receive considerable coverage for some time ahead.”34 

On a more practical level, the meeting served one of UNESCO’s foremost and 

oldest goals, namely to foster exchange and provide a wide access to knowledge. Not 

necessarily in a vertical way, as Hammarskjöld had implied, but also horizontally. The 

                                                

31  Evans 1963 – Some Management Problems of UNESCO. 
32  On the function of elites see the case studies presented Dülffer, Jost and Frey, Marc, Elites and 

Decolonization in the Twentieth Century (Basingstoke, 2011). 
33  News Services in S.-E. Asia, Times of India, 20.01.1960, 5, UNESCO to Aid Asian Press, New York Times, 

22.01.1960, 3, Training of Journalists In South-East Asia, South China Morning Post, 22.01.1960, 13, A 
Few Well-Chosen Words, The Guardian, 23.01.1960, 7. 

34  Gjesdal, Report on the Bangkok Meeting, 14.04.1960, UAP, 3.  
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gathering of so many actors from a region allowed them to discuss commonalities and 

shared aims. It also pointed towards clustering regional development efforts, for example, 

by organising regional training seminars for media personnel.35 An even stronger 

expression of such efforts was the proposed convention of the heads of news agencies 

from South East Asia to explore opportunities for expanding regional cooperation. 

Within a year this convention had been organised by UNESCO and held in Bangkok in 

1961.36  

Behind all this loomed the larger question of how to structure development aid 

more generally. And here the “regional approach” may have helped to diversify the 

patterns hitherto practiced, even though it did not replace them. Bilateral forms of 

development aid were now more consciously complemented by multilateral programmes 

facilitated through international organisations such as UNESCO. 

That this again was not uncontroversial is revealed in the attitude towards the 

Bangkok meeting of the Soviet Union which, according to Wilbur Schramm, had been 

overtly sceptical about the new trend towards multilateralism. Schramm observed that 

the Soviet delegation had fought “any plans for regional organization” and had thus 

opposed the setting up of regional training centres. In contrast, they had emphasised the 

role of national development plans and bilateral aid schemes. Schramm added that this 

was a “principle with which we do not disagree”.37 In fact, the controversy surrounding 

Benton’s initiatives in the late 1940s had already highlighted the American scepticism 

about too much multilateralism.38 Hence it comes as no surprise that both the US and 

the Soviet delegations kept a low profile in the general discussions and confined 

themselves to official statements and affirmations of a keen interest in the conference, 

without lending support to the notion of multilateralism inherent in UNESCO’s 

approach.39 

                                                

35  UNESCO, Meeting on Development of Information Media in South East Asia, 1960. 
36  UNESCO, Report of the Meeting of Experts on Development of News Agencies in Asia and the Far 

East, Bangkok, December 19-13, 1961, UNESCO/MC/44, UNESDOC. 
37  Confidential Report by Dr. Wilbur Schramm, Chairman of the United States Delegation to the 

UNESCO Media Conference held in Bangkok, Thailand, from 18-19 January, 1960, [31.03.1960], RG 
59, CDF 1960-1963, Box 820, NARA. 

38  See the previous chapter on this point. 
39  Gjesdal, Report on the Bangkok Meeting, 14.04.1960, UAP, 6. 
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The fact that both superpowers apparently viewed the new approaches with some 

suspicion may be the strongest indication that a side product of UNESCO’s global survey 

was an intensified multilateralism. The “regional approach” was thus not a mere element 

of an internationalist rhetoric and symbol politics. Although the symbolic meaning in the 

location of international conferences did gain importance in international politics that 

were increasingly performed with the public eye in mind, the concrete role of the 

“regional approach” in initiating cooperation and adding a regional, that is horizontal, 

dimension to international development schemes, should not be overlooked. 

3.1.3 Funding for Development: Making Communications 

Eligible  

Veronese had euphorically addressed the Bangkok participants as “pioneers”. The 

French, Soviet and American delegations in turn praised the meeting as “a momentous 

and even historic event”. UNESCO was “to be greatly commended for having taken the 

initiative of convening it”.40 To Gjesdal the meeting represented “Unesco’s programming 

at its best” which had elicited “from mass communication experts and government 

representatives a set of recommendations which they unanimously endorsed and which 

must also be judged to be fully realistic.”41 

The real outcomes that could justify such euphoric evaluation were somewhat 

hidden in the mechanics of international development aid in around 1960. There was the 

news agencies meeting scheduled for the following year and plans for regionally organised 

training centres. However, with regard to larger steps in building up media infrastructure, 

the meeting was constrained by the lack of financial backing. Yet, it was precisely this 

identification of financial resources for development in the media field that was the 

implicit aim of UNESCO’s undertakings. 

Before landing in Bangkok, Gjesdal had made a stop in Manila, the Philippines, 

where he attended the regional conference of National Commissions for UNESCO of 

countries from South East Asia. Here, the idea emerged that mass communication 

development projects could be included in national requests for support from the UN 

Expanded Programme for Technical Assistance. Gjesdal took this idea to Bangkok where 
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it was included as a proposal in the final report.42 Although only national, as opposed to 

regional, development programmes were eligible for funds from the Technical Assistance 

programme and this suggestion promised to offer relief from the scarcity of funds in the 

communication area. Hence, when UNESCO prepared its 1961 report to the ECOSOC 

special attention was given to stressing these opportunities and the ECOSOC in turn 

endorsed the respective passages at its April meeting 1961.43  

To spread this point among those concerned, in September 1961 Gjesdal asked 

UNESCO’s Bureau for Relations with Member States to circulate a memorandum among 

the Paris-based permanent representatives from Asia, Africa and Latin America. This 

memorandum encouraged applications to the Technical Assistance Programme for 

national communication projects and advised on how to go about doing so. It stressed 

that the new report served “as a useful reminder to governments of the less developed 

countries as to the opportunities available to them through the Technical Assistance 

programme to help their information enterprises.”44 

Even though the identification of potential funding was only of existential 

importance for concrete activity in the years to come, one even more important aim of 

Bangkok and the survey was the change in perception sought by UNESCO, and that 

stands out in the memorandum. To date UNESCO had promoted the use of media for 

educational purposes, but now it promoted communications as a vital part of 

development in general. The final communication from Bangkok supported 

programmatically “the policy that a programme for expanding the mass media should be 

financed as an important tool of a programme for economic and social development.”45 

UNESCO had to convey this message in two directions: to national governments 

and to international organisations. As far as national governments were concerned, 

Gjesdal’s internal report underscored the challenge of raising awareness on the national 

level. With a view to the National Commissions for UNESCO he had met in Manila he 

stressed the need to adjust the setting up of the National Commissions accordingly. So 

                                                

42  International civil servants traveling between meetings and between regions fulfilled an important 
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43  UNESCO, Development of Information Media, E/3437, 1961, 99f. 
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far, they had been geared almost exclusively towards “narrow – although basic – 

educational needs” and were closely attached to national ministries of education. In order 

to more fully reflect, and consequently support, the corpus of UNESCO’s activities, they 

had to find experts from and cooperation with the mass communication sector. For 

example, Ministries of Information, where they existed, should no longer be neglected in 

the activities of National Commissions.46 

A message to international organisations was also called for. In 1960, when Gjesdal 

sent a report of the Bangkok meeting to Harold Graves, Director for Information at the 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD, later the World Bank), 

Graves’ reply was rather non-committal, stating, without further comment, that he had 

heard of the meeting.47 A year later, when UNESCO had sent invitations to the 

Secretariat of GATT and IMF, their replies were negative.48  

The 1961 report that UNESCO submitted to the ECOSOC then explained how 

the “poverty of information facilities” impacted negatively on developing countries, and 

how in turn the availability of information media would set in motion the desired progress 

in many fields. The media, it declared, 

can markedly stimulate the capacity to create further wealth and can spur technical 
progress by enlisting the human factors, such as improved skills and better 
education, more directly in efforts for economic and social expansion. The mass 
media can thus serve effectively in winning public support and participation in those 
efforts. This active public participation in turn facilitates more effective planning 
by governments and other agencies, and thus becomes a key element in the 
industrialization of underdeveloped countries.49 

This passage perhaps encapsulated best the main thrust of UNESCO’s initiative, namely 

to place communications in the context of economic and social development, which in 

turn made it subject to overall development planning and put it on the agenda of the 

expanding development programmes of the United Nations system. René Maheu, the 
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interim Director-General after Vittorino Veronese stepped down due to severe health 

problems, wrote in an introductory letter that adequate availability of mass 

communication facilities was a prerequisite to the full achievement of “freedom of 

information”. Seventy percent of the world’s population lacked sufficient access to 

communication media and was therefore denied a “full enjoyment of this basic human 

right”. Yet, the decisive turn occurred when he drew ECOSOC’s attention to the 

acknowledgement that the availability of information media was directly linked to 

economic development, and should thus form part of assistance programmes that 

hitherto had been reserved for economic projects. “Such assistance in the mass 

communication field”, the letter continued, “is of growing importance at a time when the 

underdeveloped countries are seeking to attain in a matter of years a level of advancement 

which has taken the developed countries centuries to achieve.”50 

This marked a departure from the way communication and the freedom of 

information had been perceived within the UN system up until the late 1950s. In an 

article in the UNESCO Chronicle of June 1961, Gjesdal noted approvingly that 

ECOSOC had recommended increasing development efforts in a sector that had so far 

only been dealt with under the frame of human rights.51 Moreover, according to political 

scientist, James P. Sewell, one UNESCO official claimed that the communication 

planners at UNESCO “had tried their hands at the art of postulating a theory of 

development by communication”.52  

 

This last statement, while in principle an apt description of UNESCO’s ambition, was 

somewhat premature. A theory of development by communication was only in the 

making in around 1960. At the beginning of the United Nations’ First Development 

Decade, UNESCO was in time to place communication on the agenda,but would only 

gradually supply the theory for development by communication throughout that decade. 

It would do so in close cooperation with one strand of social science which was thriving 

in the United States: namely, communication studies. As mentioned above, Wilbur 
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Schramm, allegedly the first social scientist to self-consciously claim to be a 

communication scholar, and at the time Director of the Institute of Communication 

Research at Stanford University, was a central figure in the development of 

communication studies in the US and was most certainly the central figure in shaping 

UNESCO’s outlook on communication and the role of information in development in 

the 1960s. The General Conference of 1962 requested that UNESCO’s Director-General 

further study how the spread of media would enhance progress on all levels, economic, 

social and cultural, in the developing areas that UNESCO had covered in its three 

regional meetings.53 After Schramm had been present in Bangkok, Santiago and Paris, he 

was the obvious expert to turn to, and UNESCO commissioned him to synthesise the 

results of the regional meetings.54 It was in dialogue between UNESCO and its 

international meetings, missions, consultations and reports on the one side, and scholars 

such as Wilbur Schramm and the North American discipline of communication studies 

on the other, that a “theory of development by communication” emerged on the 

international agenda.  

3.2 Schramm, American Social Sciences and 

Communication for Development  

Schramm’s synthesis was eventually published in 1964 with the title Mass Media and 

National Development. The Role of Information in the Developing Countries and assembled the 

core elements of a theory of development by communication. An extended 330-page 

long version was printed by Stanford University Press, and an abridged edition of some 

60 pages was produced by UNESCO House in Paris. Many elements he presented drew 

on recent social scientific literature. In fact, Schramm’s own originality in terms of theory 

building was clearly limited. His most important contribution lay in responding to the 

request of the General Conference, quoted in UNESCO’s foreword to Schramm’s book, 

                                                

53  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 12th Session, Paris 1962, 12 C/Resolutions, 61. 
54  UNESCO Foreword, in: Schramm, Wilbur Lang, Mass Media and National Development: The Role of 

Information in the Developing Countries (Stanford, Calif. Paris: Stanford Univ. Pr. Unesco, 1964), viii. It 
would have been possible for UNESCO to rely on an alternative French network of communication 
scholars, e.g. from the Institute Français de Press in Paris, but it appears that the UNESCO of the late 
1950s preferred the potential they saw in the American link. In fact, the cooperation with Schramm 
appeared almost natural and proved congenial, as this chapter will show, in view of a considerable 
overlap of interests between UNESCO and academic and governmental circles in the US.  
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to produce “a study designed to help give practical effect to the mass media development 

program [emphasis added]”.55 

Much of the empirical data needed to provide such practically oriented answers 

stemmed from the regional meetings in Bangkok, Santiago and Paris, previous UNESCO 

studies, and other research conducted by scholars, who would today be called “area 

specialists”.56 Besides, Schramm’s own preface evidenced close cooperation with officials 

from UNESCO’s Secretariat. Schramm named not only Tor Gjesdal and Julian 

Behrstock, but also E. Lloyd Sommerlad, an Australian newspaper publisher who 

accepted several mission assignments as technical assistance expert for UNESCO and 

produced a series of studies during the 1960s and 1970s, and Dr Henry Cassirer, a 

German-American émigré journalist who had entered UNESCO in 1948 and was 

responsible for adult education and television education. Dr Alfredo Picasso de Oyague, 

a Peruvian who had completed his studies in philosophy and economics in Montreal, 

Canada, supplied, as programme officer at the Mass Communication Department, data 

and further informational material to Schramm.57  

Mass Media and National Development spelled out the prevalent thinking at 

UNESCO’s Mass Communication Department.58 Yet, the book was not just delivering 

a research statement ordered and predetermined by UNESCO who had commissioned 

the book. Instead there was a coincidence of interests and objectives that characterised 

                                                

55  UNESCO Foreword, in: ibid., vii. 
56  For example Doob, Leonard W., Communication in Africa: A Search for Boundaries (New Haven: Yale Univ. 

Press, 1961), Holmberg, Allan R., ʻChanging Community Attitudes and Values in Peru. A Case Study 

in Guided Changeʼ, in Council on Foreign Relations, ed., Social Change in Latin America Today: Its 
Implications for United States Policy (New York: Vintage Books, 1960) or Lakshmana Rao, who had 
graduated from the University of Minnesota with a doctoral thesis on two Indian villages. Rao shortly 
later joined UNESCO’s communication department.  

57  See Schramm’s preface in Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, x. 
58  A qualification is needed: It would be wrong to assume one single coherent UNESCO standpoint or 

way of thinking on any given subject. The formulation of any standpoint at UNESCO involved 
disagreement and revealed frictions among and within departments and individual actors. It follows that 
phrases like “UNESCO thinks” – often used both in contemporary comments on UNESCO and in the 
succeeding academic literature – are unhelpful simplifications cementing the misleading idea of a 
monolithic international institution. In political contexts, especially in the polemic atmosphere of the 
1970s, such simplifications were often part of a rhetoric strategy to criticize UNESCO for its supposed 
opinion. The frequent use of similar formulations in scholarly literature should also be viewed 
skeptically. 
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the relation between Schramm and UNESCO and led to the steadily increasing 

involvement of Schramm with UNESCO throughout the 1960s.59 

In the first half of the decade, defining communications’ role in development was 

a priority for Schramm as much as for UNESCO. In the second half, both aimed at 

translating such concepts into practice. Schramm, the communication scholar, saw in the 

promotion of communication for development a strategic research goal, as it potentially 

furthered and publicised the importance of his discipline. At the same time, it served the 

pursuit of a certain social and political agenda that he personally subscribed to, and that 

largely mapped on to the Cold War mindset in the US. Schramm thus succeeded in the 

early 1960s in carrying a particular model of modernisation into an international 

organisation. 

To UNESCO, Schramm’s work helped to establish the organisation as a 

development agency and allowed it to champion communications, a field of UNESCO’s 

expertise, as a vital tool for development. The following analysis of Schramm’s work will 

trace how the Schramm-UNESCO cooperation helped to define a paradigm of 

communication for development. It will simultaneously show how the steps he 

prescribed in the field of communication development drew specifically on the capacities 

and methods UNESCO had to offer and thereby supported the organisation’s claim to 

relevance.  

3.2.1 The Modernisation Theory Background 

To understand the trajectory of the idea of communication for development, it is 

necessary to contextualize Schramm within the emergent social sciences in the US after 

the Second World War.60 In a general sense, Schramm was much indebted to 

modernisation discourse and models advanced by economists and social scientists in the 

1950s and 1960s. In a narrower sense, Schramm was the essential factor in the formation 

of the field of communication studies as a sub-discipline of social sciences. These 

contexts give sharper contours to the changes that would arrive in the late 1960s and, 

                                                

59  For evidence one can look at the numerous publications Schramm prepared in UNESCO frameworks, 
including on educational television, media training, the impact of television on children, communication 
for development and satellite communication. The last topic will be expanded in the following chapter.  

60  For a brief overview Engerman, David C., ʻSocial Science in the the Cold Warʼ, Isis, 101 (2010), 393–
400. 
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eventually, helps to better understand the estrangement, if not shock, the US and some 

of its partners felt in the late 1970s when the idea of the “freedom of information” flew 

in their faces with reverse claims to protection from unwanted forms of mass media and 

to a new and differently defined “right to communicate”. 

One way to unpack the intellectual climate in which Schramm’s work appeared, is 

to approach it through one of the era’s classics, the 1958 book The Passing of Traditional 

Society by US sociologist Daniel Lerner. In the words of the historian, Nils Gilman, the 

book represented the “first explicit theorization […] of a process called ‘modernization’” 

and it was among the first to spell out the historical narrative of a linear progression from 

a traditional, or, to use the emerging terminology, underdeveloped, society, to a modern 

society that would lend modernisation theory its appealing dynamism.61 His was a 

sweeping account of social change that assembled various elements typical of the 

‘modernisation’ theory and literature in the US in the 1950s and 1960s.62 On a scholarly 

level, it employed the characteristic multidisciplinary approach, merging sociology, 

psychology, and anthropology with economic and political theory. On a practical level, it 

relied heavily on the introduction of new technology, here above all communication 

technology, and on systematic planning.  

Lerner, born in 1917, was a trained sociologist. In the 1940s, he joined the US 

military’s “Psychological Warfare Division”, designing propaganda campaigns against 

                                                

61  Gilman, Nils, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
Univ. Press, 2003), on Lerner, 171-74, quote 172. Among communication scholars Samarajiwa 1987 – 
The Murky Beginnings provides an excellent contextualisation of the making of Lerner’s classic, see also 
McAnany, Emile G., Saving the World: A Brief History of Communication for Development and Social Change 
(Urbana, Ill.: Univ. of Illinois Press, 2012), 16-21, and Shah, Hemant, The Production of Modernization: 
Daniel Lerner, Mass Media, and the Passing of Traditional Society (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 2011). 

62  On the ‘modernisation’ era see above all Gilman 2003 – Mandarins of the Future, Latham, Michael E., 
Modernization as Ideology: American Social Science and "Nation Building" in the Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill, NC: 
Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2000), Ekbladh, David, The Great American Mission: Modernization and the 
Construction of an American World Order (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 2010), Unger, Corinna R. 

and Eckert, Andreas, eds., Modernizing Missions, ̒ Modernizing Missions. Approaches to "Developing" 

the Non-Western World after 1945ʼ, Journal of Modern European History, 8, 1 (2010), Engerman, David 
C., Gilman, Nils, Haefele, Mark H. and Latham, Michael E., Staging Growth: Modernization, Development, 
and the Global Cold War (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 2003). Of course, the term 
‘modernisation’ encompasses a great variety of meanings, was claimed by different actors and across 
various time periods, for the contemporary spectrum of meaning in the 1950s and 1960s see Cooper, 

Frederick, ʻDevelopment, Modernization, and the Social Sciences in the Era of Decolonization. The 

Examples of British and French Africaʼ, in Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and António Costa Pinto, eds., 
The Ends of European Colonial Empires: Cases and Comparisons: Cambridge imperial and post-colonial studies 
series (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 15–50, 16, see also Scott, James C., Seeing Like A State: 
How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 
1998). 
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Nazi Germany. This allowed him to carry out extensive field work by interviewing 

prisoners of war and US officers on the ground on the effects of allied propaganda 

efforts. More importantly, it also put him in touch with what communication scientist 

Emile G. McAnany called the “Washington network”,63 a group of scholars like the 

political scientist and communication theorist Harold Lasswell, the social scientist Paul 

Lazarsfeld, the psychologist Carl Hovland, and the anthropologist Margaret Mead and 

many more who had temporarily left their academic positions to take up government 

posts during the war. He will also have met Archibald MacLeish, the librarian and liberal 

internationalist at the “Office of War Information”. 

After the war, he completed his PhD at New York University drawing on material 

he had collected during the war.64 Rising to some prominence in scholarly circles, he took 

part in several studies relating to mass media and public information in the early Cold 

War context. One of them was a survey commissioned by the US foreign broadcasting 

station, Voice of America, and conducted by Paul Lazarsfeld’s Bureau of Applied Social 

Research (BASR) at Columbia University. The interviews for this survey were carried out 

in 1950-51 in several Middle Eastern countries and formed the basis for his 1958 book.  

At the time of its publication, Lerner was already based at the Center for 

International Studies (CIS) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). The CIS 

had been founded in 1952, and its first director, the economist Max Millikan, successively 

recruited a wide range of scholars including the political scientists Lucian Pye and Donald 

Blackmer, communication scientist Ithiel de Sola Pool, and the economists Walt 

Withman Rostow and Paul Rosenstein-Rodan.65 The early funding for the Center was 

provided by the Ford Foundation as well as the CIA.66 Many faculty members had already 

                                                

63  McAnany, Emile G., ʻWilbur Schramm, 1907-1987: Roots of the Past, Seeds of the Presentʼ, Journal of 
Communication, 38, 4 (1988), 109–122, 111. 

64  Lerner, Daniel, Sykewar: Psychological Warfare against Germany, from D-Day to VE-Day (Cambridge, Mass.: 
M.I.T. Press, 1949), 169, on the background of the US psychological warfare, US social scientists and 
the nascent discipline of communication studies see Simpson 1994 – Science of Coercion. 

65  On the CIS see Gilman 2003 – Mandarins of the Future, 155-203, Latham, Michael E., The Right Kind of 
Revolution: Modernization, Development, and U.S. Foreign Policy from the Cold War to the Present (Ithaca: Cornell 
Univ. Press, 2011), 55-61, Ekbladh 2010 – The Great American Mission, 173-5, Engerman, David C., 

ʻWest Meets East. The Center for International Studies and Indian Economic Developmentʼ, in David 
C. Engerman, Nils Gilman, Mark H. Haefele and Michael E. Latham, eds., Staging Growth: Modernization, 
Development, and the Global Cold War: Culture, politics, and the Cold War (Amherst: Univ. of 
Massachusetts Press, 2003), 199–223.  

66  On the early funding and the CIS entanglements with the CIA see Simpson 1994 – Science of Coercion, 
82-83. 
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met in Washington during the war and maintained close relations to government 

institutions in the early Cold War years. Max Millikan, for example, held a position with 

the CIA before he was handed the directorship of the CIS. Walt Rostow would later 

become a high-ranking government adviser under Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. In fact, 

active participation in government became part of the self-understanding of this 

generation of scholars, who considered themselves “policy scientists” and increasingly 

interpreted their role as guiding processes of social change – domestically, as well as on 

an international level – by virtue of their combined expertise.67 

While the individual approaches of those scholars could differ in emphasis and 

strategies, they were coherent enough to form a common paradigm. The CIS became the 

hotbed of classic modernisation theory. Their works described a set of steps nation states 

had to take in order to attain a level of development and standard of living comparable 

to the conditions in North America or Western Europe.68 As common denominators, 

they displayed a strong belief in technological solutions to any development problem, the 

assumption that development implies social transformation, and above all the conviction 

that the all-important goal of any development policy must be economic growth or, in 

more technical diction, the increase of per capita economic output. With regard to 

international politics, over time these scholars were to collectively formulate a foreign 

policy doctrine of development aid.69 

3.2.2 Nascent Communication Studies 

While today the economic models proposed at the CIS, especially Rostow’s famous Stages 

of Growth of 1960, are remembered best, it is worth noting that the initiative for the 

                                                

67  Harold Lasswell and Daniel Lerner’s 1951 edition Lerner, Daniel, Lasswell, Harold Dwight and Fisher, 
Harold H., The Policy Sciences: Recent Developments in Scope and Method (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univ. Press, 
1951) had canonically discussed the growing role that “social scientists”, here defined as all those 
concerned in one way or another with social processes or relations, ought to play in shaping political 
decision-making and action. 

68  Arguably the most important among the classics Rostow, Walt Whitman, The Stages of Economic Growth: 
A Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1960). 

69  See, for example, Millikan, Max F. and Blackmer, Donald L.M., The Emerging Nations: Their Growth and 
United States Policy (Boston, Mass.: Little, Brown, 1961). On the modernisation theory and foreign policy 
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foundation of the CIS went back to a communications-related problem. In 1950, the 

State Department was concerned with the Russians’ jamming the Voice of America, the 

US’s indispensable foreign propaganda tool. The top-secret “Project Troy” was set up 

under the auspices of Max Millikan at MIT and produced an encompassing report, to 

which both engineers and social scientists had contributed, outlining solutions to the 

jamming problem as well as numerous alternative propaganda strategies and 

technologies.70 The American “Trojan horse” to counter Communism, would take the 

shape of radio, cinema and an array of advertising and news articles. The final report 

stated:  

Like a rifle, an information program becomes a significant instrument in the 
achievement of our national objectives only when designed as one component in a 
political ‘weapon system.’ Political warfare, we are convinced, should be organized 
like any form of warfare, with special weapons, strategy, tactics, logistics, and 
training.71 

The comprehensive approach to what the report called “political warfare” in the thick of 

the Cold War demanded a facility that would underpin political strategy with scientific 

expertise. It turned out that the path from the jamming problem to a fully-fledged 

multidisciplinary research centre empowering the planning and execution of political 

warfare was rather short and by 1952 this had led to the setting up of the Center for 

International Studies at MIT. Unsurprisingly, the CIS pursued several research 

programmes on mass media and communication under the leadership of Ithiel de Sola 

Pool, which in turn confirmed the high priority the US government attached to the issue 

of international communication.72 

Yet despite the combined expertise in information, communication, propaganda 

and ‘mass psychology’ present at the CIS, an academic discipline of communication 

studies was only just forming in the United States. The history of communication studies 

is a contested field and controversies about it almost as old as the subject itself. Critical 

assessments that announced the death of the discipline even before it had matured 

beyond its infancy were often countered by celebratory narratives that offered strategic 

                                                

70  On project “TROY” see Gilman 2003 – Mandarins of the Future, 157-9, and Needell 1993 – Truth Is 
Our Weapon.  

71  Quoted in ibid., 399.  
72  On the links between especially the CIS’ communication research programme and the US military see 

also Simpson 1994 – Science of Coercion, 84ff.  
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self-justifications of a notoriously precarious academic branch of study. Only recently 

have historians of the field started to provide archive-based, contextual accounts of the 

early post-war decades, and thus give the discipline a historic consciousness comparable 

to other social sciences.73 

Yet, there seems to be consensus regarding the fact that it was, above all, one 

scholar who furthered the establishment of the discipline within the US. Wilbur Schramm 

was, according to the historian Jefferson Pooley, the “academic entrepreneur who was 

almost single-handedly responsible for the mass communication field’s 

institutionalization.”74 Born in 1907, Wilbur Schramm started his academic career in the 

1930s. After completing a PhD at Harvard in 1932, he joined the Department of English 

Literature at the University of Iowa. Moving freely between the disciplines, he ventured 

into psychological studies as well as quantitative research, while maintaining his links with 

the literary field. His early reputation was built on his founding the prestigious Iowa 

Writers’ Workshop in 1936. 

In 1941, shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor he wrote to Archibald MacLeish 

at the wartime federal Office of Facts and Figures, which would soon become the Office 

of War Information.75 In the same way as Lerner and many later CIS members, he entered 

the “Washington network”. Contacts with Lasswell, Lazarsfeld, Hovland, or Mead would 

decisively shape Schramm’s intellectual development.  

Yet during his stint in Washington, Schramm displayed a strong educational 

interest, drafting a memorandum in 1942 outlining some “First recommendations toward 
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an informational program for universities, colleges, school and affiliated groups”.76 In 

1943, he had already returned to Iowa and established the first PhD programme in the 

US with a defined focus on mass communication. In many ways, his literary, social-

psychological and quantitative interests, together with his exposure to thinkers such as 

Hovland or Mead, left their mark on the interdisciplinary blend of communication studies 

his courses offered. 

To Schramm, mass communication denoted a process or practice in which public 

information and mass media activities intersected with national security concerns and the 

promotion of an image of a liberal society as embodied, in his eyes, in American postwar 

society. To meet the demands of this field of investigation and education, he aimed at 

the professionalisation of mass media, i.e. of journalism, on the one hand, and the 

formulation of media policies in areas where they were needed or appropriate, on the 

other.77  

Although prolific as a writer, Schramm was not so much a theoretical or intellectual 

founder of a school. Rather, he was above all an exceedingly successful institution-builder 

and manager. John Durham Peters aptly described him “less like a scholar concerned for 

conceptual richness than a patriotic leader of a hustling and bustling new nation.”78 In 

1947, he moved to Urbana-Champaign to establish the first Institute of Communication 

Research nationwide at the University of Illinois. In 1955, he followed a call to Stanford 

to set up and direct the Stanford University Institute of Communication Research. After 

his retirement from Stanford, in the 1970s, he moved to Honolulu, Hawaii, to head the 

communication institute at the newly founded East-West Center for Cultural and 

Technical Interchange.  

Schramm’s fortune was that his personal talents as networker and navigator of 

political circumstances, coincided with the task at hand, namely the institutionalisation of 

an academic (sub-)discipline, and a strong national interest in propaganda, media and 

communications in the Cold War context. At this point the demand for a programme of 

cultural foreign policy, or public diplomacy, emerged clearly in the US, and new 

opportunities opened up to a discipline announced as moribund after the propaganda 
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excesses of the interwar years.79 Following the psychological warfare efforts during the 

Second World War, Christopher Simpson and Timothy Glander have shown how deeply 

involved the emerging communication sciences were, afterwards especially in global 

efforts to contain Communism by the new means of public diplomacy and elaborate 

schemes of “political warfare”.80  

Schramm turned out to be a reliable Cold Warrior. In his role as researcher, for 

instance, he travelled to Korea in 1950 to study the Communists’ occupation of the city 

of Seoul. His official findings sought to uncover atrocities committed by the Communists 

and thereby support the planned UN policy towards Korea. The resulting book “The 

Reds Take a City” was translated and distributed at the US government’s expense and 

found, for a brief moment, worldwide attention. In classified studies, moreover, 

Schramm reported on the success of psychological warfare measures in Korea.81 In 

addition, Schramm prepared a training manual for the US Information Agency (USIA), 

the US public information service abroad that was established in 1954, and collaborated 

with Voice of America. He had an impressive international travel calendar and, later in the 

1950s, enquired with USIA whether they would send him to Russia to improve his 

Russian, which he had begun learning in weekly classes at Stanford.82 

Schramm was not part of Lerner, Lasswell and Pool’s CIS, but he had the 

“impeccable credentials for the label of policy scientist”, as communication scientist 

Peters stated, referring to Lerner and Lasswell’s paradigmatic self-description.83 He was 

intellectually and ideologically close to the CIS. There is good reason to interpret 

Schramm’s outlook, as one of his biographers does, as part of a generational experience. 
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In times of global turmoil the US had offered progress and prosperity to many families 

like the Schramms, or Lerners or Lasswells. To them the US was  

the Promised Land. Each generation had seen life improve for the one following. 
Schramm, the Harvard graduate and flautist in the Boston Symphony Orchestra, 
represented the fulfilment of that promise; and they and he had managed, despite 
the Depression. The idea that the nation’s problems resulted from basic flaws that 
should be critiqued was not part of their thinking.84 

Schramm and his peers were convinced of the need for concerted public information 

campaigns to promote both a democratic image of society as well as the liberal values 

cherished in the United States. Research in the service of sound policy decisions was their 

natural ambition which made them, again in the succinct description of Peters, something 

like “patriotic communication citizens”.85 

Just how broad the generational consensus was, is further demonstrated by the fact 

that Schramm managed to tap not only considerable government funds, but also 

resources from American philanthropy, namely the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations.86  

 

Reaching beyond the institutional dimension and into the field’s theoretical orientation, 

this early period of communication studies after the Second World War is often dubbed 

“administrative research”, which leads back from the West Coast academic entrepreneur, 

Schramm, to the East Coast research networks from which Lerner’s Passing of Traditional 

Society had emerged. The interviews, on which Lerner’s book was based, had been 

conducted in a research framework lead by Lazarsfeld’s BASR at Columbia University. 

The Bureau was known for its empiricist and positivist approach and Lerner was, 

methodologically, much indebted to this tradition. One reviewer noted that Lerner’s 

book was “replete with indexes, scales, and latent structure analysis”.87 
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87  Berger, Morroe, ʻ[Review of Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society, 1958]ʼ, Public Opinion 
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165 
 

    

The positivist approach fed into a wider trend in postwar American sociology. 

Relying heavily on quantitative methods, the trend claimed to employ more solidly 

scientific methods and consequently to produce more viable results. Such claims helped 

to secure more authority as a policy that was guiding discourse for the social sciences, 

and at the same time accelerate their institutional expansion as an academic discipline.88  

 In the case of communication studies this orientation lead to a distancing from 

interwar research and theories. Lazarsfeld and his disciples, such as Elihu Katz, not only 

claimed to be scientifically more accurate, but also argued that the media and mass 

communication could not deliver the “magic bullet” for solving a society’s social and 

political problems. Katz and Lazarsfeld attributed such illusions to their interwar 

predecessors who had not yet formed a coherent discipline, but certainly had worked on 

a political economy of communication avant la lettre.89 Instead, adherents of the 

administrative research, such as Lazarsfeld, spoke of the “limited effect” that media 

would have. Their studies focused above all on the responsiveness of audiences to highly 

targeted communication campaigns, e.g. local electorates, consumer groups, or also local 

populations in developing areas.90 

There is a particular twist in this “limited effect” hypothesis that some have 

interpreted as opportunistic or directly politically motivated. In addition to government 

money, Lazarsfeld’s Bureau relied heavily on contracts with media companies. The 

assumption that the media does not have such a tremendous impact after all, and hence 

also cannot have a serious negative impact, may have pleased the media moguls 

sponsoring the Bureau and served their economic interests, since it dispelled fears of the 

danger of mass media consumption.91 One would assume, moreover, that the “limited 

effect” lens also satisfied government strategists who wanted effective propaganda 

                                                

88  On this argument still a classic Porter, Theodore M., Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science 
and Public Life (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995), see also more recently Speich Chassé, 
Daniel, Die Erfindung des Bruttosozialprodukts: Globale Ungleichheit in der Wissensgeschichte der Ökonomie 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 212. 

89  Among them foundational figures such as Harold Lasswell and Walter Lippmann. 
90  Katz, Elihu and Lazarsfeld, Paul Felix, Personal Influence: The Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass 

Communications (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1955), 2. 
91  For a discussion of this argument see Pooley 2008 – The New History of Mass, 46. A case in point 

would be the rising debate on the impact of television, esp. on the youth.  
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instruments without drawing attention to their manipulative forces.92 “Administrative 

research” was geared towards the need for knowledge of administrative bodies, be it 

businesses or public administrations. Of course, from this perspective the data generated 

predominantly supported the power of public or private institutions.  

The tension between the somewhat counterintuitive modesty displayed by 

Lazarsfeld and co. on behalf of their research objective and their claim to relevance and, 

consequently, research money, has not yet been fully studied. Although some of the 

literature does indeed lay open hidden agendas and opportunistic motives,93 it does not 

help us, as Pooley summarised, to understand the individual motivations of some of the 

prime movers in the field, like Lerner, Lazarsfeld or Schramm. This literature may have 

overlooked the genuine belief held by many of Lerner’s, Lazarsfeld’s and Schramm’s 

generation, in both the methods they employed and the purposes they thought they were 

serving.94  

It is on to this canvas of public-private funding, on which the recognition of the 

growing impact of mass media, and public or private information campaigns on society 

and politics, on which research initiatives, institution building and in parts even theorising 

in the field of communication studies, and social sciences more generally, unfolded in the 

post-war decades.  

By the late 1950s, this constellation linked up to a wider discourse on development 

policies. The proliferation of theories of social, economic and political change in the work 

of American social scientists95 answered a global demand for development policies. 

Modernisation theories à la Lerner or Rostow became the American answer to challenges 

arising from decolonisation as much as the ideological Cold War competition. Yet, while 

the triangular relationship between postwar social sciences in the US, the Cold War 

context and the formulation of international development policies has received ample 

                                                

92  On the links between government funding and communication research in the 1940s and 1950s see 
Simpson 1994 – Science of Coercion, Glander 2000 – Origins of Mass Communications Research, chap. 
5, Samarajiwa 1987 – The Murky Beginnings, Pooley 2008 – The New History of Mass, 55-57. 

93  For the counter-narrative see among others Smythe, Dallas W. and van Dinh, Tran, ʻOn Critical and 

Administrative Research. A New Critical Analysisʼ, Journal of Communication, 33, 3 (1983), 117–127. 
94  Pooley 2008 – The New History of Mass, 58-9. See also Cmiel 1996 – On Cynicism, who reminds us 

of the enemies these scholars believed they were fighting: fascism, totalitarianism, and the cynicism with 
which the mass media had come to be regarded by many in the mid-1940s. 

95  Besides the CIS there were various other important academic institutions active in this field, such as the 
University of Chicago, to name but one. 
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attention, the role of communication policies within this triangle remains somewhat 

marginalised.96 This is regrettable since communication offers an excellent field to study 

the export, internationalisation and eventual decline of these modernisation discourses 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s.  

Lerner’s Passing of Traditional Society catalysed this link. Some see the beginning of 

development communication studies as a ‘sub-sub-discipline’ in its own right, in this 1958 

classic.97 In 1962 the young sociologist Everett Rogers from Ohio State University 

followed suit with his highly influential book Diffusion of Innovations.98 Yet, it was Wilbur 

Schramm who built the bridge between the “patriotic communication citizens” and the 

actual international development discourses. He carried the communication ideas of US 

modernisers into international fora. With his instinct for institutional opportunities and 

a talent in synthesising, he engaged from the early 1960s onwards with the emphatically 

developmentalist discourses at UNESCO in Paris. He was as much convinced that 

communication ought to play a central role in development as he was a steadfast Cold 

Warrior who had not the slightest doubt about the model of society such development 

should aspire to, or the social and cultural values such communication would help to 

establish. 

Maybe more than any other of the modernisation scholars, Schramm embodied the 

trajectory of this type of modernisation development thinking from its export and 

internationalisation to its later decline.  

3.2.3 Schramm’s Mass Media and National Development 

(1964) 

If Lerner had provided the theory of development by communication, it was Schramm 

who supplied an explicit programme of development by communication. Schramm’s 

1964 book employed a multidisciplinary approach and proposed an agenda for large-scale 

change that relied heavily on the introduction of new technology and on policy planning. 

His target audience were national leaders and bureaucrats involved with national 

                                                

96  With a view to communications, the otherwise rich recent histories of modernisation do not go beyond 
mentioning Lerner’s communication-based theory of social change. 

97  McAnany 2012 – Saving the World, 6-21. The field is also called c4d, “communication for 
development”. 

98  Rogers, Everett M., Diffusion of Innovations (New York: The Free Press, 1962). 
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planning. Based on planned polices, he envisioned comprehensive change that would 

catch on with the whole society, from the villagers in remote rural areas to the decision 

makers in the capitals.  

The book was hugely successful. Following the parallel publication in 1964 by 

Stanford University Press and UNESCO, it was reprinted four times between 1965 and 

1973, and translated into Italian, French and Portuguese. In 1979, UNESCO republished 

a summary version as part of a special series in the context of the MacBride-Commission. 

In parts the success of the Schramm’s text was due to its immensely readable and lucid 

style. Avoiding elaborate theorisation, the text offered clarity – at times bordering on 

simplicity – and kept the reader’s attention with its firm focus on the practical and 

applicable, spiced with vivid examples. 

“Mobilising the Human Resources”: The Ifes and Bvanis 

Schramm started out by telling the stories of two families.99 The Ifes, the parents, two 

children and a grandfather, were leading an uneventful live in a far-off village in West 

Central Africa. Schramm described father and son as talented and interested, the family 

life generally as happy. But the village environment offered neither a healthy diet nor 

education, let alone industrial or governmental jobs. Traditional agriculture was the only 

available occupation and the village remained undisturbed by “national news” or 

“development policies”. The father knew the history of his people and their “interrupted 

past” troubled by periods of colonialism. But he had never read a book because he was 

illiterate. The son had no money to buy a newspaper, nor was there a library to loan 

books. Those conditions, Schramm concluded, do “not make a person energetic, 

ambitious, and hard-working.” He considered the Ifes lost to “the country’s effort to 

develop into nationhood!”100 

The Bvanis lived in South Asia where the fourteen of them inhabited several one-

room houses in a small village. On the surface, the Bvanis seemed to be doing well. They 

looked healthier, pooled their workforce and had more to eat. Yet, the family was torn. 

Two sons who dared to challenge the decisions of the patriarch had to leave the village 

                                                

99  Schramm invented the names but he had probably encountered similar families during his study and 
travels in previous years. 

100  Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, 1-4. 
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and were sent to school. When they came back with new ideas about economy and jobs, 

they were resented by the family. They went to the city to find work and never returned. 

The Bvanis, Schramm stated, had to live through greater tensions since “change is 

pushing into the village”. The brothers who left had shown their father new ways to raise 

a bigger crop and make more money, but the father considered money to be damaging 

to the traditional structures. The “tight caste system” and “rigid customs” in the village, 

Schramm discerned, prevented the father from seeing the future. The father dismissed 

the advice of development workers sent by the government and remained “caught in the 

village system”.101 

The Ifes and even more the Bvanis, Schramm concluded, might be called “limited 

people”. The lack of education and absence of information, the rigid value system of the 

traditional village, the suspicion towards innovation and the ignorance towards the advice 

of the “government man [sent] from far away” limited the families in their participation 

in the common striving towards development. The axiom, that Schramm derived, could 

have been the chorus sung by his fellow modernizers from the CIS: “If national economic 

development is to occur, there must be a social transformation, and in order for this to 

happen, human resources must be mobilized and difficult human problems must be 

solved.”102 

 

This axiom presented a train of thought that was characteristic of the dominant 

modernisation paradigm, aiming, above all, at economic growth as the most immediate 

goal. To explain how underdeveloped countries could reach this goal, Schramm referred 

to Max F. Millikan and Donald L.M. Blackmer and their 1961 book The Emerging Nations. 

The two CIS scholars had postulated that developing economies needed a certain degree 

of progress in three areas, agriculture, social overhead (the contemporary term for 

infrastructure), and work force, to make the required economic leap forward.103 Schramm 

picked up such concepts and talked about the “big push”, by then an almost proverbial 

                                                

101  Ibid., 4-9. 
102  Ibid., 9. Tellingly, this was one of the quotes Lerner included in his appraising review: Lerner, Daniel, 

ʻ[Review of Wilbur Schramm, Mass Media and National Developement. The Role of Information in 

the Developing Countries, Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 1964]ʼ, Economic Development and Cultural 
Change, 14, 2 (1966), 243–247. 

103  Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, 25. Millikan, Blackmer (Ed.) 1961 – The 
Emerging Nations. 
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description of the hoped for jump-start of developing economies coined by Paul 

Rosenstein-Rodan.104 Equally often, he quoted the famous “take-off” that Walt Whitman 

Rostow had described in his five stages of economic growth.105  

The UN, Schramm reported, defined “underdevelopment” by an annual per capita 

income of 300 USD or less. Drawing on the recently established methods of measuring 

national economic performance, this was a purely economic measure for development.106 

Modernisation theorists in turn stressed as a prerequisite for economic growth the 

successful “mobilisation of human resources”. They were adamant in pointing out that 

growth presupposed a wider process of transformation taking place at the heart of 

developing societies, i.e. on the individual level. 

Consequently, Schramm framed economic development within a broader process 

of social transformation. “Balanced growth” was expensive and depended on huge 

financial investments. But Schramm added that it hinged no less on “a large degree of 

human change”, something that went beyond bare financial engagement. Modernising 

traditional agriculture would require “teaching new skills and new attitudes, and 

persuading cultivators to give up ancient practices and strongly held beliefs”. He even 

introduced the French term for education, i.e. formation, that would suggest “the 

formation of a new person, with new horizons, new skills, new goals.”107 Only if those 

changes were initiated on the individual level, would the macro processes of production 

increase and the consolidation of the nation state speed up. He had thus arrived at the 

focal point in the development process, the individual, and was ready to outline the 

media’s role in mobilising the individual for modernisation. To do so, he drew on Daniel 

Lerner and his notion of “personality change”. 

                                                

104  Rosenstein-Rodan, Paul N., ʻProblems of Industrialisation of Eastern and Southeastern Europeʼ, The 

economic journal, 53 (1943), 202–211 and Rosenstein-Rodan, Paul N., ʻNotes on the Theory of the 'Big 

Push'ʼ, in Howard S. Ellis and Henry C. Wallich, eds., Economic development for Latin America (London: 
Macmillan, 1961), 57–81. 

105  Rostow 1960 – The Stages of Economic Growth. 
106  Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, 9. On the development of the GDP as 
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A Behaviouralist Approach to Communication  

Lerner’s behaviouralist theorisation of modernisation focused on the individual. At the 

centre of his approach stood the notion of the “mobile personality”. Lerner explained 

that the mobile person was able to identify, or empathise with, the outside world as part 

of, and similar to, oneself. This created a sense of community beyond the familial or 

neighbourhood environment. The mobile person was also able to project desired features 

of the outside world onto the self, which spurred the individual to become more like the 

others. Change was the consequence.108 

Media played a crucial role in this model of personality change. The images and 

information conveyed by the media provided glimpses of the new world the mobile 

personality aspired to. The media also allowed the individual to form his or her opinion 

and to make choices in an increasingly diverse social environment. Thus it was through 

media that the mobile, or empathising person, became a participant in modern life.109 

More than that: Lerner added that media could accustom the individual to their 

new role in society: “the high empathizer tends to become also the cash customer, the 

radio listener, the voter.”110 Of course, this innocuous string of social roles encapsulated 

a whole set of tacit assumptions and was, as such, exemplary of the Achilles heel of 

modernisation theory, namely the expectation that any modernising society would 

become like the US.  

To Lerner this presented no problem. He had no doubt that those millions in the 

developing world would look West on their path to modern life. Historically, Western 

societies had made the transition from enlightenment through stages of industrialisation 

and urbanisation to present times of mass democracy, mass consumption, and mass 

media. This process, Lerner held, was universal and reproducible. Not only did the 

interviews that were the basis of Passing of Traditional Society seem to prove the correlation 

between increased media consumption and (economic) development, but he also saw a 

                                                

108  Lerner, Daniel, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (London: Collier-Macmillan, 
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great appetite among developing peoples for modernisation delivered with the help of 

the media. He quoted a young Iranian civil servant who said: “The movies are like a 

teacher to us, who tells us what to do and what not.”111 Lerner added: “millions of people, 

who never left their native heath, now are learning to imagine how life is organized in 

different lands and under different codes than their own.”112 

Lerner had thus formulated the first full-blown theory of modernisation.113 This 

theory, however, clearly focused on the individual and rested on socio-psychological 

assumptions about media consumption in developing societies. He had not yet 

formulated a programme for how to systematically expand media or for states and 

development planners to employ media deliberately in the service of development. This 

task was left to Schramm.  

Communication for Development: Investment, Planning and 

Nationhood 

It turned out to be the perfect task for Schramm, the diligent reader, excellent synthesiser 

and industrious writer. Aiming at a programme for the development of mass 

communication, he explored a nexus that seemed to be up in the air, lacking full 

articulation – the nexus between mass media and national policy planning for 

development. In this sense, he was undoubtedly a perfect incarnation of a “policy 

scientist”. After reinforcing the point that communication was an investment area 

deserving as much resources and attention as the classic infrastructures, such as roads 

and railways, or the sector of education, his ultimate goal was to draw up a road map of 

how to include communication in overall national development plans.  

 

Schramm assigned three roles to the media:114 (1) a watchman role, (2) a policy role, and 

(3) a teacher role. The first of these referred to an increase of mutual knowledge between 

parts of society that had so far had little contact with each other. The cities would learn 

more about the rural areas upon whose crop production their life depended. The villagers 

                                                

111  Lerner 1964 – The Passing of Traditional Society, 54. 
112  Ibid. 
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in turn would learn about the growing modernity of city life. Elites would be better 

informed about farmers, while the rural population would “edge into politics”.115 

The policy role pointed to the media’s function not only to communicate but, in 

fact, to enable political decision making. In his direct style, Schramm noted that people 

were being “asked to decide for modernity, and to change their lives and beliefs […]. 

They are being asked to accept new goals, new attitudes, new customs, new 

responsibilities.” This was not only top-down communication, but also horizontal 

communication, enabling group decisions: “More people need to talk to one another.”116 

The third function tasked the media more specifically with a teaching role. The 

media should communicate new skills and the latest agricultural or health 

recommendations. They were supposed to support a process of mass education which 

was key to the modernisation process: “When development is going well, almost 

everybody in a country is learning.” The media would create a “climate for national 

development [emph. orig.]” and make “society interacting [emph. orig.]”.117 The functions 

Schramm thus assigned to the media were complex, and media appeared as the all-

powerful tool to initiate and lead the process of modernization.  

Schramm acknowledged the patronising impact of these roles. He himself put the 

question bluntly before the reader by asking, are we advocating manipulation of the 

people through the media? His answer was somewhat circular. In his rendering, the 

countries themselves had decided to embark on the journey towards modernity. Their 

leadership had followed assumptions such as “health is better than disease”, “to eat is 

better than to be hungry” or “a comfortable standard of living is better than poverty”. 

They “sought aid and advice from international organisations and more experienced 

nations”. The answer they received was of course a recipe for modernisation with the 

help of the media.118  

Schramm framed the modernisation process, just as Lerner had done, as universal 

by referencing the historic experience of the European peoples that went from the pre-

modern, through processes of industrialisation, into modernity. But while 

                                                

115  Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, 42. 
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Europeanisation had largely been effectuated through elites, “Modernization today reaches 

a far wider population and touches public as well as private aspirations [emph. orig.].” 

Quoting Lerner, Schramm continued: “Europeanization used the class media; 

modernization, the mass media. The mass media, he [Lerner] says, are what chiefly make 

the difference between the effect [sic] of these two social movements.”119 What gave the 

claim to universalism its fervour was the assumed insoluble link between mass media and 

mass democracy. Both Lerner and Schramm stressed the participatory element, and 

Schramm quoted Lerner explicitly on the latter’s definition of the modern personality as 

“distinctly industrial, urban, literate, and participant”.120  

Yet, such thinking contained a deterministic element. Lerner had explained in 

quasi-psychological terms that the “high emphasizer” would tend to become “the cash 

customer, the radio listener, the voter”. In a society modelled after the United States, they 

were key roles and seemed to warrant that any society could become a mass democracy. 

That the “cash customer” was mentioned first may seem logical from the point of view 

of an affluent American society in the late 1950s and 1960s, but it also gave the assumed 

“universalism” of such a model a clear bent towards mass consumption and hence 

echoed all ideological commitments attached to such a social model. With regard to the 

developing society, the assumption went that once the media and mass communications 

were at work these societies would naturally converge with the North American model 

of mass democracy, mass consumption and social harmony.121 

 

Schramm went on to quote several regional studies on the correlation of media 

consumption and development conducted in Africa, Asia and Latin America. For Africa, 

he relied on Lerner’s Middle Eastern study. The Latin American case was presented by a 

study of Cornell scholar, Allan R. Holmberg, who had not directly focused on the 

economic development in connection with communication, but, as an anthropologist, on 

                                                

119  Ibid., 45. 
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social change.122 In the Asian case, Schramm drew on the field work of a prominent 

young Indian communications scholar, Y.V. Lakshmana Rao, who had studied two 

Indian villages in the process of development. Rao held a PhD from the University of 

Minnesota and in 1962 was a research fellow at Schramm’s Institute for Communication 

Research in Stanford. Shortly after, he would join UNESCO’s Communication 

Department.  

 

Schramm’s tightly knit patchwork of ideas, theories and field studies did not yet make a 

truly original claim about the role of mass communication in development, as many of 

his critiques, and also the most affirmative ones, conceded.123 

The original contribution of Wilbur Schramm lay elsewhere and unfolded over the 

latter sections of the book. Chapter 7, “Building the Mass Media”,124 as well as the final 

section “Review and Recommendations”125 conveyed ideas about how policies and 

governmental action could enable the build-up of national media. It concerned the role 

of the state and the conception of communication as target of investment policies aimed 

at development. After listing common shortcomings in the communication systems of 

most developing countries, he posed the question: “How does a new nation proceed to 

modernize its communication system in the service of national development?”126  

His first step in answering the question led him to consider the finances and the 

idea that communication should be addressed as an area for development investment. 

Quoting a UNESCO report, Schramm calculated that the development of a 

communication infrastructure in all developing countries might cost up to 3.4 billion US 

dollars over the next twenty years. African governments, by contrast, had estimated that 

a serious increase in school enrolments on the African continent alone would consume 

some 4.15 billion US dollars over the next five years. If the media could be employed in 

the service of education, this would reduce the bill for school enrolments, e.g. by 

substituting expansive on-campus schooling for decentralised television education 

                                                

122  Holmberg 1960 – Changing Community Attitudes and Values. 
123  Lerner 1966 – [Review of Schramm, Mass Media and Development]. 
124  Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, 203-245. 
125  Ibid., 246-272. 
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programmes, and could easily compensate for the overall costs of media development.127 

As a by-product, such media education produced a “better-informed citizenry” and more 

efficient “leadership at every level of society”.128  

Schramm quoted Ithiel de Sola Pool, the CIS communication research pioneer, 

who had critically remarked that communications were not receiving adequate priority in 

comparison to other infrastructures such as roads, dams or steel mills. Taking Pool’s 

critique a step further, he stressed the importance “that a nation be willing to make a 

serious investment in media growth that is in some rational and equitable proportion to 

other related investments.”129  

When Schramm explained it was for each nation to decide whether or not mass 

media would be “on its national development ‘team’”, he left no doubt that it was 

supposed to be: “Investment in information, in a developing country, is investment in 

the most essential social and economic changes which make up national development.”130 

Media appeared as mediator and facilitator of development efforts in all areas subject to 

modernisation, from the industrial and productive area to the more intangible functions 

of creating a national public discourse, conveying a sense of political participation and, 

in general, helping people to develop something like a political attitude and thus mature 

in their role of citizens.  

Addressees of this call for investment were first and foremost national 

governments in developing countries – which was true for development aid generally in 

the 1950s and 1960s. On the one hand, the planning and building of basic infrastructures 

was inevitably in the hands of governments. On the other hand, they were also 

responsible for creating favourable conditions for foreign investment in the media 

development in their countries. He reminded them that if a country “demonstrates its 

friendliness to private investment, it is more likely to attract such investment.” If a 

country committed to “a thoughtful set of priorities for communication” it would more 

easily receive “technical assistance, loans, grants, or other bilateral arrangements to help 

build communication.”131  
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This last point again showed how easily development policies went hand in hand 

with the promotion of a liberal market economy for modernizers like Schramm.  

 

Invariably, the call for investment was paired with a suggested scheme of planning, 

which he split into three stages: stock taking; priority setting; and review. It is in ‘planning 

the planning’ that the full developmental vigour of modernisers like Schramm came to 

the fore. Planning implied systematic observation, an adequate abstract representation of 

empiric reality, mainly by methodologically consistent quantifications. It seemed to allow 

rational decision-making and a certain predictability of the outcomes. Planning, historian 

and former diplomat Charles Easton Rothwell had claimed, “suggests a systematic 

attempt to shape the future”. He added: “When such planning becomes a prelude to 

action, it is policy-making.”132 

Schramm’s first stage of the planning process, stock-taking, was straight-forward.It 

aimed at producing inventories of: available media, e.g. the number of newspapers, their 

distribution, their potential audience etc.; of media supporting services, such as postal 

services, telecommunication infrastructure, news agencies, and training facilities; and of 

import laws for media content, as well as existing national legislation concerning media 

activities. With these inventories available as a comparative measure, the requirements 

for the immediate future could be estimated. In such surveys Schramm referred to 

UNESCO, or bilateral schemes through which expertise for such surveys could be 

obtained.133 

In Schramm’s words the next step went, to “the heart of planning” and concerned 

the priority setting regarding the place of communication in the overall development 

effort and within the communication sector itself. Communications ought not to be 

regarded as “competitors for an investment dollar”. Instead, the priority setting aimed at 

determining “the size of the information component needed for the curve of social 

development as projected.”134 At a time when society was increasingly seen as a system 

consisting of components that could be understood and regulated, communication was 
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being framed not as a contingent add-on but as a pervasive factor that needed to be 

activated and coordinated with other factors in the service of development and social 

change.  

If industry, agriculture, or health were some of the system’s components, 

communication should be seen as “the servant and ally of each of these. It must go forward 

with them. It is society that moves forward—not agriculture or health of information.”135 

For the complex adjustments between media and other components of development, 

even more than for producing an inventory, Schramm recommended an advisory board 

in which, in line with UNESCO’s 1960 Bangkok proposals, representatives of all those 

involved in national communication were supposed to take part.136  

The third step of the planning process highlighted the role of research as a means 

to review the success and efficiency of the use of mass communication. Questions should 

include: “What kind of information is going out to the people of the country? How 

adequate is the flow of news and public affairs information?” or “Is the balance of culture 

and entertainment satisfactory as against public affairs and instruction?”137 

It was obvious that here, too, experts and scholars would play a decisive role, 

especially since Schramm did not grow tired of reminding the reader that communication 

goals and policies needed to be adjusted during the development process. On-going 

surveys were essential to direct such adjustments. He thus proposed the foundation of 

research and training centres following the example of the American Press Institute based 

at Columbia University or the Press Institute of India in New Delhi.138 

If it was in these discourses over planning that the modernisers’ self-styling took 

on the flavour of omnipotence most clearly, Schramm was adamant in emphasising that 

planning was “essentially a national task”. He acknowledged that blueprints for a “world-

wide” plan were being discussed and that UNESCO had suggested that this be developed 

and executed. But he maintained that “any such international ‘plan’ would necessarily 
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have as its chief goal to help the developing nations make their own plans and carry out 

their own mass media development. […] Therefore, […] we shall be talking mostly about 

what a developing country itself can do to develop its mass communication [emph. 

orig.]”.139 

The tension between Schramm’s constant, almost patronising reminder of the need 

to consult with experts from more ‘experienced’ countries or from international 

organisations, and his effort to assign agency to national actors remained unresolved 

throughout his book. Nonetheless, his orientation towards the national was obvious and 

would later be complemented by a special focus on the local context.  

 

Assigning major responsibility to the national level, Schramm’s rhetoric lent itself to be 

adopted and integrated in the political vocabulary of many national actors, not least the 

champions of liberation movements in the decolonising and developing countries. 

References to the local in turn aimed at that sort of contextualisation that Schramm and 

other communication scholars were later often accused of omitting.  

As the title of his publication promised, the national figured prominently in various 

aspects of Schramm’s analysis. To some extent this was a natural consequence of the 

moderniser’s rational and scientific approach in which the national served as an epistemic 

frame for economic and social projections. Equally obvious was the national level as the 

political frame for action. In this sense the media’s “watchman function” and “decision-

making function” served to foster, or even create, the national as a level that the nation’s 

population could relate to. Media would “break the bonds of distance and isolation and 

transport people from the traditional society to ‘The Great Society’”.140 What he 

described was the emergence of a national public: 

[B]y permitting the national leaders to talk to the people, and the people to the 
leaders and to each other; by making possible a nation-wide dialogue on national 
policy; by keeping the national goals and the national accomplishments always before 
the public – thus modern communication, wisely used, can help to weld together 
isolated communities, disparate subcultures, self-centered individuals and groups, 
and separate developments into a truly national development [emph. orig.].141 
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These functions were dressed in a rhetoric that suggested the emergence of a “climate of 

national development” or “climate for ‘nation-ness’”.142 He spoke of “the country’s 

efforts to develop into nationhood” and the ability to “build the spirit of nation-ness in 

a new country”.143 Adding historical argument, he explained that “for 300 years the 

printed book has been the strong right arm of public education” and that “whole 

generations of people have formed their ideas of the nonlocal world largely based on 

what they have learned from newspapers (and more recently from radio, films, television, 

and news magazines)”.144  

Finally, for Schramm it was beyond doubt that any political form of “nation-ness” 

would naturally be supported by a cultural sense of community:  

If Peoples A and B like each other’s art, they are predisposed to feel a bond between 
them and to understand each other better. Developing countries can use this 
powerful mechanism to build the sense of ‘nation-ness’ many of them need so 
badly. If a ‘national’ art or music or dance exists, it can be emphasized as a rallying 
point for all the nation’s people. With or without a national art, the folk art of 
different parts of the country can be used to bring those subgroups psychologically 
closer together.145 

With these less tangible, culturally-oriented visions of the role of mass media, Schramm 

spoke directly to the self-understanding of UNESCO as promoter of culture in the 

broadest sense. In many ways they also forecast arguments later developed by Benedict 

Anderson in his 1983 book Imagined Communities.146 Being essentially a social and cultural 

construction, Anderson argued, nationalism could only flourish fully with the advent of 

what he called “print-capitalism”, that is, a convergence of capitalist ambition and 

technical possibilities. Serial book printing and the slow retreat of Latin as the common 

written language enabled the selling of printed products to ever greater numbers of 

people in a common and accessible language.147 This, in turn, enabled people to relate to 

each other and imagine themselves in new and newly forming communities based on 
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shared (cultural) experiences. Eventually, this paved the way for the advent and success 

of nationalism. 

Twenty years before Anderson, Schramm had hypothesised a somewhat similar 

mechanism at play in the developing countries. Less concerned than Anderson about a 

common language, he too ascribed major importance to the technical possibilities. For 

Schramm in the 1960s, and regarding the globe’s developing areas mainly in Africa and 

Asia, this meant being able to reach out from the cities and centres to the vast rural areas, 

the villages and the rural populations who needed to be integrated in the “national 

project”.148 

Unlike Anderson, in the early 1960s Schramm, right in the middle of the last big 

wave of decolonisation, was enthusiastic about these new tools of nation-building. In 

fact, he regarded this moment as nothing less than the completion of a historic process 

that had already fully unfolded in other regions of the globe and which was now about 

to take hold in the rest of the world. The nation or nation state was an essential part of 

this historic process. And thanks to advanced technology it would take these regions less 

time than it took, for example, in Europe.  

Gatekeepers and Personal Influencers: The Media in the 

Local Village 

Communication as an area for national and foreign investment, the importance of 

planning and competent international guidance in the planning process, and finally the 

acknowledgement of cultural aspirations consolidating the identity of the nation state as 

much as its economic growth – these arguments made for the appeal of Schramm’s book. 

Yet, to understand the character of the proposed process we must look at how Schramm 

conceived of the category of the local. After all, the psychological change taking place 

within the individual and the social dynamic capturing the communities in the developing 
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process played out on the level of daily life – even more so in regions where rural 

communities remained confined to the horizon of their physical movability.  

An episode from his research illustrates this point. In a remote village in a Middle 

Eastern country, he watched as the first radio receiver was installed in the house of the 

village chief. The villagers gazed at the receiver in awe and the chief’s authority instantly 

increased by the new source of information he disposed of. For the community, 

Schramm declared, “the noisy little receiver became a magic carpet to carry them beyond 

the horizons they had known.”149 With many descriptions of change on the local level 

scattered across the book, he demonstrated how communication as a tool for 

development would work on the ground. It brought the best out of Schramm – and the 

worst. It showed him, on the one hand as a hugely empathetic writer who took care to 

understand the people and their problems in their specific social and cultural contexts, 

and on the other, it revealed his faults and unguarded universalism. 

He departed from the assumption that a “redefinition of the local” was imminent 

once a society had decided to set itself on the path of development: “Then government, 

roads, schools, literacy, and mass media invade the privacy of the village and invite the 

villager into a larger world”.150 The stream of information would no longer refer to the 

world “that he [the local villager] could encompass with his feet and his senses”. Instead, 

news came in on “nonlocal events”: 

It must be a strange experience indeed to be brought into a world in which the 
blockade of a distant island, fighting on high mountains near the heart of Asia, or 
stern words spoken by the ambassador of one foreign nation to the ambassador of 
another foreign nation in a glass-walled building on the banks of the East River in 
New York would come to be regarded as dangers to an individual in a village; and 
in which a man in orbit around the earth, the discovery of invisible bacterial life in 
a foreign laboratory, or the finding of a thing called a ‘DNA code,’ supposed to 
govern one’s physical inheritance from his parents, should be interpreted as an 
opportunity. These changes amount to a redefinition of ‘localness.’151 

Yet, such communication could also clash with the local or fail to get the message across. 

He approached the “profound psychological change” taking place during this redefinition 

with empathy and listed several cases where modern communication proved inefficient 
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or inadequate. One example he took from Yale psychologist Leonard W. Doob, who had 

published Communication in Africa in 1961. Doob reported that a Donald Duck cartoon 

strip was shown to Congolese soldiers during the Second World War. The soldiers threw 

stones at the screen as they thought they were being ridiculed – animals don’t speak!152 

At another point, he reported about Nigerian Moslem men who could be convinced by 

health workers that drinking water should be boiled. Yet, it appeared that at home they 

continued to drink unboiled water as the kitchen remained the domain of their wives in 

which the men did not interfere. The public education campaign, however, had failed to 

reach out to the wives.153 

Shortcomings in communication planning could also occur if existing modes of 

communication were not taken into consideration. Quoting the famous Yoruba talking 

drum, Schramm advised: “[W]e must not think of the media in a developing country as 

standing by themselves. They fit into the larger communication system of the country; 

and the drums, the bazaars, the meetings, and the ballad singers all help to carry the 

word.”154 

Examples like these illustrate the unintended, and even contrary, consequences of 

communication strategies in developing contexts if they were poorly conceived or 

predicated on the wrong social assumptions. They demonstrated that Schramm was 

apprehensive of local differences, of the importance of local actors and existing cultural 

and social structures, and that this led him to criticise development projects that failed to 

take the local context into account.155 

The answer to these problems could be found in “horizontal communication”, or 

“two-way communication”156 as a means that allowed opinion-making, public discourse, 

and decision-making. It offered a feedback cycle to policy-makers and development 

planners. Mass media as a mediator served to inform the population of imminent policy 

measures and conveyed instructions. At the same time, it offered a forum for people to 

voice their needs, give feedback on whether the policy measures were effective, and 

generally to engage in discourse over the course of development.  
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Yet, for all the participatory elements and empathetic approaches displayed here, 

Schramm’s eclectic sociology of media consumption unwittingly relativised the agency 

that these elements seemed to grant to the rural population. To explain how media and 

mass communication ought to work in developing societies, Schramm cited the 

“gatekeeper” model coined by the social psychologist, Kurt Lewin, and the “personal 

influence theory” of Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz. 

German émigré Lewin, whom Schramm counted as a forerunner of 

communication studies, had drawn attention to the various “in” and “out” decisions that 

information had to undergo on its way through channels of communication. 

“Gatekeepers” could be professionals, from the local reporter and news gatherer, 

through the distribution networks of wire services to the editors, writers or speakers of 

national media outlets. They could even be the individuals who personally transported 

the information on the local level where the newspaper or radio broadcast had only a 

limited reach within the population. At some point all these actors had the opportunity 

to decide between passing on information or blocking it.157  

In development contexts, these “gatekeepers” assumed special responsibility. Local 

actors needed to select, adapt or translate the incoming stream of media content and to 

make the “new knowledge usable to the people”:  

the community worker, the agricultural adviser, the literate villager who reports to 
others on what the newspapers says, the elected representative who speaks for the 
people to higher levels of government and explains government actions to the 
people, the regional newspaper that selects wire news for local use and is in position 
to tell the people how the development program is going, the reporter or 
correspondent who is in position to report to the government on how the program 
is going and what it needs, the ‘influential’ villager who is asked for advice—these 
and other gatekeepers.158 

Schramm was above all concerned with technical, even scientific, knowledge that would 

remain alien to the layman if it was not relayed by an expert who could fit it to local needs 

and modes of understanding – especially in a supposedly pre-modern, little engineered, 

little electrified environment of a developing country. He thus called for “expert 
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gatekeepers” who were readily available in developed societies but scarce in the 

developing world. Theirs was a decisive role in both improving health systems and 

agricultural practices but also in mediating the political process geared towards national 

development.  

 

If the gatekeeper role was more informational, educational and advisory, the “personal 

influence model” added a decisive twist to this local communication model. This went 

straight to the heart of the modernisation process, i.e. a change of attitudes. Here, 

Schramm’s three roles of the media, the “watchman role”, the “policy role” and the 

“teacher role”, began to blur, which only reinforces the impression of the encompassing 

power Schramm assigned to the media.  

The personal influence theory, that Lazarsfeld and Katz had developed in studying 

the decision-making process within the US electorate, held that it was local opinion 

leaders who were more interested, better informed and hence more authoritative in a 

given field of politics, the economy, or even culture. Their advantage in knowledge 

allowed them to shape the outlook of a community on any given topic. The media could 

only indirectly affect value systems. The power to make permanent changes in deeply 

held attitudes of the population in general, depended on the authoritative social position 

of local opinion leaders. Typically, they would be “influential villagers” or chiefs – but 

they could also be local advisers and government experts. 

Lazarsfeld and Katz’s theory had the advantage of bringing agency to local actors, 

i.e. the influential personalities, instead of picturing them as passive recipients of a given 

message.159 Media would be “feeding” the local actors who, in turn, would steer a social 

process towards change. What Schramm went on to describe was a powerful apparatus 

that had the potential to reach deep into established social and cultural structures.  
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Building on those two mediating mechanisms, the gatekeeper and personal influence, 

Schramm illustrated various functions that mass media could perform to support the 

general process of societal development. Three of them seem particularly important. 

First, the media would confer status on both national and local leaders. The 

appearance of these leaders in newspapers or broadcasts would, the argument went, 

testify to the fact that they were important and deserved public attention and thus created 

a form of legitimacy. National leaders of developing countries did not need such advice. 

Schramm conceded that they had “long since discovered the status conferral power of 

the mass media”. Yet on the local level, various types of leaders were still lacking this 

legitimacy. Here, first and foremost he had development workers and instruction 

personnel in mind – interestingly, all potential outsiders to this local social structure. He 

used the example of the Soviet and Eastern European practices of publicly praising the 

“heroes of labor” or “successful collectives” as models of how the media could confer 

status, build legitimacy and thus contribute to the common project.160  

Schramm went on to highlight the role of media in the renewal, spread and 

enforcement of social norms. It was within their power not only to announce and help 

with the establishment of new rules of social behaviour, but also to create a space for 

resonance if those rules were not observed. Communication scientists had spoken about 

a “public morality” being created through media, that could limit the degree to which 

people could depart from the norm in private. Schramm concluded: “Thus it is possible 

through the media to establish in the public mind norms for development behavior, and 

to police deviations from those norms.” Describing this as the flip-side of the positive 

status conferral function, Schramm explained: “Just as some developing countries have 

conferred status on their best farmers and laborers, so also they have not hesitated to 

denounce laziness, inefficiency, and corruption. Once out in the open, these deviations 

can be socially punished, and individuals warned away from them.”161 

This mechanism of creating conformity within society was dressed in the seemingly 

uncontroversial language of encouraging productive attitudes. On the downside, of 

course, it transported a rather rigid vision of what a productive society would look like 
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and betrayed no small degree of paternalism The reference to the Soviet model of praising 

the “heroes of labour” hinted furthermore at the thin line that the media would tread 

between efforts to encourage new attitudes conducive to economic progress and the 

enforcement of social rules similar to totalitarian systems.  

Thirdly, Schramm mentioned the media’s role of forming tastes. He rather 

simplistically assumed that “[w]ithin limits, people learn to like what they hear and see.”162 

With reference to his own country, he held that “the success of popular songs and dances 

depends largely on their being introduced and made familiar by the mass media.”163 He 

then hypothesised that by facilitating the cultural exchange between different parts of a 

country’s population the mass media could foster a sense of belonging and national 

community. As quoted earlier, it was obvious that the media could help promote a sense 

of communality, and if “a ‘national’ art or music or dance” did not yet exist, it would be 

wise to spread local forms of art. He added: “Something like this is what the Soviet Union 

has done by publicizing the folk dances and music of the many peoples within its 

borders.” 

 

Schramm framed these media functions under the heading of policy and decision-

making. Despite his recurrent pledges for participant models, two-way flows and a 

potentially democratic communication situation on the ground, these mechanisms 

revealed an intrusive repertoire in guiding, steering and educating the people towards the 

national development effort. In particular, the supposedly subtle mechanisms of boosting 

the acceptance of local or national leadership, establishing social norms and forming 

taste, were on the brink and could easily fall into the toolbox of authoritarian regimes. 

Obviously, the Soviet social model was seen as anti-liberal, indoctrinating and coercive, 

and yet, Schramm acknowledged, albeit implicitly, that Soviet measures to achieve the 

higher goals of national development and national cohesiveness had proved effective.  

Unabashedly, he spoke of “policing” social norms or of the rather brutal mode of 

“familiarising” people with a desired national culture by simply exposing them to the 

products of this culture through the mass media. His supporting reference to the success 
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of pop culture in the US only threw into stark relief the profound trust in the power of 

modern media, paired with the absence of critical awareness of the media industry that 

had developed in the US and which was swiftly reaching around the globe in the post-

war period. Neither the critical theory that sociologists and philosophers such as Adorno, 

Horkheimer or Marcuse, whom Schramm may have met in the US Office of War 

Information during the war, had been developing since the 1940s, nor the newly 

emerging critical approaches in communication studies, soon to be championed by 

figures such as Herbert I. Schiller, were recognised in Schramm’s account.164 It fully 

reflected the developmental optimism of the modernisers of the early 1960s. 

3.2.4 Alternatives and Critics  

In Schramm’s defence we must acknowledge that his recognition of the manifold 

tensions in the modernisation process, the empathetic view of the local villager and his 

insistence on horizontal or two-way communication, set him to some degree apart from 

his CIS colleagues.  

The historian, Daniel Immerwahr, recently pointed out that part of the reason why 

we tend to equate development efforts in the 1960s with modernisation theory is that we 

have forgotten alternative concepts that envisaged development without 

modernisation.165 One of these alternatives was community development. In his 2015 

book Think Small, Immerwahr recapitulated the direct encounter between modernisation 

theorists, namely Lucian Pye, Max Millikan, and Daniel Lerner, and community 

developers, such as Carl C. Taylor and Conrad Arensberg, at a CIS conference on 

community development in 1957.  

This encounter revealed little ground for dialogue between the community 

approach and the holistic idea of modernisation. Lucian Pye, for example, pictured 
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community development as a tool to help develop, in Immerwahr’s words, “a modern 

nation—in which secular and industrialised modes of behaviour will be secure and 

dominant—out of an earthbound society, predominantly composed of a population that 

is fragmented into tightly ordered village units.” Yet Pye was convinced that 

communication driving this nation-building was unidirectional. Decision-makers would 

not allow themselves to take over the outlook of the rural population, as otherwise, Pye 

held, “much of the political drive for change would be eliminated from these societies.”166 

Community developers, in turn, placed less weight on increasing the Gross 

National Product, which was the declared goal of modernisers, and instead focused on 

the villager and his needs and ambitions. CIS director, Max Millikan, thought that the 

idea of involving the villagers was a good idea, but paraphrased by Immerwahr, he asked 

“ultimately wouldn’t communal decision making have to be sacrificed as a nation 

approached maturity and gained a Western-style government?”167 In turn, Schramm’s 

book included a section on “Understanding the Audience”. He urged communication 

specialists in developing contexts to approach the potential audience with questions such 

as, “What needs do they feel that ought to be satisfied by information? What special needs 

are felt by what special group among them?” These could have been the questions raised 

by community developers (a figure, incidentally, frequently mentioned by Schramm and 

addressed throughout his book).168  

 

Schramm’s outlook appeared slightly more empathetic towards the local level, mainly the 

rural population, than his CIS colleagues, and he was more sensitive to the need for a 

participatory element when a society embarked on the path of development. Yet, none 

of his contemporary critics saw in Schramm a real attempt to place strong agency with 

the last link in the communication chain, the recipient individual in the communities.  

Sociologist Emanuel de Kadt from the London School of Economics wrote, “all 

modernisers agree totally on what constitutes the Common Good.” He did not buy 

Schramm’s proposal of the feedback-cycle and two-way communication. Instead, de 

Kadt held, the book ignores “virtually completely the problems of disagreement over 

                                                

166  Quoted from ibid., 62. 
167  Ibid., 63. 
168  Schramm 1964 – Mass Media and National Development, 189-92, here 191.  



190 
 

policies, and conflicts of interest, which exist in all societies, not least in the 

underdeveloped ones.”169 There was no need to add that the Common Good meant 

liberal democracy and capitalism, the underlying consensus was a social model resembling 

the US. 

Journalism professor at the University of Michigan and president of the influential 

Association for Education in Journalism, William E. Porter, deplored the unspoken 

assumption that “more effective communication means more consensus and more 

stability, as well as an assumption that ‘responsible leadership’ will want this kind of 

popular involvement.”170 The “belief that better communication means a more stable, 

secure, and less troubled world”, was, according to him, “an endemic misapprehension” 

emanating from “the work of social psychologists, for example, at the end of World War 

II”.171 A young sociologist from Yale pointed to the potential abuse of mass media, 

stating that reality showed “mass communications in part are utilized quite deliberately 

by indigenous elites to achieve and maintain control of political systems, often at the 

expense of the very values that are important to [Schramm].” Moreover, he raised the 

valid question “just how much added information is consistent with keeping the ‘rising 

frustration’ level at something below the point of serious eruption?”172  

In fact, his own rhetoric revealed all the credentials of a mainstream moderniser. 

His introduction read “social engineering is no longer entirely a mystery or a suspect 

activity.”173 The mechanics of mass communication he had so vividly outlined presented 

powerful tools in the attempt to direct a society in the developing process according to 

pre-existing social models. With his frequent references to works such as Max Weber’s 
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Protestant Ethic or, contemporaneously, David McClelland’s Achieving Society, he made clear 

the direction in which such social models tended.174 As one of his biographers stated, 

Schramm was above all a “principal disseminator of that Zeitgeist”175 – a Zeitgeist in 

which little space, let alone agency, was reserved for “community development”.176 

3.3 Common Goal: Communication on the Development 

Agenda 

Schramm’s critical readers widely acknowledged that his book was commissioned by a 

UN specialised agency and largely targeted a UN audience ranging, “literally, from 

Albania to Zambia”.177 For some this explained why it avoided controversy and “trie[d] 

to be nice to everybody”.178 Daniel Lerner remarked that a UN study request usually 

meant “the kiss of death to theoretical, even intellectual, effort” but granted that 

Schramm had clearly avoided intellectual shallowness.179 All agreed that the principal 

addressees of the book were planners and decision-makers in or concerned with 

developing countries. One reviewer aptly called it a “handbook for development 

administrators”.180 Such descriptions, involuntarily, presented an apt summary of what 

this book was about. They were almost a proof of the productive coincidence of interests 

and objectives that, as already mentioned, inhabited the cooperation between Schramm 

and UNESCO. 

                                                

174  Already the second work quoted in his introduction, was Weber’s The Protestant Ethic, 13. The reference 
to McLelland, 33. 

175  Steven H. Chaffee quoted after Simpson 1994 – Science of Coercion, 107. Daniel Lerner’s review in 
many ways testified to this judgment by locating Schramm between the various contemporaneous 
approaches in communication studies and economics, Lerner 1966 – [Review of Schramm, Mass Media 
and Development]. 

176  Schramm himself would come to re-think his uncritical take on the social models promoted by 
modernization theorists and turn in the 1970s towards more community oriented, more limited 

development projects, see Chaffee, Steven H. and Rogers, Everett M., ʻThe Establishment of 

Communication Study in Americaʼ, in Steven H. Chaffee and Everett M. Rogers, eds., The Beginnings of 
Communication Study in America: A Personal Memoir by Wilbur Schramm (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 
1997), 125–180, 150. See also Schramm, Wilbur, Big Media, Little Media: Tools and Technologies for Instruction 
(Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage Publ, 1977), 2 and his critical self-evaluation in the foreword to Schramm, 
Wilbur, Mass Media and National Development (Paris: UNESCO, 1979), 42. 

177  Porter 1966 – Mass Communications from the Ground, 120. 
178  Kadt 1966 – [Review of Schramm, Mass Media and National Development], 117. 
179  Lerner 1966 – [Review of Schramm, Mass Media and Development], 243. 
180  Phillips, W. Davison, ʻ[Review of Schramm, Mass Media and National Development, 1964]ʼ, The Public 

Opinion Quarterly, 29, 4 (1965), 673–676, 674. 
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As an academic and representative of the field of communication studies, Schramm 

had followed his institutional instincts. Critiques of the field had announced the death of 

communication studies towards the end of the 1950s. Schramm responded by quoting 

from his busy schedule, where working lunches were chased by supervision meetings 

with doctoral students or international seminars.181 UNESCO support could allow more 

research missions, fuel international exchange between scholars and offer a potentially 

global audience for the scientific results thus produced. If internationalisation was a sign 

of the vitality of academic research, Schramm had enough evidence that his discipline 

was alive and kicking. 

From the perspective of the US government, Schramm’s engagement with 

UNESCO offered yet another opportunity to further US interests. Comparable to 

William Benton’s efforts some fifteen years earlier, Schramm’s presence in Paris allowed 

him to combine the pursuit of a worthy international project, here development by 

communication – earlier one might have said international understanding by 

communication – with the politically opportune, i.e. the advancement of a social model 

predicated on the US, capitalism and liberal democracy and the containment of 

Communism or Socialism as alternative social models.  

The human rights-oriented discourses on international communications in the 

1940s, including the Geneva Conference in 1948 and later the UN’s Commission of 

Human Rights, had not fulfilled their expectations. Benton’s normative approach had 

not managed to promote international communications facilitated through the UN as a 

tool for the spread of democracy and capitalism. In around 1960, UNESCO’s 

engagement with communications in the developing world offered a new, decidedly more 

practical, or “technical”, as many would have it, approach to international 

communications. If Benton had thought of mass media more generally as a global agent 

of Western style democracy, Schramm presented the more systematic and scientific 

model of modernisation by communication. Yet, his model made the same ideological 

commitments to social, cultural and economic values that characterised the Western idea 

                                                

181  See Berelson, Bernard, ̒ The State of Communication Researchʼ, The Public Opinion Quarterly, 23, 1 (1959), 

1–6 and Schramm, Wilbur, Riesman, David and Bauer, Raymond A., ʻThe State of Communication 

Research: Commentʼ, The Public Opinion Quarterly, 23, 1 (1959), 6–17, quoted also in Peters 1986 – 
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193 
 

    

of liberal democracy and capitalism. In the same way as Benton, Schramm embodied the 

ambition of universalising this specific model of society. Both acted as a transmission 

belt between a US-dominated vision of a future global order and the hubs of 

internationalism where such a vision could be promoted and realised.  

In the years between Benton and Schramm, the US government had formalised its 

unilateral public diplomacy and foreign information programmes by establishing the US 

Information Agency (USIA) in 1954. Now the UNESCO-Schramm link once again 

offered a multilateral complement. Of course, this would not be called public diplomacy, 

but it could, in the guise of development policies, serve similar ends, and the US State 

Department recognised this opportunity. Although it had clearly insisted that Schramm 

participated in his personal capacity as an expert in meetings such as the 1960 meeting in 

Bangkok, Francis O. Wilcox, Assistant Secretary of State, applauded Schramm for “the 

excellent way in which you were able to promote and protect the interests of the United 

States at an important meeting.”182 In the raging ideological battle for “hearts and minds”, 

the Department recognised Schramm as a reliable Cold War Warrior.  

The interests of Schramm and the State Department coincided with two parallel 

dynamics on the UNESCO/UN side. One was that UNESCO’s outlook on 

communication specifically and development policies in general was changing. The other 

was that the international development agenda and the machinery for development aid 

were increasingly taking shape.  

At this point, cooperation with Schramm appeared promising for UNESCO for 

various reasons. First, Schramm was a refreshingly good writer. One of his later students 

claimed that after reading his 1964 book on Mass Media he changed his path and applied 

to study at Stanford, in order to work with Schramm. His texts, the later professor for 

communication studies noted, “conveyed a sense of enthusiasm that was almost 

infectious.”183 In an international environment where an avalanche of dry administrative 

texts poured out of the UN’s paper mills, the advantages of lucid writing were certainly 

appreciated at the UNESCO Secretariat. 

                                                

182  Wilcox to Schramm, 18.04.1960, in: RG 59, CDF 1960-1963, Box 819, NARA. 
183  McAnany 2012 – Saving the World, 26. 
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Second, Schramm’s consummate networking offered opportunities for UNESCO 

to engage other US institutions and, possibly, to score financial support. After Bangkok, 

Schramm offered UNESCO’s Communication Department his collaboration in lobbying 

American philanthropy. One drafted project on communications in rural areas, an 

internal UNESCO Memo noted, might be supported “in a big way with foundation funds 

(possibly Ford)”.184 

Thirdly, Schramm fully shared UNESCO’s socio-economic interpretation of 

communication processes and furnished the expert backing to UNESCO’s goal of 

placing communications on the global development agenda. This goal had a political and 

a financial dimension: UNESCO needed the political backing for its communication 

projects in order to qualify for the financial resources available in the growing UN 

development machinery. 

It comes as no surprise then that in 1965 UNESCO Director-General, René 

Maheu, offered Schramm a top job in Paris. Since the start of the decade, Maheu had 

pursued the goal of defining UNESCO as a development agency. After he had already 

been closely involved with UNESCO’s participation in the Geneva Conference in 1948, 

Maheu did not need to be convinced of the role of mass communication in development 

and international understanding. Rather, he sensed that the field offered an opportunity 

for UNESCO to advance a distinct approach to development, in a time when 

development policies were high in demand and global efforts were spurred by Cold War 

competition. 

 Maheu intended to appoint Schramm as new Director of the Department of Mass 

Communication, making him the successor to the Norwegian Tor Gjesdal who had been 

promoted to Assistant-Director General in charge of communication. He tried to lure 

Schramm by offering increased responsibilities as well as a term limited to two instead of 

three years, allowing Schramm to ask for a shorter leave from Stanford University. The 

US Embassy in Paris urged the State Department to contact Schramm, but he could not 

be convinced. Apparently, despite his international political ambitions, Schramm feared 

                                                

184  Sommerlad to Gjesdal/Navaux, MC/42/1/Memo, 23.02.1962, in: AG 8, CRC 1957-66, Box: 307 (6) A 
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too much the prospect of losing his tenured position at Stanford, he had no intention of 

trading this in for a post in the international civil service.185 

3.3.1 Seeing Like a Development State? 

Nevertheless, the cooperation between UNESCO and Schramm produced significant 

results – and was ongoing.  

The 1961 report that Maheu delivered to the ECOSOC drew a line under 

UNESCO’s global surveys of the 1950s and the regional meetings of the years 1960-62. 

In the cover letter, Maheu claimed that 70% of the world population lacked adequate 

access to mass media.186 Descriptions of the “poverty of information facilities” rendered 

communication a fundamental need, whose lack severely affected people’s lives. The 

“UNESCO minima”, that were established in the context of those surveys, defined ten 

copies of daily newspapers, five radio receivers, two cinema seats and two televisions 

receivers per hundred persons as an absolute minimum for developing countries. Those 

quantifications gave a clear measure of what could be understood as development in the 

realm of mass communication. Researchers in communication studies quoted these 

numbers for several years. 

The research-oriented activity had established UNESCO’s role as knowledge 

producer and broker, as research organiser and provider of relevant data for all who 

approached the development issue in scientific and quantitative terms. Furthermore, the 

regional approach enacted in the meetings held in Bangkok, Santiago and Paris signalled 

a change in perspective in which the actual contexts of developing regions would assume 

a more central place.  

Schramm backed the claim for economic relevance of the communication sector 

that Maheu had formulated in his letter with further arguments and theoretical backing. 

He made a strong case for planning as a coordinated process in which experts and 

academics, as much as international organisations as facilitating mediators, played a vital 

role. The planning approach embodied the modernisers’ self-understanding in shaping 

the future, but also confirmed further knowledge production, research and scientific 
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policy guidance as valid and, in fact, important activities for actors involved with 

development. 

Taken together, UNESCO’s regional approach and Schramm’s 1964 study 

permanently strengthened the national as a frame for thinking and action in the 

communication field. They had developed a prism through which development planners 

could view mass communication as a target for national planning. In a variation of James 

C. Scott’s famous argument, one might say that UNESCO and Schramm had developed 

a mode of seeing mass communication in the same way as a developing state.187 

In his 1998 book Seeing like a State, Scott explained how states had learned to use 

standardisation, simplification and quantification in order to make society ‘legible’. 

Examples are as diverse as the introduction of common weights and measures, census 

and population registers, or the definition of a common language. The knowledge gained 

about the governed made the performance of government functions, for instance 

taxation, easier. At the same time, it allowed for ever more ambitious attempts at social 

engineering (or, for that matter, domesticating nature). Scott’s primary objective was to 

understand how many development schemes, especially during the twentieth century, 

ended in catastrophe. He listed four conditions that needed to coincide for catastrophe: 

first, a certain degree of the mentioned standardisation or abstraction (in his words the 

“administrative ordering of nature and society”); second, the “high-modernist ideology” 

described as “a strong, one might even say muscle-bound, version of the self-confidence 

about scientific and technical progress, the expansion of production, the growing 

satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of nature (including human nature), and, above 

all, the rational design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding of 

natural laws”;188 third, an authoritarian state typically in times “of war, revolution, 

depression, and struggle for national liberation” that is determined to impose itself, if 

needed, by coercion; and, fourth, a weak civil society susceptible to, or at least unable to 

resist, the radically transformative projects. 

                                                

187  Scott 1998 – Seeing Like A State, quotes: 4-5.  
188  Scott unambiguously locates the origins of high-modernist ideology in Western societies. While he does 
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In the case of UNESCO’s programme for communication – a scheme with less 

potential for dramatic failure as projects like, for example, Russian collectivisation or 

China’s Great Leap Forward –, UNESCO’s surveys and the resulting quantification 

rendered legible to the international community the size of the demand for information 

(media) in the developing world. Schramm’s account, on the other hand, allowed national 

actors to make a variety of claims, ranging from calls for development assistance, to the 

setting up of national news agencies, to claims for informational sovereignty and the right 

to protection of the national media against penetration by outside actors. The beauty of 

this combined perspective was that it married two apparently contradictory approaches: 

national and international.  

At the same time this perspective naturally ascribed considerable weight to an 

international institution like UNESCO when it came to guiding national development 

plans. UNESCO’s role would range from primary research on existing media structures, 

to the provision of individual guidance and expert advice to national governments, to 

global norm setting regarding trans-border information flows and the protection of 

“national cultures”.  

Looking at things from the perspective of a development state meant both 

acknowledging national aspirations and local conditions and tapping the resources 

provided by the international development machinery. 

 

While this conception of mass communication and its positioning on the international 

development agenda was important for the ensuing debate on global media, it fed into 

UNESCO’s broader attempt to promote culture as an important dimension of 

development in general. In fact, efforts in the realm of education had already led to an 

acknowledgement of the importance of educational policies for development. UNESCO 

studies, together with the work of a number of economists, had begun to focus on the 

link between investment in education and the growth of GDP. By the early 1960s, the 

causal relation was accepted to the extent that development agencies like the World Bank 

under its president George Woods had started to systematically fund education-related 

development projects.189 What economists, like the Chicago-based Theodore Schultz, 

                                                

189  Dorn, Ghodsee 2012 – The Cold War Politicization, Jones 2005 – The United Nations and Education. 



198 
 

had achieved in terms of establishing this link, Schramm might have done for the link of 

mass communication and economic growth.190 

Schramm linked up to this debate when he quoted Philipp H. Coombs, who had 

called education in a developing country “an important investment industry”.191 The 

widely-read quarterly International Social Science Journal, edited by UNESCO’s Social Science 

Department, dedicated its fourth issue in 1962 to the “Economics of Education”, which 

Schramm quoted.192 As seen earlier, to Schramm, education and mass communication 

were not only complements but also mutually dependent. And to UNESCO, the link 

between education and mass communication was more than obvious.  

It hence appeared as the second-best solution, to have Schramm if not as Director 

of the Mass Communication Department, at least as a fellow at the International Institute 

for Education Planning. The IIEP, based in Paris on the other side of the Seine, was a 

spin-off of UNESCO. It was co-financed with the World Bank and the American 

economist and education specialist, Philipp Hall Coombs, was appointed its first director 

in 1963.  

Coombs was yet another offspring from Washington governmental networks. In 

1961, John F. Kennedy had appointed him first Assistant Secretary of State for 

Educational and Cultural Affairs, a newly created post taking over some duties from the 

Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs and elevating the priority of education in the 

portfolio of the State Department.193 He quit the job in 1962, and engaged in setting up 

the IIEP. The IIEP, while dependent on UNESCO, was able to establish a reputation of 

its own for its technical expertise and political neutrality.194 

                                                

190  Schultz was one of a number of prominent development economists who approached this link between 
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Schramm worked together with Coombs during his fellowship at the IIEP in 1965-

66. As a result, in 1967 they, together with an OECD expert and another US scholar on 

leave at the IIEP, published The New Media: Memo to Educational Planners. Schramm had 

supervised the studies on which the book was based, and the US Agency for International 

Development (US AID) had provided the funding. René Maheu offered the parameters 

of the field in which Schramm, Coombs, UNESCO, in fact, the whole globe were 

approaching the challenges of the time: 

The universal surge of progress of the second half of the twentieth century offers 
to education an inspiring challenge. In fact, mankind is passing through a profound 
mutation caused by three explosive factors: the increase of population; the speed at 
which certain knowledge becomes outdated and technical progress advances; and 
political emancipation. As a result, education must also undergo a radical mutation 
[…]. Many more people have to be educated for a continually increasing span of 
their livers so that they may absorb an ever-expanding and changing body of 
knowledge.195 

Maheu left no doubt that only a combined approach to education and communication 

would allow policymakers to tackle the challenges ahead. For those who had still not 

grasped the importance of this combination, he added: “There has frequently been a 

misguided tendency to differentiate between these two concepts. Actually, if education is 

to be equal to the demands life makes on it, education and communication are inseparable 

and complement each other.”196 

Even if Schramm had not agreed to become head of the UNESCO Mass 

Communication Department he was nonetheless in the right spot. He offered the kind 

of scientific support that UNESCO needed in its development efforts. He had the 

opportunity to promote his own research and his discipline, and to influence the 

emerging network of specialists in communication for development. From a political 

perspective, he could advance a certain social model that sought to spread the values of 

liberal democracy around the globe and which served as a tool in the Cold War battle for 

“hearts and minds”. The evident synergies continued. From 1965, Schramm organised 

and managed a UNESCO internal think tank that studied the potential of satellite 

communication for education and cultural development. This was probably the most 
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ambitious framework in which deliberations on communications in the service of 

development took place at UNESCO.  

3.4 Conclusion 

Peter Lengyel, an Australian economist who had joined the Social Sciences Department 

of UNESCO in 1953, looked back at those early decades, after he had left his job in 1984. 

To him, the 1950s were a “time of triumph for American social science, a circumstance 

that could hardly fail to make its impact on the Paris-based UNESCO Secretariat as well 

as its field extensions.”197 The statement is telling if we relate it to the dynamics of 

international development politics that took shape from the early 1960s onwards.  

The increasing number of decolonised countries from the global South approached 

development with growing urgency. In the context of the Cold War, representatives of 

the two opposing camps viewed development as a political opportunity. To UNESCO, 

the international institution navigating these political contexts, development matters 

increasingly became its raison d’être. The supply of theories and scientific knowledge was 

fuel for the international development machinery that was just getting into gear. But far 

from standing neutrally between various political actors, theories and knowledge reflected 

and promoted distinct political agendas.  

UNESCO’s engagement with mass communication from the early post-war period 

to the mid-1960s illustrated this dynamic. American social science had enjoyed a head-

start in the race to determine development policies as they were conceived and enacted 

through international organisations. If Lengyel, who in 1963 became the editor of 

UNESCO’s flagship academic journal, the International Social Science Journal, referred to 

social sciences in general, the “time of triumph” applied even more to the field of 

communication studies as a sub-field. US communication studies and its path to 

dominance in international development thinking was personified by Stanford scholar, 

Wilbur Schramm. His institutional instincts as well as his developmentalist predisposition 

made him the perfect mediator between the scientific community and the political circles 

that shaped UNESCO’s approach to mass communication in the service of development. 
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(And if he mentioned the numerous international conferences he, as a communication 

scholar, attended in order to prove the field’s vitality and relevance, we see a manifest 

academic self-interest in promoting further international development discourses based 

on the latest scientific insights of his discipline.) 

That UNESCO, and especially its communication programme, went down this 

path was to a large degree the result of the political dynamics that had dominated the 

international communication discourse in the wake of the Second World War. After the 

UN Conference on the Freedom of Information in Geneva in spring 1948, the issue of 

information and mass communication was relegated to the background within the UN 

cosmos. Historian Jan Eckel concluded that norm setting had been dropped from the 

agenda – at least as far as a human right to communication was concerned. Instead, these 

activities continued but were confined to surveys, studies and statistics.198  

Just as in the late 1940s the focus on development allowed UNESCO to shift 

attention from areas blocked by Cold War confrontation, the expansion of the surveys 

and the increasing reliance on social scientists in the 1950s and 1960s opened a new 

repertoire of activity and created a new dynamic that grew, despite the Cold War 

standstill. After expanding its surveys from a number of war-wrecked and 

underdeveloped countries, to the coverage of the entire globe throughout the 1950s, the 

regional approach enacted by the conferences in Bangkok, Santiago and Paris between 

1960 and 1962 signalled the next step in a turn towards the developing world.  

In the wider context of the landscape of development institutions, which was 

dominated by the World Bank and the UN Special Fund as the main financing 

institutions, these activities prepared the ground for UNESCO to place communication 

on the international development agenda, and thereby sharpen UNESCO’s own profile 

as a development agency. Maheu’s efforts to reposition UNESCO as a development 

agency made clear that there was still a dire need in the early 1960s to justify investment 

in areas considered as culture, encompassing education as well as communication, in the 

service of development. Schramm and other US modernisation theorists now promoted 

the idea that economic development needed to be seen as an all-in effort in which the 

activation of “human resources” demanded investment in the fields of education, 
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communication and related “cultural areas”. UNESCO offered itself as the agency to 

enact such a development programme.199 

 

Somewhat as a by-product, Schramm and UNESCO had made a strong case for 

respecting national aspirations in the developing world. Above all Schramm’s spelling out 

of communication policies in the service of national development offered a great many 

aspects that leaders in developing countries would happily relate to. Schramm and 

UNESCO’s way of conceptualising media as a tool for modernisation ended up ‘seeing 

mass communication like a development state’. This conceptualisation would soon link 

up with the international dynamics unleashed in the wake of the last wave of 

decolonisation with its iconic high point of 1960, the so-called “African Year”.  

In 1960 alone, eighteen new countries joined UNESCO, furthering a radical change 

in the organisation’s membership that would continue throughout the decade, with 

profound effects for the organisation and the international system in general. Schramm 

had pointed to the role of the UN institutions in catalysing this change. In his book he 

noted: “The United Nations has given the underdeveloped countries a new voice and 

importance in world affairs, and an opportunity to state their problems and to build up 

friendships and alliances.”200 He may have marvelled later at just how powerful this 

change turned out to be.  

 

Towards the mid-1960s, the innovation of satellite communication solicited the highest 

attention and engagement by all actors involved. Enthusiasm was already high in the run-

up to the Bangkok Conference in 1960, but satellites certainly brought the enthusiasm 

and imagination to a new level. International civil servants at the Paris headquarters found 

the need for supranational regulation of this obviously transnational technology rather 

evident. At the same time, it again aroused the euphoria for “one world” connected in, 

and constituted by, peaceful global communication. Modernisers like Schramm, whose 

confidence in rational and technological solutions to social problems remained unshaken, 

suddenly had powerful and wide-ranging instruments at their disposal. To the forming 
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bloc of “underdeveloped countries” in turn it provided a concrete opportunity to define 

their interests, engage with the development agendas drawn up by UNESCO and 

Schramm, and to present their own needs, concerns, and ideas.  
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4 Into Orbit: UNESCO Engaging with 
Communication Satellites 

“The social scientists must seek to match the 
physical scientists in creativity if these new 
instruments of communication are to yield to 
Man the enormous benefits inherent in them.” 

(Malcolm Adiseshiah, UNESCO House, Paris, 7.12.1965) 

 

 

In December 1965, Dr V.K. Narayana Menon was present at UNESCO’s headquarters 

at Place de Fontenoy, Paris. Born in the south Indian state of Kerala in 1911, Menon 

held an M.A. from Madras University and a PhD from Edinburgh. In the 1940s, he had 

worked with the BBC, by 1965 he was Director-General of All India Radio, India’s national 

public broadcasting station. He was a delegate to and rapporteur of a meeting of experts 

on the “Use of Space Communication by the Mass Media”. With the spectacular new 

satellite technology before their eyes, a group of media specialists discussed, among other 

things, future development projects relying on the power and reach of satellite 

communication. They were looking for a testing ground to set-up a pilot project. One 

colleague, Menon recalled, walked up to him saying: “What we have in mind is a large 

country, developing but not too developed, with a huge population, much of it in remote 

places. I wonder if you can guess which country we mean?”1 A case was made for India. 

The meeting Menon attended formed part of a brand-new initiative that UNESCO 

pursued under its Mass Communication Programme. The regional meetings between 

1960 and 1962, and the resulting report Development of Information Media in Underdeveloped 

Countries2, had successfully elicited a broad acknowledgement of the link between the 

access to media and information and general economic development. A UN General 

Assembly resolution in 1962 confirmed “that the information media have an important 

part to play in education and in economic and social progress generally”.3 Now the 
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programme for UNESCO’s future Mass Communication Department declared that all 

its activities should “be designed to promote the mobilization of human resources for 

economic and social progress”.4 

Satellites were at the top-end of the technological evolution, and UNESCO’s 

secretariat was set to exploit their communication potential for educational, cultural and 

scientific uses. It was modernist confidence, developmental euphoria, and political 

opportunity that converged when the meeting of experts convened in Paris in late 1965.  

Three dynamics had made the meeting possible. Firstly, the research on 

development communication, that UNESCO in close cooperation with U.S. 

modernisation theorists like Stanford scholar Wilbur Schramm, had promoted, eyed 

satellites as a solution to many of the problems of developing countries. Secondly, behind 

the scenes there appeared a refreshed appetite for a new global conference on 

communications. UNESCO’s Tor Gjesdal envisioned a conference on the “New Era of 

Communication” that could be seen as follow-up to the UN Conference on the Freedom 

of Information in Geneva in 1948.5 Thirdly, calls for UNESCO’s engagement with 

satellites came from the political heart of the organisation, its General Conference, where 

all member states met every two years to decide on programme, budget and the general 

course of UNESCO. In 1960, one resolution anticipated that satellites “could enable 

educational programmes covering vast areas to be disseminated”.6 Subsequent General 

Conferences steered UNESCO further towards the study of space technology and 

satellite broadcasting.  

If during the 1950s, the Commission on Human Rights and the ECOSOC had 

driven UNESCO’s global research efforts and the development of its communications 

activity, the initiative had now shifted to the intergovernmental arena, the General 

Conference, where nation states articulated, often in conflicting ways, their visions, 

ambitions, preoccupations and demands. The actual activity, planned and guided by 

UNESCO’s secretariat, continued to scale up and down between the various levels from 

                                                

4  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 13th Session, Paris 1964, 13 C 5, Draft Programme and 
Budget for 1965-1966, see Part II, Chapter 4.2, para. 11. 
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31/XII/64, UAP, 4-6. 

6  Resolution 1.1322, in: UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 11th Session, Paris 1960, 11 
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207 
 

    

the governmental conference to informal expert meetings and the individually contracted 

researcher. But the voices of nation states in UNESCO’s dealings with international 

communications now became more prominent.  

This then was the major trend that appeared in the second half of the 1960s: If 

communication in the service of development had been mostly a task for specialists and 

subject to policy planning at the international plane, communications now became more 

directly the focus of debates between states at international fora. The technical 

implications of satellite broadcasting played a certain role in catalysing this shift. On the 

one side, the technological advantage of the two global superpowers over all other 

countries was obvious to governments and publics around the world, and it was unlikely 

to change in the foreseeable future. On the other side, the transgressive potential of 

satellite broadcasting was of an entirely new quality in comparison to, for instance, radio 

waves which were clearly limited in their geographical reach. Both aspects concerned not 

only developing countries, but also industrialised and technologically advances countries 

in Western Europe were alerted.  

A second and related trend appeared in the debates on international satellite 

communications. The distinction between communications for developing areas and 

communication practices and regimes for the entire globe, as it was implied in the 

concept of “development communication” of the early 1960s, became blurrier and could 

no longer guide the debate on international communications.  

 

For the time being, however, UNESCO stuck with the time-tested tactics. The 

General Conference of 1964 had tasked the Secretariat to draft “a long-term programme 

to promote the use of space communication for the free flow of information, the rapid 

spread of education and greater cultural exchange”.7 To do so, the Mass Communication 

Department invited a number of experts to make proposals. Expectations were high. 

UNESCO’s Indian Assistant Director-General, Malcolm Adiseshiah, expressed a “sense 

of urgency” when he welcomed the participants at UNESCO House in December 1965: 

“What might seem fantastic today in this realm [of satellite communication] could 

                                                

7  Resolution 4.2123, UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 13th Session, Paris 1964, 13 
C/Resolutions, 72. 
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become reality tomorrow; and the future might well be shaped during the incipient 

phase.” Considering the stunning speed of the technical evolution, he called upon his 

audience: “The social scientists must seek to match the physical scientists in creativity if 

these new instruments of communication are to yield to Man the enormous 

benefits inherent in them.”8 

As if to underscore the fantastic character of the possibilities that were arising, the 

Secretariat had invited Arthur C. Clarke as keynote speaker. The British science fiction 

writer was famous for having predicted the advent of communication satellites as early 

as 1945.9 His fictional writing included the story The Sentinel of 1948, which, in 1968, he 

turned into a film script from which Stanley Kubrick produced his sci-fi blockbuster 

2001: A Space Odyssey. In his address to the UNESCO meeting, Clarke stated:  

What we are building now is the nervous system of mankind […]. The 
communications network, of which the satellites will be nodal points, will enable 
the consciousness of our grandchildren to flicker like lightning back and forth 
across the face of this planet. They will be able to go anywhere and meet anyone, 
at any time, without stirring from their homes […]. 

To “flicker” has, in the meantime, become a brand name. “Flickr” is today a digital 

application with which we, the “grandchildren”, live Clarke’s futurist vision on an 

everyday basis. Without satellites our digital world would stop turning.  

Clarke’s political estimates, by contrast, appear rather like a far-off cry from a lost 

technological utopia:  

The inexorable force of astronomical facts [i.e. communication satellites] will 
destroy the political fantasies which have so long fragmented our planet. For when 
all major artistic productions, entertainments, political and news events can be 
viewed simultaneously by the whole world, the parochialism and xenophobia of the 
past will be unable to survive.”10 

At the time, satellites were widely recognised as a technical revolution. In terms of their 

communication capacities, contemporaries could only think of the invention of the 

                                                

8  Malcolm Adiseshiah, Opening Remarks, Meeting of Experts on the Use of Space Communication by 
the Mass Media, Paris, 6-10 December 1965, UNESCO/Spacecom/Inf.4, 07.12.1965, in: AG 8, CRC 
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9  In Clarke, Arthur C., ʻExtra-Terrestrial Relays. Can Rocket Stations Give World-wide Radio Coverageʼ, 
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10  His speech reprinted in Arthur C. Clarke, The World of Communication Satellites, in: The UNESCO 
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printing press or the introduction of telegraphy as having brought about changes on a 

comparable scale. Adiseshiah’s call for creativity and Clarke’s futurist approach span the 

horizon in which the new technology was viewed and hinted at how close science and 

fiction were in this moment of innovation.  

Unwittingly, it also foretold the impossibility of the challenge that UNESCO’s 

development planners had taken up. In practical terms, UNESCO aimed at exploring the 

use of satellite broadcasting for out-of-school education, geographically expansive 

literacy campaigns, family planning, the dissemination of hygienic as well as agricultural 

advice, and for helping countries and regions to build up new media systems in the service 

of news distribution and cultural exchange.  

At the same time, it occurred to experts, planners, and politicians alike that the 

technology’s powerful transnational reach held challenges for the international system. 

To some it brought the globe closer together, to others it inevitably threatened the 

integrity of the nation state, its cultural identity and independence. Formal international 

arrangements, in one way or another, seemed inevitable. 

Deliberations at UNESCO from 1965 until roughly 1973 focused on both 

dimensions. They changed, as will be seen, the general outlook at UNESCO on 

communications. Over this period, the outlook moved from a more technical perception 

of communications in the service of modernisation to a more content-related focus. In 

the latter perspective, the use of media became ever more apparent as a double-edged 

sword. One edge was defined by freedom of information discourses paired with an 

advocacy of market liberalism, and the other by political and cultural aspirations of 

mainly, but not only, the developing world. 

UNESCO as an institution itself completed a cycle of change towards the end of 

the 1960s. Throughout the decade, 42 new member states joined - bringing membership 

up from 73 in 1959 to 125 in 1970. The budget almost tripled from 31,597,628 USD for 

the biennium 1961-62 to 89,898,560 USD for 1971-72.11 This budget hike particularly 

was a hard-fought decision and provoked fierce opposition from the U.S. and, to a 

smaller degree, its Western European partners. The French Director-General René 

Maheu, who had succeeded Vittorino Veronese in 1962, steered UNESCO through the 
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decade. He was the person mainly responsible for securing the budget increase against 

Western resistance. For some, in retrospect, his era represented the “golden age” of the 

organisation,12 others associated the period with the growing “politicisation” – here seen 

as a degeneration of a fundamentally technical organisation.13 UNESCO’s engagement 

with satellites would turn out to provide arguments for both interpretations.  

4.1 Reaching for the Moon: The UN, the Cold War, and 

Development 

Satellites are a classic example of a “dual-use technology”, bearing high potential for both 

military and civilian uses. Historians Lisa Parks and James Schwoch have highlighted that 

to a large degree the approach to satellites consisted of “various attempts to explain, 

manage, and put into practice the conceptual cleavage of military and peaceful satellite 

applications” which they saw as “a sort of grand discursive project” of that particular 

Cold War period.14  

When the Soviets launched the first artificial satellite, Sputnik I, on October 4, 1957, 

the Western perception was captured in the popular term “Sputnik-Shock”. The event 

seemed to at once demonstrate that the Soviet Union’s scientific progress had outpaced 

the United States and that Soviet rocket technology, the so-called intercontinental 

ballistic missiles (ICBM), was advanced enough to directly threaten Western Europe and 

North America.15 Of course, the consequences drawn from this thundering starting shot 

of the space race were more than just ‘discursive’,16 but the ambition to capitalise on the 

propaganda value of this advanced technology certainly shaped the course of the 

international space activities in the years to come.  

Maybe the first discursive victory after Sputnik 1 was won by a combined effort at 

the international level. In December 1958, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 
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1348 setting up the ad hoc Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUS) 

and calling for cooperative modes of exploring the future of outer space technology.17 

The call for “peaceful uses” did of course not stop military research and uses, but it did 

provide influential parameters for the legal and ethical norms that evolved throughout 

the 1960s.  

COPUS, permanently institutionalised in 1959, was expected to monitor resources 

and activities within the UN and its specialised agencies, to identify areas of international 

co-operation, and to suggest international arrangements that would give a legal order to 

the exploration of outer space. The Committee proved instrumental in forging a ban of 

nuclear weapon tests in outer space, negotiated between the U.S., the United Kingdom 

and the Soviet Union. A UN General Assembly declaration to that end was adopted in 

1963.18 Based on the legal principles advanced in that declaration, the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union went ahead to suggest a general Outer Space Treaty. After UN Secretary-General 

U Thant and the Chairman of the committee, the later Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim, 

mediated between the two delegations, the Treaty was endorsed by the General Assembly 

in 1966 and entered into force in 1967. The Committee’s activities have continued up 

until today, and the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 was followed by the Moon Treaty in 

1979.19  

Among the parameters for the future discursive and legal order that the 1958 

resolution had set, and the Committee followed up on, were also the claims that “present 

national rivalries” would not be extended into space, that the use of outer spacewould be 

open to all countries without regard of their technical or economic capacities, and that 

space exploration would be carried out in the interest of all mankind. Explicitly, the 

resolution acknowledged that the recent venture into space had “added a new dimension 

to man’s existence and opened new possibilities for the increase of his knowledge and 

the improvement of his life”.20  
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Satellites and the cooperative rhetoric cultivated around them at the UN may have 

had their role in catalysing the surge in global development efforts around 1960.21 In any 

case, the advent of satellite technology was followed shortly after by the proclamation of 

the First United Nations Development Decade by the UN General Assembly in 1961.22  

Cold War historians as well as newer development histories have only recently 

brought into focus the Soviet attempts to promote its own model of modernisation 

within the Third World. If the early Soviet successes testified to the potency of its 

modernisation model, Soviet development plans for the Third World had a head-start 

over their Western and American competitors. In this perspective, the pioneering years 

of space technology represented also a “time of euphoric engagement” on the side of the 

Soviet Union with the Third World.23 Soviet leader Nikita Krushchev had acknowledged 

the vital importance of turning towards the newly independent countries and offering 

development models in the Soviet style. Especially the Soviets’ state-led and planning-

driven approach appealed to the leaders of liberation movements and post-colonial 

governments.  

The negotiations about the international allocation of radio frequencies at the 

International Telecommunication Union (ITU) in 1959 illustrated this by fleshing out 

two significant shifts in Soviet foreign policy.24 The first shift consisted of a greater 

openness towards the UN institutions. Under Krushchev, the Soviets approached UN 

institutions more deliberately as a means to manage favourable conditions for “peaceful 

co-existence”.25 The second shift recognised the strategic value in showing solidarity with 

the growing Third World bloc. The political manoeuvring at the ITU in 1959 and the 

even bigger ITU Space Radio Conference in 1963 showed not only the shifts in Soviet 
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foreign policy, but underscored also how intimately international communications, the 

Cold War and the nascent development policies were entangled.  

According to Hugh Slotten, the 1959 negotiations on international 

communications had become part of the superpowers’ “symbolic and material global 

struggle for hearts and minds”. Tellingly, U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

announced his “total Cold War” shortly after the launch of Sputnik.26 Yet, only the new 

administration under the young President John F. Kennedy would accord satellite 

communication a specific place in U.S. foreign policy. With greater readiness than 

Eisenhower to take up the “space race”, he entered into a two-way strategy.  

On May 25, 1961 at a joint session of Congress, Kennedy famously declared “that 

this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing 

a man on the moon”.27 Four months later, on September 25, in a speech to the UN 

General Assembly he proposed “officially designating this decade of the 1960s as the 

United Nations Decade of Development”. Explicitly he urged that outer space be 

reserved for peaceful use and declared the aim of “opening the mysteries and benefits of 

space to every nation”.28 While the first initiative was clearly aimed at proving the 

scientific and technological capabilities of the United States after the shock of Sputnik 

and Gagarin, the second sought to frame the renewed U.S. efforts in an altruistic way by 

linking it to a global development effort. 

Quite present, yet much less recognised in retrospect, was the role of 

communications in the space race. Apparently, following the advice of Vice President 

Lyndon B. Johnson, who was also head of the Space Council, Kennedy accorded highest 

priority to the development of space communications.29 Consequently, in his speech to 

Congress he asked, among other things, for USD 50 million for “accelerating the use of 
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space satellites for world-wide communications.”30 To the UNGA, he pledged to develop 

“a global system of communications satellites linking the whole world in telegraph and 

telephone and radio and television. The day need not be far away when such a system 

will televise the proceedings of this body to every corner of the world for the benefit of 

peace.”31 

Hence in the deliberations on satellites, there were always three discursive projects 

at work: a Cold War discourse in which both superpowers tried to establish their 

technical, and by association socio-economic, superiority; a discourse that promoted the 

peaceful nature of the technology and outlawed advances into military uses; and a 

discourse geared towards development that catered to two objectives, offering a 

revolutionary technology to actual development policies and scoring propaganda points 

in the battle for the ‘hearts and minds’ of the Third World. 

4.2 Putting “UNESCO into Orbit” 

This dynamic could not fail to impact on the UN’s cultural organization. UNESCO had 

established some authority in the field of international communications by surveying the 

global availability of mass media around 1960. Quickly, after satellites had entered the 

scene and the United Nations had picked up on the topic, the new technology was also 

discussed at UNESCO’s General Conference. In 1960, the French delegation lobbied for 

UNESCO’s engagement with satellite educational broadcasting.32 The resulting 

resolution expressed the expectation that in a short time satellite-based communication 

could aid global educational programmes.33  

UNESCO followed through. A seminar in March 1962 studied the “Development 

and Use of New Methods and Techniques of Education”.34 Wilbur Schramm was invited 
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to present the newer educational media developed in the United States. Although no 

educationalist himself, he outlined instructional television, radio and even computer-

based methods of learning. He included a side note on satellites stating that by the end 

of the 1960s it would be possible to “rebroadcast educational television to a land mass 

the size of the entire Indian subcontinent.”35 

Schramm had done his research. He had interviewed specialists from the David 

Sarnoff Research Center of the Radio Corporation of America who told him “that we 

shall see within this decade that broadcasting to the developing nations will become quite 

practical”. On the question of the geographical reach, the specialists spoke of areas of 

several million square miles: “Typical areas of the world of this size are India, Brazil, 

Continental United States, Western Europe, etc.”36 

Later in 1962, member states at the General Conference expressed their satisfaction 

with “Unesco’s part in demonstrating the importance of mass communication in 

economic and social development”. As the next step, they authorised the Director-

General to study “the consequences which the use of new techniques of communication 

on a world scale, by means of artificial satellites” are likely to have upon the educational, 

cultural and scientific objectives of UNESCO.37  

At this point the two dynamics converged, UNESCO’s surveying efforts had 

established the link between the access to information and economic development, and 

technological progress promised vast opportunities in facilitating this access. UNESCO’s 

secretariat seized the opportunity.  

In September 1963, Julian Behrstock, head of UNESCO’s Division of Free Flow 

of Information, gave a keynote at the 14th International Astronautical Congress offering 

the UNESCO perspective on satellites. Behrstock congratulated the Congress for 

dedicating one day as “Education Day”. His elaborations on communications satellites 

pointed at educational uses but were largely of prognostic if not speculative nature.38  
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One month later, in October, UNESCO’s Director-General himself presented a 

similar approach in much greater detail to the important ITU Space Communication 

Conference. He predicted a “new global communication system”, a sizable increase in 

the quantity, speed and range of communication by word and image, and a greater news 

exchange between the different continents. He also hoped that satellites would help to 

spread education, assist development countries in their efforts to accelerate education 

and bring those areas in to close contact with other parts of the world. Additionally, he 

urged further studies and gave strong support for an intergovernmental conference in 

the near future.39 

His long report was in itself another example of the discursive efforts that 

surrounded the new technology. Large parts were dedicated to interpreting satellites 

within history and current contexts, while other parts formulated visions of how satellites 

would change the future of global communications. This was of course a stretch for an 

institution that had no capacities to assess the technical specificities, the expected costs, 

future market uses or the management of frequencies. Yet, it underscored the ambition 

of UNESCO to establish a ‘cultural’ take on a seemingly technical topic.  

In the meantime, an old friend of UNESCO had returned to Paris. In summer 

1963, Senator William Benton was appointed the U.S. representative to the Executive 

Board and his arrival was greeted enthusiastically at the secretariat. Tor Gjesdal wrote to 

Benton that “for us in the Department of Mass Communication your return to UNESCO 

is a truly great event!”40 By September, Gjesdal had already sent Benton dossiers 

regarding space communication activities.41  

Once settled in, Benton wrote to Director-General Maheu himself stating that 

“freedom of information might be given a new lease of life by the convening of a fresh 

conference which would be a kind of sequel to the one held in 1948.”42 Benton’s 

enthusiasm for communication matters as an international and multilateral project that 

he had displayed in the 1940s had not waned during his absence from Paris, and Maheu 
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and his colleagues were receptive to the idea of a conference that might shift the initiative 

more clearly into UNESCO’s remit. 

Julian Behrstock tested the grounds for a conference in New York in March 1964 

at the twentieth session of the ECOSCO’s Commission on Human Rights. It turned out 

that he would encounter a familiar problem. In his conversations with them, 

representatives of the U.S. State Department signalled “misgivings about the efficacy of 

a new conference”. And chief editors of the U.S. press displayed plainly their “disinterest 

in a conference which they presumed would be given over to an ideological debate of 

differing concepts of the role of information.”43 

In his report, Behrstock pointed to what he described as “Gjesdal’s thesis”. Gjesdal 

had held that “any new large-scale conference might more usefully turn away from the 

old ideological quarrels and instead be concerned with the full and effective use of the 

striking spread of radio, the rise of television and, most recently, the advent of space 

communication”. Such a conference could examine “the new pattern of world 

communication” and promote “the free flow of information, but also education and 

cultural exchange”. Behrstock observed a prevalent view within the CHR “that the 

‘political’ pursuit of freedom of information has been less productive than the ‘technical’ 

aspect, which has been Unesco’s prerogative”. However, a distinction, he added, that had 

become “more and more nebulous, with the declining interest in a doctrinal approach to 

freedom of information and the parallel advance in the technology of communications 

which by its global character (e.g. space communication) has begun increasingly to 

impose cooperative international action in the interest of all.”  

The familiar problem lay, of course, in the distinction between the political and the 

technical dimension inherent in the issue. While Gjesdal seemed convinced of the 

possibility of escaping “ideological quarrels”, Behrstock conceded that the distinction 

had become nebulous. Yet, the need for international cooperation that flowed from the 

“global character” of modern communication seemed so undisputable that Behrstock 

nonetheless concluded with optimism: “This situation would seem to offer an 

opportunity for Unesco to play a decisive role in the years ahead.”44  
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In autumn 1964, finally, the proposals prepared by the Secretariat for the General 

Conference suggested a resolution that called upon the Director-General to assemble 

experts to define a long-term programme by which UNESCO would promote the use of 

satellites in service of what were considered to be their most fundamental values: the free 

flow of information, education and cultural exchange.45 This was not yet the conference 

that Benton or Gjesdal might have envisioned.46 But it certainly could be a first step in 

the direction that both hoped international communications discourses would move. In 

any case, in hindsight Behrstock accorded the highest importance to this step. In a 1978 

article he noted that it marked the “beginning of the end of the Unesco’s ivory tower”, 

as it was “space communication with its capacity for instantaneous worldwide 

transmissions that put Unesco itself into orbit.”47  

4.3 A “Long Term Programme” and an Expert Panel  

The meeting was convened in Paris in December 1965 and brought together experts in 

their personal capacity from 19 member states. Governmental observers were admitted 

from Canada, France, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union and the United States. The 

ITU, the UN proper and the WHO were present, too, as were non-governmental 

organisations, such as the European Broadcasting Union (EBU), the International 

Organisation of Journalists (IOJ), and the International Astronautical Association.48  

UNESCO’s Secretariat had learned from the experience of Bangkok and stated 

explicitly that the results of the meeting were of a purely advisory nature and were meant 

to facilitate the work of the secretariat in preparing a long-term programme that would, 

at the General Conference of 1966, be presented to and discussed among the member 

states.  

Apart from this respect for the prerogatives of the state, the Secretariat had not 

changed its trust in experts. The convening of such a meeting re-affirmed the belief in 

                                                

45  Resolution 4.2123, in: UNESCO, 13 C/Resolutions 1964, 72. 
46  In fact, the programme prepared by the meeting in 1965 would propose the holding of an “international 
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the power of expertise as well as UNESCO’s role as facilitator in an international expert 

discourse. This was congruent with the view of other UN bodies. The UN COPUS had 

emphasised in its message to UNESCO that “the opinions of experts in mass 

communications must be taken into account when governments sit down to write the 

treaties and resolutions affecting the utilization of a global communication system.” 

UNESCO’s experts emphatically subscribed to such a notion and quoted the message in 

their own report.49 

In the light of the reservations that Behrstock had encountered at the CHR in 1964 

and in the context of the highly technical, highly specialised case of satellites, the 

emphasis of the COPUS and of UNESCO on expert deliberations reflected at least three 

assumptions: the planning of the future uses of the technology, that so far only a very 

few countries could master, was a litmus test to the international solidarity that was so 

deeply ingrained in the UN-rhetoric. This solidarity was probably easier to achieve in 

expert cooperation than by governments trying to reach agreements.50 Next, it also 

continued the efforts to turn the problems posed by satellites into a technical rather than 

a political question, which reduced the potential for conflict – or so it was hoped. And it 

lastly seemed to take for granted that this naturally transgressive technology that would 

not respect national boundaries would equally naturally necessitate international 

arrangements or legal frameworks, for which the UN was the obvious venue.  

If this approach again evidenced the signature belief of liberal internationalists in 

the ordering power of international expert discourse, it may have blinded both the experts 

and the UNESCO Secretariat of the contradiction they would soon run into. By its 

mandate, and arguably by all rhetoric surrounding UNESCO’s mass communications 

programme, the organisation aimed at increasing the free flow of information and ideas, 

and the promotion of international communication. At the same time, and this was 

acknowledged already at the 1965 meeting, they felt increasingly responsible for 

                                                

49  Communication from the United Nations concerning the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer 
Space: Its Role in General and Regarding Space Communication in Particular, 
UNESCO/Spacecom/16, Paris, 06.12.1965, UNESDOC, 5, the quote in UNESCO, Report of the 
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protecting national development, including cultural development, cultural self-

determination and independence in setting up national media. Taking up this somewhat 

schizophrenic task would bring to the fore some formidable problems. 

Based on the meeting report, the Secretariat drew up a “Long-Term Programme 

for the Use of Space Communication” and presented it as document 14 C 5 to the 14th 

General Conference in 1966. The Programme Commission there recorded little 

discussion and Resolution 4.13 endorsed the Programme, thus defining the organisation’s 

future engagement with space technology.51  

The resolution went in two main directions. The first envisaged preparations of 

pilot projects testing the use of satellites for educational purposes in selected areas in the 

developing world. The most prominent among the discussed projects was an 

instructional television project for India. Wilbur Schramm was the person who promoted 

and pursued the idea.52 The second direction pointed towards international arrangements 

that would “ensure the development of space communication in the public interest of all 

Member States”, as Resolution 4.13 stated. This idea originated with two international 

law professors, the Swedish Hilding Eek and the French Fernand Terrou.53 

Inevitably, the long-term programme also proposed to continue the expert 

consultations. The group of 1965 was transformed into an informal advisory panel. It 

was reduced to less than ten members and met eight times between 1966 and 1973. 

Wilbur Schramm was coordinating the panel, several of the 1965 experts returned 

regularly, like the Indian Narayana Menon, the Argentinian Aldo Cocca, the Swedish 

Olof Rydbeck, or the Russian N.I. Tchistiakov. Jean d’Arcy of the UN Office of Public 
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Information and A.H. Abdel-Ghani of the Outer Space Affairs group were also regular 

attendants.54  

The panel constituted something like the intellectual epicentre. It moved largely 

along the two main lines defined in the “Long-Term Programme”, the pilot project for 

India and the elaboration of international arrangements. But those lines were broad 

enough to provide discussions on a great number of issues. The panel reflected much of 

the programmatic thinking at UNESCO over satellite communication and, as it would 

turn out, communications in general. 

4.3.1 Nation, Culture and Audiences 

The contradictory task that lay before the panel was recognizable from the beginning. 

The “Long-Term Programme” had stated that satellites will “enormously multiply the 

possible volume of communication, internationally, regionally and within countries.”55 

This spoke to the heart of any internationalist who saw communications as a means to 

secure global peace and prosperity. At the same time, the Programme formulated clear 

expectations about the impact on the state: “For some countries, satellite communication 

can expand widely and in the long run, economically, the national communication 

network, bringing about closer integration of all segments of a nation in a common 

development effort, promoting key objectives such as literary teaching and rural 

development”.56 This was the prevalent creed of UNESCO’s development thinking and 

reflected very much the views that Schramm, Lerner and the American modernisers had 

promoted. 

The 1965 meeting addressed both dimensions directly. On the one side there was 

talk about “international cultural integration”. M.M. Khatib, a deputy director at the 

Telegraph and Telephone Department of the Government of Pakistan, saw the rising of 

a “world community”.57 This corresponded with practical proposals for “a cheap flat 

                                                

54  Some of the papers submitted to the meetings are available at UNESCO Archives, Paris. However, no 
correspondence documenting the organisation of these meetings was archived.  

55  UNESCO, Long-Term Programme, 14 C/25, 1.  
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word rate for news transmissions.”58 On the other side, the Indian Menon, head of All-

India Radio, pointed to the potential of broadcasting media “as an instrument for creating 

national confidence and national pride and for projecting abroad the national point of 

view”.59 Subsequent expert meetings echoed such believes speaking of satellite 

communication as bringing about “closer integration of all segments of the nation” or, 

as the Indian representative Umar Kayam phrased it in 1969, of mass media “as a nation-

binder”.60 

Related to this “national” role of the media, but going beyond the culturally binding 

function, was the aspect of the protection of the national media realm. Both Khatib and 

Menon stressed the inadequacy of foreign programming for local contexts and the need 

for local audiences to be able to connect with and understand the content offered to 

them. The meeting report later considered it “inconceivable that national governments 

would agree to let their populations be flooded with television programmes and facsimile 

newspapers originating outside and beyond their influence”. Tellingly, the experts had to 

concede that the vast potential of rapid communication had not yet been recognised by 

“the majority of the world’s librarians”, rather it “seemed to be more apparent to the 

governmental agencies concerned with national objectives”.61 

To UNESCO’s Mass Communication Department the problem of reconciling 

international media flows with national needs for development had been evident since 

the regional meetings on Asia, Latin America and Africa. It touched upon the question 

of how media policies would relate to national development plans. Ideas circled around 

some form of national advisory board, committee or council. The report of the regional 

meeting on Africa in 1962 contained a section on “national mass communication 

councils”.62 Also Wilbur Schramm two years later included in his book Mass Media and 

National Development the recommendation that a “national council on mass 
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communication”, comprising representatives of private business, government and the 

public, could be “useful”.63 

Shortly after the meeting on Africa, Lloyd Sommerlad, consultant and later 

programme specialist at the Mass Communication Department, discussed the question 

in a memo to Tor Gjesdal. He warned in February 1962: “Even though it may have some 

representatives from the profession and of the private sector, it would almost inevitably 

be a Government controlled and […] would provide a ready-made instrument for 

censorship and control of mass communication.”64 The officials were wary of the 

looming conflict between strong governmental influence and liberal free- press traditions. 

Nevertheless, the Department under Gjesdal decided to support national media councils 

and recommended the tripartite set-up of government, private media and consumer 

representatives.65  

If in the context of national development, these councils were largely conceived as 

a steering tool for domestic media, in the context of satellite broadcasting the ‘national’ 

decision making had to more directly confront the role of foreign media. The attendees 

of the 1965 meeting were fully aware of the challenge and spoke of “the paramount 

importance of cultural and social patterns for the production and dissemination for 

educational programmes”. The challenge would consist of “adapting foreign 

programmes to local needs.”66 

That such precautions were not limited to a narrowly conceived educational 

campaign, was obvious from the definition of “public broadcasting” which, the report 

stated, “had a vital rôle to play in assisting social education, in the eradication of illiteracy, 

in providing information on population control, in assistance to agriculture in short, ‘in 

meeting the challenges of the time’.”67 

The intricacy of the issue was further evidenced in the discussion on taste, a rather 

alien element to discuss in an international organisation’s expert meeting one might think 
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– but highly pertinent in the psycho-sociological models of the media impact on 

development societies in the 1960s. The report noted “lively discussion” on the question 

of whether satellite broadcasting could be “detrimental to national cultures by 

supplanting them by masses of information from outside.” Some assumed that the 

increased volume of international exchange in “high culture” media content would raise 

the “popular taste”. Others noted that even the question of news was related to local and 

national specificities: “News shades into culture, and culture shades into news.”68 

The expectation of a cultural convergence hovered around these various aspects. 

Increased cultural exchange, the implication went, would lead to the acceptance of a 

common cultural standard, presumably a standard set by Western culture. Reference was 

made to the “paperback” that had “often served as an instrument for cultural 

penetration”, and it was added, “so might high-quality space communication”. This was 

a vague parallel to cultural revolutions in Europe and North America at points where 

changes in language practices, technology or media formats had repeatedly led to a 

considerable expansion of the cultural consumption, which in turn was associated with 

cultural advance.69 

The swirling debate resulted eventually in the affirmation “that the words ‘cultural 

exchanges’ implied equal opportunities for all, and reciprocity, so as to avoid a 

predominance, in the space communication field, of any one culture over another.”70  

Satellites exacerbated the problems connected with international communications 

practices. Internationalist hopes and national needs were not easily reconcilable. Even 

categories like news or educational media offered less and less of an area of consensus, 

as their cultural dimensions were increasingly recognised. They could no longer be 

thought of outside a local or, more importantly, national context. One should not take 

these conclusions for granted, from a present-day understanding of media, culture or 

education. Reports and papers to subsequent meetings continually reiterated this point. 

The universalisms inherent in both progressive internationalist visions of world order 

and in the modernisers’ development models that came under attack. 
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The collapse of those categories eventually necessitated a clearer stand from 

UNESCO itself. It was no longer possible to advocate both a free flow of information 

and national development efforts without setting priorities to guide decisions where the 

free flow and the national demands clashed. A draft report of the Director-General, 

submitted to the third meeting of the panel in December 1967, gave an indication of 

where UNESCO’s thinking was headed. With a view to international frameworks for 

communications, the Director-General asked “whether an orderly development of 

satellite communication for the benefit of all states will not also demand agreements 

concerning the content of transmissions”. This, he conceded, “would mean a radical 

departure from present practices.”71 

With the needs of developing countries rising, technological progress galloping and 

the political balance in intergovernmental fora tilting towards the Third World, 

UNESCO appeared to come down on the side of the (member) states or, more precisely, 

on the side of protecting something like national cultural self-determination or cultural 

sovereignty. The choice between the free flow and national development translated ever 

more into the fundamental question of how far to protect, or define, the cultural rights 

of a state or a nation. 

The intergovernmental conference on “International Arrangements in the Space 

Communication Field” in December 1969, gave an example of how this question was 

catalysed in UNESCO’s deliberations on the satellite. Western media experts and 

government representatives had repeatedly urged UNESCO and the panel meetings to 

address the issue of unauthorised interception of television programmes transmitted via 

satellites. At the fifth panel meeting in March 1969, Dr. Hanna Saba, the Secretariat’s 

expert on international legal affairs, and G. Straschnov, the Legal Director of the European 

Broadcasting Union (EBU), presented further views in order to prepare for the 

governmental conference in December. The aim of such legal measures was to protect 

the producers of media content against free and uncontrolled use of their products.72 
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Yet, the governmental conference may have caught Western experts and the legal 

advisors by surprise. When it came to discussing legal safeguards for satellite 

transmissions, representatives from Colombia, India, Algeria and Cyprus spoke up. 

Apparently without prior coordination, they all raised the point of protecting “the rights 

of recipients of satellite-based television broadcasts.”73 The developed countries were 

caught off-guard and showed, according to Gjesdal, a “somewhat mixed reaction”. They 

conceded that a future declaration might touch upon this point. But Russian and U.S. 

representatives tried to deflect the issue by ascribing the main responsibility to the UN 

Working Group on Direct Broadcasting, where similar issues were being scrutinised.74 

The official meeting report did not name individual delegations, but it framed them 

in wider contexts. It noted that several experts had felt that “international arrangements 

[…] should consider the impact of programmes on audiences in differing cultural milieux 

and that the rights of audiences be given full attention”. This claim was reinforced by 

evoking the “Unesco Declaration on the Principles of International Cultural Co-

operation” of 1966, which had stated “the right of all countries to respect and preserve 

their cultures as part of the common heritage of mankind” and intended to give meaning 

to the notion “universality in diversity”.75  

Now, the meeting added “that the free flow of information must be two-way 

circulation”. Several experts suggested “a general declaration of policy asserting the right 

of each country to self-determination regarding what broadcasts should be received.”76  

Later UNESCO meetings endorsed that attention was paid to the protection of 

national cultures and the right to cultural self-determination. At the 1970 expert panel 

meeting, the Swedish Olof Rydbeck, who was at the same time chairing the UN Working 

Group on Direct Broadcasting, urged that UNESCO studies should take note ”of the 

many strong views expressed on the risks involved [in satellite communication] such as 

interference with the sovereignty of States and the threat to national cultures”. And Julian 
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Behrstock, head of the Free Flow Division, announced that a “study of the social and 

cultural impact of satellite-based television, particularly with regard to the rights of 

recipients” would soon be commissioned by UNESCO.77 

The Director-General’s question about a greater focus on the content of media had 

indirectly been answered. The rights of producers, or the copyright question, had led 

Third World representatives to raise the question of the rights of audiences. 

Notwithstanding that the actual audiences in Third World countries had so far said little 

in those deliberations – for instance, Khatib and Menon,the panel members from 

Pakistan and India, were both officers of government branches – the concern with 

audience inevitably led to considerations about both the content of the media and efforts 

for preservation and protection of national cultural spheres. Here again, a qualification 

might be made that such cultural awareness did not lead to a critical reflection about what 

would actually constitute the somewhat ill-defined notion of ‘national culture’. 

UNESCO had thus moved from a concern with technology and technical 

questions to a clear focus on the content. Tor Gjesdal unwittingly confirmed this move. 

In the run-up to the governmental conference of 1969, the U.S. delegation complained 

that INTELSAT, the U.S. led public-private consortium that since 1964 had been 

building up a global communication satellite system, was not invited to the meeting. 

Gjesdal refused to extend such an invitation on two grounds. First, this would have meant 

that also Intersputnik, the Soviet response to INTELSAT, would have insisted on an 

invitation – which apparently neither he nor the Americans had a desire for. Second, he 

stated that “INTELSAT [was] concerned with hardware, […] while UNESCO was 

concerned rather with educational and cultural aspects of [the] problem.”78 Whereas 

Gjesdal in 1964 had maintained that a new big international communications conference 

should be careful to remain in the realm of technical questions, and not get trapped in 

political controversy, he could now, especially in the light of the various panel 

discussions, no longer deny that UNESCO had decidedly gone beyond that restricted 

sphere.  
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4.3.2 SITE: “Transform them into a different kind of 

human beings” 

Against the background of these debates, UNESCO aimed at practical applications for 

satellites. Yet, from the beginning it was unclear how far UNESCO’s practical 

involvement could go. After all, space technology was not only costly to a degree far 

beyond any budget capacities of UNESCO. The know-how was also concentrated mainly 

in the U.S. and the Soviet Union, with independent space projects only in their infancy 

in Europe, India and Brazil. 

The limits of UNESCO’s involvement were apparently also not evident to the 

member states. At the Executive Board meeting in October 1967, Gjesdal had to 

emphasise that UNESCO had no capacities to establish ground facilities for sending or 

receiving satellite signals, nor was UNESCO intending to train technical personnel for 

such infrastructures. Gjesdal’s cautioning spoke to the hopes of some states and the fears 

of others. Third World countries looked hopefully to the institution of the UN for help. 

Yet, the United States and others feared that UNESCO overstretched its resources as 

much as its competencies. Benton had to clarify this in his report to the State Department 

from the Executive Board meeting. The position prepared by the Department had been 

based on a misunderstanding as to how far UNESCO’s ambitions went. Rather than 

dealing with hardware, UNESCO was planning “a feasibility study on the use of satellite 

communication for educational and cultural purposes”.79 

According to Benton, UNESCO should be commended for taking the initiative in 

this field. But he reminded the Department that he would feel better if closer contact was 

kept with Wilbur Schramm. UNESCO, he said, had “depended heavily” on Schramm’s 

guidance and “we should try to work through him to exert a positive influence on the 

program.”80 

The advisory panel and various General Conference decisions in the second half 

of the 1960s had led to several feasibility studies for communication projects relying on 

satellite broadcasting. The most prominent of those was the Preparatory Study of a Pilot 
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Project in the Use of Satellite Communication for National Development Purposes in India. As stated 

earlier, it had been suggested by the panel meeting March 1967 and was executed by an 

expert mission to India in November 1967.81 

Both the general relations between India and UNESCO and the specific interaction 

around the 1967 study merit further historical investigations. India presents an instructive 

case for political histories of international development cooperation, as much as it offers 

a site for decolonisation studies that ask for the social and cultural dimensions of 

decolonisation in relation to the ‘rural’ areas and populations.82 The important aspect 

here is how this 1967 study related to the “Satellite Instructional Television Project” 

(SITE). SITE was a communications project based on the use of an ATS-6 

communication satellite provided by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

(NASA). It resulted from an agreement between the Indian government and the 

government of the United States in 1969 and was executed in 1975-76.  

Interestingly, the existing literature on SITE,83 does not account for any role of 

UNESCO in the genesis of the project. Seen from the UNESCO side, in turn, SITE was 

like the embodiment of its long-cultivated development communication discourse. Not 

least because of Schramm’s early studies, as well as the conclusions of various panel 

meetings and finally the 1967 study, UNESCO could view themselves as the intellectual 

origin of the project. 
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In the mid-1960s, UNESCO commissioned expert missions to India in the dozens. 

Specialists, mostly in science and engineering, evaluated or lectured at numerous Indian 

higher education institutions, like the Indian Institute of Technology or universities 

across the country. In 1965, UNESCO’s leadership considered an expansion of 

UNESCO’s permanent office in India in order to fulfil “its increasing responsibilities in 

India”. The word choice in itself was indicative of how much UNESCO thought itself 

to be “responsible” for the development case of India. UNESCO thought of sending 

“specialists in literacy, mass communication, cultural activities and school and higher 

education”.  

Although up to that point missions and projects in science and engineering 

dominated the UNESCO-Indian cooperation, mass communication had already moved 

into the focus of development planners in Paris. Together with a team of experts 

sponsored by the American Ford Foundation, UNESCO had helped to found, in 1965, 

the Institute of Mass Communication in New Delhi. Indira Gandhi, who had until 1964 

been a member of UNESCO’s Executive Board, inaugurated the institute in August 1965 

in her new function as Minister for Information and Broadcasting.84 Wilbur Schramm, in 

the meantime, had written to Lloyd Sommerlad at UNESCO. He had compiled a list of 

standard books he considered essential for the new Institute’s library. Inevitably, the list 

reflected the state of the art of American communication science, including works of his 

own, Daniel Lerner, Everett Rogers or Ithiel de Sola Pool, as well as some modernisation 

classics like Rostow’s Stages of Growth or McClelland’s Achieving Society. Sommerlad replied 

that he would assemble the books available at UNESCO and have them shipped to 

India.85 As a rare, source proven, insight into how ideas literally and physically travel, this 

detail shows how UNESCO functioned as a network through which specific visions of 

development could be dispersed through the world – or, in a political interpretation, how 

                                                

84  See the website of the IIMC: http://www.iimc.nic.in/Content/18_1_History.aspx. [last access: 
31.10.2018]. The idea for the IIMC went back to a study mission funded by the Ford Foundation and 
led by Wilbur Schramm and Lloyd Sommerlad in 1963, see: Stepping Up All Media Of Mass 
Communication, in: The Times of India, 25.01.1963, 3; Advanced Study in Use of Mass Communication. 
Ford Foundation Team Suggests Setting up of Center, in: The Times of India, 15.07.1963, 6.  

85  Schramm to Sommerlad, 18.05.1965 and Sommerlad to Schramm, 25.05.1965, AG 8, CRC 1957-66, 
Box: Mass Communication – Africa – Meeting 1962, France, 307 (6) A 06 44 “62”, Folder: 307 (540) 
MC/Development – INDIA, UAP. 
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a specific socio-economic model subsumed under the umbrella of modernisation theory 

could be promoted through the international institution UNESCO.  

Also practical communication projects had already been undertaken. As early as in 

1956, UNESCO had cooperated with All India Radio (AIR) in the Farm Radio Forum project 

which produced and broadcast specific programmes for several months to a selected number 

of villages in the area of the city of Pune. After the first evaluation in 1959, a reappraisal in 

1965 demonstrated the renewed interest in broadcasting for development.86  

As seen earlier, Schramm was among the first to connect the dots between satellites, 

educational media and the important development case of India. In his 1962 paper on Newer 

Educational Media he had already formulated the expectation that a satellite system could 

serve the educational needs of a vast area like the “entire India subcontinent”. His 

calculation was simple. The estimated $100 million would appear laughable in 

comparison to the projected budget for the U.S. space programme.87 In Britain, the 

former colonial power in India, such plans were keenly observed. The Guardian’s 

educational correspondent reported about Schramm’s proposal citing that the feasibility 

could be demonstrated in projects already in 1965 and 1966.88  

Schramm was ahead of his time. While educational broadcasting was much 

discussed,89 the interest in a space programme and a national broadcasting system was 

only just growing in India. In 1966 the Chanda-Committee, installed by Indira Gandhi in 

1964, recommended aiming for a nationwide television system.90 A space programme 

was still at an initial stage in the mid-1960s. The Indian physicist Vikram Sarabhai and 

                                                

86  The AIR project followed the successful Farm Radio Forum conducted in Canada in 1941 and favorably 
evaluated by Canadian authorities in collaboration with UNESCO in 1951. The reappraisal in 1965 of 
the AIR project Bhatt, B. P., Krishnamoorthy, P. V., Marathey, Ram and Bourgeois, Michel, Radio 

Broadcasting Serves Rural Development (Paris: UNESCO, 1965), 48, part I, and Schramm, Wilbur, ʻTen 

Years of the Radio Rural Forum in Indiaʼ, in UNESCO and IIEP, eds., New Educational Media in Action: 
Case Studies for Planners. 3 vols., vol. 1 (Paris: UNESCO, 1967), 105–134. 

87  Schramm, The Newer Educational Media, 1962, 34.  
88  After the publication of Schramm’s paper the article appeared: Satellites to Educate a Sub-Continent, 

in: The Guardian, 10.07.1963, p. 10.  
89  Making the transition from Radio to Television: Cassirer, Henry R., Television Teaching Today (Paris: 

UNESCO, 1960). 
90  The Chanda Committee on Broadcasting and Information Media, see exemplary for the countries 

interest in television: Nationwide TV Network in Seven Years Suggested. Chanda Committee, in: The 
Times of India, 22.02.1966, 8; Chander, Romesh, TV In Developing Countries. Progress Through a New 
Mode of Expression, in: The Times of India, 25.04.1965, 6, including references to UNESCO’s work on 
educational television. 
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the director of India’s new Department of Atomic Energy, Homi J. Bhabha, were 

carefully building relations with institutions in the United States, like MIT or NASA.91 

By 1965, however, the time seemed ripe. Plans for a pilot project based on satellites 

started to take shape at UNESCO. The expert meeting in December discussed the case 

of India extensively. The official meeting report described only in abstract terms a project 

“encompassing an area sufficiently large and heavily populated to allow for the desired 

international impact, while at the same time serving certain priority needs of the area 

selected”.92 But several papers had in fact made the case for India. First, Schramm’s own 

paper, in line with his earlier writings, emphasised the potential of India. Second, he had 

submitted to the conference a first feasibility study which stated that India “would seem 

to offer a good choice”. UNESCO had requested such a study, which Schramm in turn 

had prepared together with three young colleagues at Stanford University. Among those 

colleagues was one Albert S. Horley, who would shortly enter the U.S. Department for 

Health, Education and Welfare and who would be involved in the drafting of the Satellite-

Declaration.93  

Lastly, the Indian delegate Menon had also pronounced his enthusiasm for the 

prospect of a satellite project. Referring to existing experience of the transformative 

power of radio broadcasting in Asia, Menon was not shy in expressing the hopes linked 

with space communication. It could “add a whole dimension” to life and experience of 

people in a developing country and “transform them into a different kind of human 

being.” As quoted at the beginning of this chapter, Menon walked away with the 

understanding that a pilot project for India was underway.94 

                                                

91  Not to be confused with Homi Bhaba, the postcolonial theorist. For background Maharaj, Ashok, ʻAn 

Overview of NASA-India Relationsʼ, in John Krige, Angelina Long Callahan and Ashok Maharaj, eds., 
NASA in the World: Fifty Years of International Collaboration in Space: Palgrave studies in the history of 
science and technology (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 211–234 andSiddiqi 2015 – Making 
Space for the Nation. 

92  UNESCO, Report of the Meeting of Experts on the Use of Space Communication, 1965, 15. 
93  Schramm 1968 – Some Possible Social Effects, Horley, Albert S., Linvill, William K., Peterson, Allen 

M. and Schramm, Wilbur, ʻA Feasibility Study of a Pilot Project Using a Communication Satellite 

Primarily for Educational Televisionʼ, in UNESCO, ed., Communication in the Space Age: The Use of Satellites 
by the Mass Media (Paris: UNESCO, 1968). 

94  Menon 1968 – Space Communication for Developing Countries, 127. On a side note, the case presented 
by I.O.A. Lasode, an official of Ministry of Communications of Nigeria, outlining the benefits of satellite 
communication for Nigeria and its neighbouring countries led to no discernable action, Lasode, I.O.A., 

ʻThe Possible Use of Communication Satellites in Africaʼ, in UNESCO, ed., Communication in the Space 
Age: The Use of Satellites by the Mass Media (Paris: UNESCO, 1968), 119–123. 
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When in 1966 the Indian government filed a request to UNESCO, the General 

Conference later that year approved a mission to India and the study of a concrete pilot 

project.95  

During the same period, U.S. ambassador to India, Chester Bowels, who had been 

business partner of William Benton on Madison Avenue in the 1930s and a delegate to 

UNESCO’s founding conferences in the 1940s, invited American scientific advisors from 

MIT as well as from the State Department to visit India in 1965.96 This initiative formed 

part of the exploration of possible cooperation between India and the United States in 

such vital areas as atomic energy, space technology and general science. It coincided 

furthermore with Sarabhai and Bhabha’s efforts to promote cooperation with MIT and 

NASA. By all accounts, there existed consensus on two points among the scientists and 

political figures on both sides. One was the political desirability of close cooperation 

between India and the U.S. in economically and militarily important areas – not least in 

the context of geopolitical imperatives imposed by the Cold War. The other one was the 

firm belief of modernisation theorists that science and technology, and especially 

communication technology, would greatly enhance the economic and social development 

of the sub-continent. In May 1966, NASA produced a memo outlining the cooperation 

in a project of direct broadcasting based on U.S. geosynchronous satellites.97  

Romesh Chander of AIR, who would become responsible for AIR’s involvement 

with SITE, and Kiran Karnik of the Indian Department of Atomic Energy, recall that 

the deliberations at UNESCO on the one side and the consultations of Bhabha and 

Sarabhai with NASA on the other were followed by two missions in 1967. First, Sarabhai 

sent a team of Indian engineers to France, though probably not to UNESCO, and to 

NASA in the United States for technical enquiries. In November 1967, upon the 

invitation of the Indian government, UNESCO sent its own delegation to New Delhi, 

thus following up on the 1966 decision. The engineers of the Sarabhai team also formed 

part of the counterpart delegation that welcomed the UNESCO mission.98 

                                                

95  14 C/Resolutions, Resolution 4.131, 67. The Indian delegate had also confirmed that the Indian 
government was willing to share the costs, see discussion in the Programme Commission, 224.  

96  This account is largely built on Maharaj 2013 – Satellite Broadcasting in Rural India, 237-239. 
97  Ibid., 238-240. 
98  Chander, Karnik 1976 – Planning for Satellite Broadcasting, 9, Chander was himself member of both 

the Sarabhai team and the counterpart delegation. The report of the UNESCO Expert Mission: 
Preparatory Study of a Pilot Project, 1968. 



234 
 

In 1968, Sarabhai formed the inter-ministerial National Satellite 

Telecommunications Committee (NASCOM). Chander explained that this happened “as 

a follow-up to the UNESCO Mission’s report”. The historian Maharaj states only that 

NASCOM was installed “to reach a consensus among different agencies”.99 In any case, 

the 78th Executive Board Meeting in Paris in May 1968, placed the pilot project centrally 

on its agenda. The United States delegation’s reporting reveals that the situation was far 

from clear.  

It appeared that the Government of India was reluctant to agree, at this point, on 

the start of a pilot project and it requested further studies. UNESCO’s Tor Gjesdal 

confirmed that further studies could be supplied within the coming months. In the 

meantime, Gjesdal was preparing the Mass Communication Department for the 

responsibilities he expected UNESCO would assume. He planned to install a programme 

officer dealing with space communication within Behrstock’s Free Flow of Information 

Division. His idea was that UNESCO would engage in the training of educational 

programme producers. However, Frank Goodship, the technical expert at the UNESCO 

secretariat, had already declined this post on grounds that he considered the Indian pilot 

project “premature”.  

The situation was further complicated as Kirpal, the Indian member on the 

Executive Board, lobbied for UNESCO’s increasing involvement in the pilot project, yet 

was not always able to accurately present the Indian government’s position. It seemed 

that the Indian government itself was divided. While officials from the ministries of 

health and agriculture seemed “most interested”, the U.S. delegation noted, officials from 

the education ministry were not “overly enthusiastic”. In view of the Indian hesitation, 

the Nigerian board member supported suggestions to look for alternative sites for a 

satellite communication project. As at earlier occasions, however, his initiative to present 

an African alternative to the Indian case did not elicit support.100 

The internal disputes taking place at the Indian government were obvious to close 

observers. While UNESCO’s secretariat appeared eager to assume further responsibility 

in the process and prepared to supply what they, from an educational point of view, 

                                                

99  Ibid., 9, Maharaj 2013 – Satellite Broadcasting in Rural India, 241. 
100  Paris to State, NESCO 12349, 05.04.1968, Paris to State, NESCO 13198, 29.04.1968, Paris to State, 

NESCO 14197, 17.05.1968, RG 59, SNF 1967-69, Box 3212, NARA.  
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considered essential, governments were not ready to move forward. William Benton, who 

attended the Executive Board meeting in May, requested a clarification from the State 

Department regarding its position in space communication affairs.101 The U.S. 

government was apparently not pursuing any links between the UNESCO discussion and 

the bilateral negotiations between NASA and the Indian Department of Atomic Energy. 

In India, in the meantime, intense parliamentary discussion and internal negotiations 

continued.102 

Tor Gjesdal informed the fourth expert panel meeting in Paris in August 1968 that 

all UNESCO studies had been forwarded to the Indian government. He and Director-

General Maheu had paid visits to India during spring 1968 and had spoken with Indira 

Gandhi, who had become Prime Minister in 1966. They also met with Sarabhai, by then 

secretary of the Ministry for Atomic Energy. UNESCO was awaiting the Indian 

decision.103 

Wilbur Schramm informed his colleagues at the same meeting about his own 

mission to India in May 1968 that he had undertaken at the request of the U.S. President’s 

Task Force on Communication Policy.104 He, too, had talked to Gandhi and Sarabhai 

and reported that NASCOM was planning the implementation of a satellite project in 

stages.105 His main conclusion, however, was not recorded in the report of the expert 

penal meeting. This conclusion came to the fore in a letter that, upon return from India, 

he addressed personally to the Indian Prime Minister. 

On May 13, he wrote that he was neither speaking for UNESCO nor for the US 

government but as a knowledgeable individual and “good friend of India”. He was deeply 

convinced of the “dramatic contribution” that satellite television could make to India’s 

                                                

101  “I hope we can be in a position to restate or clarify our views on the following […] Mass 
Communications Sector: Space Communication”, William Benton, Report of the United States 
Delegation to the 78th Session of the UNESCO Executive Board, Paris, France, May 13-June 21, 1968, 
RG 59, SNF 1967-69, Folder: UNESCO 3, Box: 3214, NARA. 

102  Ibid., 241. 
103  Meeting of Unesco Advisory Panel on Space Communication, Fourth Session, Stockholm, 28-30 August 

1968, Report, in: AG 8, CRC 1957-66, Box: CI/INF 126, Folder: 629.19 : 621.39 UNE, UAP, 3-4. 
104  The Task Force had been set up by Lyndon Johnson in August 1967, [Rostow], Final Report, 1968, on 

the Indian Satellite Project see chapter four, on the Task ForceOslund, Robert J., ʻThe Geopolitics and 

Institutions of Satellite Communicationʼ, in Joseph N. Pelton, Robert J. Oslund and Peter Marshall, 
eds., Communications Satellites: Global Change Agents: Telecommunications (Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 2004), 111–146, 156-7. 

105  Meeting of Unesco Advisory Panel, Fourth Session, 1968, Report, 4. 
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development, but he was concerned to find that there were “two separate and 

unconnected ‘plans’ for a developmental satellite being widely discussed in India and 

internationally”. One he described as a cooperation between NASA and Indian space 

research branches that “Dr. Sarabhai hopes will develop into something permanent”. The 

other was “a long-term project outlined by the Unesco team late last year.” While the 

first could hope to have a satellite free of charge at its disposal, it had not yet integrated 

any educational, health or agricultural agencies that could help in the programming. The 

second, the “Unesco Plan”, could offer cooperation exactly in this area, but was not able 

to provide any technical hardware. Schramm advised merging both plans in a committee 

under Sarabhai and thus getting the best from both sides.106 

After those deliberations in spring 1968, the story of the Satellite Instructional 

Television Project for India left the circles of UNESCO for good. A year later, in 

September 1969, the Indian Department of Atomic Energy signed a memorandum of 

understanding with NASA outlining the road map for an U.S.-Indian ITV project. SITE 

went on air in the evening hours of August 1, 1975. About 5,000 receiver sets in 2,400 

Indian villages caught the signal sent by a NASA ATS-6 geosynchronous communication 

satellite. For twelve months, on average 1,200 inhabitants of the selected villages had a 

chance to catch a glimpse on the screens that were fed with around 1,200 hours of 

programming. Statistics claim that SITE programmes reached about 2,8 million 

people.107 

 

After the project was completed, Arthur C. Clarke commented that this was “the greatest 

communications experiment in history”. Having transferred himself to Sri Lanka in 1956, 

he had stated in the late 1950s:  

I am constantly reminded of the struggle between the Western World and the USSR 
for the uncommitted millions of Asia. The printed word plays only a small part in 
this battle for the minds of the largely illiterate population and even radio is limited 
in range and impact. But when line of sight TV transmission becomes possible 
through satellites directly overhead, the propaganda effect may be decisive. […] The 
TV satellite is mightier than the ICBM.108 

                                                

106  Schramm to Gandhi, 13.05.1968, in: AG 8, Series: 7 Director/ADG CAB Subject Files [hereafter: CAB 
7], Box: CAB 7, 1-5, UAP. 

107  Chander, Karnik 1976 – Planning for Satellite Broadcasting, Maharaj 2013 – Satellite Broadcasting in 
Rural India. 

108  Quoted after ibid., 235, 239, the first quote from 1977, the longer quote from 1959. 
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He was right to assume that TV would become a powerful tool to win the ‘hearts and 

minds’ of the masses. Satellites spurred the imagination of politicians who assigned the 

media a central role in the pursuit of their political projects. In the case of Indira Gandhi’s 

India, satellite TV fitted into the agenda of development and social and cultural national 

cohesion. In the case of the U.S. government it aligned with Cold War imperatives 

responding to a complex geostrategic challenge arising from India’s vicinity to 

Communist China and the Soviet Union. 

The imagination at UNESCO regarding the use of satellite communication was 

headed in a different direction. It operated in the dimensions of education, health, family 

planning and agricultural progress. Moving forward still very much under the guidance 

of the modernisation paradigm of Wilbur Schramm and Co., this developmental 

imagination was, by the nature of its social-cultural presuppositions, not unpolitical 

either.  

It stands to reason that UNESCO was eventually eclipsed in the planning and 

execution of SITE was the fact that the main contribution it could deliver was just not 

welcome. This contribution would have consisted of programme production for SITE, 

the training of programme producers and the provision of blueprints for educational or 

otherwise informational campaigns, etc. The production of the approximately 1,200 

hours of broadcasts, however, was done by All-India Radio with no acknowledged help 

from UNESCO sources or experts. After 1969, UNESCO’s role in SITE was confined 

to observing and evaluating, which UNESCO’s officials nonetheless did with 

enthusiasm.109 

There are important reasons why, from a political perspective, the Indian 

government preferred to intensify the collaboration with the United States in such a 

strategically and economically vital area. On a practical level, too, the eclipse of UNESCO 

seems inevitable since the technical capacities lay entirely with NASA. Finally, however, 

it appears that also the “software” input, i.e. UNESCO’s influence on the programme 

content, was rejected.  

                                                

109  Mainly the UNESCO commissioned reports Chander, Karnik 1976 – Planning for Satellite Broadcasting 
and Gore 1983 – The SITE Experiment. On the programming for SITE see also Yash Pal, Some 
Lessons During the Setting up of SITE, [Paper to the] UNESCO Seminar on Regional Co-operation 
for Education and Development in Africa using Space Communication, 13.09.1976, UNESDOC. 
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While the reasons for this rejection would merit further research, it remains for us 

to conclude that UNESCO’s authority in this field had obvious limits. Similar feasibility 

studies were undertaken in Pakistan (1968), Brazil (1968), Argentina, Chile, Colombia, 

Ecuador, Peru (1969), Alaska (1970), Arab states (1970), sub-Saharan states (1973), but 

in none of these would UNESCO establish itself as lead executing agency.110 The 

example of SITE thus showed that even though UNESCO managed to spark the 

imagination of social scientists as well as of state leaders and their scientific advisers there 

were clear limits to its practical role as development agency. The enthusiasm and fantasy 

surrounding space technology only exacerbated the contrast between the developmental 

imagination and its materialisation on the ground.  

4.3.3 The Troubled Path to the “Satellite Declaration” 

of 1972 

Beside projects for the practical application of communication satellites, UNESCO’s 

consultations aimed at a second main objective in contributing to an international legal 

order that would frame a future satellite communication system. These efforts intended 

to complement the activities at the UN Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space. 

Up to this point, the major declaration adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1963 

sprang from COPUS negotiations, as did the Outer Space Treaty adopted in 1966 and 

opened for signature in 1967. Around 1965, UNESCO tried to carve out a niche of norm-

setting of its own right without overlapping with COPUS, the UN or ITU. Consequently, 

the first expert meeting in 1965 suggested that studies be undertaken on “the problems 

posed by space communication for the free flow of information, the rapid spread of 

education and the promotion of cultural exchange” with the perspective that these issues 

“might ultimately be dealt with in any comprehensive international arrangement.”111 

The General Conference of 1966 added that UNESCO should study arrangements 

“in the public interest, and in accordance with UNESCO’s aims”.112 At the programme 

commission of the General Conference the Swedish diplomat and director of the Swedish 

Broadcasting Corporation, Olof Rydbeck, urged the delegates that if no arrangements were 

                                                

110  Several of the produced reports are available online at UNESDOC. See also UNESCO, Meeting of 
Governmental Experts, December 1969. 

111  UNESCO, Report of the Meeting of Experts on the Use of Space Communication, 1965, 32.  
112  UNESCO, Long-Term Programme, 1966, 5. 
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agreed “space satellites could become a source of friction between nations instead of a 

means for promoting international understanding”.113  

In trying to find legal, or at least normative, ground UNESCO operated between 

two main poles. One was defined by the UN pronouncements that had repeatedly stated 

that the exploration of Outer Space ought to serve the benefit of all peoples and that 

access to these benefits should be available regardless of a country’s state of technological 

development. Another pole was defined, as referred to earlier in the context of the 

copyright debate, by a declared ambition of UNESCO to protect national cultures. The 

very same General Conference of 1966 had adopted the “Declaration on the Principles 

of International Cultural Co-operation” giving strong support to the respect and 

protection of a country’s cultural sphere.  

As a follow-up to the 1966 decision on a “Long-Term Programme”, the expert 

panel appointed, at its second meeting in March 1967, a three man working group 

comprising Wilbur Schramm, the French professor Fernand Terrou and the Swedish 

legal expert Hilding Eek. Their task was to study possible arrangements in the sense of 

the “Long Term Programme”. In doing so they were reminded that “traditionally, 

governments have been responsible for the political as well as general policy and 

regulatory aspects” of media, telecommunication infrastructure and broadcasting. In the 

“space communication era”, it was added, “broadcasting has to find its place in a coherent 

international framework”.114 

This outset offered ample room for interpretation. On the one hand there was 

recognition of the need of agreements on the international plain, implying that nations 

and governments would converge on a consensus that would, by nature, define a 

common interest and require give and take on all sides. Up to a degree this would entail 

that media regulations might move up from the national to the international level. On 

the other hand, however, these statements acknowledged that, traditionally, governments 

claimed legal authority over one nation’s media sphere. While true by some standards,115 

countries with a tradition of liberal media tended to apply very general legal frameworks. 

                                                

113  UNESCO, General Conference, 14th Session, Resolutions, 223. 
114  Meeting of Unesco Advisory Panel on Space Communication, [Second Session], Unesco House, Paris, 

23 March 1967, Report, 13 April 1967, Box: CI/INF 126, Folder: UNESCO Advisory Panels on Space 
Communication, CI/INF, 629.19 : 621.39 UNE, UAP, 2. 

115  The public broadcasting systems common on several European countries would be a case in point. 
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UNESCO’s statements, however, lend themselves to claiming strong government 

authority. 

UNESCO’s commitment to cultural diversity helped to mobilise the organisation 

against any exercise of cultural domination. Yet, the satellite debate provided a welcome 

pretext to those actors and governments who had an interest in legitimising government 

control of media or even to justify restrictive measures against unwelcome media. The 

debates and preparations for the “Satellite Declaration” that was finally adopted by the 

General Conference in 1972 moved between these poles.  

The tensions between the poles were already embodied in the set-up of the working 

group consisting of Schramm, Terrou and Eek. While Schramm represented a liberal 

media tradition, Terrou and Eek advocated greater state rights. Fernand Terrou, born in 

1905, was a French legal scholar who had pursued a double career as public administrator 

and academic. After the war, he had installed the Legal and Technical Service for 

Information at the French Ministry of Information. His expertise in media law qualified 

him to attend the Freedom of Information Conference in Geneva in 1948 and several of 

the early UNESCO General Conferences. In the early 1950s, he was instrumental in 

reshaping, together with the eminent French media scholar Jacques Kayser, the Institut 

français de presse (IFP) in Paris. With a decidedly internationalist outlook, Kayser and 

Terrou formed bonds within the nascent international communication studies field – also 

with Schramm’s Institute for Communication Research in Stanford. In 1957, Terrou and the 

IFP co-founded with UNESCO’s Department of Mass Communication the International 

Association of Mass Communication Research (IAMCR), in which Americans like 

Schramm and Raymond Nixon also took part.  

Hilding Eek, born in 1910, was a professor of international law at the University 

of Stockholm. Eek, too, had attended the Geneva Conference of 1948. Immediately 

afterwards, he was hired by the UN Secretariat where he worked as adviser on freedom 

of information issues and held positions in the Division of Human Rights. He remained 

closely attached to international debates on freedom of the media. In 1958, he was 

nominated as Swedish representative on the Executive Board of UNESCO.116 
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In their previous publications, both Terrou and Eek had held positions that 

sympathised with concepts of responsibility of the press and promoted the national and 

international legal frameworks that would control the market effects and the effects of 

technological innovation on the media.117 Their positions were compatible with some 

strands in the American media debate. For example, the Hutchins-Commission in 1947 

had strongly promoted the notion of a socially responsible press. U.S. delegate to Geneva 

and legal professor Zechariah Chafee had sympathised, too, with the claims made by 

governments to exercise a limited form of control over their national media.  

Schramm was no diehard media liberal like most of the industries’ big names like 

AP’s Kent Cooper or Robert R. McCormick. Especially in the context of developing 

societies his book Mass Communication and National Development had clearly delineated the 

social function of national media as well as the role of the state in building it. Besides, the 

fact that the book was dedicated to Jacques Kayser and included a section on “legal 

considerations” written by Fernand Terrou, showed the sympathies of Schramm for their 

thinking. Yet, at heart he belonged to a deeply liberal media tradition and at the same 

time he subscribed emphatically to the ideological binaries established by the Cold War. 

Social or cultural engineering through media was perhaps admissible for governments of 

developing societies. But Schramm certainly did not mean to sanction governmental 

control in general, or even restrictive regulations on a future global communications 

system in which the U.S. would obviously play a leading role.  

It soon turned out that the ensuing discussions at UNESCO were predicated on 

Eek and Terrou’s thinking rather than on Schramm’s. UNESCO’s Secretariat prepared a 

summary of Eek’s and Terrou’s earlier papers and submitted this to the conference of 

governmental experts on international arrangements, held in December 1969.118 Speakers 

at this meeting endorsed concepts such as the “respect of the rights of other States” and 
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held that “States were responsible for the nature and content of television broadcasting 

via satellites” no matter whether they originated from public or private sources. Referring 

to the Declaration on International Cultural Co-operation, speakers expressed the wish 

“for a general declaration of policy asserting the right of each country to self-

determination regarding what broadcasts should be received.”119 While viewpoints of 

delegations still varied, consensus appeared that a declaration on “guiding principles” was 

desirable.  

With these results in their hands, the UNESCO secretariat asked Eek and Terrou 

to prepare a first full draft of a declaration. This draft continued to go through the hands 

of expert meetings, among them also the informal advisory panel around Schramm. For 

the last meeting, National Commissions of twelve selected member states nominated 

experts who would convene, in May 1972, in their “personal capacity”. India and Brazil, 

the United States and the Soviet Union, France, Poland and the United Kingdom sent 

representatives. The meeting was formally asked to advise the Director-General and thus 

clearly counted as a non-governmental meeting. But given their national nomination, 

speakers were consciously expressing the ‘national’ views.120 

At this last meeting, Dr Albert L. Horley replaced Schramm for the U.S. Horley 

was a Schramm disciple and had collaborated with Schramm in Stanford. After that, he 

had joined the Federal Department of Health, Education and Welfare as a 

communications specialist and occasionally attended the UNESCO panel meetings. The 

May 1972 meeting, including Horley, “unanimously recommended” that a “Declaration 

of Guiding Principles on the Use of Satellite Broadcasting for the Free Flow of 

Information, the Spread of Education and Greater Cultural Exchange” be put to the 

floor of the General Conference in November 1972.121 

                                                

119  UNESCO, Meeting of Governmental Experts, December 1969, 5-6. 
120  Meeting of Experts on the Draft Declaration of Guiding Principles on the Use of Satellite Broadcasting 

for the Free Flow of Information, the Spread of Education and Greater Cultural Exchange, Unesco 
House, Paris, 23-26 May 1972, Revised Final Report, COM-72/Conf.4/4 Rev., 10.07.1972, 
UNESDOC. 

121  UNESCO, General Conference, 17th Session, Paris 1972, Draft Declaration of Guiding Principles on 
the Use of Satellite Broadcasting for the Free Flow of Information, the Spread of Education and Greater 
Cultural Exchange, 17 C/76, 21 July 1972, UNESDOC. Pointing to the problem that an American 
participant apparently had approved of the draft, the Vice-chairman of Columbia Broadcasting System, 
Frank Stanton, WREC Fiftieth Anniversary Ceremonies, Remarks, Memphis, October 4, 1972, in: RG 
59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3225, Folder: UNESCO 3, NARA. 
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If after years of studies and deliberations at all levels, the May 1972 meeting had 

finally reached a consensus, the General Conference saw this consensus coming apart 

again. The most problematic feature of the text was the so-called “prior-consent clause”. 

Article IX declared “it is necessary that States, taking into account the principle of 

freedom of information, reach or promote prior agreements concerning direct satellite 

broadcasting to the population of countries other than the country of origin of the 

transmission.”  

Both at the programme commission and at the plenary heated debates were 

recorded with the participation of a great number of delegations.122 The United States 

delegates were vigorously opposed. Despite the presence of Schramm and Horley in the 

preparatory stages, they took issues with the “prior-consent clause” which, as U.S. 

delegate William B. Jones stressed, “could be invoked to support unlimited and prior 

censorship”.123 Other delegations shared similar concerns but signalled that they could 

let the declaration pass.124  

Suggestions to postpone the declaration and allow for further studies and 

deliberation met with increasing impatience. The Brazilian regarded the declaration as a 

first step to further international regulations in the area and declared: “I request 

instantaneously that the Conference adopts without further delay this important 

declaration […] that will help to elaborate further an international doctrine on the 

principles of communication by satellites.”125 

For other delegations such as Romania and El Salvador the regulations for media 

content and government responsibilities did not go far enough. The Peruvian delegate 

reminded his colleagues of a report endorsed by the Conference that called upon 

UNESCO to act “against the misuse and monopoly by a few countries of the 

communication media to the detriment of the interests and culture of the countries of 

the Third World.”126 

                                                

122  UNESCO, General Conference, 17th Session, Paris 1972, Report of Commission IV, 17 C/98, 13 
November 1972, UNESDOC. 

123  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 17th Session, Paris 1972, Proceedings, 1015. 
124  E.g. the Dutch delegation, ibid., 1013-14.  
125  My own translation from the original record in French: “[J]e demande instamment à la Conférence 

d’adopter sans plus tarder cette declaration très importante qui […] aidera à élaborer une doctrine 
internationale sur les principes de la communication par satellites”, ibid., 1016. 

126  Ibid., 1017.  
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Professor Terrou, who was part of the French delegation, spoke in favour of an 

immediate decision while recognizsng the tentative and general nature of that declaration 

of broad principles. To those claiming to defend the freedom of information he said: 

“There is no freedom if there is no respect for the freedom of others.” He added that 

“the ‘free flow [of information]’ has no sense if it does not define a balanced exchange, 

in mutual respect for the fundamental values of each member of the international 

community.”127 

Observing the number of hands raised, the Russian delegate made a point of order 

and moved that the debate be closed in order to prevent a repetition of the lengthy 

discussion that had already taken place within the programme of the commission. His 

motion was seconded and a vote on the declaration was taken. It was adopted with 55 

votes in favour, 7 against and 22 abstentions.128 

 

Eventually, in the United States the perception prevailed that the “prior-consent 

clause” represented a Socialist plot to sanction government control of the national media. 

To those who had always opposed any qualification to the freedom of information this 

declaration confirmed the risks involved when an organisation like UNESCO engaged in 

international norm-setting in the realm of the media. Given the formulation in its own 

constitution, UNESCO had a good case to assume responsibility for the “free flow of 

information”. This formulation, that Benton and MacLeish had insisted on including in 

UNESCO’s portfolio, now turned out to be a liability for steadfast freedom of 

information advocates. Maybe it was the prominence of space technology in the Cold 

War that led U.S. critiques of the Satellite Declaration to perceive the problem as mainly 

one between socialist state authoritarianism and liberal democracy of the West.129 

The Soviet Union in turn had spotted that the rhetoric of state’s rights and state 

control pleased the developing world on the one side and antagonised the Western 

countries on the other. While there is no discernible impact of Socialist actors in the 

incipient satellite debates at UNESCO in the mid-1960s, they capitalised on the potential 

                                                

127  In original : “Il n’y a de liberté que dans le respect de la liberté d’autrui. […] Le ‘free flow’ n’a de sens 
que s’il détermine une égalité d’échanges dans le respect mutuel des valeurs fondamentales de chaque 
membre de la collectivité international”, ibid., 1018. 

128  Ibid., 1020. 
129  Stanton’s critique would be exemplary, Stanton, WREC, Remarks, October 4, 1972. 
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for controversy when the drafts of the Declaration appeared in 1970. At the same time, 

the Socialist camp initiated yet another declaration project that transcended the limited 

realm of satellite technology. In 1970, they presented to the General Conference a first 

draft of a “Declaration of Fundamental Principles Governing the Use of the Mass 

Media”, or briefly “Mass Media Declaration”.130 

The Cold War antagonism that began to again dominate the perception of 

UNESCO’s dealings with mass communication, glossed over the fact that it was a 

concern with the decolonised or developing world that stood as a driving force at the 

heart of UNESCO’s satellite initiative since the mid-1960s. The development cases like 

India sparked the imagination of the development planners – not only international civil 

servants at UNESCO but also those experts from the various academic and political 

circles outside UNESCO – to discuss future global communications via satellite.  

Not least, these discussions invited representatives from Third World countries 

themselves to articulate their needs and concerns. They enjoyed the attention of the 

modernisers from Paris to Stanford. Yet, they also developed a critical take on the 

doctrine of a free flow of information. As seen in the question of copyrights and audience 

protection, the “free flow” argument could be turned on its head by the insistence on 

“two-way flows” and on the protection of cultural diversity. Representatives of the 

Global South raised valid questions of how to combine the ideals of media freedom with 

the tasks of state-building they had at their hands. They wanted to discuss how it was 

possible to profit from economic, technological and planning assistance from 

industrialised countries while at the same time preserving a right to independent 

development and above all a right to cultural self-determination. 

 

The actual impact of the Declaration was practically non-existent and, in hindsight, 

the Declaration slipped into oblivion. Part of the reason for this was that at the same 

time the “Mass Media Declaration” was already in the making and would soon move to 

the centre stage in the unfolding debates on a new global communication order. 

Another explanation lies in UNESCO’s own position within the international 

system. None of the representatives of the UN, COPUS, or ITU that had regularly 

                                                

130  On the so-called Mass Media Declaration see chapter 5.  
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attended UNESCO’s meetings, had challenged UNESCO’s authority for norm-setting in 

the fields of culture, education and the furthering of international exchange. Even the 

obvious difficulties in delimiting these fields did not lead to open reservations. It appears 

that the real regulatory questions surrounding satellite communications were dealt with 

at other fora. The ITU was responsible for managing the process of frequency allocation, 

for which it held major conferences, like the World Administrative Radio Conferences 

in 1963 or in 1971. The UN and COPUS in turn had largely defined the legal status of 

outer space, its relation to national sovereignty and the general applicability of 

international law in the Outer Space Treaty of 1966/67. 

The practices of space communication were defined by the states and companies 

actually owning and managing the technology. First COMSAT, the publically funded U.S. 

business corporation founded in 1963, and then INTELSAT, the international 

consortium in which a number of states cooperated under U.S. leadership, largely 

dominated satellite communication in its early stage in the Western hemisphere. 

Intersputnik, though founded slightly later in 1971, was the equivalent for socialist 

countries and their partner states. UNESCO’s acknowledged responsibility in the fields 

of education, culture and science had not yielded any normative power that would 

influence the practices of the emerging new communication system. The reality of 

satellite communication was decided upon elsewhere.131 

4.4 UNESCO in the 1960s – Troubled “Adulthood” 

If the satellite episode reflected changes in UNESCO’s approach and thinking in a very 

specific area of UNESCO’s overall programme, it is important to locate this episode 

within the broader dynamics that determined the organisation in the 1960s. 

In November 1967, William Benton described UNESCO’s “coming of age”. In a 

confidential report to the State Department he congratulated UNESCO upon its 

“technical adulthood”, the organisation had completed its 21st year of existence. 

UNESCO had not become, Benton wrote, “an Institute of Intellectual Cooperation nor 

an agency to develop a climate for peace among industrial powers capable of waging 

war”. Instead it was an “agency providing development assistance to an emerging new 

                                                

131  On these contexts see Slotten 2015 – International Governance.  
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world” trying to “close the gap between the developed and developing countries”. 

Nothing, he concluded, “might seem to be farther from the original concept. At the same 

time, nothing could be more appropriate, more logical, or more justifiable in the world 

of today.”132 

The turn towards the developing world was already apparent in the 1940s, when 

UNESCO broadened the focus of its survey of global needs from war-devastated 

countries in Europe to less developed regions beyond Europe. But it was only in the 

1960s, that the morphing into a development agency took full shape. While some of the 

intellectual changes that went along with this metamorphosis would take their time to 

show,133 the political dimension of this turn were palpable from the beginning of the 

decade. Two particular institutional conflicts that UNESCO went through exemplified 

this political dimension. One was the election of René Maheu as Director-General in 

1962, and the other one was the fierce and repeated debates about UNESCO’s budget 

growth in the second half of the decade. 

4.4.1 An Unexpected Initiative in 1962 

The election of a new Director-General in 1962 was somewhat unexpected. The Italian 

lawyer Vittorino Veronese had in 1958 taken over from the American Director-General 

Luther H. Evans and his mandate was to continue through 1964. But since 1959, 

declining health made the discharge of his duties increasingly difficult and, by late 1961, 

he handed in his resignation. Behind the scenes, immediate consultations about potential 

successors started. The British proposed Sir John Maud, one of the founding fathers of 

UNESCO and now High Commissioner for Southern Africa, but they could not garner 

instantaneous support in late 1961. 

Little recognised in existing histories of UNESCO134 is the fact that the State 

Department supported W. Arthur Lewis for the top post for a brief period in spring 

1962. The widely known economist had been trained at the London School of 

Economics from where he earned his PhD in 1940. Born on the Caribbean island of 

                                                

132  Benton, Confidential Report, 1967. 
133  This will be subject to the next chapter dealing with the concept of “national communication policies”. 
134  E.g. Maurel 2010 – Histoire de l'UNESCO, 164-166, does not mention Lewis, neither does Les Etats-

Unis et l'Unesco. Sewell 1975 – UNESCO and World Politics, 211, mentions the name without further 
discussion. 
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Santa Lucia, that was in 1962 in the process of attaining independence, he held British 

citizenship. He had held for years close, though not easy, working relationships with the 

British Colonial Office. By the late 1950s, he had also held several posts as economic 

adviser to the United Nations. Among his appointments were a noteworthy mission to 

Ghana in the late 1950s and his post as Deputy Managing Director of the UN Special 

Fund. In 1962, he was the principal of the University College of the West Indies in 

Jamaica.135 

In April and May 1962, the State Department’s Bureau for International 

Organization Affairs developed the idea of proposing Lewis. Deputy Assistant Secretary 

of State, Richard N. Gardner, outlined two reasons. First, Lewis appeared to offer the 

needed personal qualification. He had an “unusual degree of academic distinction” and 

considerable practical knowledge in economic development. His proven links with the 

UN headquarters, the OECD as well as the UN Economic Commission for Latin 

America seemed to warrant smooth integration of UNESCO into the growing network 

of UN development agencies. As a second reason, the internal memo stated that “the 

fact that he is a Negro makes him a candidate who could attract wide support from less 

developed as well as developed countries.”136 

Up until spring 1962, there had been a UNESCO internal competition for 

succeeding Veronese as well as a number of candidates from the circles surrounding the 

Executive Board. In the internal competition there was the Acting Director-General, the 

French René Maheu, who had run the organisation mainly on his own account whenever 

Veronese was absent. And there was Malcolm Adiseshiah, the Indian Assistant Director-

General, the second in rank after Maheu. Both were waiting to get into pole-position for 

the race to the top.137 Of the Executive Board, the Brazilian member Paulo E. de Berredo 

Carneiro, the New Zealand Clarence Edward Beeby, both highly regarded and former 

chairmen of the Board, were considered candidates of the right stature. 

                                                

135  Simsarian to British Embassy, 11.04.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, State to Embassy Paris, 
07.5.62, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825, both NARA. On Lewis e.g. Tignor, Robert L., W. Arthur Lewis 
and the Birth of Development Economics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2006). 

136  Gardner to Cleveland, 05.05.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, 398.43, UNESCO 5/162, Box: 825, NARA. 
137  On the competition between Maheu and Adiseshiah Sewell 1975 – UNESCO and World Politics, 212-

214. 
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The chances of the Indian Adiseshiah quickly dimmed. Earlier on, the Indian 

representative on the Executive Board had strongly lobbied for Adiseshiah’s 

appointment as Assistant Director-General. While Veronese was absent, Adiseshiah was 

supposed to form a strong tandem with Maheu, who was appointed Acting Director-

General, to fill the void. The Indian government, however, refused to support his bid for 

the highest post. Prime Minister Nehru himself told the British that he would not back 

Adiseshiah, whom he considered nevertheless a good Deputy Director-General.138 

Carneiro in turn, though an intellectual of considerable rank, was hindered by the fact 

that in Jaime Torres Bodet the Latin American had already had a Director-General. 

The background to these considerations was provided by the changes that the 

recent wave of decolonisation had brought about the UN system. While more concisely 

defined “development policies” offered a political answer, adequate representation of the 

developing world on the staff of international organisations was still a contested matter. 

Some of the conversations around finding a new Director-General fleshed out the issue. 

George N. Shuster, U.S. member on the Executive Board, wrote in late 1961 to Secretary 

of State, Dean Rusk, that Veronese had confided to him “1962 would mark the last time 

in his judgment that a Director-General could be elected who came from one of the 

Western countries”. Shuster added that he would agree.139  

At a moment when the Burmese diplomat U Thant had just become the first non-

European Secretary-General of the United Nations proper, following the Swedish 

Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld who had died in a plane crash in 1961, the State 

Department was inclined to look beyond a Western candidate. Plans went in the direction 

of a personality with evident roots within a developing country, who was nonetheless 

politically reliable for the Western camp. One such personality was Carlos Romulo, the 

Philippine UN veteran, who had famously proposed the UN Resolution 59 (I) calling the 

“freedom of information the touchstone of all freedoms” in 1946.140 Romulo had a 

record of both a pro-active and energetic approach to UN affairs and of political loyalty 

to the United States. He certainly had enough ambition to take a job of that calibre. 

                                                

138  Shuster to Rusk, 15.12.1961, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, and Embassy Paris to State, 12.02.1962, 
RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, both NARA.  

139  Shuster to Rusk, 15.12.1961. 
140  See chapter one on Romulo’s role in establishing freedom of information on the international agenda 

in the post-war UN system. 
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Unfortunately though, the Philippine government changed in 1961, and the new regime 

was no longer expected to support Romulo, who belonged to a different political camp.141 

It is at this point that the candidature of W. Arthur Lewis was considered. Philipp 

Coombs, Richard Gardner and Harlan Cleveland, Assistant Secretary of State for 

International Organizations, promoted the African-American economist. Coombs had 

already assured them that Lewis was unsatisfied with his current academic position, and 

Gardner and Cleveland initiated a campaign of informal enquiries and promotion.142  

A démarche to the British Foreign Office depicted Lewis as “highly respected in 

both developed and underdeveloped countries” and reasoned that he “should 

accordingly command wide support in the membership of UNESCO for the post of 

Director-General.”143 An internal memo of the State Department added explicit 

reference to his colour: “As Negro and from newly developing country to be independent 

August 6, 1962 Lewis should attract wide support from underdeveloped countries. At 

same time he has respect and confidence of developed countries.”144 In the context of 

the imminent process of decolonisation, colour had an obvious potential for symbol 

politics, which came to bear in high-level decisions such as those for the directorships of 

the big UN institutions.145 

                                                

141  On the episode with Romulo see the letters Shuster to Rusk, 15.12.61, Rusk to Embassy Manila, Paris, 
London, 01.03.62, Simsarian to British Embassy, 23.03.1962, and Simsarian to British Embassy, 
11.04.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, NARA.  

142  Gardner to Cleveland, 05.05.1962, Coombs had ascertained Lewis present dissatisfaction; Simsarian to 
British Embassy, 11.04.1962, enquiring with the British over Lewis, next to Beeby and Jap Matsui 

143  Simsarian to British Embassy, 11.04.1962. 
144  State to Embassy Paris, 07.05.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825.  
145  On the question of colour and racism in international relations Vitalis 2015 – White World Order, also 

Sluga, Glenda, ʻThe Transformation of International Institutions. Global Shock as Cultural Shockʼ, in 
Niall Ferguson, Charles S. Maier, Erez Manela and Daniel J. Sargent, eds., The Shock of the Global: The 
1970s in Perspective (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 2010), 223–236. That questions of this nature 
arose not only around the symbolic top jobs was shown in the debate about the successor of John 
Bowers, a former British colonial officer, and for 20 yearas at UNESCO responsible for the 
Fundamental Education programme. His post of Deputy Director of the Department of Adult 
Education ought to be, as he himself expressed, filled by a person who is “brown skinned and has come 
up from a barefoot family”. He suggested to J.H. Mehta, a director at All India Radio. This view was 
challenged by the U.S. delegation in Paris stating internally that “US or other Western experts might 
have more to offer developing countries than one of their own nationals”, see Wade to State 
Department, A-1306, 13.02.1965, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy Files 1964-1966 (hereafter CFPF 1964-
66), Box: 3341, NARA. 
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However, the initiative quickly ground to a halt. On a bare factual level, it was Lewis 

himself who, in early June, withdrew his name from the list of candidates.146 The reports 

documenting the U.S. initiative reveal no conclusive picture as to the motives of his 

withdrawal but point to certain problems. The British had proven open to the idea and 

informed the State Department that they considered “Lewis highly qualified” and were 

“willing to be quoted to this effect”.147  

But within UNESCO circles Lewis was largely unknown and his name elicited close 

to zero enthusiasm. Shuster reported from his informal enquiries that the French 

remembered hostile remarks Lewis had made about France at an international meeting. 

Hilding Eek, the Swedish Executive Board, was “not very favorably impressed”. Apart 

from the fact that he “had said something critical about Colonialism”, the Americans had 

no positive points to make. Neither, Shuster added, “did nearly everyone else.” If the 

plan was to be pursued, which was at the point of Shuster’s writing the letter no longer 

the case, he requested that the State Department provide a brochure and written support, 

e.g. from UN stars like Paul G. Hoffman.148 In fact, Hoffman had already been contacted, 

but his verdict was not very encouraging. Hoffman was “dead set against [Lewis’] 

election”, following his experience he went on record saying he “is ‘one of the world’s 

worst administrators’, a brilliant man but very difficult to live with.”149  

The wrangling behind the scenes continued over the summer. Suffice to state that 

after Lewis a number of other candidates continued to be discussed, among them still 

the British Sir John Maud, the New Zealander C.E. Beeby, the Dutch Carl Schurman, 

permanent representative to the United Nations, as well as Adiseshiah and Maheu.150 On 

November 14, finally, the Executive Board nominated René Maheu for the post of 

Director-General. He was confirmed by the General Conference shortly after.151  

                                                

146  Memorandum of a Conversation, 13.06.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 826, NARA; quoting a 
confidential enquiry with Foreign Office on 11.4., an informal approach to Lewis followed on May 6 
and he seemed willing to be drafted. Shortly after, his resignation was reported. 

147  State to Embassy Paris, 07.05.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825, NARA.  
148  Shuster to Rusk, 21.6.61, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 826, NARA. 
149  Kotschnig to Cleveland, 25.5.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825, NARA. 
150  Memorandum of Conversation, van Roijen, Cleveland, Simsarian, Beaudry, 18.06.1961, RG 59, CDF 

1960-63, Box: 826, NARA; see also Simsarian to British Embassy, 28.06.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, 
Box: 826, NARA.  

151  UNESCO, Executive Board, 63rd Session, 63 Ex/Decisions, 12.12.1962.  
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Maheu won the day for a number of reasons. His standing at and knowledge of 

UNESCO gave him considerable advantage in his campaign and he turned out to be a 

deft tactician in mustering support. The French government, although never presenting 

Maheu officially as its candidate, which was also forbidden by ‘gentleman’s agreement’ 

when Paris was chosen as the seat for UNESCO, nevertheless supported Maheu’s 

campaign.152 Furthermore, Maheu had a declared agenda prioritising support for the 

developing countries, which made for considerable appeal within this growing 

constituency. 

In a wider sense, his election followed straight from the reasoning about how to 

combine diplomatically the demand for development policies and the desire of the 

Western camp to maintain as much control as possible over the increasingly complicated 

UN system. Coombs had reported from a conversation: “Mr. Maheu outlined the 

‘balancing’ role that he sees for the Organization in terms of exercising some restraint on 

the newly developing countries so that their requests for assistance are not exaggerated, 

and at the same time pressing the developed countries to increase their assistance to the 

developing ones.” Maheu had added he was hoping for public endorsement from U.S. 

side.153 

Many expected that the years ahead would require mediation between the demands 

of development and other political agendas. The U.S. and its partners shared this view. 

Maheu managed to appear as the person who best embodied the required mediating or 

“balancing” role. While for any other candidates there were good reasons to object to 

their nomination, there was no reason good enough to prevent Maheu’s eventual election. 

Probably the clearest reason for Maheu’s success was, however, the inability or 

unwillingness on the side of the U.S. to step up a concerted campaign for any other 

candidate. Since the announcement of Veronese’s withdrawal, U.S. diplomats were 

decidedly against an election of Maheu. Among the reasons for this strict opposition was 

a reported unwillingness of American staffers to work under Maheu. Maheu’s hiring 

policy had also demonstrated an uncomfortable degree of independence from the United 

States. Besides certain “feminine entanglements” which were considered an 

                                                

152  Embassy Paris to State, 14.03.1062, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, NARA: The Germans reported to 
the Americans that they had been approached by the French for support of Maheu. 

153  Coombs to Cleveland, 12.04.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825, NARA. 
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embarrassment, it was above all this presumed strong leadership that made the U.S. 

reluctant to support him.154  

There was enough time to prepare the election of an alternative, for example, John 

Maud or C.E. Beeby. The British signalled several times their cooperative attitude. In 

fact, they seemed to be calling for U.S. leadership. In July and with no progress in sight, 

Cleveland reported to Rusk that the “UK, while presently leaning toward Maheu, would 

follow our lead if we can develop one”.155 

No such leadership would emerge in the remaining months until the decisive 63rd 

Executive Board meeting and the following General Conference. Fearing offending the 

likely next Director-General and in an attempt to secure the minimum goal of at least 

preventing Adiseshiah, who had kept campaigning for himself throughout, both the UK 

and the U.S. settled for Maheu.  

 

The episode brought two issues into the spotlight. One turned out to be an internal 

matter. A State Department officer who participated in the 61st Executive Board Meeting 

in May 1962, wrote a devastating critique of how UNESCO affairs were handled between 

Washington and Paris. He stated flatly: “The United States performance at the Executive 

Board presents a disturbing lack of purpose and direction.” There would be no strategy, 

and the division between the post of permanent representative to UNESCO, a career 

diplomat, and the U.S. member of the Executive Board, a political appointee ideally with 

considerable intellectual credentials, was making effective representation difficult, to say 

the least. The permanent representative would furthermore be excluded from 

deliberations in Washington and was poorly informed on the Department’s position on 

various issues. Apparently, George Shuster had to learn from another country’s 

                                                

154  E.g. Donald B. Eddy to Hefner, 31.5.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825, NARA, Shuster to Rusk, 
15.12.1961, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, NARA.  

155  There was ongoing coordination between the State Department and the Foreign office. See for instance, 
Cleveland to Rusk, 11.07.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 826, NARA: “UK, while presently leaning 
toward Maheu, would follow our lead if we can develop one”; see also [Demarche UK Emb to State, 
01.02.1962], and Memorandum of Conversation, Greenhill, Cleveland, Wade, Simsarian, 23.02.1962, 
RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, NARA.  
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representative that the preferred candidate of the State Department for the Director-

Generalship was Arthur Lewis.156 

In June, Shuster resigned from his post as Executive Board member, partly due to 

those circumstances.157 By the end of the year, Kotschnig from the Bureau of 

International Organization Affairs, put together an analysis of the experience of 1962 

and made suggestions to reform the U.S. representation to UNESCO. His memo echoed 

the May paper and promoted the idea, as the previous analysis had done, that the post of 

permanent representative should be merged with the U.S. representation on the 

Executive Board. The new position ought to be upgraded to ambassadorial rank. 

Kotschnig’s “Agenda for Action” closed with the urgent recommendation “that we find 

and appoint within the next few weeks a top-level personality of real stature and pertinent 

experience (and not just a name!)”. He added that “serious consideration be given to Bill 

Benton.”158 Benton was appointed only weeks later.159 

This diplomatic disaster is more than just a tale of U.S. failed representation within 

one UN organisation. The second issue it brought to the fore concerned the moment in 

which decolonisation ‘hit’ the post-war international system. A new constituency had 

begun to make its conflictual entry into an arena that had so far been split mainly in two 

camps and that was still dominated by the United States and its Western allies.  

                                                

156  Donald B. Eddy to Hefner, 31.5.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 825, NARA. Shuster, too, had 
complained that he had been informed very late about Lewis’ candidature, Shuster to Rusk, 21.06.61, 
RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 826, NARA. By the time, he reported his enquiries, the State Department 
had already informed the British Embassy of Lewis’ unavailability, Memorandum of Conversation, 
Greenhill, Simsarian, 13.06.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 826, NARA. The Department in turn felt 
not always adequately represented by Shuster and had to correct the impression the British government 
had gained from Shuster about an American commitment for Maud, Simsarian to British Embassy, 
23.3.62, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 824, NARA. 

157  Shuster to Rusk, 21.06.1962, and Rusk to Shuster, 09.07.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 826, NARA.  
158  Kotschnig to Cleveland, 17.12.1962, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 827, NARA, is the letter delivering the 

memorandum “After the UNESCO General Conference, 1962: Agenda for Action”, the memorandum 
though, of which parts “do not lend themselves to broad distribution”, was not found in the archival 
folders.  

159  The appointment of Benton to the Executive Board indicated that the Kennedy administration wanted 
to see a strong political figure representing the U.S. at UNESCO, the post was indeed upgraded to 
ambassadorial rank. The posts of Executive Board member and Permanent Delegate remained 
separated though. The question of a reform of the U.S. delegation remained on the agenda, e.g. Wade 
to Cleveland, 28.5.65, [and Memorandum attached: Restaffing of U.S. Mission to UNESCO], RG 59, 
CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3342, NARA, suggesting considerable reorganisation of the U.S. mission to 
UNESCO, “a quantum jump” as outlined in his memo, not least to fight the Soviets. Also Louchheim 
to Rogers, 24.06.1969, RG 59, CFPF 1967-69, Box: 3214, NARA.  
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As early as 1961, the effort of appointing a credible ‘Third World’ candidate to a 

top job within the UN system could even be regarded as innovative and ahead of its time. 

The lack of thrust behind the initiative as well as the commentaries surrounding it, 

however, evidenced the size of the challenge that presented itself. While the need for 

development strategies was acknowledged and expressed itself in particular in the iconic 

first UN Development Decade, the political consequences in terms of political 

representation would prove more difficult to accommodate. The challenge would not 

grow smaller after 1962. Rather, the tensions between political claims and political 

practices within international institutions would grow constantly throughout the decade 

only preparing the ground for the even deeper ruptures of the 1970s.  

4.4.2 Budget Development or Development Budget?  

The intricate relation between decolonisation, development and the multilateralism 

present in institutions like UNESCO stood also at the centre of the organisation’s 

ongoing fight for a budget increase. The question ran like a trope through the 1960s and 

the era of René Maheu. His dedication to fighting for more financial leeway was only 

matched by the American determination to prevent the budget increase of UNESCO – 

and other UN institutions for that matter – from spiralling out of control.  

A first study on UNESCO’s budget development was submitted by Henry J. 

Kellerman, member of the American Embassy in Paris in charge of UNESCO affairs, in 

November 1960. It sought to address the unease many U.S. observers felt. Kellerman 

reported that unnamed critical voices had “claimed that the organization is watering 

down and even betraying its original mission of pursuing the great objectives of peace 

and international understanding […], by progressively becoming an international relief 

agency for the cultural have-nots”.160  

In his 15-page report, replete with statistics and numbers, he traced the 

geographical distribution of money for specific programmes and found that demand for 

UNESCO support overwhelmingly came from developing countries. To many 

historians, the decade of the 1970s epitomises the loss of control of the United States 

                                                

160  American Embassy [Kellermann] Paris to State, [Study of UNESCO Budget with Special Regard to the 
Geographical Distribution of Funds, 08.11.1960, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 821, NARA. 



256 
 

and their Western allies over the post-war international order, as embodied in the UN.161 

Yet, the start of this process should be recognised as originating in the early 1960s. 

Kellerman forecast: 

There is mounting apprehension that the financial dependence of an increasing 
number of its members on UNESCO may, in time, lead to a situation in which the 
influence of the major contributors will be progressively reduced and in which the 
fate – the budget – of the organization will be largely controlled by the majority of 
the recipient countries.162 

Kellerman could not identify staggering differences as far as the allocation of funds to 

the three major development areas of Asia, Africa, and Latin America were concerned. 

Although he conceded that the Latin American and Asian countries were certainly more 

vocal in articulating their needs. Beyond this observation, his memo remained 

inconclusive and did not formulate any policy advice.163 

It became a regular exercise for the State Department to instruct its Permanent 

Delegation at UNESCO to insist on limitations to the budget growth and apply utmost 

scrutiny when evaluating the budget drafts.164 Quickly after Maheu’s election in 1962, the 

conflict began to take shape. The United States appeared as the single most vigorous 

opponent of any budget increase. Its European partners in the so-called “Geneva 

Group”165 were wavering between agreement in principle with the U.S. position and 

reluctance to insist on budget restraints. They were unable or unwilling to enter into open 

conflict at the General Conference, in the Executive Board or directly with Maheu 

himself.  

Exemplary of the situation were the debates in autumn 1964 in the run-up to the 

13th General Conference. In April, the State Department issued its concern with 

expanding budgets in some international organisations “pushed through by Secretariats 

and LDC’s [Less/Least Developed Countries]” over opposition from major 

contributors. In the specific case of UNESCO, there was fear that the final figures for 

                                                

161  Ferguson, Niall, Maier, Charles S., Manela, Erez and Sargent, Daniel J., The Shock of the Global: The 1970s 
in Perspective (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 2010). 

162  [Kellermann] to State, 08.11.1960. 
163  Ibid.  
164  The communication from the American Embassy in Paris reflects this approach: American Embassy 

Paris to State [U.S. Positions on Critical Issues at the Eleventh General Conference of UNESCO, 
04.08.1960, RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 821; American Embassy Paris to State, 18.11.62, and USUN to 
State, 13.12.62, both: RG 59, CDF 1960-63, Box: 827, NARA. 

165  On the Geneva-GroupMaurel 2010 – Histoire de l'UNESCO, 166. 
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the budgetary cycle of 1965-66 would go beyond the presently discussed $47.46 million 

and would run under “pressure from Africans” towards $50 million. It was suggested 

that the delegation agreed to the present, already high, figure if the Director-General in 

turn agreed “to build into [the] budgetary approval process desirable control points which 

would give [the] major contributors [a] greater influence in fixing [a] budget level.” The 

delegation was also urged to rally support for the idea among the French, British, and 

West German delegations.166  

The debate came to a head in November. In a parallel session, the 68th meeting of 

the Executive Board took place from September 29 to November 20, while the 13th 

General Conference was convened from October 20 to November 20. On October 20, 

the Executive Board made a decision about a reform measure the U.S. delegation had 

proposed which projected the installation of an Ad Hoc Committee that would serve as 

a consultative body to the Director-General in matters related to finances, budget and 

management. Such a committee was intended to allow for better consultations between 

the Director-General and a selected number of member states.  

Developing countries attacked the idea, and the Geneva group countries either 

declined to second the U.S., or even supported the attack. But Benton’s tough-headed 

speech threatening that the U.S. would reconsider its support for the budget resulted in 

the proposal being adopted, nonetheless.167 

Shortly after on October 27, the actual budget came to a vote at the General 

Conference proper. In a move that the U.S. delegation considered contrary to the 

previously reached agreement at the Executive Board, Director-General Maheu 

engineered a vote for a higher budget of $48.9 million. Apparently, he had the delegations 

of Morocco and Cameroun propose an even higher budget ceiling of $50 million and 

denied his personal support to the U.S. and Geneva Group states to defeat this proposal. 

When the mood was ripe for a compromise figure, he launched the eventually agreed 

$48.9 million, abandoning the previous settlement of $47.46 million and the accords 

reached in the Executive Board.168 

                                                

166  State to Embassies, 30.04.1964. RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 
167  Embassy Paris to State, 20.10.1964, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 
168  Embassy Paris to State, 28.10.1964, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 



258 
 

The United States felt deceived and Benton directly attacked Maheu both at the 

plenary session of the General Conference and a day later at the meeting of the Executive 

Board. Maheu showed himself to be apologetic, admitted mistakes in handling the budget 

issue and offered his resignation. Reportedly, it took a “4-hour debate” to convince 

Maheu to withdraw his resignation again.169 Nonetheless, Cleveland and Benton 

protested further in private to Maheu and explained that the decision needed to be seen 

in context with the “basic issues we face throughout the UN system in the matter of 

financing.” They were referring to the changing arithmetic in the various UN 

organisations where, as their calculation went, considerable increases were “voted by 

majorities representing only 15 or 20 percent of the total contributions”.170 

Echoing the reasoning that had dominated the search for a new Director-General 

in 1962, Benton and Cleveland added that “chief international executives such as the 

DGs of the various specialized agencies” had a responsibility to secure dialogue “between 

the highly developed countries of the West and the LDCs”.171 Maheu displayed a certain 

degree of understanding and included in his closing remarks to the General Conference 

were passages that expressed regret over the conflict. The U.S. delegation concluded that 

the situation may have had a “salutary effect” on Maheu. 

The issue, though, was far from resolved. It would appear that at the end of the 

day Maheu carried the victory as he had plainly demonstrated that he was able and willing 

to overcome the express opposition of the largest contributor to UNESCO, politically 

and financially, i.e. the United States.  

Only months after the General Conference, in April 1965, the Department of State 

made another attempt to promote the idea of an advisory body for budgetary questions. 

This would resemble a similar body that already existed at the UN level and was said to 

have had “remarkable success”. It would not take votes but instead provide “a free and 

informal exchange of views and the key contributors enjoy a representation more 

proportionate to their financial obligations than in the larger governing bodies of the 

UN”. Draft terms of references as well as potential members were drawn up, and U.S. 

                                                

169  Ibid. 
170  Embassy Paris to State, 30.10.1964, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 
171  Ibid. 
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embassies around the globe were advised to sound out governments and the intended 

personalities.172  

The embassy in Paris, though, reported already in early May that the plan was dead 

upon arrival. Executive Board members had handed Maheu the circulated drafts written 

by the State Department even before the U.S. had made an official approach. The 

Director-General was outraged and is said to have taken “violent exception”. He claimed 

this would reveal the United States’ “true intent” to install a “trusteeship council” that 

would “circumscribe his activities and deny him [the] opportunity [to] perform his 

assigned responsibilities”. Given this reaction, delegations friendly to the U.S., like Italy, 

Sweden or the Geneva Group, indicated they were not willing to oppose Maheu over the 

issue.173 

The State Department continued to insist that diplomats in Paris would pursue 

budgetary restraint as much as possible.174 But the delegation in Paris now showed more 

sympathy with the ongoing budget planning. Benton and his colleagues reported on 

UNESCO’s budget development, and Maheu’s handling of it, in an increasingly positive 

tone.175 This corresponded with the continuing reluctance of the European partner 

delegations, that met in their regular consultations in the Geneva Group format, to 

challenge Maheu and the group of states supporting him.176 

By 1966, Paris cabled to Washington that in present budget reviews Maheu had 

“gone as far as he thinks is politically feasible, given position of developing countries on 

program, to meet views of the U.S. and other Major contributors.” The State Department 

                                                

172  Department of State to [circular], 13.04.1965, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3340 NARA. 
173 Embassy Paris to State, 11.05.1965, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3340 NARA. 
174  State to mbassy Paris, 21.09.1965, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3342, NARA: “US is not determined on 

basis of what we estimate may be politically acceptable to DG or other countries but what we wish 
achieve in terms U.S. objectives UNESCO and other international organizations”, the U.S. would not 
accept a budget above the current biennium, and especially: “U.S. is not, rpt. Not, prepared to accept 
the principle of any predetermined percentage program increase.” Offering further background: State 
to Embassy Paris, 23.10.65, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 

175  Embassy Paris to State, 14.08.1965, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA, here Wade presented a 
rather positive view on the present budget, outlining that the budget no longer contained the “agreed 
dishonesty of the past” and that it contained only the generally acceptable 10% increase for program 
spending. In a telegram shorty later, Benton argued that the State Department’s continued resistance 
was inconsistent with various speeches of the president and of ambassadors, Embassy to State, 
20.10.1965, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 

176  The Geneva Group expressed sympathy for the U.S. position but felt the increase was “necessary”, not 
least because of the new fifth building, their governments committed to timetable and funding 
schedule”, Embassy Paris to State, 18.02.1966, RG 59, CFPF 1964-66, Box: 3341, NARA. 
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had hoped for further cuts but acknowledged that further steps to that end would 

“produce unfavorable reaction from both LDCs and DG [Director-General]”. It 

declared that “arriving at [an] agreement with DG [was an] important element of this 

exercise” and thus dropped calls for further economies. 

The U.S. practically gave up their public resistance to Maheu. Even if behind the 

scenes, U.S. diplomats continued to impress upon Maheu that the U.S. continued to be 

highly critical regarding the net budget growth.177 When Maheu’s re-election appeared on 

the agenda in 1967, both the United States and the United Kingdom quickly concluded 

that they had no remotely suitable candidate to challenge him.178 During his visit to 

Washington in October 1967, he was informed of the official American support for his 

re-election.179  

 

Seen in perspective, the role of Maheu appears most crucial in establishing 

UNESCO as a relevant actor in international development politics. Chloe Maurel, in her 

history of UNESCO’s first thirty years, has justly highlighted the ongoing competition 

for influence between the “Latin Clan” and the “Anglo-Saxon Clan”. The Latin Clan 

referred to the strong French lobby that was joined by Latin Americans that were 

perceived to be culturally more in accord with French attitudes than with North 

American. With the Mexican Jaime Torres Bodet, the “Clan” had had already had one 

strong Director-General at the helm of UNESCO. Maheu was an even stronger 

representative of this camp. Also, the French as host country were particularly well 

represented on the Secretariat’s staff. The British and Americans in turn had kept strong 

influence on the organisation from the start. Julian Huxley and Luther Evans, moreover, 

                                                

177  Benton and the State Department expected to address the budget issue when Maheu was scheduled to 
meet the president in October 1967, see Memorandum for Mr. Walt W. Rostow, 28.09.1967, RG 59, 
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had both managed as Director-General to maintain a balance between the ‘Latin’ 

influence and the ‘Anglo-Saxon’.180  

This opposition of “Clans”, however, emphasises mainly a transatlantic 

competition between the French influence and conception of international cultural 

cooperation and a mainly American influence. It may have diverted attention from 

another line of friction, which became apparent as early as in 1960. With the political 

turbulence caused by the wave of decolonisation, there was early on a distinct feeling on 

the side of Western governments – of both clans – of losing their grip on an international 

system largely predicated on the Western tradition of international liberalism. Maheu 

understood the need to ride the wave of decolonisation and steered UNESCO 

consciously into a position where it became highly attractive to the growing number of 

developing countries. He was also willing to take on squarely U.S. and Western 

dominance. 

The United States, on the other hand, suffered at times from a lack of coordination 

– as was already seen in the election of the Director-General in 1962 – and did not always 

provide the leadership that partner countries were hoping for. At times, it found itself 

isolated when – in the case of the budgetary debate in the mid-1960s – the Geneva Group 

countries were not ready to join the Americans’ tough opposition to Maheu. The 

challenge would continue.  

The ferment with which UNESCO’s attempts to define its role was surrounded, 

was captured by the synchronicity of events in late 1968. The 78th Executive Board in 

May and June, was taking place amidst the civil and student unrest and the general strikes 

of the May 1968 revolt that gripped France, and Paris in particular. The coming social 

and cultural revolutions that began to manifest in the streets, universities and factories of 

Paris was only faintly noted by William Benton who reported in a somewhat unimpressed 

manner: “That the [Executive Board] session was able to proceed without interruption 

was in itself an accomplishment in view of the domestic crisis which crippled other 

                                                

180  Maurel traces the competition between what she calls the Latin and the Anglo-Saxon clan throughout 
the various phases of UNESCO early history, ibid., e.g. 40-42, 55-57, 97-98, 166-67. 
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institutions in Paris and paralyzed the French nation during the months of May and 

June.”181 

Maybe Maheu was more sensitive to the presence of a specific disappointment that 

searched for an outlet outside the doors of UNESCO’s headquarters. Drawing a generally 

optimistic picture of the state of cooperation among states within UNESCO, he 

nonetheless noted that “the world atmosphere is unfavorable to international 

organizations” and that there was an observable “slowing down in development 

activities”. He said: “There is a general weakening of ethical idealism as a way of life, a 

way of thought, a way of action. There is less trust in the ethical and ideological projects 

of UNESCO.”182 

It is indicative in this context that Willy Brandt, the Social Democratic Foreign 

Minister of the German Federal Republic, chose UNESCO’s 15th General Conference in 

November 1968 to deliver a speech with high symbolic value. He was the first German 

Foreign Minister to speak at the General Conference and his appearance was highly 

unusual.183 In his address on November 6, he noted the “rebellion of youth against 

civilization and organized society” that was happening in the streets. He felt this was a 

revolt “against phenomena of alienation and mechanization.” Students were asking 

“freedom for what?’”, as they were fearing “that man’s whole life is being planned out of 

existence and the individual is being degraded to the level of a robot”.184 

Yet, the main audience was not the rebellious youth. It was rather the numerous 

new countries from the developing regions of the world that were attending the General 

Conference. He spoke about international cultural cooperation and peace. He called for 

“equal development opportunities for all nations”, spoke of Germany’s role in the 

spreading and sharing of knowledge as an “obligation incumbent on us as an 

industrialized nation”, and insisted that peaceful co-operation was critical between “East 

                                                

181  Report of the United States Delegation to the 78th Session of the UNESCO Executive Board, Paris, 
France, May 13 – June 21, 1968, RG 59, SNF 1967-69, Box: 3214, NARA. 

182  Thus quoted in Embassy Paris to Department of State, 06.10.1968, RG 59, SNF 1967-69, Box: 3214, 
NARA. 

183  Embassy Bonn to Embassy Paris, 22.10.1968, RG 59, CFPF 1967-69, Box: 3212, NARA. 
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and West as well as North and South”. Emphatically, he identified with the ideal of 

“moral solidarity” that he saw embodied in UNESCO’s constitution.185  

Maybe even more important than the rhetoric was the venue Brandt had chosen – 

the UN’s cultural organisation with its Third World majority in the plenary, and the 

agitated city of Paris in which the socio-cultural project of an entire new generation 

turned out to be arising. His speech received considerable press coverage, and the 

American delegation interpreted his appearance as a move to increase the Federal 

Republic’s influence with the new constituency in the international arena. UNESCO, in 

any case, was the place to address this constituency. 

4.4.3 Questioning the UNESCO Multilateralism 

On the other side of the Atlantic and after the various experiences with UNESCO 

throughout the 1960s, signs accumulated that the cultural organisation had sparked 

serious aversions. A certain amount of conservative, Cold-War-minded criticism on the 

cosmopolitan dealings in Paris, with at times laughably wide-ranging moral claims, was 

business as usual for the State Department. In general, the policy towards UNESCO was 

influenced by enthusiastic individuals like William Benton, Wilbur Schramm, and a 

generally positive permanent delegation in Paris. Around 1970, however, the misgivings 

about the U.S. involvement with UNESCO reached the highest floors of the U.S. 

administration. The State Department archives reveal a number of glimpses of serious 

attempts to topple the constructive approach of the U.S. to UNESCO.  

The underlying conflict was not new. It centred around the question of how bi-

lateral and multilateral policy approaches would be weighed against each other in the 

formulation of U.S. foreign policy. As far as international development cooperation was 

concerned, the harmonisation of bi-lateral and multilateral programmes had time and 

again been subject to conversations between Maheu and U.S. delegates, ambassadors and 

                                                

185  The embassy reported on Brandt’s comments on the “rebellion of youth against civilization and organic 
social systems”, Brandt “felt revolt was against phenomena of alienation and mechanization, against fact 
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even the president.186 Around 1970, three distinct attacks on UNESCO turned this 

concern into a more fundamental question. 

A first instance appeared in 1968. In May, Kellermann had drafted an important 

National Policy Paper in the context of the ongoing budget conflict with UNESCO and 

Maheu. It charged that the United States had lost control over the budget to “a large 

number of poor nations” who with the help of “a strong Director General like Maheu” 

would “tax a small number of richer nations, often for projects and programs we would 

consider questionable”.187 Apparently, Leonard H. Marks, a lawyer and confidant of 

Lyndon B. Johnson, had tried to intervene in the drafting of the Policy Paper lobbying 

the State Department openly for a U.S. withdrawal from UNESCO. This was, until that 

point, an unheard-of attack on U.S. participation in a UN institution. Marks acted, 

though, from a prominent position. In 1965, President Johnson had appointed him 

director of the United States Information Agency (USIA). USIA was an organisation with 

an obvious overlap with the activities of the UNESCO Department of Mass 

Communication and thus was potentially competing for funding in the field of public 

diplomacy.188 

Walter Kotschnig, from the Bureau of International Organization affairs, however, 

stepped in and bluntly brushed aside such ideas. In unusually direct terms he declared: “I 

                                                

186  American Embassy Paris to State [U.S. Positions on Critical Issues at the Eleventh General Conference 
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frankly feel that the Secretary [of State] should be spared any further correspondence on 

the subject of the UNESCO National Policy Paper and the complaints of Mr. Marks”. 

Kotschnig noted that if Kellerman wanted to proceed, he should take Kotschnig’s bureau 

off the list of clearing offices.189 

It is not reported that Secretary Dean Rusk took any action around the affair, and 

that Kellermann did not follow Marks’ advice. He instead recommended renewed efforts 

for a constructive participation in UNESCO. But before too long, Marks would have his 

comeback. In the NWICO-crisis of the 1970s and early 1980s he was one of the most 

vocal and most visible lobbyists for a U.S. exit from UNESCO.190 

Of course, this episode did not silence the critics of UNESCO. Shortly after 

President Richard Nixon took office in 1969, the State Department was asked to conduct 

another study on the problems and achievements of the United States’ past membership 

in UNESCO and the merits of its future involvement. This study was coordinated by 

Assistant Secretary of State for Educational and Cultural Affairs, John Richardson, Jr., 

and mainly executed by the former U.S. Ambassador Robert F. Woodward. From 

November 1970 to February 1971, they requested and received reports from numerous 

government branches and interviewed some 100 individuals ranging from the highly 

critical leadership of the AFL-CIO to the top-level international civil servants in Paris, 

including Maheu and other leading staffers.191 

Based on the Richardson/Woodward report the new Secretary of State, William P. 

Rogers, summarised the Department’s findings in his memo to President Nixon. Rogers 

pointed out that Woodward, had “no previous relationship or emotional commitment to 

UNESCO” and that among the interviewees there had also been a number of declared 

critical voices, above all the AFL-CIO. Nonetheless, the report was positive overall and 

Rogers concluded that a continued and active participation was clearly in the best interest 

of the US. Notably UNESCO would be “a vehicle for stimulating the intellectual ferment 

that is growing in Communist bloc countries”, it would provide a forum for contact with 

moderate figures in states with which there were no or very difficult diplomatic relations, 

                                                

189  Kotschnig to Kellermann, 14.05.1968, RG 59, CFPF 1967-69, Box: 3215. 
190  Katzenbach to Secretary of State, 09.07.1968, RG 59, CFPF 1967-69, Box: 3215.  
191  See Richardson to Rogers, 19.03.1971, RG 306, RS 1953-98, Box: 100; John Richardson, Jr., Report on 

U.S. Relationship to UNESCO, [undated], RG 306, RS 1953-98, Box: 100.  
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like “the Arab states, Cuba, leftist oriented South American nations and the radical states 

of Black Africa”. Besides, Rogers emphasised UNESCO’s importance as “a world-wide 

communications network predisposed to spread American values such as freedom of 

expression and movement, freedom of inquiry, […] social, cultural and political 

pluralism” etc.192  

In order to tap this potential, Rogers made a series of suggestions for the future 

strategy at UNESCO, including the insistence on sound and modest budgetary planning 

as well as an improved quality in the personnel the US deployed to its permanent 

delegation and the regular conferences.193  

Later that year, in December, Rogers reported on the progress of the Department’s 

review process and reiterated a number of recommendations. He urged to “exercise 

greater influence in UNESCO policies and programs”, to “improve the quality of our 

delegations” and to “clearly establish United States policy and program positions for 

UNESCO”. Henry Kissinger, National Security Adviser to Nixon, had already advised 

the President following the Woodward study. He wrote “We should stay in UNESCO. 

We should take steps to improve the quality of our participation in the organization. We 

should maintain our current financial contributions to UNESCO, but vigorously resist 

budgetary increases.”194 Nixon was not too impressed. In a marginal note on Kissinger’s 

memo he commented: “This sounds much too ‘go along with things as they are but have 

a 7-point program to appear otherwise’.” He wanted a “policy of cutting up UNESCO 

at every opportunity” and requested a new programme: “The difference I have with 

whoever prepared this paper is that they believe in UNESCO, I do not.”195  

                                                

192  William Rogers, Memorandum to the President: Assessment of and Department Policy Toward United 
States Government Participation in UNESCO, 30.03.1971, RG 306, RS 1953-98, Box: 100. 

193  With a view to the symbol politics inherent in the various personnel decisions, being the choice of a 
Director-General for UNESCO or the highly visible appointment of ambassadors and chief delegates 
to UNESCO’s Executive Board and General Conference, one might also note this remarkable statement 
among Rogers’ recommendations: “We must take advantage of this forum [UNESCO] to display the 
cultural, ethnic and racial diversity of the United States as a model of an open and free society”, Rogers, 
Memorandum to the President, 30.03.1971. 

194  Document 38, Memorandum of Secretary of State Rogers to President Nixon, 07.12.1971, in: FRUS, 
1969-76, V, United Nations 1969-72, see fn 2. 

195  Ibid., documented in footnote 2. 
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The study, as Rogers and Richardson reported, had been “carried out without 

drawing public attention”. It appears that it was a reaction to public criticism but was 

written with no intention to prepare steps that would have satisfied the critics.  

In October 1972 finally, shortly before the controversial Satellite Declaration 

reached the floor of UNESCO’s 17th General Conference in Paris, Secretary Rogers, 

received a letter from Frank N. Stanton, the Vice Chairman of the Columbia Broadcasting 

System (CBS). Stanton sent to Rogers the manuscript of a speech he had recently given in 

Memphis, Tennessee. Stanton vigorously attacked UNESCO’s planned Declaration on 

satellite broadcasting which, as he said, “gives international sanction to government 

control of what peoples can see and hear in direct satellite transmissions”.  

He accused the State Department of having failed to prevent the Declaration in the 

early stages of its preparation, and it was not opposing it vigorously enough now. He 

sharply pointed out that the US representative had even concurred with the present draft 

in one preparation meeting. The Department’s attitude, he said, would be “perhaps best 

described as ‘embarrassment’ over the prospect of opposing the desires of developing 

countries, which support the Draft Declaration.” But Stanton held: “You don’t negotiate 

free speech!” He asked Secretary Rogers to instruct the U.S. delegation to “oppose the 

Draft Declaration and to oppose it head on.” The position should be “resolute and 

uncompromising”. Anything less, he added, was “unworthy of our national heritage.”196  

Rogers replied in a cool manner that as it stood now “a substantial majority” of 

member states would vote in favour of the Declaration. A postponement could offer the 

“opportunity for other governments to consider further the complex implications of the 

draft.” He furthermore denied Stanton’s assumption that White House offices had 

opposed the State Department’s strategy. He also corrected Stanton by explaining that 

the drafting meeting Stanton had alluded to had included experts in their personal 

capacities.197 Albert Horley had personally supported the draft, an internal memo 

informed the Secretary, hence its “unanimous” adoption, but he had insisted that it be 

noted that the US government would likely oppose it. It appears that such an addendum 

                                                

196  Stanton to Rogers, 04.10.1972, and attached Frank Stanton, Remarks, Memphis, 04.10.1972, RG 59, 
SMF 1970-73, Box: 3225, NARA. 
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was filed with the meeting’s documentation, yet UNESCO did not distribute it when it 

published the official meeting results.198  

 

All three instances show various dimensions of the problems UNESCO 

encountered in the course of its transformation over the decade. First, it encountered the 

competition with other national institutions or bi-lateral programmes that would largely 

operate in similar fields as UNESCO did. Second, and in the eyes of the U.S., the 

organisation was under constant pressure to justify its existence. It appeared at least in 

the U.S. case that UNESCO’s biggest advantage was not so much the direct development 

assistance it engaged with, but the forum and communication channels it provided. 

Lastly, UNESCO’s normative ambitions in the field of international communications 

were predestined to mobilise strict freedom of information advocates and the 

representatives of the industry.  

The most vocal critics activated by these issues, came from the United States, but 

variations of this critique existed in many Western countries. The institutional changes 

UNESCO underwent over this period sharpened furthermore the contrasts that 

emerged. Its growing membership with a voting majority shifting from the Western 

group of states to the Global South in combination with an expansive budget and 

programme policy posed a political challenge and raised questions, at least in the U.S., on 

the political viability of an institution like UNESCO. 

4.5 Conclusion  

When the panel on space communication came together for a final time at UNESCO 

House, in November 1973, the moment of opportunity seemed to have passed. Wilbur 

Schramm reported that in the U.S. “chief attention was turned away from global satellites 

to communication on a smaller scale”. Pilot projects in the Appalachian and Rocky 

Mountains, particularly remote areas within the U.S., had been “scaled down, partly 

because people had not realized how much work had to be done on the ground, e.g. 
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organization, management, teaching systems.” His conclusion captured the mood as he 

told his colleagues it was time for “experimentation on a smaller scale”.199 

The era of cooperation between Schramm and UNESCO came to an end. It had 

had a promising start with the regional meetings around 1960 and experienced a climax 

in enthusiasm and expectations between 1965 and 1968. But when it came to turning 

theory into practice, both Schramm and UNESCO encountered their limits. The biggest 

possible communications-based development project did not evolve in a multilateral 

framework, potentially under the guidance of UNESCO, but under a bi-lateral agreement 

between the governments of India and the United States. The attempt to assist in giving 

a legal or normative order to the emerging new global communication practices did result 

in a major Declaration. Yet, its impact, especially since it failed to attract unanimous 

support of all member states, was zero. Schramm may even have been happy to stay clear 

of the drafting process. The Declaration was largely the product of other intellectual 

approaches and traditions than his own.  

It was a telling coincidence that the end of the UNESCO-Schramm cooperation 

appeared towards the end of the first UN Development Decade. It coincided with the 

growing disappointment about the models for economic and social progress that had 

dominated throughout this period. The modernisation theory of Schramm, Lerner and 

Co. was exhausted by the late 1960s and demand grew for alternatives.  

There was also a constructive note on which the satellite panel dissolved itself. To 

keep track of the technical evolution of communication satellites it would suffice if a 

number of experts were convened occasionally and on an ad hoc basis. Yet, Alberto 

Obligado, the new Assistant Director-General for Communication after the retirement 

of Tor Gjesdal, said that UNESCO was considering changing the panel’s function and 

transforming it possibly into a “committee for the politics of communications”.200 Several 

panel members had said that space communication could not be considered separate 

from other technologies and forms of communication. The final report recorded: “With 

the evolution of Unesco’s space communication programme, it was now apparent that 

                                                

199  UNESCO Panel of Consultants on Space Communication, Eighth Session, Paris, 6-8 Nov 1973, Report, 
Box: CI/INF 126, Folder: 629.19 : 621.39 UNE, UAP, 1.  

200  UNESCO Panel of Consultants, Eighth Session, 1973, 6. 
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any advisory group should concern itself with the broader aspects of technology and 

planning in the communications field.”201 

Earlier, Assistant Director-General Malcolm Adiseshiah had called UNESCO’s 

Long-Term Programme for satellite communication “one of the most important new 

initiatives” the organisation had ever undertaken. Satellites, he said, would have a 

“catalytic effect”. They did, but in a different way than expected.  

Over the 1960s, UNESCO’s membership had changed dramatically. The resulting 

conflicts foreshadowed a dynamic more often associated with and more visible in the 

1970s: with the new wave of decolonisation and a growing number of independent states, 

most of which were considered to be developing states, a new constituency began to 

form in the international arena. This raised questions of representation as much as it 

challenged Western dominance and control of international fora.  

Both the election of Director-General Maheu and the dispute over UNESCO’s 

budget policy illustrated the difficulty Western states had in finding adequate answers. 

Often still the conflict perception followed a Cold War scheme, but the new challenge 

from a Third World majority was now clearly recognisable. Maheu proved an apt 

navigator of these circumstances and pushed UNESCO further into the development 

field. Under his guidance, the budget tripled and operations increased. UNESCO 

successfully placed communications on the emerging development agenda and it became 

a player of its own right within global development co-operation. This role was strongly 

supported by the new states from the Global South, as much as it was eventually 

acknowledged by Western observers.  

 

As far as large scale communications projects were concerned, the SITE experience 

showed the limits for UNESCO as an agency providing support for the building of 

infrastructures. Discussions about international arrangements, in turn, produced a series 

of new questions regarding global communications. While the Satellite-Declaration 

adopted in 1972 had little concrete impact, the attempt to define a new normative order 

for communications practices raised a series of important questions. Experts and 

delegates asked about state sovereignty, the planning process, the setting up and 
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regulation of regional and national media institutions, but also about the role of news and 

other media content in social, economic and cultural developments.  

Furthermore, the Declaration tabled concepts like the “rights of audiences”, “rights 

of states” and cultural self-determination. Mediated through the work of legal scholars 

Hilding Eek and Fernand Terrou, the “prior-consent” clause in the Declaration was 

above all an expression of a desire of decolonised and developing countries. 

Both, the SITE experience and the discourses surrounding the Declaration 

catalysed a changing perspective on international communications in several ways. It 

moved the state or nation to the centre of problem – rather than, say, a society. This was 

linked to the fact that satellites in their tremendous transgressive potential led to re-

emphasising the borders and the integrity of the national state. It also reoriented the 

discourse on development communication so as to not apply exclusively to developing 

countries. Global communications was no longer an issue that could be divided into 

communications for the industrialized world and communications for the developing 

regions. To any global communications practice, such a division would appear artificial, 

if not meaningless.  

Lastly, this period prompted UNESCO to pay renewed attention to content. While 

it was far from clear what this would imply for UNESCO’s deliberations it did make clear 

that the trust in technology – or even the fantasising about its potentialities – did not 

suffice to bring about educational or cultural, let alone economic and social, progress in 

the Global South.  
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5 “National Communication 
Policies” – From Research to 
National Policy Planning 

It must be considered that there is nothing more difficult to 
carry out nor more doubtful of success nor more dangerous to 

handle than to initiate a new order of things; for the 
reformer has enemies in all those who profit by the old 

order, and only lukewarm defenders in all those who would 
profit by the new order; this lukewarmness arising partly 

from the incredulity of mankind who does not truly believe in 
anything new until they actually have experience of it. 

(Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince 1513) 

 

 

The new decade began with trouble at Place de Fontenoy. Only a year and a half earlier, 

in 1968, UNESCO’s Executive Board had met amidst the Mai strikes that had brought 

public life in Paris and France to a halt. Student unrest turned Paris’ intellectual quarters 

on the rive gauche into a short-tern battlefield. In November, Willy Brandt speaking to 

UNESCO’s General Conference did not forget to reference the “rebellion of the youth” 

happening outside the conference hall. In April 1970 then, the smoke and the barricades 

having just disappeared, the U.S. embassy in Paris cabled to Washington “UNESCO, like 

the universities of the world, is now facing a grass roots rebellion”.1 

A petition written by a 27 year old Harvard PhD in February 1970 had captured 

the mood among the junior professionals, typists, secretaries, and stagiaires at UNESCO.2 

It attacked the “Kafkaesque” bureaucracy whose organisation was “based on seniority, 

hierarchy and a caste system”. There was no space for creativity and initiative, instead, 

“[c]onformity becomes a moral virtue, because it aids control and encourages stability.” 

The author was the American Michael Alan Huberman who had joined UNESCO’s 

higher education division three years earlier. In strident words he wrote “As it is, we are 

lecturing on navigation while the ship is going down – lecturing with ideas and slogans 

which can only flatter the spirit of the age, since we can seldom act on them. We have 

                                                

1  Paris to State, A-566, 25.04.1970, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3225, NARA. 
2  A Petition to the Director-General For a Self-Study of the Secretariat, [attached to Paris to State, A-566, 

25.04.1970], RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3225, NARA.  
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become verbal radicals and operational conservatives.” The petition called for “structural 

reform”, “democratisation” as much as “decentralisation”. As Huberman wrote, “there 

is rapid change around us – changes that we register, study and encourage in our 

programmes but seldom apply to ourselves”.3 

The petition was a slap in the face for René Maheu, the Director-General of 

UNESCO. Maheu had been away from the office from late 1969 till March 1970 first for 

reasons of illness, then for travelling obligations.4 By the time he returned, he found the 

organisation in disarray. Even more so since this time of the year, he was usually 

personally inspecting the biannual draft programme the Secretariat had prepared, and 

that would be submitted to the General Conference in autumn. This was often painful as 

many civil servants at UNESCO saw their work undone with the stroke of a green pen 

applied to the draft, in the top floor of UNESCO House.5  

The Huberman-affair was particularly embarrassing as the petition was leaked to 

the press and news reports appeared in L’Express and Le Monde, the New York Times, the 

Times of India and The Observer.6 The Executive Board had to publicly declare its 

confidence in Maheu.7 He responded by agreeing to a series of roundtable talks 

addressing the organisational issues, and reform plans were drawn up. However, it seems 

that none of the issues reached the floor of the General Conference, as had been intended 

by the petitioners. What is more, Michael Alan Huberman left UNESCO shortly after to 

embark on an academic career.8 

This opening tremolo launched UNESCO into a troublesome decade. It was not 

so much the question of administrative reform that kept UNESCO busy – that was 
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always latently present. Discussions and negotiations surrounding global media and mass 

communications drove conflicts on at an intergovernmental level, an institutional level, 

in public debates and in scholarly discourse, and reached a climax in the final years of the 

decade. By that point, the idea of a “New World Information and Communication 

Order” was passionately advocated by the Global South and socialist countries, and 

equally passionately rejected by Western actors. This would pave the way for an even 

more severe crisis of UNESCO in the mid-1980s when the United States and the United 

Kingdom, in an unprecedented move, decided to pull out of the UN specialised agency.  

The NWICO debate was closely linked to a series of other “new order” calls 

presented by the Global South throughout the 1970s. The most prominent among them 

was a concerted effort to redefine the coordinates for international economic 

cooperation. Holding a majority in the UN General Assembly, an alliance of developing 

states adopted the Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic 

Order, at the Sixth Special Session in 1974. The NIEO decision was maybe the most 

visible sign of the changes that international politics underwent in this era.9 

If the NWICO and the NIEO debates were mostly associated with states or groups 

of states talking to each other at the parliamentary fora of UNESCO and the UN, there 

were important debates on other levels that preceded and catalysed those clashes on the 

intergovernmental level. To unpack these debates, this chapter will look at the evolving 

concept of “National Communication Policies” that emerged at a UNESCO expert 

meeting in 1969 and remained prominently on UNESCO’s agenda until an 

intergovernmental conference in Costa Rica in summer 1976. Tracing this concept will 

render visible how UNESCO’s Secretariat interacted with new networks of 

communications scholars and social scientists as well as how the research agenda mapped 

onto the ever wider claims on policy formulation that emanated from UNESCO 

frameworks.  

The debate on national communications policies, I will argue first, illustrated a 

trajectory from mass communications conceived as a tool and delivery system bringing 

development to underdeveloped regions, to mass communications seen as an agent for 

                                                

9 On the NIEO see Gilman, Nils, ed.,Toward a History of the New International Economic Order, ʻToward 
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in the 1970s Ferguson, Maier et al. (Ed.) 2010 – The Shock of the Global, see also the next chapter.  
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creating a new international order. Secondly, and related to this, I will argue that the 

debate reframed mass communications in a decidedly more interconnected perspective. 

If UNESCO and U.S. modernisers thought of mass communication as a system mainly 

within national limits that ought to be developed state-by-state, the concepts of the 1970s 

pictured national communications systems as imbedded in transnational media flows, 

market conditions and technological systems.  

This changing notion of mass communications catalysed changing approaches to 

development, too. On the one hand, national development was no longer regarded as a 

service package prepared and delivered by industrialised countries or international 

development agencies to a developing state. Rather it was seen as a process that needed 

to grow from the ground, from regional and, especially, national contexts. On the other 

hand, the national context was increasingly marked as (inter-)dependent with the existing 

international order. This in turn gave rise to calls to change the existing order first, before 

national development could be successful.  

The story of UNESCO’s “youth rebellion” was not directly linked to the ensuing 

communications debates. It is, however, indicative of the ferment on which the events 

of the following years were grounded. UNESCO’s internal “1968” was a reflection of 

the fact that the organisation did not run outside the cultural, social and intellectual 

changes that marked the transition into the new decade. 

The rebellious Alan Huberman anticipated that his petition would not be greeted 

with sympathy. The leadership of UNESCO would likely regard his calls for a reviewing 

and rethinking of the institutional routines and intellectual outlook as “a challenge to the 

system of authority”. Huberman quoted Machiavelli: “There is nothing more difficult to 

carry out... than to introduce a new order of things, for the reformer has enemies in all 

of those who profit by the old order and only lukewarm defenders in all of those who 

would profit by the new.”10 Huberman could not know how topical his quote would be 

for the decade that had just begun.  
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5.1 UNESCO Teaching a Policy Norm for National 

Communications? 

On November 20, 1968, member states of UNESCO decided on the organisation’s 

future programme. A resolution on communication recognised “the profound and 

growing impact of the communication revolution on social institutions, cultural values 

and international relations.” The lines that followed basically summarised UNESCO’s 

efforts of the past ten years. They underscored the role of communications in the 

“acceleration of economic and social development”, the role played by technological 

change, such as the advent of satellite communication, as well as “the dangers inherent” 

in the new technology. Communication would need to “receive increased emphasis in 

the planning of Future Programmes” at UNESCO.11  

In the operative part, the resolution stated: “A key consideration in Unesco’s 

Future Programme should be assistance in the formulation of national communication 

policies.” UNESCO should convene meetings of “experts and practicing broadcasters” 

and representatives of professional regional, national or international organisations. The 

Secretariat, it was suggested, should establish a section specifically tasked with advising 

member states on the formulation of communications policies and with coordinating 

research which ought to prepare the ground for political decision making.12  

A related proposal urged the promotion of “research on the situation, role and 

effects of the media of mass communication in contemporary society”. This was 

supported by a resolution that envisioned a “long term programme” of research and 

studies in mass communications.13 Many member states at the General Conference 

supported the new initiative. “Hard evidence” that would result from the research and 

studies, they held, “was required to permit Member States to formulate policies in this 

field”. UNESCO “should provide leadership in this respect”.14 

A sense of urgency inhabited the discussion in the Conference’s Programme 

Commission. Speakers described the present technological progress as “dramatic and 

increasingly rapid” and said it would pose “the question of who was in control of what 

                                                

11 UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 15th Session, Paris, 1968, 15 C/Resolutions, e.g. 
Resolution 10, 95-6. 

12 15 C/Resolutions, 97. 
13 15 C/Resolutions, 96-7 and Resolution 4.211, 60.  
14 15 C/Resolutions, see the report of the sub-commission on communication, 245-48. 
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was happening.” Several speakers pointed out that “the whole problem of contemporary 

culture was involved” since there was a trend “towards a world-wide dissemination of 

messages emanating from a small number of powerful production centres.” The cultures 

of “smaller nations were in danger of being swamped by imported cultures, not 

necessarily through deliberate policy but by the sheer force of the economics of 

communication technology.”  

Unsurprisingly then, Tor Gjesdal, UNESCO’s Assistant Director-General for 

Communication, in his summary of the debate sensed that “there was crisis in the 

information field, which was perhaps a crisis of transition”. There was “need to analyse 

the reasons underlying” the crisis and to “study the problems of the structures of the 

communication media as well as the content of communications”.15 As a result, 

UNESCO’s Secretariat launched an entirely new initiative to research and study the 

problems of communications. The concrete questions and cases to be studied remained 

vague for the time being. Yet, the purpose they ought to serve was clear. In the long run 

they were expected to inform policy formulation and enable decision making at the 

national or state level.  

Despite the new post-1968 impetus, the new initiative drew on two legacies from 

the 1960s. One related to UNESCO’s past activities in the communications field, the 

other to UNESCO’s role as a development agency in general.  

The first legacy related to the new programme’s focus on national policy making. 

Already the regional meetings in Bangkok, Santiago and Paris between 1960 and 1962, 

had discussed the idea of national councils that would monitor and steer the development 

of a national media sector.16 Tor Gjesdal and his colleagues at the Mass Communication 

Department had weighed the pros and cons of such national councils in internal 

discussions. Programme specialist Lloyd Sommerlad warned that they could easily be 

viewed as instruments of governments used to breed a loyal and controlled press. The 

Department nonetheless decided to support the idea, insisting that any such council 

needed to follow a tri-partite model uniting government actors, media and business 
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January, Report of the Meeting, UNESCO/MC/39, UNESDOC, where similar ideas were mentioned, 
26, 35; or UNESCO, Meeting of Experts on Development of Information Media in Africa, Paris, 1962, 
24 January - 6 February, Report of the Meeting, UNESCO/MC/45, UNESDOC, 9.  



 

279 
 

    

interests and representatives of the society, i.e. the potential audience. Very much in a 

similar way, Wilbur Schramm had described a “national council on mass communication, 

representing private industry, government, and the public”, as useful especially when 

resources are scarce. This was the case in developing countries where all capacities needed 

to be pooled in a common effort to serve the national development.17 

I argue, though, that the idea of mass communications for national development 

advanced by Schramm and UNESCO in the early 1960s differed fundamentally from the 

perspectives chosen under the new label of “national communication policies”. For 

Schramm and the US modernisers the National provided the ultimate container in which 

development would unfold according to their recipes. Modernisation, in this model, was 

brought to one state after another. The later concepts, as we will see, suggested a bottom-

up approach, departing from a study of national and regional conditions. They also 

framed development as a fundamentally interconnected process. 

The second legacy was not directly related to the understanding of mass 

communications. It is necessary, though, to understand UNESCO’s unfolding ambition 

under the label of “national communication policies”. In the 1950s and 1960s, UNESCO 

had successfully formulated blueprints for national sciences policies. To do so, it had 

proceeded in four steps. At first, in 1953, it surveyed existing national science councils 

within member states. Then a series of regional meetings followed in Latin America, 

Southeast Asia and the Middle East in 1959 and 1960, in order to spread the idea of 

national science policies, but also to reflect the idea in the light of regional specificities. 

The resulting insights were published in the UNESCO edited Science Policy and Documents 

Series. The developing states in particular soon recognised that having a national science 

policy was a desirable feature of national politics. With the help of the knowledge 

provided by, and expert teams sent from, UNESCO, developing states began to translate 

the UNESCO blueprints into national legislation and institution building.  

Martha Finnemore counted that in 1966 UNESCO had sent some 19 expert 

missions to member states to assist with the setting up of national research agencies. By 

1975, 89 countries had spelled out national science policies.18 Studying the case of 
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UNESCO’s national science policies, Finnemore argued it was the availability of 

blueprints for such policies, developed and promoted by UNESCO, that led member 

states, especially developing countries, to implement them and to set up national science 

bureaucracies. Policy makers in this case did not react to domestic demands. Rather, they 

followed a norm offered by an international organisation. UNESCO “taught” developing 

states to manage their science sectors. Finnemore thus presented a strong constructivist 

claim in the explanation of state behaviour and assigned a central role to international 

organisations in this process.19  

At first sight, the genesis of “national communication policies” revealed striking 

similarities. UNESCO had begun to survey global communications in the 1950s. Around 

1960, the regional meetings furthered the knowledge of the conditions within these 

regions as much as they spread the idea that mass communications ought to be subject 

to policy formulation. The series Reports and Papers in Mass Communication, published by 

UNESCO, accompanied the process by providing a platform for the exchange of 

knowledge and ideas. However, the concept of “national communication policies” was 

much more complicated and produced, instead of an accepted norm, a conflict-ridden 

debate on international communications and the flows of information.  

Importantly though, the example of national science policies had demonstrated the 

normative authority that UNESCO was able to build on subjects within its mandate. This 

experience defined the expectations connected with communications policies. In a 

programmatic statement in 1972, Director-General René Maheu said that the “idea of a 

national communication policy”, in relation to UNESCO’s overall development effort, 

contributed to the “task of systematically directing national efforts in the fields of 

UNESCO’s competence.” This was a greatly ambitious claim given that communications 

systems reached deep into national economic, political, social, and cultural structures.  

                                                

19 A similar case has been studied in McNeely, Connie L., ʻPrescribing National Education Policies: The 

Role of International Organizationsʼ, Comparative Education Review, 39, 4 (1995), 483–507. McNeely 
though focuses mostly on general policy statements; the ambition of her article was to a greater extent 
than in Finnemore’s case to prove the impact of ‘ideological’ premises promoted by UNESCO on 
national policy formulation, such as “world citizenship”, “democracy” and “anti-discrimination”.  
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5.2 The U.S. Views on the New Initiative: “Enjoy the 

momentum”? 

The U.S. delegation in Paris observed closely the activities at UNESCO’s 

Communication Department following the 1968 General Conference. In autumn 1969, 

when the new initiative had already taken shape, U.S. ambassador to UNESCO, Louise 

Gore, reported that the new initiative “greatly intensifies UNESCO’s present efforts to 

study the impact of communication on society”. She added: “This is the type of activity 

which the United States has long urged UNESCO to pursue in greater depth.”20 

The State Department concurred. A position paper stated that the U.S. was 

“pleased with the general developments” in the communications field, especially the 

“able Assistant Director-General, Mr Gjesdal” and “a high degree of participation by 

such American advisers as William Schramm [sic] [… has] helped to mold the 

[communication] program in accordance with our recommendations”. In the years ahead 

the U.S. should “enjoy the momentum achieved by the work of past years”.21 

Yet, the Department blended an element of suspicion into this positive forecast. It 

encouraged the permanent delegation in Paris to question “the tendency [of UNESCO] 

to promote ‘guiding principles’”. This tendency would be the most “disturbing element” 

in the programme as it might aim to establish “ethical as well as legal standards”. That 

would “encourage the Secretariat’s old weakness for wanting to become the ‘conscience 

of mankind’.”  

The permanent delegation in Paris added to these doubts about the utility of 

“another International Advisory Council”. Realising what sort of ideas were being 

discussed in those consultations, the delegation advised the Department as early as in 

August 1969 “to question the role of UNESCO in formulating ‘Communications 

Policies’ of member states”.22 

                                                

20 Louise Gore, Confidential Report of the United States Delegation to the 83rd Session of the UNESCO 
Executive Board, September 15 – October 10, 1969, RG 59, Bureau of International Organizations 
Affairs (UNESCO), Executive Board and General Conference Records, 1974-80, Box 1, NARA. 

21 UNESCO Executive Board – 84th Session (May 4 – June 19, 1970), Position Paper: Draft Program and 
Budget for 1971-1972: Communication, 21.04.1970, RG 59, Bureau of International Organizations 
Affairs (UNESCO), Executive Board and General Conference Records, 1974-80 [IO UNESCO 
(ExB/GC) 1974-80], Box 1, NARA. 

22 Paris to State, Airgram A-884; 18.8.1969: Comments of US Permanent Delegation on Director General’s 
Proposed Program Innovations and Relevant Significant Budgetary Factors for the 1971-72 Biennium 
(83 EX/5), RG 59, CFP 1967-69, Box 3114, NARA.  
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The U.S. position was torn. On the one side the focus on research was welcomed, 

yet too close a link to policy formulation was viewed with suspicion. It revived the old 

American unease with UNESCO’s intellectual idealism, which, during the 1960s, seemed 

to have been supplanted by the rationalism of modernisation theorists. In April 1970, the 

Department had still approvingly noted the positive influence that Schramm had had on 

UNESCO’s programme. But his frequent presence in Paris may have given a false sense 

of security. Already during the preparations of the Satellite-Declaration he was 

increasingly sidelined and UNESCO’s normative ambition came to the fore. The new 

research initiative was headed in the same direction.  

5.3 Montreal 1969 and a New Departure in 

Communication Research 

The new initiative of the 1968 General Conference took shape in two steps. The first 

step was a meeting of experts, held in Montreal in June 1969 that prepared an intellectual 

break with past thinking on mass communications and activated a new network of 

researchers. The second resulted from an expert meeting in Paris, in April 1971. This 

meeting formulated the research agenda for the coming years. It also helped the network 

that was tapped in Montreal in 1969, to gain a solid hold in Paris. Both steps coincided 

with an emerging change in UNESCO’s approach to development.  

At the centre of the new initiative was British communications scholar James 

Dermot Halloran. Pierre Navaux, the director of UNESCO’s Division of Development 

of Mass Media, had asked Halloran to draft a working paper and to suggest experts to be 

invited. In hindsight, Halloran speculated that UNESCO asked him instead of the 

established Wilbur Schramm “because key figures at UNESCO decided that they wanted 

something different from what had gone before”. His approach would be “more critical, 

sociological, holistic” than what Schramm had offered. Rather than only asking “how can 

we get the message across more effectively”, he wanted to ask about “the nature of the 

message”: “Was it worth getting across? What functions did it perform for giver and 

receiver? Whose interest did it serve? What needs did it meet?” In his eyes, Schramm’s 

1964 classic Mass Media and National Development was symptomatic of the neglect of these 

questions. 
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Halloran had joined the Department of Adult Education at the University of 

Leicester in 1958 and began studying the impact of new communications technology, 

especially television, on the youth. At a moment when anxiety about the social 

consequence of new media was rising, such research was highly topical. It showed the 

wariness of new technology, but also signaled a new attention being paid to the contents 

spread through such technology. The British government provided funds that Halloran 

used to establish the Leicester Centre for Mass Communication in 1966. The Centre 

subsequently acquired some prominence in British communications research and 

attracted a particularly international crowd of students, many of whom came from India 

and other developing countries.23 Intellectually, it also related to the new school of 

thought that emerged at Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, 

founded in 1964.24 

The intellectual departure taken in Montreal was articulated paradigmatically by 

James Halloran in his working paper “Mass Media in Society,” published shortly after the 

meeting in Paris.25 Here he undertook a resounding critique of previous research and 

thus marked the break of UNESCO’s coalition with U.S. modernisers that had 

characterised the 1960s.  

Halloran attacked the “administrative, service and commercial type of research” 

for being “descriptive rather than analytical, limited in its choice of variables, 

unsophisticated in its classifications and analyses and, on the whole, divorced from 

sociological or psychological theory”.26 He particularly blamed the institutional 

entanglements between communication studies and media business through funding and 

forms of cooperation: “media institutions, like other institutions, are not likely to support 

inquiries which may question their basic assumptions and threaten their vested interests.” 

Moreover, he challenged the approach of such research which worked “on a basic 

                                                

23 Halloran, J. D., The Effects of Mass Communication: With Special Reference to Television: A Survey (Leicester: 

Univ. Pr, 1964), 1, on the context Curran, James, ʻThe New Revisionism in Mass Communication 

Research. A Reappraisalʼ, European Journal of Communication, 5, 2 (1990), 135–164. On the Leicester 
Centre: 1966 – Centre for Mass Communication Research founded, URL: 
http://www2.le.ac.uk/about/stories/ communication [last visited: 31.01.2017]. 

24 While there is no proof of a connection, it is certainly a telling coincidence that Richard Hoggart was 
appointed Assistant Director-General for education at UNESCO in 1971. The literary scholar and 
sociologist had founded the Birmingham Centre and carried the intellectual climate change emanating 
from Birmingham into the UN’s cultural organisation. 

25 Halloran, James D., Mass Media in Society: The Need of Research (Paris: UNESCO, 1970). 
26 Ibid., 12. 

http://www2.le.ac.uk/about/stories/%20communication
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assumption of the ‘atomistic’ nature of the communication public, according to which 

the members of the audience are isolated individuals with inadequate primary 

relationships”.27 The targets of this criticism were obvious: the communication studies 

pioneers from the U.S. like Wilbur Schramm, Everett Rogers and Daniel Lerner, who 

were linked in one way or another to market research, funded partly by media companies, 

and who had built their models of development around the change in attitudes that media 

consumption could prompt in the individual.  

Halloran not only deplored the ignorance of such individualistic approaches 

towards social contexts and the impact of group dynamics, he also questioned the validity 

and scope of their findings. He summed up that research to date had assumed a “conflict 

situation” meaning “new message in conflict with old attitude” and supposed that 

changes in attitude would translate into behavioural change. Halloran in turn believed 

that the search for immediate causal relations between media consumption and individual 

behaviour neglected the more subtle, less obvious effects of steady exposure to new 

media that would lead to “gradual shifts and adjustments in attitudes” over time:  

“This is not the place to discuss the nature of causation in the social sciences but it 
seems reasonable to conclude that in mass communication research we have 
probably spent too much time looking for what may be called direct cause and 
effect relationships and have arrived at ‘no significant difference’ conclusions when 
such relationships could not be established. There can be little doubt that the media 
can exert their influence in many ways, for example by presenting models, offering 
social definitions, encouraging stereotypes, conferring status on people and 
behaviour patterns, […] We must resist the tendency to look at the work of 
researchers solely in terms of its ability to spell out what is directly caused by 
television.” [emphasis orig.]28 

This was not only a critique of past practices in communication studies, but amounted 

to a critical reflection on current methods and thinking in the social sciences in general. 

Halloran exemplified his critique in the area of educational media. Referring to “Utopian 

predictions”, Halloran conceded, technologically “we may be in sight of the ‘new society’ 

envisioned by some of the optimists”.29 Practically, however, he warned of the 

                                                

27 Ibid., 10. 
28 Ibid., 11. 
29 Ibid., 7. The reference to “utopian predictions” was not least a critique at UNESCO itself and its 

predilection for an imaginative surplus expressed, for instance, in the invitation of science fiction author 
Arthur C. Clarke to several of its Satellite-meetings. 
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assumption that “educational and social benefits […] will flow automatically from 

developments in communication technology.” 

This scepticism squarely addressed UNESCO’s most prominent ambition to use 

the new mass media for spreading education on a global scale. The ‘optimism’ reached 

back as far as 1953, when the UNESCO Courier edited an issue on “Television: A 

Challenge and a Chance for Education” that paradigmatically linked this educational 

ambition with their technological optimism.30 Later, Henry Cassirer, the German-Jewish 

émigré and progeny of the famous Cassirer family, tirelessly promoted educational 

television at and on behalf of UNESCO.31  

The educational euphoria culminated in the satellite-era. Schramm was deeply 

convinced of the usefulness of satellite broadcasting for education. During his stint at the 

International Institute for Education (IIEP) he co-edited with American educationalist 

Philip H. Coombs, the volume The New Media: Memo to Educational Planners, illustrating 

the uses of radio and TV in out-of-school education as well as in higher education for 

future teachers.32 The cover of the book showed a classroom full of well-dressed 

schoolboys and -girls attentively looking towards the front of the room. Instead of a 

teacher and a blackboard, there was a television mounted on a desk apparently showing 

some instructional programmes. The Satellite Instructional Television Experiment 

(SITE) eventually was a shot at the biggest possible projection of the television classroom 

– it aimed at providing education to possibly the biggest development case on Earth, the 

vast country of India.33 

Not that Halloran opposed educational uses of modern communications, but he 

was deeply suspicious of the optimism with which his predecessors had approached the 

question in the context of development policies. Halloran questioned whether so far all 

the implications of development through educational technology provided by UNESCO 

and its partners had been understood. He drew the conclusion: 

“In dealing with the question of the influence of the media on the developing 
countries, thinking and research have often been confined to specific informational 

                                                

30 UNESCO Courier 6 (3) 1953. The issue was based on a study by Charles Siepmann, professor for 
communication at New York University, published by UNESCO: Siepmann, Charles A., Television and 
Education in the United States (Paris: UNESCO, 1952). 

31 Cassirer 1960 – Television Teaching Today. 
32 Schramm, Coombs et al. (Ed.) 1967 – The New Media. 
33 UNESCO, Communication in the Space Age: The Use of Satellites by the Mass Media (Paris: UNESCO, 1968). 
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campaigns and educational programmes. These were important, but the wider 
impact of commercially-oriented media at the socio-cultural level may be more 
important in terms of social change and development. Researchers tend to dwell on 
potential, optimum educational use, untold benefits, and overall improvement. 
They rarely mention exploitation, and appear reluctant to accept that some people 
may react to educational efforts as though they were part of a commercial or a wider 
ideological offensive.”34 

This reluctance was in Halloran’s view obviously an outcome of a biased research 

approach, in which in the interest of higher goals, be they educational as in the case of 

UNESCO, commercial as in the case of media businesses, or political as in the case of, 

for instance, Voice of America, the most effective ways of communicating were sought. 

But not only did these higher interests result in bias, the methods employed by such 

“administrative” research also produced blind spots. With a psychologically informed 

and effect-oriented focus on the individual as recipient of communication neither the 

sender and his motives nor society in general came into view. Halloran argued: 

“development is certainly not the same as use” and asked “are we confusing effects with 

effectiveness or influence with change?”35  

If the break with U.S. centred communication studies and modernisation theories 

backed by U.S. social sciences appears to have emerged somewhat abruptly, we need to 

look at the fundamentally changing outlook on development at UNESCO throughout 

the 1960s. While nuanced and rather unnoticed at the beginning of the 1960s, the change 

unfolded its broader transformative power towards the end of the decade.  

5.4 UNESCO’s Evolving Approaches to Development 

In 1965, halfway into the First United Nations Development Decade, the UNESCO 

Courier devoted its October edition to global development and was titled “A Turning 

Point”. It printed a speech that Maheu had given earlier that year at the UN Economic 

and Social Council and in which he had explained how education had become an 

established element of today’s development policies. The desire for education had sprung 

“from the heart of the masses of humanity”. This “clamour of world-wide dimension” 

consisted of the “triple cry for national development, national freedom and respect for 

the dignity of man”. Many nations, he elaborated, “now find themselves face to face with 

                                                

34 Halloran 1970 – Mass Media in Society, 8. 
35 Ibid., 7, 11. 
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a host of formidable problems which are no longer just technical or even economic and 

financial in nature but also political.”36 In reaction to this, Maheu claimed, UNESCO had 

undergone a veritable “metamorphosis” and now devoted a larger portion of its budget 

than ever before, namely about two-thirds, to development assistance.37  

Shuttling between the ECOSOC, UNESCO and other UN institutions, Maheu had 

proven to be an apt strategist in UN politics. He had managed to place UNESCO 

centrally within the UN system’s combined development efforts. Education, of course, 

was not as new on the post-war development agenda as he implied.38 The approach he 

outlined, however, signalled a significant shift as it revealed a new attention to and 

empathy with national perspectives. The “clamour” of the “masses” and the emphasis 

on “national development and national freedom” echoed the calls and ambitions of the 

growing number of decolonizsd states. 1960 alone had seen the independence of 17 new 

states in Africa. Most new states immediately joined the UN and its specialised agencies. 

Before 1960, UNESCO’s member states totaled 83. By 1965, the membership had 

increased by almost 50 per cent, bringing the number up to 120.  

Maheu not only recognised the ascent of new national ambitions but, crucially, 

acknowledged them as “political”. Until this point, development had mostly been 

conceived and presented as a form of technical assistance. Branding development needs 

as “political” now changed the course of action at UNESCO and the nature of the debate 

on development policies more generally.  

In practical terms Maheu contrasted a transformed UNESCO, which he called 

“operational”,39 with UNESCO’s earlier image as an “agency for intellectual co-

operation”.40 Elsewhere, he juxtaposed the new approach and the “purely technical” 

assistance41 of the earlier years. Today’s reader may not find the border between the two 

approaches clearly demarcated in Maheu’s vocabulary, which carried much of the flavour 

                                                

36 UNESCO Courier 18 (10) 1965, 10 
37 Ibid., 17. See in a similar vein: René Maheu, UNESCO’s 20 Years, in: UNESCO Courier 19 (7-8) 1966, 4. 

On this period of UNESCO’s history see also Maurel 2010 – Histoire de l'UNESCO, 269-76. 
38 For example the Marbial-Valley project that UNESCO conducted in Haiti in the 1950s was essentially 

conceived around a core objective of erasing illiteracy and was then embedded in an encompassing 
scheme of development, see Dorn, Ghodsee 2012 – The Cold War Politicization and more generally 
Jones, Phillip W., International Policies for Third World Education: Unesco, Literacy and Development (London: 
Routledge, 1988). 

39 Maheu, UNESCO’s 20 Years, 4. 
40 UNESCO Courier 18 (10) 1965, 10, 27. 
41 René Maheu, The Intruders, in: UNESCO Courier 20 (2) 1967, 24. 
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of the technocratic internationalism of the 1960s. “Technical” may seem close to 

“operational”, and “intellectual” strikes us as not at all apolitical, and thus, there appears 

to be little different in Maheu’s new approach. Nonetheless, in the contemporary’s view 

the nature of UNESCO’s engagement in development was changing. 

What he meant with the turn from intellectual to practical cooperation was 

explained in the 1966 anniversary issue of the International Social Science Journal (ISSJ), the 

scholarly periodical edited by UNESCO’s social science department. Here, too, the 20th 

anniversary of the organization had occasioned a reflection on the evolution of social 

sciences as an academic discourse. Peter Lengyel, the American sociologist working at 

UNESCO’s Social Science Department and the in-house editor of the journal, noted a 

practical turn that had occurred in the 1960s. Within UNESCO’s Social Science 

Department, he stated, the view had shifted “towards the use of what the social sciences 

have to contribute to Unesco itself, by increasing the operational efficacity of education, 

science and mass communication especially in the underdeveloped countries.”42 In a 

protracted manner, he was saying that his department was less busy in furthering the 

scientific discourse, and increasingly tried to apply sociological insights to UNESCO’s 

practical development activities in the fields of education, science and communication.  

The turn in thinking now occurred on three levels. On the surface, UNESCO’s 

priorities moved from intellectual cooperation to practical development assistance. The 

practical turn was accompanied by an institutional streamlining. Changes within the 

Secretariat set UNESCO up to deliver such practical assistance more efficiently or more 

appropriately. Below the surface, a third dynamic appeared. Unintendedly, perhaps, the 

focus on practical assistance prompted a methodological reflection within the scientific 

discourses that underpinned the development activities. This was the case in 

communication studies. Ironically, one may say, the practical turn that UNESCO aimed 

at in communications development, affected the academic discipline more than the actual 

communication facilities in the developing word.  

                                                

42 Lengyel, Peter, ʻTwo Decades of Social Science at UNESCOʼ, International Social Science Journal, 18, 4 
(1966), 554–568, 264. Much in a similar vein Julian Hochfeld, a Polish sociologist working in the Social 
Science Sector, who concluded that this period “cumulated into a qualitative change” in which “the 
basic preoccupations of the Organization began to turn from problems of post-war moral and 

intellectual renewal to problems of development”, see Hochfeld, Julian, ʻPatterns of Unesco's Social 

Science Programmeʼ, International Social Science Journal, 18, 4 (1966), 569–588, 575. 
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Communication studies was a field under critical reflection both inside UNESCO 

and outside. If Halloran’s critique on the “administrative research” tradition marked one 

bookend of a decade of critical reflection, the cover of the book had appeared as early as 

in 1962. The Amsterdam-based press researcher Marten Brouwer stated in an article in 

the ISSJ: “The flag of mass communication seems to consist of research stars and theory 

stripes forever.”43 This referred to the undoubtable U.S. dominance of the field and 

casually alluded not only to the American flag, but also to the star-like position of figures 

such as Harold Lasswell, Paul Lazarsfeld or the younger Wilbur Schramm and Daniel 

Lerner. Brouwer noted that the whole discipline, including its repertoire of theories, was 

under an American spell.44  

In particular, Brouwer criticised the “atomistic understanding of audiences” that 

for various reasons had come to dominate U.S. mass communications research, and that 

took the individual as the basic, “self-evident unit” of study.45 In contrast, Brouwer’s 

perspective was that communication never took place in isolated, laboratory-like 

conditions. The social circumstances needed to be taken into account. The individual 

perception would be shaped by “the attitudes, collective reactions and customs of the 

group surrounding the individual.”  

He postulated that how a person’s place in a group or his “class” influenced that 

person’s perception should be examined. A sociological approach would have to identify 

the “properties” of the groups surrounding the persons.46 This was the opposite of the 

“atomistic” or psychological approach. Although Brouwer didn’t mention the book, 

Lerner’s Passing of the Traditional Society was a perfect example for this atomistic view. It 

was solidly grounded in the assumption that the capacity for empathy allowed the 

individual to develop an image of his own improved future, based on what he or she 

learned about other, more advanced ways of living via mass media.  

Brouwer’s was a notably early indication of the weaknesses and blind spots of U.S. 

communication research. Not before Halloran arrived at UNESCO in 1969 would a 

                                                

43 Brouwer, Martin, ʻMass Communication and the Social Sciences. Some Neglected Areasʼ, International 
Social Science Journal, 14, 2 (1962), 303–319, 313. 

44 Among other things he criticised the application of American research designs to non-American study 
areas as well as the neglect of European theories, ibid., 312. 

45 Ibid., 304. 
46 Ibid., 306-9. 
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similar critical approach appear on the horizon. In fact, the “dominant paradigm” of 

Schramm, Lerner and co. was most rigorously attacked only in 1974 by Peter Golding, a 

young communication researcher at Halloran’s Leicester Centre for Mass 

Communication Research.47 What Brouwer grappled with was the core of the, later much 

criticised, ethnocentrism of early U.S. social science and mass communications research. 

Brouwer implied—and what Halloran, Golding and others later spelled out—was that 

the focus on the individual went hand in hand with the assumption that the individuals 

studied would react the same way across different cultural contexts. Modernisation 

theories based on “rising expectation” (Lerner) and “diffusion” (Rogers) had to depart 

from the hypothesis that people in developing areas would basically have similar values 

as those in North America. The development model thus derived assumed that any 

modernising society converged on the image of modern Western societies.  

Brouwer argued instead for contextualisation and the introduction of an element 

of cultural relativism in the understanding of mass communications processes. He had 

thus presaged the way that UNESCO’s thinking in communications and development 

would change later around 1970.48  

 

Brouwer’s critique, as well as the reflections within the Social Science sector, 

remained for the time being within the realm of scholarly debate. UNESCO’s top officials 

in turn made further moves towards the practical. In 1965, the French cultural magazine 

Plaisir de France asked whether Director-General Maheu thought it appropriate for 

UNESCO to concern itself with abuses by the media, their “sensationalism and 

scandalmongering”. Maheu replied in an article in the UNESCO Courier stating that 

UNESCO cannot remain “indifferent” to such “growing evils”. He sought to strike a 

balance between legitimate concerns about abuses and respect for the conditions of 

modern mass media, which included the aspect of mass consumption, the desire for 

                                                

47 Golding, Peter, ʻMedia Role in National Development. Critique of a Theoretical Orthodoxyʼ, Journal of 
Communication, 24, 3 (1974), 39–53. 

48 It belongs to the intricacies of an international organisation like that under the umbrella of UNESCO 
competing approaches on a given issue simultaneously found a forum. When the Social Science 
Department’s ISSJ published Brouwer’s critique, Wilbur Schramm was under contract with the Mass 
Communication Department to synthesise the results of the regional conferences 1960-1962. His Mass 
Media and National Development of 1964 remained a central reference point in the discourse on 
communication and development all throughout the decade. 



 

291 
 

    

profit and the organising power of the market. The reader though could not help but feel 

that Maheu placed the emphasis more on the side of the concerns. 

The Courier editors announced Maheu’s piece with the striking headline “The 

Intruders”. Maheu flatly stated that UNESCO’s engagement with mass communications 

until then had been insufficient – “simply because it is purely technical”. In the past, the 

organisation had dealt with the “mechanics of the mass media and their modes of 

operation”. He went on that a “comparable effort is now needed on the ethical plane”. 

“We must first”, he explained, “have a clear idea of what the mass media stand for in 

order to establish the responsibilities of the journalist, particularly in relation to the rights 

of the public which receives the information.”49  

Maheu insisted that the definition of any ethical standard was to be left strictly to 

the media and to the profession itself. Nevertheless he added that if “asked to do so by 

a consensus of the competent international associations of newspaper owners and 

editors, as well as the radio, film and press associations of journalists and writers, Unesco 

would unhesitatingly place its authority and resources behind this movement to give it 

the breadth and cohesion it still lacks.”50 

The emphasis on the content of mass media and the proposal of ethical 

frameworks corresponded in certain ways with Brouwer’s critique. Instead of conceiving 

communications as a unidirectional transmission of information to the individual 

addressed as customer or voter, it had to acknowledge the role of the social contexts and 

fit into a value-based framework adapted to this context.  

 

The Indian Deputy-Director General, Malcolm Adiseshiah, translated Maheu and 

Brouwer’s argument into the development context. In a UNESCO Courier article in 1970 

he cited John Kenneth Galbraith’s depiction of vulgar consumerism and pointed to the 

alienating effects of Western-type consumerism. Observing how the expansion of this 

consumerism by and through global communications affected the developing world, he 

came to the verdict: “the family and other valuable institutions in the poor countries are 

                                                

49 Maheu, The Intruders, 24. 
50 Ibid. 
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being damaged by the process of development which is essentially an unhappy form of 

mimicry called westernization”.51  

Adiseshiah was a trained economist who had completed his studies at the London 

School of Economics and in Cambridge. He joined UNESCO in 1948 and became one 

of the driving intellectual forces in the organisation’s conceptualising development.52 In 

1965, at UNESCO’s first expert gathering on space communication, Adiseshiah had 

called upon the social scientists to match the engineers in creativity and develop models 

of adequate use for the technology that seemed to race ahead. In 1970, shortly before 

leaving UNESCO to become director of the Madras Institute of Development Studies, 

his review of the 1960s as a decade of UN development efforts was somber. He declared 

nothing less than a “deep-rooted crisis in development”.53 

On the upside, however, the 1970s presented a “second chance”. He strongly 

pleaded to put the cultural side of development on an equal footing with the economic, 

when drawing up future strategies: “What is needed is a more differentiated approach 

and, as appropriate, economic planning should be integrated in and subordinated to the 

development of human resources.”54  

To Adiseshiah the solution lay in a fundamental recalibration between economic 

approaches and the planning for education. Development of education in turn was 

conceived broadly to encompass the setting up of educational institutions, the training 

of teachers, the promotion of lifelong learning, in short a social process that had to take 

hold of society as a whole. Obviously, mass communications had to be a centerpiece of 

this process. “We are missing”, Adiseshiah stated, “spectacular development-directed 

opportunities through the poor use and misuse of our mass media which is so largely 

devoted to indoctrination and spurious entertainment.”55 

 

                                                

51 Malcolm Adiseshiah, The Crisis in Development, in: UNESCO Courier 23 (10) 1970, 4-14, referring to 
Galbraith’s 1958 book The Affluent Society. 

52 See the essay and speeches collections Adiseshiah, Malcolm S., Let My Country Awake: The Human Role in 
Development - Thoughts on the Next 10 Years (Paris: UNESCO, 1970), Adiseshiah, Malcolm S., It Is Time to 
Begin: The Human Role in Development - Some Further Reflections for the Sventies (Paris: UNESCO, 1972). 
Education stood clearly at the center of his notion of development, to which mass media could usefully 
lend their services. 

53 Adiseshiah, The Crisis in Development, 4. 
54 Ibid., 14. 
55 Ibid.  
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Consequently, when UNESCO’s communication planners contacted the British 

scholar James Halloran in 1969 to lead the new research initiative, this formed part of a 

longer and more complex turn in the development thinking prevalent at the Secretariat. 

With the building critique that reviewed the existing development thinking on all levels, 

from its (social) scientific underpinning and methodological premises to the intentions 

and political implications, Schramm also came under attack.56 As far as communications 

was concerned, it seemed decided that new avenues needed to be considered. This time 

it was not about acknowledging communications as an essential element of development 

policies and evaluating its potentials. This time it was more about the full reach of 

communications policies and political dimensions in which mass communications and 

development met. The sociological approach of Halloran promised to be capable of 

framing the issue of communications in new, decidedly socio-political terms. Although, 

of course, what this political dimension would be, remained to be seen in the course of 

the new research process. 

5.5 The Expert Panel and a “UNESCO Classic” 

The new research initiative of 1969 appeared at the intersection of these various trends 

towards the turn of the decade. UNESCO’s Mass Communication Department seemed 

determined to provide the space for developing new approaches that followed and 

furthered these trends. In 1970, Gunnar Naesselund, the Danish head of the Mass 

Communication Department, and John A. Willings, a specialist at the sub-division, 

decided to set up an informal expert panel to follow up on the Montreal meeting and 

Halloran’s paper Mass Media in Society.57 

                                                

56 This general rethinking of development was not limited to UNESCO. Around 1970, several reports 
reflected on achievements, failures and paths forward for international development cooperation 
Pearson, Lester B., Partners in Development: Report of the Commission on International Development (New York, 
NY: Praeger, 1969), Prebisch, Raúl, Change and Development: Latin America's Great Rask [Report submitted to 
the Inter-American Development Bank] (New York: Praeger, 1970), Committee for Development Planning, 
[Report] Towards Accelerated Development: Proposals of the Second United Nations Development Decade (New York: 
United Nations, 1970), see also the special issue The Pearson-Report. A New Strategy for Global 
Development, UNESCO Courier 23 (2) 1970. 

57 On the expert panel see the participant accounts of Halloran, James D., ʻInternational Communication 

Research. Opportunities and Obstaclesʼ, in A. Mohammadi, ed., International Communication and 

Globalization (London: Sage, 1997), 27–47, Nordenstreng, Kaarle, ʻThe Unesco Expert Panel with the 

Benefit of Hinsightʼ, in Cees J. Hamelink, Olga Linné and James Dermot Halloran, eds., Mass 
communication research: On problems and policies (Norwood, N.J: Ablex Pub. Corp, 1994), 3–20, Hancock, 

Alan, ̒ Communication Policies, Planning, and Research in Unesco: From the Seventies to the Ninetiesʼ, 
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5.5.1 A New Programme and a New Network 

This afforded the British scholar not only an opportunity to do inscribe his research 

agenda into the programme of UNESCO. It also allowed him to introduce like-minded 

communication scientists to the Paris circles, as the civil servants had asked his advice 

about whom to invite.58 The meeting at Montreal marked the first step, by activating a 

new cohort of scholars. The meeting that followed in Paris in April 1971 marked the 

second step, consolidating the new network within UNESCO and defining a future 

research agenda.  

The Paris meeting assembled eleven researchers coming from five different 

continents. Beside Halloran these included Luis Ramiro Beltrán, the Bolivian-born 

communication scientist and director of the Colombian Instituto Interamericano de Ciencias 

Agricolas in Bogotá, the Nigerian historian Saburi Oladeni Biobaku of the University of 

Lagos, the sociologist Tomo Martelanc from the University of Ljubljana, Yugoslavia, 

Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, the German pioneer in opinion-polling from the Allensbach 

Institut für Demoskopie, Kaarle Nordenstreng, the young head of the research section of at 

the Finnish Broadcasting Company, Walery Pisarek, director of the Press Research Center in 

Krakow, Poland, the Indian Lakshmana Rao, former UNESCO programme specialist 

and now head of the Asian Mass Communication Information and Research Centre 

(AMIC) in Singapore, the multi-talented and senior Pierre Schaeffer, who after a career 

as composer of musique concrète had become head of the research section of the French 

public radio and television agency (ORTF), and Dallas Walker Smythe, a Canadian-born 

economist and former U.S. government employee who now chaired the social sciences 

division at the University of Saskatchewan, Canada.  

One of the experts gathered at Place Fontenoy was the 34-year-old Lebanese Nabil 

Dajani. He was trained in sociology and communication at the American University in 

Beirut and had completed his PhD at the School of Journalism of the University of Iowa, 

U.S.A. in 1970. By the time of the meeting in April 1971, he was assistant professor in 

mass communication again in Beirut. As one of the youngest participants Dajani felt a 

little “nervous at the beginning of the deliberations”, as he recollects today. He had been 

                                                

in Cees J. Hamelink, Olga Linné and James Dermot Halloran, eds., Mass communication research: On problems 
and policies (Norwood, N.J: Ablex Pub. Corp, 1994), 21–38.  

58 Nordenstreng 1994 – The Unesco Expert Panel, 2. 
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educated in “the tradition of administrative sociology” and was now exposed to the ideas 

of Halloran, Smythe and Beltran, which he describes retrospectively as “a great eye 

opener for me”.59  

The diverse group that Navaux and Willings had invited revealed the contours of 

a new network of communication experts that differed above all in two main 

characteristics from the previous UNESCO-U.S. networks built around Schramm. 

Geographically, it was strongly European, including a notable Eastern European faction. 

Methodologically, it stood for a much clearer content orientation in mass media research 

than the earlier positivist approach. Two heads that would stick out for their importance 

within the growing network were Beltran and Nordenstreng. While Nordenstreng would 

be a decisive link across the Iron Curtain and an untiring representative of a Marxist 

approach, Beltrán would advance perspectives from and on Latin America, which at that 

time proved to be fertile ground for alternative development thinking.  

The group harmonised well, according to Dajani. The most productive discussions 

arose when the official meetings were over and the evening hours lured the group into 

the nightlife of UNESCO’s host city, Paris.60 Those discussions formed the basis for the 

paper “Proposal for an International Programme of Communication Research”, or 

“COM/MD/20”.  

Supporters and critics, Halloran later recapitulated, regarded this paper “as marking 

‘a watershed’ in international communication research”. His colleague, Kaarle 

Nordenstreng called it a “UNESCO classic”.61 It reached a record distribution of 7000 

copies and remarkably, unlike other UNESCO conference reports or papers, it was 

claimed as an intellectual product of UNESCO itself, “formulated by UNESCO with the 

assistance of an International Panel of Consultants”, as the title page read.62 

                                                

59 Dajani to Brendebach, E-Mail, 30.4.2015.  
60 Dajani to Brendebach, E-Mail, 30.4.2015. 
61 Halloran 1997 – International Communication Research, 28, and Nordenstreng 1994 – The Unesco 

Expert Panel, 6ff. The meaning of the paper would need to be situated within the subfield of 
development communication. Recently, Emile MacAnany accounted for UNESCO’s role earlier in the 
field and especially the impact of the UNESCO-Schramm cooperation for this field. He failed, however, 
to highlight UNESCO’s role in overturning and replacing the modernization paradigm – which was one 
of the major contributions of COM/MD/20, McAnany 2012 – Saving the World. 

62 Proposal for an International Programme of Communication Research, COM/MD/20, UNESCO: Paris, 
1971.  



296 
 

5.5.2 The Paper COM/MD/20 

COM/MD/20 was presented as an agenda for research and marked three areas for future 

studies. The first was entitled “Communication and Planned Social Change”, the second 

read “Mass Media and Man’s View of Society” and the third outlined “Research into 

International Communication Structures”. The three sections outlined the successive 

widening of the focus in the consecutive steps from the national to the international, and 

to what might be called transnational, a term not yet in wide use.  

The first section, suggested nationally organised and oriented research, the subtitle 

of the section read “The relationship between communication and development: 

National Policies and Communication Strategies”.63 It started off with a model of what 

the authors called “the sequence of the planning process”. This process was then split 

into several subsequent steps beginning with the gathering of basic and general data on 

population density, social structures, infrastructures etc. It went on with a stock taking of 

existing media and an analysis of media consumption patterns. Next was a “critical 

analysis of present communication policies (or lack of policies)” which aimed at recording 

existing rules or laws, and thus explicit communications policies, but also at studying 

“implicit policies”, by which the authors meant ownership structures or processes of 

decision making, be it in the political realm or within media institutions themselves. This 

was followed by an analysis of communications needs, drawing on the accounts of 

“existing social and communication structures”. After a study of present constraints on 

the development of communications, the planning model proceeded to the formulation 

of “future communication policies”, the core element in the suggested sequence. This 

was complemented with an evaluation of alternative communications strategies and the 

drawing up of a timeframe for the induced development. The authors spoke of a “phasing 

of overall development of communication systems” that was to create “a logical sequence 

matching the needs as assumed under present and future conditions as part of national 

development policy planning.”64 

Each step in the “planning process” was elaborated further in the following pages, 

adding up to a comprehensive description of how research would support, and in fact 

                                                

63 COM/MD/20, 7-13. 
64 COM/MD/20, 7.  
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interact with, national development efforts in communications. This section was in many 

ways the core of the new approach. Central to this approach was the notion of 

“communication policies” defined as “sets of norms established to guide the behavior of 

communication institutions”.65 These norms were described as “normally tacit rather 

than explicit” and required research to become visible. While quantitative methods were 

applied for basic data gathering, the “critical analysis” of existing communications 

policies blended quantitative and qualitative approaches. Questions were raised about 

“the ownership pattern”, “the sponsorship pattern”, the decision making process within 

media institutions, the training and payment of journalists and the “values” of all actors 

involved.66 A content analysis distinguished between “’developmental’ versus ‘non-

developmental” or “’significant’ versus ‘trivial’ materials”, it asked “do media actually 

contribute to social cohesiveness and national unity or not?”, as well as “are media – 

through advertisements, news and other materials – inducing people to engage in 

irrational consumption behaviours?”67  

The second section moved on to an international research design employing a 

“cross-cultural comparative approach” to study media practices under headlines such as 

“history and development”, “ownership, control and support” or “value systems”.68 An 

exemplary television news project proposed to comparatively study television in a 

number of countries and pursue questions ranging from the national set-up of the 

television system, including ownership and public regulations, to the technology 

available, to the practices in the news departments of television stations, including 

content analysis as well as audience research. The aim at comprehensiveness of such a 

research design was underscored in a concluding paragraph stating: “It will be noted that 

the whole communication process is covered, that the study is set in the wider social 

context, that it is multinational and comparative and that a multidisciplinary and multi-

method approach is required.” Eventually, the paper held, the research described would 

                                                

65 COM/MD/20, 8. 
66 COM/MD/20, 9. 
67 COM/MD/20, 10. 
68 COM/MD/20, 14-18, esp. 14. 
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allow media and media consumption practices to be related to “the ‘pictures in the mind’ 

of people in those countries.”69  

No less ambitious was the third section, raising questions on “the ‘international 

flow of communication’, the ‘non-national’ networks which control this flow, the 

processes involved therein, and what these things really mean in both national and world 

terms.”70 Suggested projects ventured into the activities of news agency networks and 

television exchange patterns between countries. Furthermore an “annotated map” was 

proposed showing “which countries broadcast, in what languages, in which direction, for 

what length of time”, as were studies of such questions “which are important to the 

arrangement of international agreements and regional policies”.71  

COM/MD/20 was remarkable for the many dimensions it touched upon. As an 

agenda for research it formulated a number of questions, study areas, methods and study 

designs. On a more strategic level, it argued for specific forms of organising and 

coordinating such research. Section Two on comparative studies, for instance, was self-

consciously addressed not only to interested researchers but also to foundations and 

public or private institutions that would potentially fund this sort of research. The overall 

recommendations of the paper also pointed to an overarching network for the 

coordination between academic institutions, governmental research departments, 

professional associations and the interested media companies themselves.  

5.5.3 Common Ground with the Modernisers 

While the holistic approach of COM/MD/20 marked a sharp contrast to the dominant 

approaches of the 1960s, there were also striking similarities that might not have been 

obvious to the actors themselves – and even less to the Western critics of a liberal 

tradition that would react with great surprise to the UNESCO developments in the 1970s.  

First, the powerful claim to multi-disciplinarity in COM/MD/20 was utterly 

compatible with the interdisciplinary approach of the dominant modernisation paradigm. 

Historian Nils Gilman described “the modernist ambition to unify the entire system of 

                                                

69 Ibid. One of the resulting studies was Nordenstreng, Varis 1974 – Television Traffic. The study claimed 
to show that the flow of media content overwhelmingly went from North to South, a central argument 
in the heated controversies on the NWICO.  

70 COM/MD/20, 19-23, here described in the paper’s introduction, 6. 
71 COM/MD/20, 19. 
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knowledge” and showed how many of the modernisers’ flagship projects were designed 

as collaborative endeavours engaging a host of specialists from various disciplines.72 

Gilman also pointed to the “relentlessly optimistic” attitude inherent in many 

modernising visions.73 This constitutes another commonality between Schramm and co. 

and Halloran and co. Of course, Halloran had dismissed the naïve optimism with regard 

to immediate development effects. Yet, the research progamme formulated by his panel 

revealed a powerful optimism about what research could achieve. The comprehensive 

knowledge thus acquired would allow the formulation of more adequate policies. 

Thirdly, both camps naturally assigned a central role to science in policy-making. 

Had Lerner and Lasswell promoted social sciences early on as policy science, then 

Halloran and his collaborators no less forcefully addressed politicians as the targeted 

audience in their papers. This aspect impacted on the views of how the research should 

be organised. Notably, both camps advocated a growing internationalisation of 

communication research through the setting up of research centres in all areas of the 

globe as well as a deepening of research networks and cooperation between researchers 

from different regions.  

Fourth and linked to assumptions about the role of research in policy-making, both 

the modernisation scholars and the critical scholars believed in the all-important role of 

the governing process. This is important to note since one of the main lessons drawn 

from the entire NWICO debate concerns the (im)possibility of governing the mass media 

and international communications. The main tenet consisted of the belief that the media 

was supposed to educate the people, education in this case being understood as guidance 

in a broad social sense forming good citizens and a positive climate in a shared public 

sphere. The media in turn was to be guided in order to fulfill this function.  

Not least with regard to this last point, both groups of scholars assumed that 

international rules had to be found and national policies formulated in order to enable 

the full potential of modern media to unfold in the service of national development. 

Indirectly, this shared assumption also confirmed the role of UNESCO as a coordinating 

                                                

72 See for instance the Troy-project Gilman 2003 – Mandarins of the Future, 157ff, the quote 204. 
73 Ibid., 204. 
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institution for central planning and policy formulation and hence brought the scholars of 

both camps and the communication planners in Paris into a natural alliance. 

5.5.4 Deliberate Rather Than Tacit Politicisation 

Besides the obvious new departures and the less obvious common ground, one aspect 

made for a particularly important difference between the earlier and the new approaches: 

the relationship between research and politics.  

The opening statement addressed COM/MD/20 “to policymakers, to planners, to 

communication media practitioners, to academic institutions and to researchers in the 

many disciplines which are concerned with the rôle of communication in society”.74 The 

order of appearance of the different groups of actors was a strong statement that put the 

proposals self-consciously in a political context. Not that Schramm had not been 

thoroughly aware of the political implications of his research, but in many ways he had 

remained loyal to the self-perception of scholars of his cohort who preferred to frame 

their contribution to development policies as more technical than political. 

In contrast to this, the new scientists arriving at UNESCO were more openly 

willing to concede the political dimension of their work and future development 

programmes derived from it. James Halloran put the case most clearly. When in the late 

1970s controversies reached their peak and UNESCO had come under fire , critical 

observers, especially from Western countries, called for a return to tackling concrete 

problems instead of discussing deeply contested concepts like the “right to 

communicate”. In 1978, in a paper on communication research and its ideological 

contexts, Halloran rhetorically asked: “But what are these ‘concrete problems’? The same 

as, or similar to, the safe, ‘value free’, micro-questions of the old-time positivists who 

served the systems well […]?” He was reacting to accusations that UNESCO had unduly 

politicised the topic of international communication. Halloran replied: “It is not that 

research has suddenly become politicized; it is more a question of the emergence of a 

balance, as latently politicized research is challenged by the more overtly politicized 

development.” [emphasis original]75 
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301 
 

    

Kaarle Nordenstreng, a close collaborator of Halloran and vocal protagonist in the 

NWICO debate, seconded Halloran retrospectively. In his account of the new initiative, 

he recalled how at the 1971 Paris meeting, Halloran had brushed aside the distinction 

between “applied” and “pure” research that apparently had been suggested in one of the 

documents prepared for the meeting by the UNESCO Secretariat. Halloran called it a 

“false dichotomy”.76 Instead, COM/MD/20 spoke overtly of research as a “tool” for 

national policy formulation: “Once a government possesses such data it can refine very 

considerably its national policies and it can adjust its development plans and operations 

far more closely than it can possibly do today. Efficient research can assist government 

in setting proper priorities, in using efficient strategies, in reduction frustrations, by 

developing and employing its communication resources in optimally productive ways.”77 

Nordenstreng spoke later of the “positive impact of politicization”78 that widened 

the intellectual perspective and enhanced the development of a critical scholarship. Just 

as with Schramm and others in the 1950s and 1960s, the papers of panelists in 1969 and 

1971 were part of a specific historical constellation. The panel was, Nordenstreng said, 

“a child of its time, with a naïve trust in rational management by society, and in the 

universal validity of scientifically based policies and planning.” And it was not even the 

panel alone that introduced to UNESCO the “grand ideas” of concerted policy planning 

and a holistic policy design – such initiatives “entered the corridors and documents of 

Unesco from all directions at that time”.79  

The panel occurred at a moment when the belief in policy planning and scientific 

approaches met with a new generation’s discontent about foregone assumptions. The 

young education officer, Alan Huberman, had articulated this discontent by calling upon 

UNESCO’s leadership to review its habitual approaches and put to discussion the 

political assumptions driving the organisation. Or rather, to admit to the political agenda 

of the tasks UNESCO aimed to fulfill instead of hiding them in an elaborate bureaucracy 

and administrative hierarchy. Huberman was not sceptical about the value of planning 

                                                

76 Nordenstreng 1994 – The Unesco Expert Panel, 8. 
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and certainly not of its scientific underpinning, but he demanded greater openness and 

courage to explicate the goals, commitments and assumptions guiding the organisation’s 

work. Indeed, greater cultural and social changes had entered the corridors and the 

documents at UNESCO.  

5.5.5 The Global Reactions 

In October 1971, John Willings sent COM/MD/20 out to the member states of 

UNESCO. By late 1972, he had received a considerable number of reactions from Brazil, 

Denmark, France, West Germany, India, Nigeria, and Syria among others.  

Krishan Sondhi replied on behalf of the Indian Space Research Organisation 

(ISRO) in a letter to Gunnar Naesselund: “Let me assure you that this material is 

extremely useful because it is helping me to formulate a research design within our 

organisation. I am glad to inform you that I am now taking steps to set up a research cell 

within our Division and we will be attempting to carry out communications research on 

the lines development in the UNESCO paper.”80 

Yves Brunsvick, the eminent humanist and Secretary-General of the French 

National Commission for UNESCO, reacted positively. According to Brunsvick, the 

French delegation had long recommended such a programme and noted with satisfaction 

that UNESCO now streamlined its research and documentation efforts that had hitherto 

been dispersed. He welcomed the idea of national councils for information policies. With 

regard to future studies he saw UNESCO as “particularly apt to play a role in 

coordinating international research”.81 Loyal to a French legalist approach, however, he 

deplored the absence of inventories or comparative studies of existing legal provisions 

regarding media across the globe.  

J.F. Olagbemi of the Nigerian National Commission reported back that the paper 

was of rather limited use. “Responsible officials in government and private offices” could 

not invest their time in research and had to focus on “specific problems”. The “linking 

of research and problems” was, Olagbemi stated, “somewhat underemphasized”. He 
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nonetheless granted that the paper marked a good start. Especially “hard data on the 

availability and use of African news in the Nigerian press would help policy makers know 

if an African News Agency is a priority item in communication planning.”82 In fact, the 

question of regional cooperation in news exchange ran like a red thread through 

UNESCO meetings from 1960 onwards. They would form an important part of the 

discussions on national communications policies when the focus of UNESCO’s 

deliberations moved to South America in the mid-1970s.83 

Olagbemi closed by stating that a major problem for the future “will be [the] 

question of finance”. While this was a somewhat generic demand for financial assistance, 

it described precisely the expectations that especially developing countries carried into 

UNESCO. In this sense, the new research initiative was looked upon not only to produce 

better theories on communication development, but also to trigger greater economic 

commitment from development agencies and industrialised countries. 

The Danish Research Administration in turn reported on its own research efforts. 

It pointed out that “international relations in the field are very modest at present as the 

weakly developed Danish structure has not rendered such possible”. All the more, 

communication research in Denmark would “need the impulses of international 

cooperation”.84 The Federal Republic of Germany replied that it was ready to participate 

in the new programme, although it felt that UNESCO should focus less on implementing 

its own research programme and more “on the sifting, analysis and co-ordination of 

national communication systems and research results”.In other words, UNESCO should 

concentrate on a mediating role.85 

A summary of member-state responses showed no reaction from socialist 

countries, nor from the U.S. (somewhat in contrast to earlier U.S. expectations to “enjoy 

                                                

82 Olagbemi to Fobes, 04.05.1972, in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 54/022, International Panel of 
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83 While over the years numerous regional news exchange schemes and even regional news agencies were 
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the momentum”) or the U.K. In general the reactions were positive. The French and 

German responses pointed to a certain vagueness in the proposals. While Brunsvick 

spoke of the “unfortunate impression of dissipation in research themes”, the Germans 

welcomed another symposium to “clarify the basic questions raised in document MD 

20”. The Singaporean National Commission appreciated in particular the proposal for 

“the formation of a National Mass Media Council and a National Mass Media Clearing 

House”.86 Other letters contained similar comments. The Nigerian National Commission 

even informed UNESCO about the inauguration of a “National Council on Mass 

Communication Research” at the University of Lagos.87  

That there was considerable space for UNESCO to maneuver was evidenced in 

some of the miscellaneous requests directed to the Secretariat. One Professor Stanley 

Smith, from the School of Journalism at Michigan State University, wrote several times. 

He was organising a “Seminar on East West Communication” in May 1972. To Gunnar 

Naesselund he wrote that he “need[ed] UNESCO’s support in some form”. Arab leaders, 

he said, “have told me that [UNESCO’s support] would make a substantial difference to 

their participation, and I feel the same would be true of leading editors from the rest of 

the world.”88 But Navaux declined on behalf of Naesselund, stating that such support 

was not mandated under the current programme and budget. Navaux did point to Nabil 

Dajani though, the assistant professor on UNESCO’s advisory panel who taught at 

Beirut. Navaux thus performed one of the Secretariat’s most mundane yet most 

important tasks – forging connections and furthering networks.89  

All of these reactions demonstrated two things. First, the new research programme 

articulated in COM/MD/20 raised questions that many considered topical and pertinent, 

yet, it left considerable space for defining further, and in concrete terms, the road ahead 
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for this research. Second, it revealed that many observers ascribed to UNESCO the 

necessary authority and competence to take a “leading role”, as Brunsvick called it. At 

the beginning of this research initiative member states and interested observers granted 

the new programme considerable space to unfold and take shape. Just how this space 

would be filled and designed remained for the expert panel to find out, over the course 

of these meetings.  

5.6 IAMCR – Networked Knowledge Producer 

It turned out that with the new research initiative, the Mass Communication Department 

picked up a thread that had been relegated to the background during the 1960s. The 

network that Navaux, Willings and Halloran activated in 1969/71 brought back into the 

picture the International Association for Mass Communication Research, or IAMCR. As 

an academic network it was emphatically international and, in methodological terms, it is 

often credited for catalysing an emancipation of European media studies from the leading 

paradigms defined in the US. 

At its ninth General Conference in New Delhi in November 1956, member states 

had authorised UNESCO’s Director-General “to promote co-ordination of the activities 

of national research institutes in the field of mass communication, in particular by 

encouraging the creation of an international association of such institutes”.90 By that time, 

UNESCO was compiling the results of ongoing global surveys on the availability of mass 

media. Linked to that, it had assumed the role of a clearing house in support of the 

nascent field of communication research. Navaux’s section, in the 1950s named Mass 

Communication Clearing House, published the series Reports and Papers in Mass 

Communication since 1952, most of the first twenty or so publications in the series were 

bibliographies or inventories of communications research, projects related to 

communications development or scientific and educational media.91 

                                                

90 Resolution 5.22, in: UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 9th Session, New Delhi 1956, 9 
C/Resolutions, 29. 

91 Titles included UNESCO Publications on Mass Communication (No. 4, 1952), Television – An Experiment in 
Community Reception in French Villages (No. 5, 1952), Tentative International Bibliography of Works Dealing with 
Press Problems (1900-1952) (No. 13, 1954), Current Mass Communication Research I – Bibliography of Books and 
Articles on Mass Communication published since 1 January 1955 (No. 21, 1956). 
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Institutional networking appeared as a natural corollary to the publishing activity. 

In the field of social sciences, UNESCO had already assisted in the creation of the 

International Political Science Association (IPSA) and the International Sociology 

Association (ISA) in 1949, both of which became important hubs of international 

academic exchange.92 In the communications field, as early as in 1946 UNESCO 

documents had proposed an “International Institute of the Press and Information”. 

However, those plans were postponed when in 1951 the International Press Institute 

(IPI) was founded in Zürich, where an international group of newspaper editors, 

publishers and journalists of mainly Western origins sought a representation of the 

international free press. Yet, when the IPI revealed a clear ideological commitment 

towards Western press liberalism, UNESCO revived plans for a more universal 

international networking platform. 

In 1956/57, this effort met with the keen interest of Professor Fernand Terrou and 

Jacques Kayser, Director and Deputy Director of the Institut français de press based in Paris. 

In 1948, both had been members of the French delegation to the Geneva Conference on 

the Freedom of Information, afterwards they published important studies with 

UNESCO93 and became familiar faces at UNESCO House. Now, they were eager to play 

a central role in UNESCO’s plan to found an international umbrella organization. 

When the IAMCR was established at a meeting at UNESCO’s headquarters in 

December 1957, Terrou was elected the first President, Kayser was elected Adjunct 

Director, and the Institut in Rue Saint-Giullaim in Paris’ 7th arrondissement hosted the 

Secretariat of the Association. The American Raymond B. Nixon, the Polish Mieczyslaw 

Kafel and the Swiss Jacques Bourquin became vice-presidents.94 The preparatory 

committee meeting in Strasburg in 1956 had defined the purpose of the association as 

being “essentially an instrument of exchange, linking, and diffusion”.95 As was the case 
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of the IPSA and the ISA, the UNESCO Communication Department had thought of the 

IAMCR as an umbrella linking researchers, institutions and research associations from as 

many national contexts as possible. Thematic emphasis was given to journalism and 

journalism training. Besides, Terrou and Kayser envisioned a sizeable translation task for 

the new Association. Communication studies had so far proceeded in geographically 

separated spheres, with French and English mainly defining the confines of each sphere. 

Hence, the establishment of an international lexicon for terminology and methodology 

in communication sciences was being discussed.96 

 

The IAMCR was an ambitious project occurring at a time when social sciences and 

communication studies in particular encountered sustained demand and substantial 

boosting in national academic systems, from philanthropic foundations, governments, 

business and, as in the case of UNESCO, international organisations. The early 1960s 

were a formative period in which the field took shape institutionally, intellectually and, if 

you will, conceptually.97 

In this context, the presence of Raymond Nixon, editor of the important Journalism 

Quarterly and head of the School of Journalism at the University of Minnesota in the 

United States, at the IAMCR could have been the seed for a close transatlantic 

cooperation. But it turned out that the IAMCR became instead a platform for a sharp 

transatlantic competition. 

After the incipient period from 1957 to 1959, Raymond Nixon became the first 

officially elected president at the assembly in Milan in 1959. Terrou remained in a central 

                                                

96 Jacques Kayser, Conférence Constitutive des 18/19 Décembre 1957, Rapport, in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, 
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position as Secretary-General and his Institute continued to host the Association’s office. 

Yet, numerous letters that Nixon sent to Paris, both to UNESCO’s Gjesdal and to Terrou 

and Kayser reveal the growing friction between the North American and the French 

constituency. Repeatedly, Nixon complained about not, or only tardily, being informed 

about the executive board meetings of the Association.98 With the obvious effort needed 

to arrange the transatlantic travels, Nixon continued to coordinate with Terrou ahead of 

time for meetings or research missions and part-time fellowships in those months when 

Nixon was free from his teaching obligations.99 Responses, however, were not very 

forthcoming. 

The uneasy relationship also expressed itself in content matters. When in early 

1960, Terrou and Kayser prepared an up-to-date bibliography on communication 

research, Nixon reported to one of Navaux’s officers that he had considerably tamed the 

American section of the bibliography to include only strictly academic titles. He wished 

Kayser and Terrou to do the same for the French and Italian research, adding “If the 

American list were as inclusive as those for France and Italy, it would be three or four 

times its present length.”100 

The competition between the francophone and the American strand within the 

Association could not be overlooked. In 1961, Nixon managed to move the Secretariat 

of the Association to Maarten Rooij, a professor of communication studies at the 

University of Amsterdam.101 Together with Gjesdal, he was also maintaining close 

contact with the International Press Institute in Zürich under the leadership of British 

journalist Jim Rose. Since the IAMCR was supposed to provide links with various 

relevant institutions around the world, the IPI was a natural interlocutor for the 

Association even though it was considered to follow a Western-liberal bias. Extensive 

letters between Rose and Nixon, however, speak a clear language about how much the 
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IPI felt excluded, if not sabotaged, by Terrou, and also Bourquin from Lausanne.102 In a 

further effort to guide the IAMCR in a direction consonant with Nixon’s views, he 

initiated the setting-up of one sub-section within the IAMCR titled “Psychological and 

Sociological Research” and won none other than Wilbur Schramm to head the section.103  

In the face of these birth throes, Gjesdal and Navaux grew increasingly sceptical 

about UNESCO’s further involvement with the IAMCR. Already in late 1959, Gjesdal 

had internally stated that the formal constitution of the IAMCR “was in my opinion 

premature”. This was for two reasons: one was that in its present form it did not comply 

with UNESCO’s requirement “for a broad geographical basis for the non-governmental 

organizations we support or work with.” The second was that it did not reflect sufficiently 

the leading countries in the realm of communication research. Gjesdal added that the 

Association’s president, Nixon, “fully shared” these feelings.104 Only after the move of 

the secretariat to Amsterdam and the changes effectuated by Nixon until summer 1961, 

Gjesdal wrote to Nixon in a relieved tone “I foresee a healthy development for the 

IAMCR and its work in the years ahead.”105 

In the following years, relations calmed down to a degree that Terrou collaborated 

with Schramm in his big synthesis in 1964. In Amsterdam, Rooij made the 1955-founded 

Gazette the unofficial house journal of the IAMCR. Between 1962 and 1967, the Gazette 

also run the IAMCR Bulletin as a supplement to its bi-monthly publication. Nixon 

remained in charge until 1964. 

The peace did not last long. At its general assembly in Vienna, Austria, in 1964, the 

Association voted Jacques Bourquin from the School of Social Sciences in Lausanne to 

become its new president. He transferred the Secretariat from Amsterdam to the shores 

of Lake Geneva and ran the Association for eight years until 1972. With this vote the 

                                                

102 Rose to Nixon, 16.02.1961, attached: Armand Gaspard, Aide-memoire sur les relations I.I.P. – A.I.E.R.I., 
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francophone camp had won, and Nixon and Schramm gradually pulled out of the 

IAMCR.  

The following years saw the Association heading in new directions. Geographically, 

the membership and activity moved from a potential transatlantic setting to a European 

West-East setting. Methodologically, it moved towards the dethroning of the “dominant 

paradigm”. 

The geographic widening was an explicit concern of the UNESCO Secretariat, as 

Gjesdal’s early critique in 1959 had pointed out. At the same time it fitted the orientation 

of Terrou and Kayser. The latter had already urged the Association to work on links and 

exchange across the Iron Curtain at the foundational meeting in Paris in December 1957. 

Kayser had deplored the fact that much communication research remained stuck in 

“national frameworks”. Instead, as an example of international harmonisation, he 

recounted that his students recently had effectuated two cooperations, one “with their 

Polish comrades thanks to M. Kafel”, the communication scholar from Warsaw, and one 

“with Italian comrades thanks to M. Fattorello”, the Italian representative in the 

Association.106 

Nixon and Schramm, too, had time and again articulated strong interest in 

undertaking research missions to the Soviet Union and other socialist countries.107 But 

the collaboration that ensued under the frame of the IAMCR went further. Besides the 

Polish Kafel, the Russian professor of journalism, Yassen Zassoursky, from the 

University of Moscow, became a vocal participant in the Association,108 as did Walery 

Pisarek from Krakow, Vladimir Klimeš from the Charles University in Prague, and Emil 

Dusiska from the School of Journalism in Leipzig, East Germany.109 

Nordenstreng and Hamelink hold that Terrou and Bourquin saw it as “an 

ideological project to serve a broader cause aimed at fostering peace and freedom in an 
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international order.”110 Both were refusing to fit into the ideological setting of the Cold 

War confrontation in which mass communications were a tool in the competition 

between East and West. If we follow Walery Pisarek, the IAMCR afforded East 

European and socialist communication researchers an opportunity “to get into touch 

with Western European and American science” and, at the same time “drew the foreign 

researchers’ attention to the specific and sometimes complicated problems of journalism 

in Eastern Europe”.111 (Besides, of course, for politicians in socialist countries the 

representation of socialist sciences and institutions in international bodies signified some 

form of recognition.) In their euphoric manner, Nordenstreng and Hamelink even 

claimed that the IAMCR served as an “ecumenical platform for scholarly contact across 

political and cultural divides.” This, of course, fitted the internationalist ideals of 

UNESCO where at the same time projects for East-West understanding were 

undertaken.112 

That the integration of scholars like Kafel, Pisarek, Klimeš or Zassoursky was not 

at all a given, is evidenced by the fact that two IACMR meetings had to be relocated. The 

1964 meeting planned for Amsterdam was moved to Vienna since the Dutch government 

refused to grant visas to the Eastern European participants. In 1968, the assembly moved 

to Pamplona because the British followed the same visa policy. Ironically, as 

Nordenstreng remarked, it was in Francoist Spain that Yassen Zassoursky, the first 

representative of the Soviet Union, was elected to the executive committee of the 

Association.  

Yet, also those who claim that the Association was an “East-West Battleground” 

are certainly right.113 In October 1973, the Munich-based communications professor, 

Otto B. Roegele, reported to the German National Commission for UNESCO that 

Kaarle Nordenstreng and Yassen Zassoursky were lobbying for another regional centre 
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for communication studies in Europe. Roegele had just attended the executive committee 

meeting of the IAMCR in Leipzig. While Halloran’s Centre in Leicester and the 

UNESCO-founded journalism school in Strasbourg served as nodal points for the 

English- and the French speaking communities, the IAMCR members agreed on the fact 

that another centre should be installed either in Tampere, Finland, the home base of 

Nordenstreng, or in Leipzig, at Emil Dusiska’s school of journalism, to provide a 

“germanophone” counterpart.114 

Roegele had pointed out that beside Nordenstreng and Zassoursky UNESCO 

officials were also involved in those plans that had yet to become official. The West 

German permanent delegation generally confirmed Roegele’s report. John Willings at the 

Mass Media Development division was supportive of the plan though without showing 

any ideological commitment in the project. He followed, the delegation reported, the 

maxim that any such efforts in fields of UNESCO’s concern ought to receive UNESCO’s 

backing. There was presumably little Finnish interest behind the initiative and in turn 

strong interest on the Soviet side and from the GDR.115 Ideas for an alternative 

‘germanophone’ location at Konstanz were circulating. However, an anonymous letter 

had raised concerns about Elizabeth Noelle-Neumann’s moral integrity because of her 

past involvement with academic institutions and periodicals under the Hitler regime. 

The fact itself that various actors within the network attempted to use the 

Association for their own political agenda, be it in scholarly terms boosting a certain 

school of thinking or in ideological terms supporting particular socio-political ideas, is of 

course not surprising. The intersection that becomes visible at this moment however 

deserves notice. UNESCO had helped to found the Association with the goal of linking 

communication researchers around the world. In the bigger picture, the Eurocentric 

character of the Association strengthened European research vis-à-vis the dominant 

North-American research. Within Europe, socialist actors, or actors with socialist 

leanings like Nordenstreng, tried to play the network in a way that boosted research and 

institutions in socialist countries or with a Marxist approach. Their impact on and 
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through UNESCO, an organisation acting as an amplifier for the ideas and theories 

emanating from the IAMCR network, was of course part of the consideration. UNESCO 

in turn saw no reason why the network that obviously spoke to long nurtured and acute 

interests of the organisation should not be supported. 

Eventually, the project of another regional centre was not pursued further, but the 

episode showed the deeply political dimension in the maneuvering of the IAMCR. Only 

after the Federal Republic had abandoned the so-called “Hallstein Doctrine” and after it 

had agreed on the Basic Treaty (“Grundlagenvertrage”) with the GDR, East Germany 

was admitted as member of UNESCO in November 1972. But this détente did not mean 

that the degree of international participation and recognition of the GDR was not 

jealously observed. The GDR in turn was waiting exactly for opportunities like this to 

establish itself as an international actor. The fact that the IAMCR became a venue for a 

brief fencing over international recognition underscored the political meaning that 

participants and observers accorded to the Association. 

 

The geographic balance in the IAMCR carried significance also, or even more so, 

in methodological terms. The later president of the Association, Hamid Mowlana, stated 

in retrospect that the foundation of the IAMCR was a crucial development for the media 

and communication sciences in Europe, as it brought together for the first time a 

European community of scholars that henceforth created a counterweight to the much 

better institutionalised American communication studies. At the beginning, he stated, the 

Association moved between “two poles”, on the one hand the “positivist, empirical, 

behavioral science oriented schools of communication” dominated by American 

academics, and on the other the “critical and interpretive sociological perspectives” with 

its roots in European critical thought, especially the Frankfurt School.116 Quickly, the 

Association would move towards the European pole of a critical and sociological 

approach. 

Among the first articulations of the European unease with American 

methodological dominance had been by Marten Brouwer. As seen earlier, his article in 

UNESCO’s ISSJ in 1962, was a comprehensive attack on the methodological premises 
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of American communication studies attached to the modernisation paradigm and on 

their lack of social contextualisation. Brouwer was at that time a colleague of Maarten 

Rooij at the communication studies section of the University of Amsterdam. Rooji in 

turn was an important figure within the IAMCR as he had become Secretary-General of 

the IAMCR under Raymond Nixon and edited the IAMCR’s unofficial house journal 

Gazette.117 

Another major attack followed in 1968 in an article written by the young Finnish 

scholar, Kaarle Nordenstreng. At the time he was working as freelance journalist, head 

of the research group of the Finnish Broadcasting Company, and on his own PhD. 

During a stay as post-graduate fellow in the U.S. at the Southern Illinois University in 

1966, he took classes in communication studies and got in touch with a number of 

eminent scholars. Upon his return he published in the Gazette the piece “Communication 

Research in the United States – A Critical Perspective”. For a 27-year old newcomer his 

verdict was bold.  

American communication studies, he wrote, was a “sick man”: “Too much physical 

growth and too many toys to play with, too little intellectual growth and too few problems 

to think over.”118 He criticised the tendency to “hyperscience”, a methodological vigour 

with which post-war communication scholars had tried to move the field from 

interpretive speculation to scientific precision. The resulting empiricism banned 

interpretation and speculation from the researcher’s arsenal. He called to proponents of 

such methodology—he intended but did not name people like Schramm or Lerner—

“communicologists” and accused their belief in method and measurement of “trivial 

factualization”.119 

Related to that, Nordenstreng deplored the lack of “ethical and ideological 

considerations”. Following the few critical voices within the American field, he 

                                                

117 Hemels, Joan, ʻDer lange Anfang. Pioniere und Vorkämpferʼ, in Michael Meyen and Thomas 
Wiedemann, eds., Biografisches Lexikon der Kommunikationswissenschaft (BLexKom): [Online Resource, URL: 
http://blexkom.halemverlag.de] (Köln: von Halem, 2013).  

118 Nordenstreng, K., ʻCommunication Research in the United States. A Critical Perspectiveʼ, International 
Communication Gazette, 14, 3 (1968), 207–216, 208. 

119 Ibid., 209. Very much in similar lines argued later Peters 1986 – Institutional Sources of Intellectual 
Poverty, and Samarajiwa 1987 – The Murky Beginnings. Interestingly, Nordenstreng called as witness 
to his critique no other than Bernard Berelson, the American scholar who in 1959 had squarely attacked 
the field of communication sciences within the US for its intellectual paucity, provoking an equally 
passionate rebuke from Schramm, see also chapter 3. Nordenstreng followed up on his criticism by 
promoting his approach in the frame of UNESCO’s efforts in development communication.  



 

315 
 

    

emphasised “the responsibility of communication research to participate in solving social 

problems and in developing future communication systems.”120 He was missing the 

“consideration of the values which are communicated” and pointed as an example to the 

contemporaneously much debated case of violence present in television programmes. 

Avoiding “normative statements”, the field clung onto the “omnipotent research results” 

derived from scientifically clean methods.121 

 

Nordenstreng presented himself emphatically as a European onlooker to the 

American field, assuming that “self-criticism easily produces more bitterness than 

criticism of others”, i.e. Europeans. It took a while though until the critique filtered 

through to American mainstream communication science.122 In the meantime, the 

convergence of intellectual criticism and institutional opportunity through the 

UNESCO-IAMCR collaboration did prepare the ground for a boost in European 

communication studies.  

Indeed, what emerged over the next few years was a dense network of mostly 

European communications researchers that evolved around conferences organised by 

the IAMCR or UNESCO or both. The founding moment was probably the international 

symposium held in September 1968 at the University of Ljubljana, Yugoslavia. Under the 

leadership of the School of Journalism in Ljubljana, several other Yugoslav research 

institutions cooperated with the Yugoslav National Commission for UNESCO and the 

IAMCR in inviting some 120 journalists, academics and international observers from 25 

countries and from UN agencies. 

This symposium remains a minor event in the historical accounts of the IAMCR. 

Yet, the table of contents of the resulting volume reads like a who’s who of the critical 

media debate that ensued and fed into the NWICO.123 Of the early IAMCR protagonists 

there were Bourquin, Nordenstreng and Klimeš. There were also the Finnish Veikko 

Pietila, or the Yugoslav Tomo Martelanc. Another name that appeared was Jean d’Arcy, 

a French former television pioneer who had in the meantime moved to the UN Office 
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of Public Information and who became in the 1970s an ardent advocate of the “right to 

communicate”. Also featured was Jean Schwoebel, editor at Le Monde dealing with 

international relations. In the late 1970s, he organised the “One World” Supplement, a 

small scale newspaper fed by a loose group of international journalists and focusing on 

topics related to the non-aligned movement and the new world order discourses. This 

newspaper appeared for a brief period as a supplement to several major international 

dailies. The Yugoslav journalist Bogdan Osolnik, a key organiser of the symposium, was 

later appointed to the MacBride-Commission at the height of the NWICO controversy. 

Dinker Roa Mankekar, an Indian journalist, presented the view of a “newly emerged, 

underdeveloped country”. In 1975, he became the first president of the new Non-Aligned 

News Agencies Pool. 

The places vacated by the earlier North American IAMCR protagonists like Nixon 

and Schramm were inherited by more scholars like Herbert I. Schiller and Dallas W. 

Smythe. Both became leading exponents of a political economy approach to the study of 

mass communications. Schiller’s 1969 monograph Mass Communications and American 

Empire carried the provocation against mainstream U.S. media in the title. Early on, 

Smythe had published on the political economy of satellite communication.124 Both 

attended the Ljubljana symposium and entertained close links with the IAMCR and 

UNESCO. 

 

This heterogeneous group of scholars is difficult to pin down. While they were 

emphatically international and brought in the perspectives from several continents 

(though in 1969, not yet Africa), they were also essentially Eurocentric with a strong 

French focus at first. Yet, soon a strong Eastern European influence materialised. 

Already in 1966, one General Assembly had been held in the Yugoslav seaside resort of 

Herceg Novi, in 1972 Emil Dusiska was elected secretary of the Association and 

organised the 1974 assembly in Leipzig, and the 1978 meeting was in Warsaw.  

Intellectually, the group covered a spectrum from critical school thinking and the 

“new left” to socialist and outright Marxist approaches. Institutionally, through its 

history, the Association appeared as a counterpart to the IPI that remained committed 

                                                

124 Schiller 1969 – Mass Communications and American Empire, with a preface by Dallas W. Smythe. 
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to the “free flow advocacy”. Also the close cooperation with the Prague-based 

International Organization of Journalists (IOJ), of which Kaarle Nordenstreng became 

the president in 1976, moved the IAMCR network into opposition to the liberal 

organisations in the field. The IOJ was a post-war network of international journalists 

that quickly got entangled in the Cold War. In the 1950s, the CIA observed and reported 

about the IOJ.125 In 1952, one group splintered from the IOJ to set up a ‘Western’ 

counterpart, the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) with its base in Brussels. At 

the interface of socialist scholars, activists and governments and Western left-leaning or 

critical scholars Kaarle Nordenstreng was probably the single most influential actor 

forging cooperation, meetings and common projects. From a Western and anti-

communist perspective he remained a deeply suspicious figure. The United States 

delegation to UNESCO fought the IOJ as an alleged “communist bloc organization” 

time and again whenever its status as NGO with UNESCO was under discussion. 

If many actors credibly maintain that the IAMCR was a platform to sidestep the 

Cold War antagonism,126 it is equally obvious that all sides recognised a political 

dimension in the proceedings of the Association.  

For the context of UNESCO, it suffices to note that the IAMCR was a highly 

dynamic organism that integrated an ambitious and multifaceted assemblage of 

researchers with strong socio-cultural and, at times, outright political objectives. This 

double character made cooperation with the Association a resource and a potential 

liability for UNESCO. But then again UNESCO’s earlier cooperation with Schramm and 

co. had been no less ‘political’. By the early 1970s, UNESCO’s interest in a new approach 

to communications met with the institutional dynamic at the IAMCR and entered again 

into lively relations.  

                                                

125 Study of the Intenational Organization of Journalists (IOJ), [Foreign Intelligence; Intelligence Aid: 
Communism] 1955, in: AG 263, [Identifier] CIA-RDP78-00915R000400220001-2, NARA. 

126 See the testimony by Pisarek, Mowlana 1997 – IAMCR, or Zassoursky, Yassen N., ʻI Tried to Stop the 

Cold War Mentalityʼ, in Michael Meyen and Thomas Wiedemann, eds., Biografisches Lexikon der 
Kommunikationswissenschaft (BLexKom): [Online Resource, URL: http://blexkom.halemverlag.de] (Köln: von 
Halem, 2013). 
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5.7 Buenos Aires 1972: UNESCO and IAMCR in Latin 

America 

In September 1972, the IAMCR met for its bi-annual general assembly. This time the 

Association had chosen Buenos Aires, Argentina. This meeting catalysed at least three 

important changes. First, it confirmed a common intellectual horizon of the group of 

researchers, journalists and international civil servants that intersected in the UNESCO-

IAMCR collaboration. This horizon was defined by a political economy approach to 

communications as well as a firm focus on the developing countries. The IAMCR 

meeting stood under the headline “Communication and Development” and followed in 

the steps of COM/MD/20. The Association furthermore established a new thematic 

section “research on media and developing countries”, headed by the Nigerian Alfred 

Opubor.127 The meeting continued UNESCO’s decade-long efforts to define the relation 

between communications and development, and translate that relation into policies. 

Secondly, at Buenos Aires the IAMCR saw a significant shift in its leadership. In a 

letter to UNESCO’s John Willings, James Halloran implied that significant internal 

changes were impeding the Association. The “old guard”, as Halloran wrote, seemed to 

oppose them. He told Willings that it would be advantageous if more people in favour 

of the changes could be brought to Buenos Aires. Willings proceeded by scheduling the 

next expert panel to coincide with the IAMCR assembly in Buenos Aires and paid for 

tickets for Walery Pisarek, Nabil Dajani, and others to Argentina.128 As a result, Jacques 

Bourquin, the Association’s President since 1964, had to pass the baton to Halloran who 

was elected President and ran the Association until 1990. The Eastern German Dusiska 

became Secretary-General, Nordenstreng and Herbert Schiller Vice-Presidents. The 

pattern of coinciding IAMCR and UNESCO meetings continued in the following years, 

letting the IAMCR appear almost like the research department of UNESCO. 

Thirdly, the meeting contributed to the formation of a regional focus in the 

UNESCO-IAMCR activities. After 1972, Latin America became the main site for 

                                                

127 [Hamelink, Cees J. and Nordenstreng, Kaarle], ʻIAMCR. Growth 1972-1988ʼ, available at 
https://iamcr.org/in-retrospect/growth (last visited 31 July 1017). 

128 Pisarek to Willings, 24.06.1972 (“, p. 70)  now booking visa; Dajani to Willings, 09.08.1972, asks 
whether AIERI or UNESCO pays for tickets to Buenos Aires; see also “Growth, 1972-1988”, 
http://iamcr.org/in-retrospect/growth  

http://iamcr.org/in-retrospect/growth
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discussing and developing “national communication policies”, the concept that now was 

to be put to its reality test. 

The exact motifs for this turn towards Latin America remain elusive in the available 

archives,129 but two contextual factors made this turn plausible and logical. One of these 

factors rested in the argumentative links that emerged between the social and cultural 

approaches to international communications and the various guises of dependency 

theory that emerged from the Latin American context, and were promoted by thinkers 

who either originated from the region or travelled within it.130 The 1971 book How to 

Read Donald Duck – Imperialist Ideology in the Disney Comic, co-authored by the Belgian 

sociologist Armand Mattelart and the Argentinian philosopher Ariel Dorfmann was one 

example of this link, as far as the cultural component of the dependency vision was 

concerned.131 The book offered a sharp analysis of how the Disney comic implicitly 

promoted American (consumer) culture and the capitalist economic and social model. It 

became a best-seller in Latin-America and a classic in critical cultural studies. As if to 

confirm the political relevance of such cultural analyses, both thinkers became closely 

involved with the Allende government in Chile between 1970 and 1973.132 Mattelart, 

moreover, was a regular participant at IAMCR and UNESCO meetings during the 1970s 

and his work was a standard reference for the critical scholars who later lobbied 

UNESCO in the NWICO debate.  

Around the same time, the leftist American thinker Herbert I. Schiller, professor 

of economics and communications at the University of Illinois had presented a very 

similar diagnosis of U.S. cultural hegemony. In his 1969 book Mass Communication and 

American Empire he presented a detailed institutional analysis of how politics and the 

                                                

129 Unfortunately, apart from several unsorted boxes in private possession of Cees Hamelink there exists 
no substantial archive of the IAMCR, Hamelink to Brendebach, E-Mail, 28.07.2015 

130 Among the most prominent proponents are Raúl Prebisch, the Argentinian economist who had worked 
for the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin American (ECLA) and became famous for 
the so-called “Prebisch-Singer thesis” on the importance of import-substitution industrialisation, or the 
German-American thinker Andre Gunder Frank who contributed to dependency theories from his 
professorship at the University of Chile during the Allende years. 

131 Dorfman, Ariel and Mattelart, Armand, How to Read Donald Duck: Imperialist Ideology in the Disney Comic 
[Orig. in Spanish in 1971 (New York: International General, 1975). 

132 Santiago de Chile in the brief period of Allende’s socialist government was probably the most exciting 
hub for alternative cultural and economic approaches to development. This context proved formative 
not only to Mattelart, Dorfmann, who became a cultural advisor to Allende, or Gunder Frank, but also 
to the Chilean Juan Somavia, economic adviser and later director the ILO, or the writer Fernando Reyes 
Matta, to name but a few. Not by chance then, did Somavia and Reyes Matta return in crucial roles 
during the ensuing NWICO debate. 



320 
 

media in the U.S. were intertwined in a pursuit of a capitalist vision of economy and 

society and of international domination of the media,133 constituting what he called 

American ‘cultural imperialism’.134 

The other factor was the network that carried the UNESCO-IAMCR cooperation. 

Besides figures like Schiller and Mattelart, the Bogotá based communications scholar Luis 

Ramiro Beltran provided another important bridge between the North American 

communication research and the intellectually and politically fermenting Latin American 

contexts.  

In the early 1950s when Beltran was freelancing as a journalist in La Paz, emissaries 

of U.S. American study and stipend programmes, among them the U.S. Information 

Agency (USIA), invited him to seminars on topics like rural development, audiovisual 

education and media-driven modernisation in the U.S.135 After extended travels and 

studies, he eventually took up a Master’s degree in the United States at Michigan State 

University. During the 1960s then he could closely observe the emergence of the 

development-by-communication paradigm. At Michigan State he was assistant to Everett 

Rogers, the important theorist in this field known for the “diffusion of innovation”-

thesis. Beltran, however, was a critical mind. His master’s thesis in 1968 consisted of a 

discussion of the present state of the literature and theory in the modernisation discourse. 

In his PhD he had already moved on and produced in 1970 a manuscript entitled 

Communication in Latin America – Persuasion For Status Quo or For National Development?136 He 

reached the conclusion that Latin American media were under the spell of U.S. influence 

from outside and under internal domination of rich elites inside the region. The 

                                                

133 Schiller 1969 – Mass Communications and American Empire. 
134 Schiller, Herbert I., ʻGenesis of the Free Flow of Information Principles. The Imposition of 

Communications Dominationʼ, Instant Research on Peace and Violence, 2 (1975). See also the section on 
Chile in Schiller, Herbert I., Communication and Cultural Domination (White Plains, NY: International Arts 
and Sciences Press, 1976). 

135 This account is mainly based on the Interview Beltran, Luis Ramiro, ʻ"I've Lived My Live as a 

Communication Artist, Not a Scientist" [Interview]ʼ, available at 
http://www.communicationforsocialchange.org/dialogues.php?id=233 (last visited 30 September 
2016). 

136 Beltrán, Luis Ramiro., ʻCommunication and Modernization. Significance, Roles, and Strategies [Thesis]ʼ, 

M.A., Michigan State University, 1968, Beltrán, Luis Ramiro., ʻCommunication in Latin America. 

Persuasion for status quo or for national development? [Thesis]ʼ, PhD, Michigan State University, 1970. 
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development models imposed were “materialist, conservative and anti-democratic” and 

the region would need “profound structural changes”.137 

When Beltran returned to Latin America, he became director of a research and 

policy institute of the Organization of American States (OAS) that focused on rural 

development and was based in Bogotá, Colombia. By 1971, Beltran was familiar enough 

to UNESCO that John Willings distributed his contact details to interested colleagues.138 

Missing yet in Montreal in 1969, Beltran joined the UNESCO panel in Paris in 1971, 

where the Lebanese Dajani saw him in a similar category as the established critical 

scholars like Dallas Smythe. He regularly attended UNESCO meetings as well as the 

IAMCR assemblies in the following years.139  

In 1974, UNESCO commissioned Beltran as rapporteur to the important 

conference on “Communication Policies in Latin America”, convened by UNESCO 

Bogotá. UNESCO had commissioned Beltran as rapporteur which equipped him with 

special intellectual responsibility for the meeting. It would turn out to be the first among 

a series of highly controversial meetings on the Latin American scene, which together 

marked something like an opening shot to the NWICO debate. 

 Returning to the formative years of this research network between 1969 and 1972, 

we see how decisively UNESCO’s involvement with mass communications had changed. 

Intellectually, figures like Halloran, Smythe, or Nordenstreng defined new questions and 

perspectives. In close intersection with other groups, a strong network emerged spanning 

from communist Moscow and socialist Leipzig via Tampere with a Marxist-leaning 

Nordenstreng, Prague where the socialist IOJ was based, through Paris and Leicester to 

the critical quarters of North American communication studies, reaching eventually to 

Chile and Colombia. The spotlight was now turned on Latin America as the testing 

ground for “national communication policies”.  

                                                

137 Beltran. Retrospectively, he stresses though the positive impact Rogers had on his work. In fact, Rogers, 
like Schramm and Lerner, would later revoke much of their optimistic assumptions of the 1960s, Rogers, 

Everett M., ʻCommunication and Development. The Passing of the Dominant Paradigmʼ, 
Communication Research, 3, 2 (1976), 213–240. 

138 Willings to Schiller, 22.06.1971, AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 54/022, International Panel of 
Consultants on Communication Research, Part II. 

139 At Leipzig in 1974, for instance, he presented the paper “Communication Research in Latin America – 

The Blindfold Inquiry?”, later published as Beltran, Luis Ramiro, ʻResearch Ideologies in Conflictʼ, 
Journal of Communication, 25, 2 (1975), 187–193. 
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5.8 Towards the Culmination Point at San José in 1976 

The culmination point of the debates on “national communication policies” was the 

intergovernmental conference on “Communication Policies in Latin America and the 

Caribbean”, in San José, Costa Rica, in July 1976. San José brought together the new 

strand of communications research represented by Halloran, Nordenstreng, Beltran as 

well as a governmental strand of interest, that had so far mostly been articulated in the 

debates on the two major declarations that member states discussed at UNESCO’s 

General Conferences since 1970.  

Within the latter, the government driven dynamic, the first big declaration project 

was the so-called “Satellite Declaration” of 1972.140 At the General Conference of 1972, 

a new even further reaching Declaration project emerged, claiming an even wider 

regulatory reach by addressing “the fundamental principles governing the use of the mass 

information media”.141 San José was not mainly concerned with this “Mass Media 

Declaration”. However, the uproar the conference produced drew the attention of 

certain quarters of the U.S. and Latin American press to the Declaration and thereby 

marked a further escalation reaching its high point in 1978 when UNESCO 20th General 

Conference adopted the Declaration.  

 

The discourses at the researchers’ level differed in many and important ways from 

the political debates at the General Conferences or intergovernmental UNESCO 

meetings. Yet, both levels acted intensely upon each other. Many actors participated as 

national representatives both at expert and governmental meetings. Also in 

argumentative terms both levels corresponded. The governmental meeting of San José 

made this evident. 

UNESCO invited 25 Latin American states to Costa Rica. They were assigned 

exclusive voting rights, while governmental and non-governmental international 

organisations and a number of national delegations from outside the region were 

admitted as observers.142 The statement that came out of the meeting was thus clearly 

                                                

140 See previous chapter.  
141 This will be subject to a following chapter. 
142 National observer delegations were invited from Federal Republic of Germany, France, Spain, the UK, 

the US, and the USSR. 
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a statement by Latin American states who had the opportunity to collectively articulate 

a position regarding international communications systems. Observers, experts and 

UNESCO officials were limited to acting as prompters to the debates.  

The latter function was important though. UNESCO’s Mass Communication 

Department channelled the ideas that had been brewing at the Panel and the IAMCR 

into the working paper for the conference.143 The documents resulting from the 

conference, including the official conference report, 29 resolutions and the so-called 

“San José-Declaration”, were modelled on the working paper but counted nonetheless 

as a collective political statement by the Latin American states who had unanimously 

adopted them.144  

The close resemblance in wording and arguments between the working paper 

and the official statements from San José was telling in two ways. It proved the 

political impact of the earlier research initiative and it underscored how much the 

research agenda responded to political needs and ambitions of the developing 

countries.  

 

As many papers stemming from UNESCO’s research activities, also the 

statements of San José unfolded in two different spheres, one was aimed at further 

knowledge production and research, the other one targeted the practices of media and 

mass communications.  

The thirty recommendations in the report were replete with calls for research 

facilities, training institutions, networks for the circulation of knowledge, fellowship 

systems etc. Recommendation number 11, for example, suggested a series of measures 

to provide professional training in mass communications. This included “training of 

personnel at all levels of mass communication” as well as the training of “technical 

cadres” that were needed to support the “effective operation of communication 

                                                

143 The working paper: Intergovernmental Conference on Communication Policies in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, San José (Costa-Rica), 12-21 July 1976, [Working Paper], COM-76/LACOM/3, 
[UNESDOC]. The paper was expressly marked as result of the deliberations ever since the start of the 
new research initiative in 1969/71 and listed all, see note 4, pp. 3-4. 

144 Intergovernmental Conference on Communication Policies in Latin America and the Caribbean, San 
José (Costa Rica), 12-21 July 1976, Final Report, COM/MD/38, [UNESDOC]. 
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systems in all their aspects”. It also called for “technical assistance” in “up-dating and 

co-ordination of the curricula of mass communication schools”.145  

This was the language of specialists – specialists in both communication sciences 

and education systems and reflected one of UNESCO’s principal character traits, 

namely the emphasis on education as starting point for any developmental activity.  

To the laymen most of these calls would appear rather abstract. What they 

suggested was a complex educational and scientific support system that UNESCO 

deemed necessary to build up a functioning national media sector. The support system 

would offer practical and technical training to the operators of radio stations, to 

television producers or telecommunication technicians. Beyond the technical level, it 

would train the personnel who were actually filling the media with content, i.e. 

journalists, programme planners, or people who were designing telecommunications-

based out-of-school learning schemes.  

On the research level, it called for resources like documentation centres 

(libraries), as much as academic institutions or fellowship schemes – in short all that 

characterised higher studies and could be expected to produce specific knowledge that 

could then inform law making, business decisions or journalistic practices.  

Paradigmatically, the same recommendation number 11 stated that all these 

efforts had to pay “urgent attention” to the specific conditions of Latin America and 

the Caribbean. Those included, among other things, the existing “organs that mould 

public opinion and social, political and religious organizations in the context of 

development”, as much as “old forms of cultural expression [that] retain their validity 

and vitality in communication for overall development”. 146 

Again these appeared as abstract categories to which research in Latin America 

ought to cater. Yet, it was of course nothing else than the serious contextualisation of 

any media development within the local and regional conditions that Halloran, 

Nordenstreng or earlier Brouwer had urged. In each regional context, the categories 

listed could quickly become concrete.  

                                                

145 COM/MD/38, 32-33. 
146 Ibid.  
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Among the proposals for specific research tasks, there was a suggested legal 

definition of a “right to communication”, a comparative study of existing legislation 

on media in Latin America, and a “cultural map of the region” that would enable them 

to “assess the educational needs” within each country. Other proposals called for 

continued support for CIESPAL, the Quito-based and UNESCO-founded 

International Centre for Higher Studies in Journalism for Latin America. Also member 

states were urged to systematically “intensify their legal, administrative and 

institutional effort to ensure permanent research and evaluation activities with a view 

to subsequent decision-making in the field of mass communication.”147 

The sphere of media practices, or actual communication policies, was not clearly 

separated from the realm of research. And deliberately so, for critical scholars as much 

as for the development agents at UNESCO, the interaction and indeed overlap 

between research and legislative process was imperative. In this sense, they trusted in 

the power of science and planning. The San José conference, however, was a crucial 

point at which the predominantly research-oriented UNESCO activity of the early 

1970s deliberately entered the realm of public policy. Here, governments were 

speaking, even if the text was largely written by experts and international civil servants.  

One way to link the spheres of research and government policy was the 

establishment of “National Councils for Communication Policies”. This older idea 

had now arrived at the stage that governments subscribed to it. The President of the 

Republic of Costa Rica, Daniel Oduber, had pledged at the opening of the conference 

that he would aim at installing such a council. Following this lead, one 

recommendation suggested that all relevant actors, governmental, private, academic, 

societal and technical, come together to “institutionalize [a] dialog on practices, 

problems and possible solutions within a permanent forum”. Those councils “will 

advise on the formulation of communication policies which the competent legislative 

organs may wish to adopt”.148  

                                                

147 See the report’s recommendations, COM/MD/38, 25-45. It would exceed the framework of my study 
to trace whether the abundant research related suggestions made at San José and elsewhere led to actual 
studies, institutions and programmes. It stands to reason that UNESCO-induced research lagged behind 
its far-reaching ambitions. Yet, a study interested in an international history of communication and 
media studies might well find, that UNESCO made considerable direct or indirect contributions to the 
internationalisation of the discipline.  

148 COM/MD/38, 29. 
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Part of the problem of the idea of national media councils was that it was never 

clearly defined what their set-up or their competences would be. From the beginning, 

when UNESCO’s Mass Communication Department discussed the idea the first time 

in 1962, such councils were hoped to help forge a national consensus on the uses, 

regulations and goals of mass media. Yet, they always carried the flavour of 

governmental control. Also the San José recommendation remained vague.  

Other proposals entered even more decidedly into the realm of politics. One of 

them was the prominently discussed “right to communicate”. Commission I, under 

the chairmanship of the Honduran, Efraím Lizandro González, debated the key words 

of ‘access’ and ‘participation’ at length. Evidently, both key words could be applied to 

the local, national and international level. Some delegates interpreted this right as the 

“ability of all citizens to have free access to and participate in the sources of 

information”. Others pointed out that there also existed “unacceptable differences in 

access to media” between different countries. To them the “existing systems of 

ownership […] prevented fulfilment of the collective aspiration to participate in the 

processes of generation and production of messages.”149 The ‘collective aspiration’ 

was clearly implying the aspiration of a society or state in an international context. 

Two resolutions requested that UNESCO and similar international frameworks 

elaborated legal definitions that clarified the “right to communication” and the “right 

to reply” – considered a corollary to the right to communicate – both as national 

categories and as international legal categories.150 The concept would further gain 

prominence during the MacBride Commission.151 

 

Another point where the research agenda was translated into a policy agenda 

touched upon regional cooperation in the production and exchange of news and 

media content, and the role of the existing international news agencies. The 

                                                

149 The report of the meeting reproduced the arguments in an anonymous manner so that the actual 
speaker(s) mostly remain elusive or can only be guessed. No verbatim records exist, COM/MD/38, 14.  

150 Ibid., the recommendations 4 and 5 on 27-28, see also M’Bow’s speech, 67 
151 For an early gesture at the concept see Fernand Terrou, “Freedom of Information: A Collective Right,” 

UNESCO-Courier 4 (1951) 12, see later Gunnar Naesselund, Relations Between and Perspectives within 
“Development Support Communication”, “Communication Policy Research and Planning”, and “The 
Right to Communicate”, Paris, 1975 [UNESDOC]. In 1978, UNESCO would convene a conference 
dedicated to the concept in Stockholm.  
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Secretariat’s working paper quoted Nordenstreng and Varis’s 1974 study Television 

Traffic – A One-way Street? to demonstrate that in Latin America, 45% of all the region’s 

television programmes stemmed from the U.S. It also exemplarily discussed a regional 

news exchange cooperation in the Caribbean that had been set up to address this 

imbalance.  

In its proposals, it was rather shy and suggested information exchange schemes 

in technical or scientific domains. The delegates at the conference, however, were not 

so shy. Several speakers lamented that technological underdevelopment, the absence 

of infrastructure and the economic patterns of the international news market hindered 

Latin America’s access to adequate news and its legitimate participation in 

international news exchange. The Venezuelan president Carlos Andres Perez spoke 

of a “humiliating situation” in Latin America where “transnational news agencies” 

enjoyed “the absolute right of decision over the information to be supplied to the 

public”.152 The recurring critique of ‘transnational news agencies’ usually implied the 

big Western agencies like Associated Press (AP) or Reuters. To remedy the situation, 

participants called for the setting up of national news agencies and urged for regional 

cooperation in the circulation of news. Already the first resolution adopted by the 

conference included the recognition that the “backwardness” of the Latin American 

countries in the field of communication “must be overcome by freely exercising the 

sovereign right of providing themselves with the most adequate instruments, such as: 

national and regional news agencies; radio and television services that are national and 

international in scope and respect the principles of integration and balanced 

circulation”.153  

Media companies from North America, as well as the big international news 

agencies, easily interpreted such statements as a hostile move against outside economic 

actors. For onlookers with a liberal attitude towards the media in general, these 

statements raised doubts about how far the governments of the region would stay 

loyal to the principal of the freedom of the press that they formally subscribed to, and 

                                                

152 COM/MD/38, 61. 
153 Ibid., 26. 
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not fall for the temptation to force the media to exclusively follow the government’s 

line.  

Some of the economic arguments advanced at San José gave even greater cause 

for concern. In Commission II, several delegates pointed out that the media, in order 

to adequately serve the cause of development, “should be freed from the constraints 

imposed by dependence on advertising revenue”. Media should be allowed to draw 

on government resources. This might even imply “the right of the governments to 

own sections or all of the mass media operating within the borders of respective 

States”. It would also forestall the problems deriving from “foreign ownership” and 

counter “the dangers of ‘mass media imperialism’.”154 Statements like these activated 

the opposition of those promoting and protecting Western media liberalism and the 

“free flow of information”.  

 

The San José conference thus marked one important moment when the research 

agenda pursued through the UNESCO-IAMCR cooperation met with political reality. 

It presented a litmus test of how much the research efforts had catered to the needs 

articulated by the governments of a development region such as Latin America. The 

results, from the perspective of Halloran, Beltran, Nordenstreng or the relevant desks 

at UNESCO, must have been satisfying, as the recommendations and declarations 

widely reflected the arguments they had promoted for several years.  

Yet, it also drew wider international attention. The researcher meetings in 

preceding years were of limited relevance to national governments and presses, but 

when governments spoke at San José, this had a different quality and audience.  

 

                                                

154 Ibid., 20. The argument on media or cultural imperialism was advanced not only by representatives from 
developing states, it was widely discussed among scholars and intellectual across the globe, two 
prominent expositions were Schiller 1969 – Mass Communications and American Empire and 
Dorfman, Mattelart 1975 – How to Read Donald Duck.  
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5.9 The International Press at San José – The 

Conflict in the Media 

What kind of attention San José would attract became clear in late 1975. One 

UNESCO official, who joined the preparations in November, was shocked to learn 

“that a vast campaign is already under way, in Latin America, to oppose the convening 

of the Conference by UNESCO”.155 Clippings from newspapers in Montevideo, 

Quito and Rio de Janeiro documented harsh attacks, accusing UNESCO of 

surrendering freedom of information to the views of Marxist radicals and of 

advocating information monopolies and government control.156 Director-General 

Amadou Mahtar M’Bow instantly increased the manpower around the initial team 

formed by the Brazilian Celia R. Zaher and the Spanish Luis Lopez Alvarez. Further 

specialists and several high-ranking officials were grouped into a Task Force. The 

growing hostility in some quarters of the Latin American media was too alarming.157  

The intergovernmental conference put the communication policies initiative in 

the glaring spotlight of a broader audience. National presses across the continent were 

following it. So were actors with a vested interest in the Latin American market, 

namely the neighbouring U.S. media. The discussion of ‘national communication 

policies’ became increasingly publicised and, as far as audiences went, 

internationalised.  

Two media organisations in particular staged protests against the conference, 

the Montevideo based Asociación Interamericana de Radiodifusión (AIR) with its 

Director-General Dr. Luis Alberto Solé and the Miami-based Inter American Press 

Association (IAPA) with its main spokesmen James Canal, General Manager of IAPA, 

and George Beebe, Editor of The Miami Herald. Zaher reported in a confidential memo 

in May 1976 that the two organisations had complained about not being involved in 

the preparations for the meeting. The AIR held official relations with UNESCO under 

category “B” and was entitled to information and consultation. Representing radio 

                                                

155 Picasso to Zaher, 25.11.1975, AG 8, Series: DDG2, Folder: 149 (DDG 2/46), UAP. 
156 Articles appeared in major newspapers, e. g. Luis Alberto Solé, AIR Lucha por la Libertad de 

Información y Opinión, in: El Dia, 26.10.1975, Un documento de UNESCO abre la posibilidad para 
monopolio en información, in: El Comercio, 24.09.1975, and Informe destinado a marxistas e fascistas, 
in: O Globo, 26.9.1975, collected in AG 8, Series: DDG2, Folder: 149 (DDG 2/46), UAP. 

157 Director-General to Zaher, 02.12.1975, AG 8, Series: DDG2, Folder: 149 (DDG 2/46), UAP. 
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broadcasters from all over the Americas, the AIR felt left aside when UNESCO began 

to focus on communication policies in Latin America.158 

The IAPA raised similar complaints, although without having any official status 

with UNESCO. AIR and IAPA were alarmed about what they saw as attempts to 

subject the media to government control. They interpreted the ‘code of ethics’ or 

‘responsibilities’ for media practitioners that had appeared in UNESCO documents as 

a tool of censure. They considered criticism of the dominant position of the big 

international news agencies AP, UPI, AFP and Reuters an assault on the international 

free market of information, news and entertainment. Nationally, they were 

preoccupied that the media would become a function of the state under the pretext of 

development and the protection of a national identity. Internationally, the proposed 

regional cooperation among Latin American states, and concretely, the setting-up of 

a Latin American news agency meant competition in the news market or even the 

closing off these markets in the region.159  

On the basis that the conference was planned as an intergovernmental meeting, 

the UNESCO secretariat had declined the IAPA and AIR’s requests to send 

observers.160 This only increased the suspicion and subsequent protest. In May 1976, 

the IAPA and AIR joined forces and formed the “World Press Freedom Committee” 

(WPFC), an activist group representing various journalists and newspaper editors’ 

associations across North and South America. George Beebe was elected chairman of 

the WPFC.161 Together with German E. Ornes, the publisher of the Santo Domingo-

based newspaper El Caribe and other colleagues, Beebe traveled to Costa Rica and 

organised an “emergency” meeting on July 12 in San José, just across the street from 

where UNESCO’s conference was about to start the same day.  

The meeting was held in the form of a press conference and declared the 

UNESCO conference as not only “threatening to the free press of the Americas, but 

                                                

158 Zaher to Bekri, 19.05.1976, AG 8, Series: CAB 7, Folder: 47 (Cab7/12), UAP. 
159 A concise summary of the arguments by the American journalist Dana Bullen, who soon joined the 

protests and later became executive director of the WPFC, Bullen, Dana, Voices of Freedom: The Story of 
the World Press Freedom Committee (Reston: World Press Freedom Committee, 2002).  

160 IAPA Barred From Latin Parley, [newspaper clipping, unnamed, undated], Box: 16, Folder: UNESCO—
Costa Rica—1976, World Press Freedom Committee Records 1921-2009 [WPFCR], Department of 
Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University. 

161 Ibid., 5-6. 
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carries potential danger to the press of the entire world”. Beebe promised vigorous 

resistance to what he described as a combined Third World and Soviet attack on the 

free press and announced with a view to future WPFC activities: “Our voice will be 

raised louder than ever before in condemning such a devious course.”162 

Only a few days earlier in New York, another NGO had sounded a similar alarm. 

The human-rights-oriented Freedom House distributed to the press a document that 

read: “Every citizen—particularly journalists—of free countries should understand 

that the forthcoming UNESCO conference on communication policies may have […] 

ominous consequences for the press and its audience far beyond the countries of Latin 

America.”163  

Founded in 1941, Freedom House had enjoyed the early patronage of 

committed internationalists such as Wendell Willkie and Eleanor Roosevelt. Starting 

in 1973, their yearly “Freedom in the World” reports evaluated the degree of 

“freedom” and “democracy” in each country of world.164 In 1976 and in the run-up 

to San José, Executive Director Leonard Sussman became alerted to the developments 

at UNESCO. Sussman claimed: “Freedom House has secured hundreds of pages of 

background papers prepared by UNESCO ‘expert’, held for ‘limited distribution,’ 

which were then withdrawn as opposition developed from some Latin American 

journalists.”165 The papers, he said, “describe in great detail, plans for governmental 

control and intimidation of the press, as well as recommending exclusive government 

dispensing of information. These policies, in UNESCO’s own words, may have ‘far-

reaching’ consequences.”166 While the immediate reason for his alarm was the San José 

conference, the papers he referred to were working documents prepared for the 

preceding UNESCO expert consultations in Bogotá, July 1974, and Quito, June 1975. 

                                                

162 George Beebe, Remarks at the San José, Costa Rica Emergency Session of the IAPA Executive 
Committee—July 12, 1976, Box: 20, Folder: 24, WPFCR. 

163 Freedom House, Advisory. Intergovernmental Conference on Communication Policies in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, 30.06.1976, Series 10, Box: 169, FHR.  

164 Since 1979 Freedom House also publishes a separate yearly report “Freedom of the Press”. Today there 
is also a report “Freedom of the Net”, URL: https://www.freedomhouse.org/content/our-history 
[15.02.2016]. 

165 Leonard Sussman, [Press Release] UNESCO Conference Threatens Press Freedom, 25.06.1976. Series 
10, Box: 169, FHR. 

166 Ibid. 

https://www.freedomhouse.org/content/our-history
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In this sense, the public debate was catching up with the expert discussions that had 

been going on at UNESCO for some years.  

Interest in or knowledge of UNESCO’s activities were certainly limited within 

the wider public in the U.S.167 But when Sussman used buzz words like 

“nationalization of the news media”, “state control of journalism”, or “governmental 

thought-control”,168 they aroused a great deal of attention, especially within media 

circles. The New York Times, Washington Post, The Christian Science Monitor and numerous 

other U.S. newspapers as well as the news agencies Associated Press and United Press 

International reported about the media debate unfolding around UNESCO over 

summer and autumn 1976. Editorials, columns and feature articles underscored the 

point that the U.S. press took the challenge seriously.169  

After the conference, the German Ornes pinpointed the general feeling. He 

declared that “any governmental attempt to formulate ‘communication policies’” was 

“nothing more, we insist, than a typically Orwellian term to disguise a brutal and 

unmerciful assault on freedom of the press, both at national as well as at international 

levels.”170 George Beebe concluded after the successful press event at San José that: 

“the IAPA Executive Committee scored well in its head-on confrontation with leaders 

of a UNESCO-sponsored conference that was loaded with proposals to shackle the 

news media. We shared headlines and news columns in Costa Rica with the 

Intergovernmental Conference on Communication Policies in Latin America and the 

Caribbean.”171 

                                                

167 Indicative for the little familiarity were the recurrent mistakes in identifying what the letters in 
UNESCO’s name stood for. Even Roscoe Drummond, vice president at Freedom House and an 
influential columnist, spoke of UNESCO as the “economic and cultural arm” of the UN, Roscoe 
Drummond, UNESCO—Tool of News Censorship, in: The Christian Science Monitor, 07.071976, 27. 

168 Freedom House, Advisory. Intergovernmental Conference on Communication Policies in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, 30.06.1976, Series 10, Box: 169, FHR. 

169 E.g. David Anable, Soviets Sneak Up On The Press, The Christian Science Monitor, 12.05.1976, 35, Peter 
Kihss, UNESCO Is Accused on Freedom of Press, New York Times, 01.07.1976, 3, Deirdre Carmody, 
Press Worried by Third World’s Move to Restrict Flow of News, New York Times, 19.07.1976, 7, 
Muzzling the World’s Press, Wall Street Journal, 23.07.1976, 10, Joan Krauter, Press Group Hits 3d World 
Controls, The Washington Post, 24.07.1976, A9, Matthew Kenney, Worries for Latin America’s Press, 
Boston Globe, 25.07.1976, 50, What Are They Afraid Of?, Chicago Tribune, 30.07.1976, A2, UNESCO’s 
Assault on News, The Washington Post, 30.07.1976, A22.  

170 German E. Ornes, Special Report [Inter American Press Association, Executive Committee, Advisory 
Council, San José, Costa Rica, July, 12-19, 1976], Box: 20, Folder: San Jose—UNESCO—1976, 
WPFCR. 

171 George Beebe, Special Report, [undated], Box: 16, Folder: UNESCO—Costa Rica—1976, WPFCR. 
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San José had activated a powerful lobby. Sussman, Ornes, Beebe and others 

would vigorously follow any UNESCO move in the field of media politics over the 

next years.172 More than that, the archives of the World Press Freedom Committee 

and Freedom House reveal how intensely these interest groups lobbied the U.S. State 

Department and took part in shaping the U.S. policy towards UNESCO. The State 

Department appreciated their monitoring function173 as well as the intellectual input 

in drafting governmental position papers. Influential newspapermen like Clayton 

Kirkpatrick, Editor of the Chicago Tribune, and Leonard Sussman would repeatedly join 

the U.S. delegations to UNESCO’s General Conferences over the next years.  

When British journalist Rosemary Righter of the Sunday Times prepared in these 

years a critical study of UNESCO’s involvement media and communication policies 

she reported that the Secretariat was trying to distance itself from some of the more 

ambiguous rhetoric contained in the reports of the Latin American conferences in 

Quito, Bogotá and San José. Those reports, she stated, were drawn from the archives 

and no longer distributed.174 At that point, UNESCO had begun fighting an uphill 

battle and criticism would rise further in the context of the Mass Media Declaration 

and the MacBride-Commission. The NWICO controversy was about to unfold. 

5.10 Conclusion 

The highest posts at UNESCO had pursued the idea of national communication 

policies. After he had managed to place communications on the international 

development agenda in the 1960s, Director-General Maheu stated in 1972 that the 

idea of national communication policies formed part of UNESCO’s “task of 

systematically directing national efforts” in the fields of its competence. In 1976, the 

                                                

172 On the U.S. reaction to San José: Salsamendi to Director-General, Report on the press clippings related 
to the Inter-Governmental Conference on Communication Policies in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
19.10.1976, AG 8, Series: CAB 7, Folder: 15 (CAB 7/57), UAP. 

173 In Ronald Koven, the WPFC would even deploy a full time correspondent to Paris to report about and 
liaise with UNESCO. 

174 Righter, Rosemary, Whose News? Politics, the Press and the Third World (London: Burnett Books, 1978), 149. 
Today they are all available on UNESDOC. 
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working paper to the San José conference reproduced his statement.175 Hopes that 

UNESCO would play a central role in the formulation of such policies were bolstered, 

not least through past experiences. During the 1950s and 1960s, the organisation 

successfully drafted and spread national science policies. Communications policies, 

however, with their deep reach into national economic, political, social and cultural 

structures, were more complicated. A former UNESCO staffer concluded years later 

that few national communications policies had ever been devised with the assistance 

of UNESCO.176  

The idea had nonetheless proven to be highly dynamic. Since 1969/71 

UNESCO’s Mass Communication Department had built an entire research initiative 

around this idea, which allowed a paradigm shift in the way UNESCO looked at 

communications in the development context. Besides, the initiative activated a new 

international and politically engaged network of researchers and thinkers. While the 

first years of the initiative remained more or less on the theoretical and academic level, 

towards the mid-1970s the initiative increasingly entered the realm of politics. Latin 

America was chosen as the testing ground for the transition from theory to politics, 

with the San José conference of July 1976 being the climax.  

The development from around 1969/71 to 1976 catalysed important changes in 

the conception of both international mass communications and models of 

development. The changes in the developing thinking already became apparent at 

UNESCO during the 1960s when voices like Maheu or Adiseshiah turned their 

attention to the national claims and aspirations of the decolonised and developing 

countries. The new research initiative underpinned this change of perspective with 

new epistemic approaches – namely more cultural-relativist approaches. Rather than 

translating universalised models of modernisation to developing countries, it started 

from a thorough contextualisation of development needs, especially in the 

communication field, within the local or regional social, cultural and political 

circumstances. Any development model would thus grow from the bottom up instead 

                                                

175 UNESCO General Conference, 17th Session, Paris 1972, Draft Programme and Budget for 1973-1974, 
17 C/5, [UNESDOC], para. 31. This statement was also quoted in the working paper to the San José 
conference. 

176 Hancock 1994 – Communication Policies, 32. In the 1970s, Hancock had begun working at UNESCO’s 
Mass Communication Sector. 
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of being transplanted from Western, or North American, societies to others – or so it 

was hoped.177  

For national communications systems this meant a conceptual change. In the 

1960s, UNESCO and scholars like Wilbur Schramm pictured the media as a system 

through which relevant development information could be channelled. It presented a 

tool by which each society, each state could be modernised to resemble in the end the 

developed, industrialised, Western countries. From the late 1960s, in turn, the IAMCR 

scholars and UNESCO civil servants regarded communications much more as 

expression or reflection of local or national contexts. Moreover, they understood 

communications much more in terms of its entanglements with international 

conditions, such as markets, technological systems or legal orders. 

Departing from the specific field of communications then, development in 

general was increasingly seen as an interconnected process that could not be detached 

from the broader international order. The view on the interconnectedness was 

decisively driven by the research efforts in the communications field. The UNESCO-

IAMCR alliance had rendered communications less a system that simply had to be 

installed within a national framework. They framed it rather as a process of transfer, 

exchange and interaction with other national or transnational systems. Scholars like 

Schiller, Mattelart, Nordenstreng or Varis had helped bring to the fore this 

interconnectedness by studying phenomena of media flows, cultural dominance and 

the (not so) subtle impacts of (entertainment) media. 

The UNESCO-IAMCR initiative broke this interconnectedness down into 

social, cultural, and economic factors, in order to allow policy formulation on the basis 

of comprehensive data as well as conceptualization. Among the main concepts that 

were eventually discussed at the governmental forum of San José were then the “right 

to communicate”, “news agencies”, and “national mass media councils”. These 

concepts seemed to encompass most of the socio-political reality of mass media – and 

they were deemed a sound basis for policy formulation for national development.  

                                                

177 Of course, also the new approaches drew considerable criticism. As we will see in the final chapters, the 
focus on genuine ground-up approaches was in practice not always compatible with the privileging of 
national governments in the decision making. After all, not all national governments had an interest in 
growing a free media sector based on civil society and grassroots initiatives. This was especially true for 
such governments in developing countries that had a hidden or open totalitarian character. 
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In institutional terms, the research initiative had major consequences on two 

levels. On a scholarly or academic level it contributed not only to a paradigm shift but 

to the growth and expansion of mass communication and media studies. The 

emerging network had institutional impact on the discipline in Western Europe and 

several Eastern European countries. It also affected the Latin American landscape 

which was in itself a highly dynamic intellectual laboratory. On an intellectual or 

ideological basis it produced a considerable critical counterweight to the 

modernisation-oriented North American paradigms.  

As far as UNESCO was concerned, the new initiative moved UNESCO to a 

more value-oriented and normative approach to development policies. The research 

dynamics in the communications field, in which the perspective of development 

countries gained increasing currency, was matched in the political arena by a stronger 

appearance of Third World and developing states at the parliamentary fora of the UN 

and UNESCO. How this government-centred dynamic played out at UNESCO and 

in the communications field will be seen in the context of the Mass Media Declaration 

in the following chapter. 

With these changes happening under the roof of UNESCO, the organisation 

inadvertently raised the stakes. Traditionally grounded in the strong belief that 

international understanding was a goal that all nations agreed upon, and on the self-

understanding that all UNESCO activities would cater to that goal, this consensus 

appeared to be fragile when it came down to actual international politics. Talking 

about and studying international communications was one thing, engaging in policy 

formulation based on the new critical approach was quite another. The interests of 

both governments and relevant business or professional groups were directly affected. 

The increasing publicity surrounding the San José conference drew out the different 

factions and opposition. UNESCO could no longer have any illusions of what it had 

gotten involved with.  

Research had proven a silent yet powerful agent in this dramatisation. 

UNESCO, although eventually not being able to deliver on its normative claims, at 

least fulfilled an important function as a forum. It offered space and opportunity to 

reflect, challenge and replace existing ideas. It allowed new and different groups of 

actors to contribute to this process and helped to catalyse new approaches to 
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development thinking, new understandings of mass communication and refined views 

on global imbalances. It can be attributed to the centrifugal political forces that these 

debates unleashed, that the forum itself, i.e. UNESCO, soon drifted into crisis. The 

attention paid by the media to the debates played its own part in both aspects, in the 

spreading of new ideas and in the production of the crisis. 

 

Inadvertently, the young educationalist Huberman had set the motto for the 

decade at UNESCO when he quoted Machiavelli’s warning to those who sought “a 

new order of things”. When Huberman left UNESCO, the new research initiative 

around the national communications policies was well underway as a driver of the 

“new order”. But not much later, the resisting forces began to materialize to prove 

Huberman and Machiavelli right: aiming for a new order was a difficult, sometimes 

even dangerous, endeavour.  

 





 

339 
 

    

6 Politics of Communication – 
Communicating Politics: the 
“Mass Media Declaration” at 
UNESCO (1970-1976) 

Here in Nairobi, Unesco, closer than ever before to 
universality since it now has 141 Member States, has been 

fully and freely itself, no longer earthbound, as it were, 
by the fact that its Secretariat is located at a particular 
place in the world. It has thus reflected what is the very 

essence of its being: the community of all its Member 
States, universal in the sense that, wherever those States 

are gathered together, there is the Organization.  

(Amadou Mahtar M’Bow, at the closure of 
the nineteenth General Conference, 1976) 

 

 

Delegates to the General Conference witnessed two solemn ceremonies in UNESCO’s 

conference hall in the autumn of 1974. On November 14, the French Director-General, 

René Maheu, who had run the organization for 13 years, stepped down. Representatives 

of all world regions spoke on behalf of UNESCO’s 135 member states.1 The Executive 

Board expressed its gratitude, so did the Chairman of the Group 77, the delegate of 

France as UNESCO’s host country, and the eminent Brazilian intellectual Paulo E. de 

Berredo Carneiro as President of the General Conference. An envoy of the Holy See 

presented him with the “John XXIII Peace Prize” in the name of Pope Paul VI.  

A day later, the new Director-General, the Senegalese Amadou Mahtar M’Bow, 

climbed to the rostrum of the conference hall. In strident words, he declared: “I am the 

symbol”, his election “a gesture of consideration and esteem for regions and peoples – 

those of the Third World – which have for so long been confined to a peripheral rôle in 

reaching decisions and exerting influence at worldwide level”. The 53-year old Senegalese 

had received votes from across all continents and across the ideological spectrum at the 

General Conference. For the first time one of the UN specialised agencies, and as such 

one of the world’s largest intergovernmental organisations, had chosen a candidate of 

colour and of African descent as its Director-General. 

                                                

1  This account follows Valderrama 1995 – A History of UNESCO, 223.  
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Africa, M’Bow noted, was just “emerging from a tragic period of destruction” and 

had suffered for centuries from “domination, racialism and apartheid”. His election 

demonstrated the new position of the “disinherited peoples”. Millions of people will 

regard “this election as a milestone” in history and he understood it as nothing less than 

a mandate to contribute to “set[ting] international co-operation on an increasingly 

equitable footing”.  

The nomination process of M’Bow from late 1972 through 1974 did not cause 

much diplomatic squabbling, much in contrast to those of Huxley in 1946 or Maheu in 

1962. Was it because as early as in 1961, Western UNESCO politicians had foreseen that 

soon the post had to be conceded to a non-Western figure?2 

In June 1973, the Senegalese ambassador to UNESCO had begun lobbying for 

M’Bow.3 In November, Senegalese President Léopold Sédar Senghor presented the 

candidacy of M’Bow in a demarche to US-President Richard Nixon.4 Although non-

committal at first, the US did not try to oppose M’Bow at any point until his election in 

1974. Neither did any other major group of member states at UNESCO. The Mexican 

delegation even asked the Chileans not to propose a candidate of their own, which they 

had considered.5  

French diplomatic reports indicated from 1972 onwards both that the wishes of 

the Third Word would have to play a major role in the selection of the next Director-

General and that by all standards, M’Bow, the current Assistant Director-General for 

Education, would be a suitable candidate.6 They were simultaneously promoting a French 

candidate as Director-General of the International Labour Organization (ILO). If Maheu 

had stayed on, a second French Director-General at the top of a UN organisation would 

                                                

2  See the comments by the Italian Director General Vittorino Veronese or US representative George 
Shuster in Chapter 3. Of course, in November 1961, the Burmese diplomat U Thant became the first 
non-Western head of a large international organisation, namely the United Nations itself. 

3  Embassy Paris to Secretary of State, 18.06.1973, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3225, NARA. 
4  Senghor to Nixon, 12.11.1973, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3225, NARA. 
5  Embassy Paris to Secretary of State, 22.06.1973, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3225, NARA. 
6  Délégué Permanent à Monsieur le Ministre, 08.03.1972, Délégué Permanent à Monsieur le Ministre, 

03.08.1973, Délégué Permanent à Monsieur le Ministre, 21.12.1973, all in: NUOI 1970-73, Box: 1231, 
Folder: [Candidatures], AMAE ; Délégué Permanent à Monsieur le Ministre, 28.11.1972, NUOI 1970-
73, Box: 1231, Folder: [Candidature], AMAE. 
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have been impossible. Yet, M’Bow was, as the French delegation put it, “of Senegal 

nationality and of French culture”.7  

The delegation of the German Democratic Republic received various letters from 

African delegations and the Bureau of the African Group at UNESCO on behalf of 

M’Bow’s candidacy. A verbal note from the Senegalese Delegation presented M’Bow’s 

candidacy as the expression of the wish of many heads of states that had met at the OAU 

summit in May 1973.8  

The socialist countries would have supported the faintly possible re-election of 

Maheu, not least in acknowledgement of his role in the diplomatically difficult admission 

of the GDR to UNESCO in 1972. But the Soviet permanent representative to UNESCO 

was careful not to come out in support of the wrong candidate at the wrong moment. 

According to him, the top-priority should be not to antagonise in any way the “alliance 

of anti-imperial states” – the Soviet terminology for the now strongly emerging group of 

non-aligned states.9Eventually, Maheu, who had left his candidature open until the last 

moment, quietly released his grip on the office because no party showed support for him. 

The time had come for a new face, that of the African Third World representative 

Amadou Mahtar M’Bow.  

 

The largely consensual election of M’Bow occurred at time when a stark new 

polarisation appeared along the increasingly articulated North-South divide. The oil 

embargo of the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC), 

beginning in October 1973 as reaction to U.S. support for Israel in the “Yom Kippur 

                                                

7  Délégué Permanent à Monsieur le Ministre, 28.11.1972. 
8  [Delegation of Senegal to UNESCO] Note Verbale à la Délégation Permanente de la République 

Démocratique Allemande auprès de l’Unesco, 13.12.1973, MfAA, C 78-77: Kandidatur Amadou-Mahtar 
M’Bow für die Funktion des Generaldirektor der UNESCO sowie Haltung der DDR dazu und 
Abstimmung mit der sowjetischen UNESCO-Kommission [hereafter: C78-77], PA AA. Furthermore, 
a declaration of the African Group in January 1974 recalled the “ardent and legitimate desire of African 
Heads of States to promote Africans to take up responsibility in the leadership of international 
organizations”. [Déclaration du Groupe Africain, 16.01.1974], MfAA, C78-77, PA AA: “rappelant 
également le désir ardent et légitime des Chefs d’Etats Africains pour la promotion d’Africains en vue 
d’assumer des responsabilités de Direction d’Organisations Internationles”. Another declaration of 
February 11, 1974, noted gratefully the support for M’Bow that had begun to be evident also in regions 
other than Africa and noted that this African candidacy seemed to have become in fact a candidacy of 
the entire Third World, Déclaration du Groupe Africain, 11.02.1972], MfAA, C 78-77, PA AA: „cette 
candidature africaine qui apparait déjà en fait comme celle du Tiers-Monde“. 

9  [Vermerk] Zur Wahl des Generaldirektors der UNESCO auf der XVIII. Generalkonferenz [undatiert, 
Frühjahr 1974], MfAA, C 78-77, PA AA. 
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War”, was among the clearest signs of this global divide. The hike in oil prices and the 

sudden shock it caused mainly, but not only, to Western highly oil dependent economies 

placed questions of economic relations and the management of natural resources squarely 

on the international agenda. The concerted action of the OAPEC met with the dynamic 

leadership of Algerian President Houari Boumediene, who helped to infuse the Non-

Aligned Movement with new life at its fourth summit in Algiers in September 1973. Both 

events set the stage for a moment of unity in which Arab countries, decolonised countries 

and developing countries from around the globe staged a common call for a re-calibration 

of international (economic) relations. 

Capitalising on a solid majority within the United Nations, this group of states 

moved the UN to convene its Sixth Special General Assembly in spring 1974 and pushed 

through the adoption of a “Declaration on the New International Economic Order” 

(NIEO) and a “Programme for Action” for its establishment. Despite considerable 

differences within this group, the NIEO-moment of 1974 marked the peak of unity for 

the Global South.10  

The NIEO declaration and programme packaged a series of economic and political 

demands, the word culture does not occur in either document. However, when not only 

the debates in the General Assembly, but also the activities of the UNESCO are taken 

into consideration, the image changes. As this chapter argues, culture was an important 

category in the Global South’s demands for a new, more just world order. In concrete 

terms, the debate on the Mass Media Declaration11 shows, first, how UNESCO as an 

organisation – and especially its Director-General at the top – promoted the inclusion of 

media- and communications-related aspects into the design of a new international order, 

as indispensable corollaries to the economic aspects. Second, it shows how UNESCO as 

a platform provided the space for actors of the Non-Aligned Movement to embrace the 

media issue and expand their calls for a new order to address not only economic but also 

cultural disparities in North-South relations. Third, it will show how international policies 

on media, information and communication became a focal point in a moment in which 

                                                

10  Gilman 2015 – The New International Economic Order, 6; Mazower 2012 – Governing the World, 
304. 

11  For reasons of convenience, I will use this shorthand throughout the text in order to refer to the 
declaration whose exact title was subject to intense discussions and, in all its variations, consisted of an 
unspeakable word chain running through several lines. 
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big power politics had to respond to profound challenges to the existing international 

order.  

6.1 The NIEO-Moment at the United Nations: The non-

aligned states and the politics of visibility 

A year before the election of M’Bow, in November 1973, the US-Mission to the United 

Nations in New York sent an alarming cable to the State Department in Washington. 

The Mission had observed that the “non-aligned countries” had gained a new degree of 

cohesion and discipline.12  

In September 1973, some 75 of these countries had gathered in Algiers for the 

Fourth Summit Conference of Non-Aligned Countries. Under the leadership of the 

Algerian President Houari Boumediene the group showed new resolve and discipline in 

articulating common concerns and objectives. Diverse as they were, they were also united 

in their militant anti-colonialism – and they shared a profound frustration about their 

economic status quo. The Algiers Summit Declaration spoke of both aspects. Fifty pages 

were dedicated to a political indictment of all residues of colonialism, the next fifty pages 

articulated an array of claims addressing the economic imbalances. After all, the Global 

South presented the vast majority of the global population, yet produced only some 15% 

of the world GDP. Algiers sent a powerful signal to the industrial powers that this 

disparity ought to be corrected.13 

The signal was picked up in New York – at the U.S. Mission to the United Nations. 

The global body had changed dramatically throughout the 1960s and early 1970s. The 

membership had now grown to about 144 countries in 1975, among which the West had 

become a minority. The Non-Aligned states, commanded a solid majority able to rule the 

UN General Assembly. To U.S.-diplomats who had observed the conference, Algiers 

was an opening shot. A cable to the State Department listed as main issues of concern 

“development, the Middle East, and Southern Africa” and spoke of a generally “growing 

                                                

12  USUN to State, 4973, November 21, 1973, in: FRUS, 1969–1976, Vol. E–14 (part 1), Documents on 
the United Nations, 1973-1976, Document 9, URL of the Volume: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/ frus1969-76ve14p1/d9US-Tele (last accessed, January 
30, 2018) [hereafter: FRUS, 1969–1976, Vol. E–14 (part 1)]. See also State to Certain Diplomatic Posts, 
99106, May 13, 1974, in: FRUS, 1969–1976, Vol. E–14 (part 1), Document 13, and State to All, A-4568, 
June 5, 1974, in: FRUS, 1969–1976, Vol. E–14 (part 1), Document 16. 

13  Algiers Summit Declaration 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/%20frus1969-76ve14p1/d9US-Tele
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frustration with [the] status quo”.14 The U.S. would be seen as “a principal obstacle to 

UN action” on these issues. 

With a view to the UN as an institution, the diplomats had observed a “growing 

sophistication” of Non-Aligned countries in handling the multilateral arena: the “weak 

new states [have] become aware of the limits of unilateral or even regional action, and 

the need to attract the most widespread support possible.”15 The conclusion was clear: 

“If the non aligned are able to maintain their present momentum towards concerted 

action, the US is likely to find itself increasingly isolated, and overridden in UN forums”.16  

Indeed, only a few months later, again upon the initiative of President Boumediene 

the Non-Aligned countries called for a special session of the UN General Assembly to 

address – at a global level – the economic concerns already articulated in Algiers. And on 

May 1, 1974, the UN General Assembly adopted the “Declaration on the Establishment 

of a New International Economic Order” and a “Programme of Action” – the climax of 

the “NIEO-Moment”.  

As much as all actors read the NIEO as the programme of economic rebalancing 

that it was,17 U.S. diplomats and other contemporaries understood that the NIEO-

moment was also about visibility. On the one hand, the new Third World majority played 

on the forum function of the UN institutions. The UN General Assembly, with its 

parliamentarian pretense, was especially suitable to stage in a globally visible way an 

alternative political agenda. On the other, the UN and its specialized agencies itself had 

become recognised as an expression, as institutionalised embodiments, of a changing 

international order.18 The Third World managed to employ the UN General Assembly 

and the UN’s own Office of Public Information as communicative tools to table their 

concerns and grievances. In this context, the NIEO was “not simply a technical 

economic agenda” but a full-fledged “ideological alternative to the existing neo-colonial 

order”. Just as this existing order had relied on soft power tools, the new one would need 

those, too. Public diplomacy used to be a privilege of those states who could afford it by 

                                                

14  USUN to State, 4973, November 21, 1973.  
15  Ibid. 
16  Ibid. 
17  On the economics of the NIEO McFarland, Victor, ʻThe New International Economic Order, 

Interdependence, and Globalizationʼ, Humanity, 6, 1 (2015), 217–233. 
18  Sluga 2010 – The Transformation of International Institutions. 
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their economic and technological means. Now, the UN offered visibility to states 

otherwise limited in their resources.  

 

The Non-Aligned Movement took up the theme of economic and social progress 

that mid-century liberal internationalism and the Western developmentalism of the 1960s 

had promised but not delivered. The NIEO presented an order that was predicated on 

economic nationalisation and state rights. UN multilateralism used to be identified with 

liberal internationalism, it now had to incorporate new, dissonant tones. It became a 

function of Third World nationalism.19 

Going beyond the UN as a tool for public diplomacy or a stage for competing 

internationalisms, the institution itself was an expression of the changing international 

landscape. The choice of Secretaries or Directors General at the head of these institutions 

was only the tip of the iceberg in an ongoing battle about representation and the shaping 

of these institutions from the top to the capillaries of their secretariats. The diplomats of 

those countries who had essentially founded these institutions experienced this 

transformation of international institutions as a “cultural shock”. To them, the “Third 

World UN” of the 1970s was hardly recognisable. The difference was “less a matter of 

the proliferation of international institutions and a ‘global consciousness’ and more a 

matter of the delegates of new postcolonial nation states crowding the corridors and 

assembly halls of the UN.”20 

In parliamentary terms, the “colour counting” of member states in the UN General 

Assembly made the realisation inescapable that the “white” states were, from the 1960s 

onwards, in a minority. And the new majority of states from the South was determined 

to use their majority. Thus, they enlisted the awareness raising and norm setting functions 

of the UN. The General Assembly announced in November 1973 a “Decade for Action 

to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination”. The same year, UNESCO began the 

preparations for a Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice which built on UNESCO’s 

previous four statements on race and resulted in the adoption of a Declaration in 1978.  

                                                

19 On this context Sluga, Internationalism in the Age, 128-9. 
20 Ibid., 122.  
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Awareness raising and norm setting was expected to translate into politics. It was 

hoped to fit into the larger project of eliminating the last residues of colonialism and of 

fending off neo-colonial patterns of (cultural) domination. The two most prominent 

targets in the 1970s were South Africa and Israel.21 Within the Non-Aligned camp, the 

vastly different groups of states, Arab and African States, had found in race and racism a 

common category that lent itself to address their respective political projects. The African 

states had the UN condemn the Apartheid regime of South Africa. The Arabs punished 

Israel for its perceived oppression of the Palestinians by forcing through the General 

Assembly a resolution equating “Zionism” with racism in 1975.22 Although two 

fundamentally different cases, both examples served the Non-Aligned by putting 

Western countries, especially the U.S., on the defensive for their open or tacit support of 

Israel and South Africa.  

Especially, the measures taken against Israel raised the resistance of many Western 

actors. Disillusionment and even anger among the U.S. public was particularly strong. 

Critiques of the UN system found therein easy examples of an undue “politicisation” and 

a general decadence at the East River.  

 

The NIEO-moment in the mid-1970s drew its dynamism from the entanglement 

of specific political claims, fundamental discourses on how international relations ought 

to change to reflect the new post-colonial world order and the normative and, especially, 

communicative arsenal available through the UN institutions.  

Sluga suggested that “a cultural perspective on this period” offers “a more 

contorted story of institutional transformation in the form of international political 

agency and representation, the changing legitimacy of different ‘colored’ (if not yet 

gendered) actors on the world scene, and the political power exerted by the ideas of race, 

color, and ethnicity”.23 To bear this dynamism in mind when looking at the UNESCO 

debates on a Mass Media Declaration is more than just a consideration of circumstantial 

                                                

21 According to the US Mission to the UN what had occurred was a “trade off [sic] between the Arabs and 
the Africans of support in their respective campaigns against what they see as residual Western enclaves 
in their areas of the world, i.e. Israel and the White Regimes [sic] of Southern Africa”, USUN to State, 
4973, November 21, 1973. 

22  UN GA Resolutio 3379 (XXX), Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, November 10, 
1975. 

23  Sluga 2010 – The Transformation of International Institutions, 235. 
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facts. The mass media debates were inscribed in these contexts. Yet, the debates itself 

latched onto this changing political reality in a particular way: Addressing the modes in 

which the countries and the regions of the world exchanged news, pictured each other in 

the media, or learned about events at the East River, Paris, or for that matter in Jerusalem 

or South Africa, amounted to nothing less than changing the modes of (public) 

perception and thus changing one of the constitutive elements of the operating system 

of international relations and multilateralism.  

If the existing international communication order had wittingly or unwittingly 

favoured disparities and colonial or neo-colonial dependency, this communication order 

had to change, too, to remedy whatever economic, political or cultural disparity existed.  

6.2 The NIEO-Moment at UNESCO: The “socio-cultural 

dimension” and a new Director-General 

The NIEO-moment presented an opportunity that the UNESCO leadership at Place 

Fontenoy had just been waiting for. In May 1974, immediately after the NIEO-

Declaration, UNESCO’s Executive Board had decided to place the NIEO on the agenda 

of the UNESCO 18th General Conference. Over the coming months, Maheu lay out what 

UNESCO’s role in the realisation of the NIEO might look like. He presented his views 

to the Economic and Social Council that tried to give teeth to the Declaration and 

Programme of Action by formulating concrete steps for their implementation on the 

international and national level. He did not lose time in coming to the crucial argument 

from UNESCO’s point of view: the “expression ‘new international economic order’”, he 

told the ECOSOC “should not be taken literally, otherwise we might be seriously misled 

as to the scope and nature of what is being undertaken”. He acknowledged that the Sixth 

Special Session was predominantly concerned with economic questions, as the reason for 

the Special Session was the immediate economic crisis happening in large parts of the 

developing world. Yet, this crisis could only arouse “awareness of the need to establish a 

new world order” in a more general sense. Maheu held, the “social aspect” was “at least 
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as crucial as the economic aspect”. The social aspect would be “an essential element in 

development, and in any work of international justice”.24 

Maheu had spent much of his time as Director-General of UNESCO on efforts 

to have social and cultural aspects recognised as inherent elements of any development 

policy.25 He counted among the gains of the First Development Decade, in which he 

had pushed UNESCO to play an important role, the realisation that development 

measured by GDP growth alone was not sufficient to bring about social progress. 

Now Maheu reiterated that, to him, the “social aspect” meant a wide array of things. 

It included “social services such as health and education” as well as the “cultural 

element”. Remaining vague on the concept of culture, Maheu pointed to categories 

that went beyond “material well-being” and included “dignity”, “happiness” and 

“values which make life worth living” and of which “culture is both the custodian and 

critic”. In any case, any “establishment of a new system of [international] relations” 

had to bear “socio-cultural considerations” in mind. Adding to this, Maheu called 

upon the ECOSOC to learn from the past when considering the cultural dimension 

of development policies: “the serious difficulties of specifically cultural origin which 

the aid given to these [developing] countries has run up against, particularly as regards 

the transfer of technology, are always there to remind us […] of the problems of 

development”.  

Finally, Maheu pointed out that the social dimension played out also on the 

international plain. Here it would translate into the “even simpler word justice”. The 

initiators of the Special Session were aware of the need for “international justice”, 

which meant, in the rendering of Maheu, that not only the powerful and rich states 

were able to speak up and protect the conditions of living for their people but that all 

states were able to do so: “National economic independence, following on from 

political independence, must go hand in hand with a corresponding emancipation of 

the people”. That would be the “definition of social progress”.26  

                                                

24  Extracts from the Address given by the Director-General to the Fifty-Seventh Session of the United 
Nations Economic and Social Council (Geneva, 5 July 1974), in: UNESCO, Records of the General 
Conference, 18th Session, Paris 1974, 18 C 103, Annex I. 

25  See chapter 4. 
26  All quotes from Address given by the Director-General to the Fifty-Seventh Session of the United 

Nations Economic and Social Council. 
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A working paper to the General Conference in November was no less vigorous 

than Maheu’s speech at the ECOSOC. The document interpreted the NIEO-

Declaration and Programme of Action as an “all-embracing conception of a new 

world-order”. The document, as much as the eventual resolution taken by UNESCO’s 

General Conference,27 remained vague as to the concrete measures UNESCO could 

undertake. It defined in a broad sense three tasks: 1. to contribute to the analysis and 

understanding of those problems that the NIEO sought to respond to as much as to 

the clarification of the ideas presented in the NIEO, 2. to help to communicate and 

promote the ideas of the NIEO with the help of public information campaigns and 

educational efforts,28 and 3. to align its own programmes as well as working structures 

with the principles and objectives outlined in the NIEO-Declaration and 

Programme.29  

To Director-General, René Maheu, the NIEO-moment bore the potential of 

two considerable achievements. The NIEO universalised development policies in the 

sense that development could no longer be brought about by foreign aid, transfer of 

technology, economic and financial assistance etc. but actually had to emerge from an 

entirely new international system that put the states on a level playing field while 

offering preferential terms to the developing countries based on the premises that the 

current international order was a result of past power disparities and had placed a large 

number of states or peoples systematically at a competitive disadvantage. The 

achievement would be to have “socio-cultural factors” once and for all recognised as 

constitutive parts of this level playing field and hence accepted as an area of policy-

making. Needless to say, that UNESCO considered itself ready to offer guidance for 

policy-making in the field of culture. 

The second achievement for Maheu, would have been a personal one, but it did 

not materialise. The Sixth Special Session opened on April 9 in New York. On April 

                                                

27  Resolution 12 UNESCO’s contribution to the establishment of a new international economic order, in: 
UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 18th Session, Paris 1974, 18 C/Resolutions, 114-118.  

28  This corresponded to an effort that was already explicitly mentioned in the International Development 
Strategy for the Second United Nations Development Decade, see section “E. Mobilization of Public 
Opinion”, United Nations General Assembly, Resolution 2626 (XXV), October 24, 1970, URL: 
http://www.un-documents.net/a25r2626.htm, last accessed: January 31, 2018. 

29  This not only meant the inclusion of relevant projects and programmes in the future work plans and 
budgets of UNESCO but also the adequate restructuring of UNESCO’s secretariat including “equitable 
geographical distribution of staff and so on”, see paragraph 13 of Resolution 12, 118. 

http://www.un-documents.net/a25r2626.htm
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10 and 11, René Maheu published two long articles, presented as his personal views 

and not in his function as UNESCO head, in the French newspaper Le Figaro. Under 

the headlines “Towards a new international order” and “For a reform of development 

aid”, he fired a broadside on the New York based mother organisation. He praised 

the effort of Boumadienne and the Third World for having taken the initiative and 

called out the “great powers who had a special responsibility for the creation and 

maintenance of the international order”. In detail, he demanded for a fundamental 

rethinking of development practices and an overhaul of the development aid system 

under UN auspices.30  

In New York, his articles were passed to Secretary General Kurt Waldheim with 

a note that Maheu was “preparing his ‘third career’”.31 The ambitious French 

intellectual had an appetite for higher offices. His siding with Boumadienne, the 

NIEO initiative and the new majority of states by advocating a total reform of the UN 

development aid system could only be a promising strategy in order to rally support. 

However, he had no time to pursue his ambitions further, due to his death at the age 

of 70 in December 1975. 

 

When M’Bow entered the scene in November 1974, he could have simply picked 

up where Maheu had left off. But instead of spelling out UNESCO’s role in creating 

a new international order, he was dragged into the conflict between the Arab countries 

and Israel, which had become one of the proxy-confrontations between the Non-

Aligned countries and the imperialist features residing in the current international 

order.32  

On November 21, UNESCO’s 18th General Conference, led by a majority of 

African and Arab states, “condemned” Israel for its ongoing archeological excavations 

in Jerusalem that allegedly altered historic sites representing the city’s partly Muslim 

past. A resolution spoke of Israel’s “illegal occupation of this city” and “invited” the 

                                                

30  René Maheu, Vers un ordre international nouveau?, in: Le Figaro, April 10, 1974, p. 1, 6, and René 
Maheu, Pour une réforme du système d’aide au développement, in: Le Figaro, April 11, 1974.  

31  Confidential Message A.P. to SG, [undated], S-0910-0002-11, United Nations Archives and Records 
Management [UN ARMS].  

32  On the Non-Aligned politics on Israel Dinkel 2015 – Die Bewegung Bündnisfreier Staaten, 206-211. 
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Director-General of UNESCO to withhold financial support to Israel in the fields of 

education, science and cultural cooperation.33 

Twenty-four hours later, the same majority rejected a motion presented by the 

Israeli delegation by which the country would have been added to the European group 

within the General Conference. The regional groups presented a semi-formalised way 

to organise the work of the General Conference. Group members were gathering for 

preliminary discussions on important issues. General Conference working groups 

drew a predetermined number of representatives from each regional group, recreating 

on a smaller scale the general arithmetic between the different political camps at the 

Conference. Although the groups were geographic by appearance – Latin America, 

Asia-Oceania, the Arab group, Europe and Asia –, they were also political. Canada 

and the United States, for example, formed part of the European Group, Russia had 

access to two groups, the European and the Asian.34  

M’Bow, the new Director-General, was not yet long enough in his new position 

to prevent these votes. But he was acutely aware of the situation. In a note to the 

editors of Le Monde, he tried to correct the negative, partisan image of UNESCO that 

had emerged by clarifying that Israel had not, as public commentators had it, been 

excluded from UNESCO but kept the same rights as it had before. Concerning the 

excavations in Jerusalem, he quoted a long list of UN and UNESCO resolutions that 

since the late 1960s had criticised the Israeli government for risking the integrity of 

cultural and historical heritage pertaining to the Christian and the Islamic tradition 

present in the city of Jerusalem.35 

Apart from this, M’Bow made two general remarks. On the one hand, he 

criticised those who spoke of a “politization [sic] of UNESCO”, adding “as if the 

Agencies of the United Nations system had not in fact been born of a political 

determination to found a just and durable peace by […] strengthening understanding 

                                                

33  Resolution 3.427, in: 18 C/Resolutions, 59-60. Several preceding General Conferences had already 
recorded criticism on Israel for purposefully destroying Muslim historic sites, yet, in 1974 the 
Conference for the first time invited direct action from UNESCO’s Director-General. 

34  On regional groups see for instance State to Embassy Paris, 24.04.1973, in: RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 
3224, NARA. 

35  See the English translation of M’Bow’s article appearing December 7, 1974 in Le Monde, distributed in 
a press release by the New York office of UNESCO: Note to Editors, UNESCO/NYO/12E, 
December 6, 1974, S-0910-0002-11, UN ARMS. 
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and co-operation among all peoples”. On the other hand, he warned of conflicts 

“which take on the character of systematic confrontations” and recommended that 

the “adoption of resolutions, even with large majorities, that could result in deep 

bitterness in certain quarters” ought to be avoided. Instead, UNESCO should strive 

for “consensus through patient and open dialogue.”36 

Just what was a stake, became clear at the end of the year. The U.S. Congress, 

bitterly opposed to the repeated attacks on its ally Israel within the various UN fora, 

swiftly added to the 1974 amendment of the United States Foreign Assistance Act a 

clause to withhold funding from UNESCO until the U.S. President would certify that 

those UNESCO actions of “a primarily political character”, to read: against Israel, had 

been corrected.37 While the actual impact of the General Conference decisions on 

Israel was marginal, and their financial loss negligible, the budgetary consequences 

resulting from the U.S. Congress decision were most serious, amounting to about a 

25% reduction of UNESCO’s bi-annual budget.  

The argument about the “politicization” threw in sharp relief differing 

understandings of what ends cultural policies should be a means to. While for some it 

remained a ‘non-political’ part of development cooperation, others saw it as an 

indispensable element in the forging of a new international order. 

UNESCO would become the place where these understandings collided over 

the following years. For the Non-Aligned countries, the condemnation of Israel was 

part of a broader attack on still existing forms of imperialism and neo-colonial 

dependencies. Cultural policies were yet another medium in which the criticism 

inherent in the NIEO claims could be articulated.  

 

The UN’s cultural organisation felt naturally involved. Importantly, it had just 

installed a figure at the top that could give a credible voice to the call for a new 

international order: Amadou Mahtar M’Bow. Journalist Pierre Kalfon, in his portrait 

for the UNESCO Courier, assigned a peculiar temporality to the man that had become 

the first African and the first black person to head a major UN agency: “He had 

                                                

36  Ibid.  
37 Foreign Assistance Act Amendments of 1974, Public Law 93-559, December 30, 1974. 
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jumped a century.”38 M’Bow, born in Dakar, Senegal, in 1921, rose from colonial 

Senegal, studied in the ‘metropole’ in Paris, and was swept by history – as much as 

carried by intelligence and determination – to the top of an international organisation 

as part of, according to Kalfon, “a new generation of men and women […] in the train 

[…] of the present acceleration of history.”39 M’Bow had grown in the rural Sahel in 

the 1920s and 1930s. He absorbed considerable agricultural knowledge from his family 

of farmers, went to a French school in Louga, a city in the Northwest, where he 

learned to read and write, and, after joining the French forces during the Second 

World War, received a technical education at a French military school in Agadir in the 

early 1940s. He decided to head for Paris and his ambition to study took him through 

the preparatory classes to enter French university. 

He went to an engineering school, but was quickly drawn into the vibrant 

intellectual atmosphere at the Quartier Latin, a hot-bed for anti-colonial thought and 

activism, especially after 1945. Among his readings were Aimé Césaire and Léopold 

Sédar Senghor, future president of Senegal, poet and later supporter and confidant of 

M’Bow. He studied Marxist theory and French existential philosophers and read 

forerunners of anti-colonial thought like Alioune Diop of Senegal. Furthermore, he 

established himself in the African community presiding first over the Association of 

African Students in Paris and then over the Federation of Black African Students in 

France. 

At the same time, M’Bow was essentially convinced that the real ground for his 

political activism lay in Senegal itself. He returned to Dakar and followed his vocation 

for teaching. From being one of the country’s first black Secondary School teachers 

(yet in a rural area because the French colonial authorities were suspicious of about 

his political views) he moved to become part of one of UNESCO’s fundamental 

education programmes in Dakar and eventually, in 1957, became the first Minister of 

                                                

38 Kalinovsky, Artemy M., The End of the Cold War and the Third World: New Perspectives on Regional Conflict 
(London: Routledge, 2013), 14. Kalfon had worked as journalist as well as cultural attaché for two 
French embassies in Latin America, he was an expert on political figures like Che Guevara and Salvador 
Allende. 

39 The following is largely based on Kalfon’s account. A comprehensive biography of M’Bow represents 
one of the bigger gaps in the existing literature on African politicians and statesmen of the twentieth 
century, which has comprehensively studied national figures but has left those who chose post-war 
internationalism as their platform mostly unaccounted for.  
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Education and Culture under the first elected, pseudo-autonomous government of 

French Senegal. 

After decolonisation in 1960, M’Bow’s path between educator and political 

leader tilted towards the latter. Under Senghor he became minister twice and 

represented Senegal at UNESCO’s General Conference in 1966 and 1968. He was 

appointed to UNESCO’s Executive Board in 1966, before fully entering the 

organisation as high functionary. Director-General Maheu in 1970 made him Assistant 

Director-General for Education. Already in 1968, the US mission in Paris identified 

M’Bow as the “dynamo behind the group” of African and Arab states.40 In 1969, the 

US delegation attested that M’Bow gave a “stellar performance” as chairman of an 

important sub-committee, being “business-like and efficient by Western standards”. 

He might be a candidate to become the next chairperson of the Executive Board, the 

delegation reported.41 

Up until the early 1970s, M’Bow was militant in his identification with African 

culture and determination, as Kalfon put it, to “rescue Africa’s past from colonial 

disdain”. He was also militant in his belief in education as the tool to secure this rescue. 

According to Kalfon, M’Bow held that: “dignity comes through learning”. Yet, he was 

also a person who could compromise. He was not militant in seeking confrontation 

with the French colonial authorities. In 1968, he was cautious to sympathise but not 

identify with the student revolt that had swept to Dakar. The combination of his 

personal determination, his belief in education, his strongly held African identity and 

yet his ability to compromise and connect rather than confront, made him a likely, and 

eventually successful, candidate as Director-General of UNESCO in 1974.  

This man whose biography demonstrated the empowering effects of education, 

who became a passionate educator himself and then leader of a major international 

organisation, personified historical change. Naturally, he could not help but become a 

principal protagonist in the drama of the developing world, the Global South, rallying 

to inaugurate a new international order 

                                                

40  Embassy Paris to State, 26.11.1968, RR 59, CFP: 1967-69, Box: 3212, NARA. 
41  Confidential Report of the United States Delegation to the 82nd Session of the UNESCO Executive 

Board, Paris, France, April 22 – May 16, 1969, submitted by Ambassador Katie S. Louchheim, in: RG 
59, IO UNESCO ExB 1966-78, Box: 1, NARA. 
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6.3 The Mass Media Declaration 

6.3.1 Genealogies 

In 1974, between the NIEO-moment and UNESCO’s dealings with communications, 

the dots were yet to be connected. The deliberations on the Mass Media Declaration 

running from 1970 through 1978 provided the framework to forge this connection 

and built the momentum that would soon carry over into the global debate on a “New 

World Information and Communication Order”.  

The point of departure was a resolution, proposed by the Belarusian delegation 

at the sixteenth General Conference in 1970. The resolution deemed “that 

information media should play an important part in furthering international 

understanding and co-operation in the interests of peace and human welfare”. It called 

upon member states to enact steps, including legislation “to encourage the use of 

information media against propaganda on behalf of war, racialism and hatred among 

nations, and to provide Unesco with information on the subject.”42 The Conference 

registered standard reservations by some delegates against the idea of national 

legislation in the media field, but overall little controversy. The resolution passed with 

a few no-votes, but without much noise.43 

Two years later, in 1972, the Soviet delegation introduced a similar draft 

resolution that went further in its operative terms. It requested the Director-General 

to prepare “a draft declaration concerning the fundamental principles governing the 

use of the mass information media with a view to strengthening peace and 

international understanding and combating war propaganda, racialism and 

apartheid.”44 The vocabulary of strengthening peace and international understanding 

                                                

42  Resolution 4.301, in: UNESCO. Records of the General Conference, 16th Session, Paris, 1970, 16 
C/Resolutions, UNESCO: Paris, 1971, 60. The replies from member states were presented in the 
Report on Existing Legislation and Measures Taken by Member States to Encourage the Use of Mass 
Media Against Propaganda on Behalf of War, Racialism and Hatred Among Nations, 17 C/77, 
September 15, 1972, UNESCO: Paris, 1972. 

43  Report of the Programme Commission, in: UNESCO. Records of the General Conference, 16th 
Session, Paris, 1970, 16 C/Reports, UNESCO: Paris, 1971, 115. On the genesis of the Mass Media 
Declaration see the two source collections UNESCO, Historical Background of the Mass Media Declaration 
(Paris: UNESCO, 1982), Nordenstreng, Kaarle and Hannikainen, Lauri, The Mass Media Declaration of 
UNESCO (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 1984).  

44  Resolution 4.113, in: UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 17th Session, Paris, 1972, 17 
C/Resolutions, UNESCO: Paris, 1973, 70. 
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was reminiscent of the war-mongering-debates at the UN in the 1940s and 1950s. The 

references to racism and apartheid secured the votes of the Non-Aligned and 

developing states.  

The 1972 General Conference was, however, dominated by the controversies 

on the “Satellite Declaration”. The discussion on satellites exacerbated the fears 

related to modern mass communications, which were increasingly difficult to contain 

and easily spilled over into other state territories. Against this background, there was 

sympathy for a general declaration that went beyond a specific communication 

technology. Discussions attested to a “widespread concern with the rôle of the mass 

media in influencing the attitudes and values of the public” and delegates deemed it 

“desirable to bring many of these considerations [made in the field of satellites] 

together in a considered text which might best be embodied in a formal declaration.”45 

Opponents from the West of a declaration were more vocal in 1972 than in 

1970. While they had nothing against the idea of media supporting peace and 

international understanding, they doubted the suitability of a declaration to achieve 

this. The draft encouraged Member States “to take all possible measures to ensure that 

the mass information media are not used for propaganda on behalf of war”. If this 

implied legal measures controlling media content, several delegates declared, that 

would be incompatible with the fundamental values their countries held regarding the 

media.  

The Eastern European and socialist countries wowed the developing countries 

into the initiative, thus forming a solid majority within the Conference’s Programme 

Commission (32 to 15, with 13 abstentions). The U.S., the Federal Republic of 

Germany and the Scandinavians emerged in opposition. France, Finland and some 

middle-of-the-road developing countries tried to stay outside the confrontation.46 In 

the plenary of the General Conference fewer countries chose to openly oppose the 

bloc of socialist and developing countries and the resolution passed with 68 to 6 (16 

abstentions).  

                                                

45  Report of Commission IV, in: UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 17th Session, Paris, 1972, 
17 C/Reports, UNESCO: Paris, 122. 

46  According to Kaarle Nordenstreng who, as member of the Finnish National Commission for UNESCO 
had access to the internal report of the Finnish delegation to the conference, ibid., 86. 
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In 1972, the debate on a general resolution, however, remained somewhat in the 

shadow of the “Satellite Declaration” that was pushed through by the same bloc of 

socialist and developing states. Western observers interpreted the so-called “prior-

consent”-clause in the “Satellite Declaration” as an instrument of state censure and an 

assault on the international information freedom. U.S. media executives had publically 

scolded the U.S. Department of State for having allowed such a Declaration to pass.47 

The new call for a broader Mass Media Declaration carrying the same thrust escaped 

public attention at that point.  

Nevertheless, it was probably the experience of the “Satellite-Declaration” that 

explains why UNESCO’s Secretariat was not enthusiastic about the new declaration 

project. The American Deputy Director-General, John E. Fobes, told delegates at first 

to bear in mind the work done by UNESCO in other areas. In an effort to disperse 

the new initiative, he pointed to ideas for a code of ethics being discussed in other 

international fora and UNESCO’s efforts to assist in establishing news agencies. The 

United Nations, too, would consider similar questions and close co-operation would 

be advisable.48  

Fobes’ hesitation could not alter the course of events. The majority at the 

Conference desired a comprehensive Mass Media Declaration and tasked UNESCO’s 

Secretariat to prepare a first draft to be submitted at the next General Conference in 

1974.  

Julian Behrstock, the American head of the Division of Free Flow of 

Information, turned to the Swedish international lawyer Hilding Eek, who was himself 

a living symbol of post-World War II debates on the freedom of information. Eek 

had participated in many international meetings and advised various UN bodies on 

the subject. He was also  teaching international law at the University of Stockholm.49 

He was intimately familiar with the background and had been consultant to UNESCO 

in the preparation of the “Satellite Declaration”. Eek and Behrstock embarked on a 

difficult journey.  

 

                                                

47  See chapter 4.  
48 17 C/Reports, 122. 
49 Among his works the authoritative Eek 1953 – Freedom of Information. 
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Seen from the Secretariat and its long-held ambitions, the new Declaration 

project spoke to two major UNESCO objectives. First, it represented another attempt 

to domesticate modern technology in the service of education, culture and science, 

and to employ them to support peace and international understanding. Second, the 

declaration promised to continue the tune UNESCO officials had sung for years about 

the relevance of the socio-cultural dimension in development. This included the 

importance of the cultural rights of peoples and states, that UNESCO had already 

proclaimed in the crucial 1966 Declaration on International Cultural Cooperation, as 

well as the notion that economic progress relied on the mobilisation of human 

resources which required social and cultural mediation.  

In an intellectual sense, the Declaration project tapped into one of the most 

potent strands of UNESCO’s mass communication activities, i.e. its research 

activities. To be state of the art, and politically and socially relevant, the Declaration 

had to reflect the trajectory that communications research under UNESCO auspices 

had followed over the previous fifteen years. Concepts emanating from the studies 

and deliberations on national communication policies, development communication, 

information flows or the right to communicate were likely to become relevant. Besides 

the conceptual input, the connection with this research secured the participation of 

the networks that had carried out the studies. The International Association for Mass 

Communication Research (IAMCR), headed by the British James Halloran, the 

International Organization of Journalists (IOJ), run by the Finnish Kaarle 

Nordenstreng, the Latin-American network of intellectuals, among them the Bolivian 

Luis Ramiro Beltran, all joined the deliberations and contributed to the formulation 

of the Declaration over the next years.  

Another intellectual pedigree remained more tacit, yet left its mark on the 

Declaration project from the start – namely in the person of Hilding Eek. As part of 

the Swedish delegation, Eek had been a first-hand witness to the slow death of the 

Draft Convention on the Freedom of Information after 1948 and other similar 

declaration projects, as they were handed back and forth between the UN General 

Assembly, the ECOSOC, and the Sub-Commission on Freedom of Information. 

Eek’s presence ensured the continuity of many from the 1940s. But it also reminded 
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them of the political deadlock they had entered into, especially in the Cold War climate 

of the 1950s and early 1960s.50 

 

Apart from these continuities, the new project differed markedly from 

UNESCO’s previous efforts in the communications field. First and foremost, the 

Declaration project was clearly government initiated and driven. The post-war 

moment of freedom of information was determined by the coalescence of 

governmental and non-governmental actors, mainly from the West, who pursued a 

somewhat ecumenical internationalism of which the freedom of information would 

ideally form a part. In the 1960s, UNESCO’s efforts were guided by the Secretariat’s 

turn towards development policies and drew its dynamic from theory, namely 

modernisation theory. The “Satellite Declaration” in turn was in the first place a 

springboard deemed useful by internationalists who believed in the power of 

normative action by a world body like UNESCO. Soon, however, it was co-opted by 

governments as it matched the political interests of many socialist and developing 

countries. The “Satellite Declaration” was the governmental warm-up for the “Mass 

Media Declaration”.  

Now, the “Mass Media Declaration”, since Geneva 1948 the biggest – and 

ultimate – attempt to establish a globally accepted set of norms for an international 

communications order, lay squarely in the field of governments. Governments 

initiated the project through General Conference resolutions and it depended on the 

political backing of as many governments as possible to acquire authority. 

The “Mass Media Declaration” was also, up to that time, the most public 

UNESCO undertaking in the realm of mass communications. For better or worse, the 

press around the world – and with particular verve the US press – caught up with 

UNESCO’s communications activities in 1975 and 1976. The reasons for this are 

manifold. The heightened North-South conflict turned the public focus on the UN 

and its agencies as one of the main theatres of this drama. The largely symbolic 

                                                

50  When in 1975 Eek was drafting an explanatory essay reflecting the UN’s past efforts in the field as 
guidance to delegates at UNESCO, Julian Behrstock called this exercise an “autobiographical 
experience” for Eek, Behrstock to Eek, 26.11.1975, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 06 76 Déclaration 
sur l’emploides moyens d’information, Reunion d’experts-1976, Part II, UAP. 
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resolutions taken at the General Assembly against Israel further raised the blood 

pressure of those, especially in the West, who were sceptical about the UN in the first 

place. In the case of UNESCO, the word “withdrawal” entered the debate in the U.S. 

Of course, another issue at hand, the possible regulation of the media, naturally raised 

the media’s interest. Attention peaked during the various governmental expert 

conferences and General Conference of UNESCO. 

 

For the time being in 1973 and early 1974, however, UNESCO and Eek could 

take up their work in relative tranquillity. This did not guarantee a smooth kick-off. 

Eek sent the first draft in early September 1973.51 The responses at UNESCO’s 

communication department were not favourable. Pierre Navaux, Director of the 

Division of Development of Mass Media, commented that “obviously Eek doesn’t 

like the job either” implying sloppiness on the part of Eek and echoing the reluctance 

on the side of UNESCO as had been expressed by Deputy Director-General Fobes 

at the 1972 General Conference. 

Navaux deemed untenable, for example, a clause that considered the 

“dissemination of ideas based on racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination” etc. an “offence punishable by law”.52 Obviously, Navaux was all for 

outlawing racism and incitement to hatred. Yet, a sweeping ban on the dissemination 

of ideas, even of those one could easily disagree with, constituted a “basic problem” 

concerning the freedom of information. Eek, the expert on freedom of information, 

could be expected to articulate more accurately that the incitement to hatred could be 

outlawed but not the dissemination of ideas in general. More fundamentally, Navaux 

disagreed with the choice of themes Eek had proposed in his eleven articles. To repeat 

the existing UN Code of Ethics for media personnel or to include the protection of 

privacy, would be “really getting away from the subject” which was, according to 

Navaux, “peace and international understanding”. He and others in Paris wanted a 

                                                

51  Eek to Behrstock, 04.09.1973, and the attached [Draft] Declaration, CRC: 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 
Declaration on the Use of the Mass Media, Part I, UAP.  

52  Ibid., and [Navaux] to [Naesselund], Draft declaration on media and peace, [undated], CRC: 1967-89, 
Folder: 307 A 102 Declaration on the Use of the Mass Media, Part I, UAP. 
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politically sharpened and more ambitious draft. The Secretariat reworked the draft and 

returned it to Eek with the changes made.53  

In late 1973 and early 1974, the draft was submitted for comments to two 

experts: the Swiss Jacques Bourquin and the Yugoslav Bogdan Osolnik. Bourquin, 

based at the Social Science School in Lausanne and a long-time president of the 

IAMCR, stood for a moderately liberal attitude towards freedom of information – one 

that defended the media from governmental control, yet was no stranger to regulations 

in the media field, especially with a view to limiting cultural influxes by media from 

abroad. Osolnik, from the Journalism School at the University of Ljubljana, was an 

ardent defender of the notion that media had to serve the national interest, which in 

turn was best organized and presented by (a socialist) government. The first draft 

together with the comments was presented to a meeting of experts at UNESCO house 

in March 1974.54 Based on the first draft, the comments and the views expressed at 

the expert meeting, UNESCO’s secretariat prepared a second draft that was presented 

to the 18th General Conference in November 1974. 

During and after the General Conference in 1974 this second draft received 37 

amendments. Eventually, a conference of governmental experts in December 1975 

was given the task to consider these amendments and to formulate the third draft of 

the Declaration which was then submitted to the 19th General Conference in Nairobi 

in November 1976.55 

The drafting chronology roughly mapped onto a political chronology that shall 

be traced here. In the initial phase from 1970 to 1974, the socialist camp appeared to 

be in the driving seat. In the second phase around 1975, in a dramatic move, the 

                                                

53  Eek to Wegman, 06.10.1973, CRC: 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 Declaration on the Use of the Mass 
Media, Part I, UAP. 

54  Meeting of Experts on a Draft Declaration Concerning the Use of the Mass Media, Unesco House, 
Paris, March 11-15, 1974, Conf-74/Conf.616/3, January 23, 1974, UNESDOC. This document 
contains the draft and an abridged various of the comments, for the full comments see Osolnik to 
Wegmans, January 11, 1974, and Bogdan Osolnik, [Comments], Ljubljana, December 28, 1973, and 
Jacques Bourquin, [Comments], [undated], in: CRC: 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 Declaration on the Use 
of the Mass Media, Part I, UAP. 

55  The meeting reports can be found on UNESDOC; Draft Declaration of Fundamental Principles on the 
Role of the Mass Media in Strengthening Peace and International Understanding and in Combating War 
Propaganda, Racism and Apartheid, 12.07.1974, 18 C/35, UNESDOC, for the UNESCO 1982 – 
Historical Background of the Mass, 43-49, 51-64; Draft Declaration of Fundamental Principles 
Governing the Use of the Mass Media in Strengthening Peace and International Understanding and in 
Combating War Propaganda, Racism and Apartheid, 01.07.1976, 19 C/91, UNESDOC. 
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Western states appeared at the forefront of the stage – mainly with attempting to halt 

the entire debate. The third phase, especially in 1976 (and after) was dominated by the 

Non-Aligned countries.  

6.3.2 The Socialist Gambit (1970-74) 

From the very beginning the socialist countries had had a critical attitude towards 

UNESCO. Projecting an idea of UNESCO as a mainly intellectual and emphatically 

universal organisation, the Preparatory Commission in 1945 had left one seat open on 

the future Executive Board, inviting the reluctant Soviet Union to join in. But the 

Soviet Union saw the organisation as a Western propaganda outlet and an instrument 

to promote anti-socialist values. In 1950, a Russian commentator wrote in the Soviet 

publication New Times: “One would think that UNESCO would strive in its activities 

to uphold and propagate the ideals of peace, friendship, and cultural cooperation.” 

But actually the organisation had come “under the thumb of American imperialists”. 

Under the sign of “cosmopolitanisms”, the author argued, “UNESCO preaches and 

defends the policy of American aspirants to World dominion. It serves to further the 

ideological expansion of dollar imperialism and shares actively in propaganda hostile 

to the Soviet Union and the People’s Democracies.”56  

In the absence of the Soviet Union proper, the three Eastern European member 

states, Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary, represented the socialist bloc in the early 

years of UNESCO. They were joined by Yugoslavia, which was at the time of 

UNESCO’s foundation still an ally of the Soviet Union. In a widely received statement 

at the first General Conference in 1946, the Yugoslav representative Wladislav 

Ribnikar had interpreted the famous preamble of UNESCO’s constitution—“Since 

wars begin in the minds of men”—as expression of an anti-Marxist founding principle 

of UNESCO and read it as a denial of historical materialism, according to which the 

                                                

56  Quoted from Armstrong, John A., ʻThe Soviet Attitude Toward UNESCOʼ, International Organization, 
8, 2 (1954), 217–233, 221-2. Conversely, around the same time there was considerable public criticism 
of UNESCO within the US. Here UNESCO’s “cosmopolitanism” was interpreted as a euphemism for 
an intellectual climate in which socialist leanings could thrive. The involvement of leftist figures like 
Julian Huxley or Joseph Needham as well as the suspected infiltration of UNESCO by spies from the 
East created a vexing image of UNESCO as harboring anti-capitalist and anti-American attitudes, 
Maurel 2010 – Histoire de l'UNESCO, 111-9. 
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origins of war lay not in intellectual but economic conditions.57 No other socialist state 

applied for membership in the early years and, for the time being, the Czech, Polish 

and Hungarian delegates gave tiringly long statements and performed repeated walk-

outs while trying to expose a Western and American bias in UNESCO. When in 1952, 

UNESCO’s General Conference decided to admit Francoist Spain, the Polish, Czech 

and Hungarian ambassadors submitted a letter announcing their withdrawal from 

UNESCO.58  

That was of course not to say that the socialist camp was disinterested in 

UNESCO, to the contrary. As John Armstrong, a social scientist in a governmental 

research project at Columbia University, analysed in 1954, the Soviet Union had strong 

interests in the “over-all effect of UNESCO upon public opinion in the non-

Communist world”. In Armstrong’s words, “In UNESCO, as in many other 

international bodies, Soviet bloc efforts endeavoured to capitalize upon the universal 

desire for peace. The Soviet bloc delegates stressed the allegedly peaceful nature of 

the Soviet system and charged that the United States and its allies were the instigators 

of a new conflict.”59 

This was the guiding maxim of Soviet delegate, Vsevolod Stoletov, when he 

addressed the General Conference in 1954 after the post-Stalinist Soviet Union had 

joined UNESCO. Considerable sections of Stoletov’s speech were dedicated to the 

role of mass media in creating a “peaceful” international climate. With a view to 

UNESCO’s implicit mandate in the communications area, he stressed that “the Soviet 

delegation attaches great importance to steps being taken to prevent the utilization of 

mass communication for the propaganda of war and all other propaganda which tends 

to sow enmity and hatred among the peoples.” He emphasised that the Soviet 

government had enacted legislation condemning any kind of war propaganda.60 

                                                

57  See also Chapter 1.  
58  All three countries did not formally withdraw and resumed their membership in 1954, the year the Soviet 

Union joined UNESCO. 
59  Armstrong 1954 – The Soviet Attitude Toward UNESCO, 226f. 
60  He added that in “the Soviet newspapers and books, on film screens and in radio broadcasts, in our 

songs and on stage, nowhere will you find a call to war, or a glorification of the forces of death and 
destruction”, UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 8th Session, Montevideo 1954, 
8 C/Proceedings, 80.  
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As seen before, Socialist delegates to international conferences repeated the 

mass media theme throughout the late 1940s and 1950s. They scored on the 

ideological field by depicting the socialist (state-controlled) press as peace-loving and 

contrasting it to the supposed Western cultural imperialism. Inevitably, UNESCO was 

one of the fora where such charges could be presented. 

This basic constellation had not changed in the early 1970s. The fears of Western 

or American cultural imperialism were no socialist obsession. They had become a 

topic for scholarly and intellectual debate around the globe as well as an issue raised 

regularly by politicians from the decolonized and developing countries. The arrival of 

communication satellites only extrapolated the imbalance in the communication field. 

Moreover, if in the 1940s and 1950s, UNESCO had offered an ideological battlefield 

under the sign of the rising Cold War, by the early 1970s it was again to turn into an 

ideological battlefield – now with a more pronounced North-South dimension.  

One socialist state in particular registered this momentum – the German 

Democratic Republic. After the Federal Republic had decided to no longer oppose its 

membership, the GDR was admitted as member state number 130 during the 17th 

General Conference in November 1972.61  

Ewald Moldt, the deputy Foreign Minister of the GDR, considered the 

conference to be altogether satisfactory. The “exploitation of UNESCO as stage 

against socialist ideas by the imperialist power was no longer possible”, he 

concluded.62 With a view to the future he advised that “all tendencies towards de-

                                                

61  A German-German history within the UN and its specialised agencies remains yet to be written. In 
1951, UNESCO was the first international organisation to admit the Federal Republic, the successor 
state of Nazi-Germany, as full member. This move was supported by UNESCO’s claim to universality, 
but also politically protected by a Western majority within UNESCO. Once admitted, the Federal 
Republic, following the so-called Hallstein-doctrine, tried to thwart any international recognition of the 
GDR and hence blocked the GDR’s accession to UNESCO. Only on the basis of the German-German 
Grundlagenvertrag (Basic Treaty) in 1972, did the Federal Republic soften its stand and enable the GDR 
membership in UNESCO. And only in 1973, both German states became full members of the United 
Nations proper where up until then the Western powers and the Soviet Union had mutually blocked a 
one-sided accession with the threat of a Security Council veto.  

62  Original: “Die Ausnutzung der Unesco als Tribüne gegen die Ideen des Sozialismus war den 
imperialistischen Kräften nicht mehr möglich“, in: Ewald Moldt, Bericht der Regierunsdelegation der 
DDR zur 17. Generalkonferenz der UNESCO vom 17.11.-23.11.1972, [undated], DDR, Ministerium 
für Volksbildung, DR 2/25312, Bd. 7, BArch. The reports of the Soviet and Czech delegations in the 
same folder come to similar conclusions. 
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politicization of UNESCO or towards ideological co-existence should be countered” 

[emph. added].63 

The Soviet UNESCO-Commission report listed among the most important 

conference decisions one resolution on “measures for the preservation of national 

cultures as objective foundation for the cultural progress of mankind” that would 

include, for the first time, a “condemnation of the commercialized mass culture of the 

West”.64 The resolution 3.312 referred to did not quite read as the Commission report 

implied. The cultural phenomena criticised were, of course, not attributed to any 

geographic region of origin, let alone a Western one. In general terms the resolution 

only “noted” that “recent trends towards the negation of the national element in 

culture, the headlong development of a ‘mass culture’ primitive in content and the 

promotion of the cult of violence, pornography and horror are threatening national 

cultures and the cultural development of all mankind.”65 Moreover, the resolution 

repeated all major UNESCO statements of the past on the importance and 

preservation of national cultures and outlined numerous measures designed to further 

protect them. Among the threats to national cultures, the resolution listed “racism”, 

“colonialism and neo-colonialism”, “deliberate cultural expansionism” and even 

“political activities” that “would either erode or inhibit the development of known 

autonomous cultures”.  

Although altogether a rather inconsequential resolution, it captured the thrust 

of the kind of cultural policy that socialist states were determined to pursue through 

UNESCO and it ticked off all the buzz-words that would secure the concurrence of 

the developing countries, such as racism, colonialism or “cultural expansionism” 

which was only another word for “cultural imperialism” and in many political and 

intellectual quarters a synonym for “Americanisation”.66  

The assessments by the East German and Soviet delegations reveal the thrust of 

the reinvigorated socialist initiative at UNESCO: first, cultural policies needed to be 

                                                

63  Orig.: “Allen Tendenzen einer Entpolitisierung der Unesco oder einer ideologischen Koexistenz muß 
durch konkrete Maßnahmen entschiedene entgegengewirkt werden”, in: Moldt, Bericht der 
Regierungsdelegation, 1972. 

64  Moldt, Bericht der Regierungsdelegation, 1972 
65  17 C/Resolutions, Resolution 3.312, 56-58. 
66  On “Americanization” see the discussions in chapter 1 and 4. 
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discussed as political issues rather than technical or functional forms of international 

cooperation and second, international cultural policies must emphasise the recognition 

and protection of “national cultures” from which could flow a strong argument for 

the respect of national sovereignty in the cultural field. Additionally, where possible, 

cultural products stemming from the capitalist world were to be depicted as vulgar, 

morally questionable and altogether unhealthy for any country in the process of social 

progress. The Soviet initiative for a Mass Media Declaration during the General 

Conference of 1972 formed part of this political strategy. 

However, the larger socialist gambit in connection with UNESCO’s media debate 

came to the fore during 1973. Among the first indications of this gambit was a round 

table held in Moscow’s House of Friendship with Peoples of Foreign Countries in March 

1973, where some 120 international and Russian journalists met. The theme of the 

meeting was the role of mass media in European détente, and security and cooperation in 

Europe.  

Outside of the North-South conflict, the transformation of the Cold War was of 

crucial development in international relations at this point of time. East-West relations 

began to thaw. The Strategic Arms Limitation Talks led to a contract limiting the two 

superpowers’ nuclear arsenals in 1972 (SALT I). In Europe, too, diplomatic activities 

seeking to lessen the Cold-War-frictions increased from the late 1960s on.67 However, 

the process of détente did not exclusively decrease the tension between both camps, it also 

created new fields of conflict. Both sides quarreled over the proper meaning of détente 

and it became a competition for prestige and influence in the Third World. 

At the Moscow round table, the rhetoric of peace and cooperation dominated 

the discussion. Alexey Shitikov, president of the Soviet of the Union of USSR,68 

welcomed participants by stating that peace in Europe could not be founded on an 

equilibrium of fear but must be built upon a system of relations that guaranteed the 

security of every country. Such a system had to include the inviolability of national 

                                                

67  Westad 2005 – The Global Cold War, Zanchetta, Barbara, The Transformation of American International 
Power in the 1970s (2014: Cambridge Univ. Press, New York).  

68  The Soviet of the Union of the USSR was one of the two chambers of the Supreme Soviet of the Soviet 
Union. The Supreme Soviet in turn was nominally the highest legislative body in the Soviet Union. 
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borders and the principles of peaceful coexistence.69 He was followed by Daniil 

Kraminov, secretary of the Soviet journalist union, who pointed to the responsibility 

of journalists in the fight for disarmament and for peaceful international relations.  

Representatives of the Western press participated, too. A journalist of the Italian 

news agency ANSA suggested the creation of a European journalist commission that 

could watch over rules as well as protections for journalistic work. A North American 

veteran war reporter called upon his profession to work together to avoid a Third 

World War. A journalist from the Federal Republic envisaged a much larger exchange 

of information. Véniamin Baskakov, a Soviet functionary responsible for Soviet 

cinema, jumped on this remark and claimed that too often “information” was turned 

into “disinformation”. For example, recent films in Western Europe telling the story 

of the Second World War diminished the role of the Red Army in the fight against 

fascism. Such disinformation would not contribute to a mutual understanding in 

Europe.  

Among the institutions invited to this round table was, apart from the Russian 

news agency Novosti, the Soviet Committee for European Security and Cooperation, 

which again Alexey Shitikov presided over. This technically non-governmental 

organisation had been founded in 1971 and followed a process of talks on security 

and cooperation that had been recently initiated. 

In November 1972, these talks became more institutionalized as diplomats of 

35 countries, including those from European countries, the U.S., Canada and the 

Soviet Union, began to meet in the Finish capital of Helsinki, initiating what soon 

became known as the Helsinki process.70 Their task was to plan the Conference on 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), a series of high-level talks geared 

towards exploring modes for deeper and more sustainable cooperation across the Iron 

Curtain. The Helsinki process led to the signature of the Helsinki Final Act on August 

1, 1975, which spelt out cooperation in four areas, the so-called “four baskets”: the 

                                                

69  Table Ronde: Le rôle des grands moyens d’information pour la détente européenne et la réalisation des 
principes de la sécurité et de la coopération », in: Comité Soviétique pour la sécurité européenne, Bulletin 
d’information 10, Mars 1973, in: CRC: 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 Declaration on the Use of the Mass 
Media, Part I, UAP. 

70  Romano, Angela, ̒ Détente, Entente, or Linkage? The Helsinki Conference on Security and Cooperation 

in Europe in U.S. Relations with the Soviet Unionʼ, Diplomatic History, 33, 4 (2009), 703–722. 
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first basket dealt with political and geostrategic questions; the second basket focused 

on economic cooperation; the third basket comprised human contact, family re-

unification and human rights; the fourth basket outlined the follow-up process to the 

Final Act. 

Contemporaneously, the first basket assumed most attention. Under the 

leadership of General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, the Soviet Union claimed as a 

diplomatic success that the Final Act recognised the territorial status quo in Eastern 

Europe. Moreover, the provisions in the second basket, promised greater economic 

cooperation and a boost for the strained socialist economies. The Soviet leadership 

was so proud and confident that the full Final Act was printed in the Russian daily 

newspaper Pravda.71 

In hindsight, however, the third basket, with its human rights provisions is often 

accorded major, if not the highest, importance. While the U.S. had been unenthusiastic 

about it, the European Union states had insisted that this part be included. The Soviet 

leadership was divided72 but seemed to trust in Foreign Minister Andre Gromyko’s 

legendary reassurance: “We are masters in our own house.” It soon turned out, 

however, that the dissidents in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union read the articles 

under the third basket with great care. And since they were printed and distributed 

with official consent, they could be held against officials and politicians. 

Section 2 in the third basket dealt with “information”. It recognised “the 

importance of the dissemination of information from the other participating States” 

and declared the aim “to facilitate the freer and wider dissemination of information of 

all kinds, to encourage co-operation in the field of information and the exchange of 

information with other countries”.73 Despite Gromyko’s bold reassurance, the Soviet 

                                                

71  On the context see Savranskaya, Svetlana and Taubman, William, ʻSoviet Foreign Policy, 1962-1975ʼ, 
in Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad, eds., The Cambridge History of the Cold War: Vol. 2: Crisis and 

Détente. 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 134–157, Hanhimäki, Jussi, ʻDétente in 

Europe, 1962-1975ʼ, in Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad, eds., The Cambridge History of the Cold 
War: Vol. 2: Crisis and Détente. 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 198–218 andFoot, 

Rosemary, ʻThe Cold War and Human Rightsʼ, in Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad, eds., The 
Cambridge History of the Cold War: Vol. 3: Endings. 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
445–465. 

72  Savranskaya, Taubman 2010 – Soviet Foreign Policy, 154-155. 
73 Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe. Final Act, Helsinki 1975, URL: 

https://www.osce.org/helsinki-final-act?download=true [last seen: 31.01.2019]. 
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leadership was wary of these supposedly ‘soft’ provisions. After all, in their eyes it was 

partly the admission of a free press that had caused the course of events in 

Czechoslovakia to get out of control in early 1968 until Soviet tanks rolled in and 

ended the so-called Prague Spring.74  

At the round table in Moscow in March 1973, Shitikov placed the thematic 

discussions directly in the context of the Helsinki process. The bigger socialist gambit 

in UNESCO’s media debate then was to achieve in the media field what they aimed 

for in the geostrategic field – the recognition of an inviolability of borders. In the case 

of airwaves, books and news this meant that impermeable borders were desired, unless 

there was prior agreement or international rules that regulated cross-border media-

flows. The UNESCO debate offered an opportunity to specify the broad terms that 

emerged from Helsinki and thus make the pledge for information freedom made there 

manageable through protective provisions agreed on in Paris. 

 

The socialist ambition to install protective provisions appeared on various levels 

and stages throughout the deliberations on the Mass Media Declaration.  

The first move was made not by a government officials or a member of a 

governmental delegation but by Bogdan Osolnik, a communication scientist from 

Yugoslavia. Osolnik was a well-known figure in Paris who had close links to the 

International Association for Mass Communication Research (IAMCR) and was 

intimately familiar with the new research initiative UNESCO had launched in 

1969/71.  

Predictably, when Osolnik commented on the first draft of the Declaration he 

suggested that it approached more explicitly the questions of national rights and state 

duties. As guiding principles he proposed a “right of each nation to take equal part in 

the use of the achievements of mankind through an exchange of ideas and 

information”, as well as a “right of nationals to protect in this area […] their 

sovereignty, national, social and cultural integrity”. The “duties of states” or a 

“definition of responsibility” of states should be expanded, he held.  

                                                

74 Ibid., 144. 
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This first draft that Eek and the Secretariat had drawn up assigned responsibility 

to states only where they properly owned the channels of communication. In Western 

countries, this was the case only of governmental information and communication 

organs and accounted only for a small portion of the media. Osolnik argued that the 

principle of freedom of information was “not incompatible with the principle of 

responsibility for the abuse or violation of internationally accepted principles and 

norms”. States ought to assume responsibility for “preventing the activity of [any] 

information media when it threatens peace, destroys the basis of international 

cooperation and jeopardizes the sovereignty or national, social or cultural integrity of 

a nation”.75 According to Osolnik states had a responsibility for all media under their 

jurisdiction. 

He referenced the famous research paper COM/MD/20 produced after 

UNESCO’s conferences in Montreal and Paris and suggested that freedom of 

information should “in no way mean recognition of the right of the stronger to 

interfere in the life of others, to use its superiority for any form of subjugation or for 

imposing alien values on a people”.76 

Osolnik’s comments were submitted to an expert meeting at UNESCO House 

in March 1974. When UNESCO’s Secretariat presented a first full draft to the General 

Conference based on this feedback in autumn 1974 (Document 18 C/35), it seemed 

to satisfy neither camp. The Western member states, and especially the U.S., resented 

the idea of a general Declaration and were not ready to agree on the existing draft. 

The socialist camp thought the draft did not go far enough. Despite Osolnik’s 

comments and the presence of experts from the Soviet Union and Poland at the 

meeting in March, the draft presented did no clearly sanction national sovereignty in 

the media field or define a broad state responsibility. 

This is why during the General Conference of 1974, nine out of a total of eleven 

draft amendments to 18 C/35 came from Socialist countries. The USSR wanted the 

title to be reset to “Declaration concerning the fundamental principles governing the use 

of the mass information media […]” (emph. added) and thus to follow the initial 

                                                

75 Osolnik, [Comments], Ljubljana, December 28, 1973, CRC: 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 Declaration on 
the Use of the Mass Media, Part I, UAP. 

76 Ibid. 
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wording of the 1972 resolution that had called for a Declaration. The UNESCO 

Secretariat had previously changed the title, at the request of Western member states, 

to read “Declaration of fundamental principles on the role of the mass media […]” 

thus avoiding the notion that the media needed to be governed or that it could be used 

by someone to achieve a specific end. The GDR wanted the preamble to speak 

explicitly of the “duty of the States who disseminate information to take effective 

measures aimed at regulating the use of mass media in order to suppress likely 

information abuses”.77  

A representative of the Federal Republic who participated in the programme 

commission debate found the Western camp somewhat “unprepared” in the face of 

the eager approach of the Socialist countries.78 Yet, the General Conference, at which 

most attention was drawn anyway to the election and inauguration of the new 

Director-General M’Bow, decided to study the question of a draft Declaration in 

greater depth and asked the Director-General to hold a conference of governmental 

expert.79 

This was where from a socialist perspective negotiations on the Mass Media 

Declaration reached a climax in late 1975. Experts and diplomats from 85 member 

states took part in the governmental conference at UNESCO house in Paris from 

December 15-22. Their task was to agree on a new draft for the 19th General 

Conference in late 1976. The Socialist countries were deeply suspicious of the 

UNESCO Secretariat, which, in their eyes, usually tried hard to bring UNESCO 

activities in line with Western points of view when executing General Conference 

decisions. The draft drawn up after the expert meeting in early 1974 was a case in 

point, as it did not reflect the Soviet intention articulated in the 1972 decision. The 

results of a governmental expert conference, however, could not as easily be bent in a 

different direction. If the socialist camp managed to gain the votes of the delegates 

from developing countries at the expert meeting, they might be able to get a majority 

                                                

77 UNESCO 1982 – Historical Background of the Mass, 43ff. 
78  Ingold Spickschen, ‘Die 18. Generalkonferenz der UNESCO‘, in: Internationale Vierteljahrsschrift Fernsehen 

und Bildung 8.3-4 (1974), 285-291, here 287. 
79  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 18th Session, Paris 1974, 18 C/2 Reports, 127-128. 



372 
 

for a draft of their liking which in turn could hardly be ignored and could only be 

marginally amended by the Secretariat.  

To coordinate the strategy of the socialist camp, in late November, GDR 

officials met with members of the Soviet Commission, among them Yassen 

Zassoursky, journalism professor from Moscow, and Yuri I. Kashlev, a seasoned 

diplomat and deputy head of the information department at the Soviet Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. Kashlev, who had been part of Soviet delegations in Helsinki, stressed 

the importance the Soviet Union attached to the Declaration. It should serve to 

“consolidate and develop further the agreements made in Helsinki according to our 

interests”.80  

The main negotiating goals for the socialist camp turned out to be the avoidance 

of any confirmation of a “Western concept of a free flow of information”, any 

definition of freedom of information as a basic human right and any reference to the 

recent Satellite-Declaration.81 Instead, the new draft should explicitly reference the 

Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, acknowledge the responsibility 

of a state for the activities of all the media operating under its jurisdiction or from its 

soil, the respect for the sovereignty of each state in the field of media and the 

“necessity of the use of mass media in the interest of détente”.82 Besides, Kashlev 

expected considerable interest in the declaration from the developing countries. They 

would resent the “imperialist stream of information into their countries” which would 

offer a toehold for the socialist countries to lure the developing countries into a 

common strike against Western media dominance. He expected sharp confrontations, 

practically a continuation of Geneva – a reference to the ultimate and difficult stage 

of the CSCE negotiations that was completed in Geneva. To underscore further just 

                                                

80  Bericht über die Konsultation mit der UNESCO-Kommission der UdSSR, 01.12.1973, in: MfAA, C 
5329, Bd. 1, [Teilnahmer der Delegation der DDR an der Regierungsexperten-Tagung der UNESCO 
zu Ausarbeitung des Entwurfs zu o.g. Deklaration, im Dez. 1975 in Paris, Aug.-Dez. 1975], PA AA. 

81  To exclude reference to the “Satellite Declaration” may seem odd, given that Western actors regarded 
that Declaration as a brainchild of the Soviets and an attack on Western media liberalism. Most likely, 
however, the Soviet delegation wanted to avoid it at all costs because of the prominent placement of 
the phrase “free flow of information” which was included in the full title of the “Satellite Declaration” 
and would thus have appeared prominently in the Mass Media Declaration’s preamble where reference 
was made to all related relevant UN or UNESCO declarations. Furthermore, the Soviets hoped for a 
more explicit endorsement of state responsibility. In the Satellite Declaration Western negotiators had 
successfully watered down all formulations going in that direction. If the US press was unhappy with 
the “Satellite Declaration” they could have been consoled by the fact that the Soviets were, too. 

82  Original: “die Notwendigkeit der Nutzung der Massenmedien im Interesse der Entspannung”. 
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how much the UNESCO conference was seen as a continuation of the CSCE 

negotiations, he added that many Western delegates in Paris would be diplomats who 

had been involved in the drafting of the Final Act.83 In line with the Soviet position, 

the official directive of the East German foreign office to its representatives at the 

Conference in Paris reproduced Kashlev’s instructions almost identically with a list of 

all the priorities articulated by their Russian colleague.84  

The conference itself evolved in several ways as expected. There was a basic 

overlap of interests between the socialist and developing countries in terms of limiting 

the influx and dominance of Western mass media. Also, socialist countries continued 

their proactive strategy to shape the Declaration’s text by again producing a number 

of amendments. Also as could be expected, both the concept of freedom of 

information and the notion of state responsibility were fervently discussed. At one 

point, for example, one socialist speaker stressed “that the principles of freedom of 

information could not be considered to be commonly accepted in international 

relations, and that it was applicable to constitutional freedoms, which were normally 

enshrined in national legislation”.85 Another speaker postulated “that the proper role 

of the States was to actively stimulate the responsibility of the media, encouraging 

them to play a positive role in society, through national legislation, the promulgation 

of professional standards and, in the international sphere, through the adoption of 

appropriate instruments”.86 

 

The overall results of the conference, however, are difficult to judge. On paper, 

it looked like a success for the socialist countries. For example, they scored a 

significant and symbolic victory on the first preambular paragraph. In the Eek-draft 

                                                

83  Bericht über die Konsultation mit der UNESCO-Kommission der UdSSR, 01.12.1973. 
84  Direktive für das Auftreten der DDR-Delegation auf der zwischenstaatlichen Regierungsexperten-

Tagung der UNESCO zur Ausarbeitung des Entwurfs einer [„Mass Medien Deklaration“], Berlin, 
December 6, 1975, in: MfAA, C 5329, PA AA. Orig.: “Im Rahmen des abgestimmten Auftretens der 
Staaten des Warschauer Vertrages ist die Tätigkeit der Delegation der DDR darauf gerichtet, im Entwurf 
der Deklaration solche Aussagen unterzubringen, die die Möglichkeiten für die Propagierung der 
Ideologie und Vorzüge des Sozialismus sowie der Entspannungspolitik der sozialistischen 
Staatengemeinschaft vergrößern.“ 

85  The report of 1975 meeting was contained 19 C/91. 
86 19 C/91, 5. 
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and the 1974 draft, this paragraph had broadly reproduced the mandate of UNESCO 

stating that the objective of the organisation was to contribute  

to peace and security by promoting collaboration among the nations through 
education, science and culture and that to realize this purpose, the Organization will 
collaborate in the work of advancing the mutual knowledge and understanding of 
peoples through all means of mass communication and to that end recommend 
such international agreements as may be necessary to promote the free flow of ideas 
by word and image.87 

The draft of December 1975, by contrast, included a significant change proposed by 

the Soviet Delegation to read not “recommend such international agreements as may 

be necessary to promote the free flow of ideas by word and image” but instead 

“recommend such international agreements as may be necessary to promote the freer 

and wider exchange of information by word and image on both a multilateral and 

bilateral basis, the sovereignty of States being fully respected.”88 The success lay not 

only in the elimination of the reference to the “free flow” but also in the explicit 

recognition of national sovereignty. In addition, placing the “exchange of 

information” in either a multilateral or a bilateral framework, implied that this 

exchange necessitated agreements between states before it could actually happen. Such 

a qualification was in the spirit of the “prior consent” clause in the “Satellite 

Declaration” – only that in the Mass Media Declaration the prior consent was then 

required for any kind of transborder communication by any means of communication. 

In the operative part, Article I of the Declaration was among the most 

controversial as it pertained to the theme of an international responsibility of states 

for public and private media under their jurisdiction and operating beyond state 

borders. Eek had tried to find a catch-all formulation that ended up somewhere 

between stating the obvious and being unhelpfully vague. In a first part, it read “Each 

State is internationally responsible for the conduct of its governmental information 

service and their activities beyond its own borders”. This was as obvious as the second 

part, which continued “as well as for its national legislation relating to the performance 

of mass media within its own territory.” The third part was worded so as to allow no 

clear deduction of any responsibility – not least because the subject that would carry 

                                                

87 18 C/35. 
88 19 C/91. 
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that responsibility was not named: “International responsibility is based on the 

principles and rules of international law, in particular the Charter of the United 

Nations.”89 

In the draft agreed by the 1975 conference, the initial Article I was moved down 

to become Article XII, simply stating “States are responsible for the activities in the 

international sphere of all mass media under their jurisdiction”. That was as broad as 

it was unacceptable for everybody who understood the freedom of the press 

fundamentally as a freedom from government intervention. The article was moved, 

probably because the new Articles I and II did not content themselves with stating a 

general responsibility of the state but actually specified it. Symptomatically, the first 

paragraphs of both Articles started with the States with a capital “S” as prime actor 

(“States should …” and “States shall …”). Article I called upon States to  

encourage the freer and wider dissemination of information through the mass 
media for the purpose of strengthening peace and international understanding and 
combating war propaganda, racism and apartheid, acting in a spirit of mutual 
respect for the rights and dignity of other States, peoples and individuals, in full 
accord with the principles of international law, including the United Nations 
Charter. 

Article II wished States would  

[e]ncourage and develop both multilateral and bilateral exchanges concerning the 
use of the mass media in the fields of culture, science and education on the basis of 
equality of rights, mutual advantage and non-interference in each other’s affairs. 

To recognise the contrast, an American alternative proposal for Article II had read: 

In the exercise of the rights of freedom of speech and freedom of the press, the 
mass media should act consistently with the goals of strengthening peace and 
international understanding, of eliminating war propaganda and apartheid, and of 
advancing respect for human rights in conformity with the principles and standards 
of the Charter of the United Nations and of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.90 

The conflict lay clearly in the question of whom to assign what kind of responsibility. 

Agreement existed on the fact that mass media had an impact on international 

understanding, the respect for human rights, and the spread of racism and war 

propaganda. But ideologies could not have clashed more than over the question of 

whether states, that is governments, or the media itself was to take responsibility to 

                                                

89 All quotes taken 19 C/91. 
90 Ibid., 56 
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watch over this impact. The difference was so fundamental that the question of what 

actually would constitute war propaganda or racism was not even considered.  

The comment of one delegate, most likely one from the socialist camp, during 

the discussion on Article I reflected the dilemma. He stressed  

that responsibility for all aspects and dimensions of a country’s foreign policy, be 
they political, economic, cultural or informational, lay with its ministry or other 
governmental body concerned with foreign affairs; thus, the field of information, 
when concerned with other countries, could not be treated as an exception to this 
principle – whether the media be privately or publicly operated.91 

The clearest sign that in this battle the socialist notion of “state responsibility” had 

won the day, was the title of the draft declaration which was once again changed, upon 

a proposal of the Soviet delegation, to read “Declaration of Fundamental Principles 

Governing the Use of [instead of: on the Rôle of] Mass Media in Strengthening Peace and 

International Understanding and in Combating War Propaganda, Racism and 

Apartheid.”92 

 

Considering these successes, one might assume the socialist gambit had worked. 

After the socialist states had to agree “to facilitate the freer and wider dissemination 

of information of all kinds” in the Final Act of Helsinki, now, at UNESCO in Paris, 

they succeeded in enshrining in an international declaration the principle of state 

responsibility in the media field. 

But this was not the only victory, at the 1975 conference, the socialist camp also 

achieved several other negotiating goals. There was, for example, no mention of the 

“free flow of information”, a phrase that Deputy Director-General John Fobes had 

repeated several times in his welcome speech at the conference. Also the Satellite-

Declaration that carried the “free flow” in its full title was no longer referenced. 

Mentions of to human rights and the implicit freedom of speech and freedom of 

information were relegated to the non-operative parts of the declaration.93 Instead, 

                                                

91  19 C/91, 8. 
92  UNESCO, Review of the Texts Prepared to Date of A Draft Declaration on the Use of the Mass Media, 

Paris, June 1977, in: CRC: 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 Declaration on the Use of the Mass Media, Part 
IV, UAP. 

93  The preamble contained generic references to human rights, the UN Charter and the Universal 
Declaration of Human rights. Also article XIII mentioned human rights, but as final article concerning 
the general application of the declaration it was of only formal character. 
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Article III from the 1974 draft that initially referred to individual human rights was 

now split into two Articles (II and III of the 1975 draft) that both privileged state 

action over the rights of the individual. If the initial draft was centred around the “right 

to seek, receive and transmit information”, the latest draft focused on encouraging 

cooperation between countries, in other words formal agreements between 

governments. In a nutshell, national sovereignty, sovereign equality, national culture 

and national dignity were the key words in the 1975 draft and fully in line with the 

socialist objectives. A background paper from the US State Department in May 1976 

read “the present draft [of the Mass Media Declaration] presents blatant attempt by 

Sovs. to draw back not only from Helsinki Final Act in area of free flow of ideas and 

information, but also from original UNESCO mandate”.94 

Yet, the State Department called the success at the 1975 intergovernmental 

expert conference a “pyrrhic victory”. None of the above listed results and drafts 

could claim the support of all delegations present. A few days into the conference, 

twelve Western delegations had walked out and no longer participated in the 

negotiations, let alone vaoted on the numerous socialist proposals for the draft text. 

Those delegations were the United States, the E9 (without the absent Luxembourg), 

Australia, Canada and Israel.  

The reason was in a strict sense unrelated to communication policies, but all the 

more reflective of a conflict setting that persisted throughout the United Nations 

systems in 1974 and 1975. The Yugoslav Delegation had proposed to reference in the 

preamble not only the UN General Assembly resolution 1904 on the elimination of 

all forms of Racial Discrimination and resolution 3151 condemning the South African 

Apartheid regime – but also resolution 3379. Only a few weeks before the Paris 

conference, the UN General Assembly had passed this intensely controversial 

resolution that declared Zionism a form of Racism. Public uproar in the West, and 

naturally the largest in Israel and the United States, was immense. The U.S. 

                                                

94  State to Embassy Paris [et al.], 22.05.1976, RG 59, CFCP 1973-79, File Unit: Electronic Telegram 1976, 
AAD/NARA. The West German Auswärtiges Amt concurred. A briefing to the Minister and the State 
Secretary (Staatssekretär) and Foreign Minister stated that the Eastern bloc increasingly worked through 
UNESCO and the UNESCO General Conference to make its own interpretation of the Helsinki Final 
Act prevail and that it sought to enlist the Third World, too, in this effort, Arnold an Bundesminister 
und Staatssekretär, 12.05.1976, B1 Minister Büro, 178711, UNESCO, 5.1976 – 12.1977, PA AA. 
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Ambassador, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, held a widely received speech at the UN 

conference hall to protest. Critics of the UN but also sympathisers in the West 

questioned the global body for this starkly partisan decision. The Third World and 

Socialist countries formed a solid majority in the General Assembly and resolution 

3379 seemed to prove that they were willing to use it to force partisan decisions in a 

forum emphatically dedicated to universalism and consensus.95  

 

The success of the Yugoslav initiative at the UNESCO conference, however, 

was questionable. Yes, in the absence of the better part of the Western camp, the 

socialist delegations managed to bend the formulations in the draft declaration quite 

far towards their own liking. It was a victory of ideological principles and symbols, but 

it was no sustainable victory. The conference had no power to decide on a UNESCO 

Declaration, only the next General Conference, scheduled for late 1976, had such 

power and here the debate would likely start over again. Also, the negotiations had 

eclipsed those states towards which most of the intentions in the Declaration were 

addressed, i.e. those states that technically and economically dominated international 

communications systems, the U.S. and Europe. As a non-binding piece of 

international law, a declaration could only have an impact if it was politically backed 

by those states whose behaviour it was expected to change. The Soviet delegation and 

their socialist partners could only hope they had gained enough territory in order to 

be able to fall back on a still favourable position once the Western push-back started. 

The positions achieved in 1975 were untenable.  

 

6.3.3 The Western Walkout  

A telegram sent to Washington from the US delegation in Helsinki in June 1972 

reported: “Perhaps the most significant political development was the successful 

operation of the EC Ten caucus throughout the meeting”. Members of “the ten” were 

                                                

95  There was a less controversial prelude to this in 1974, when the UN GA passed a resolution that 
admitted the PLO as observers to the UN. But only the US and Israel voted against, while most other 
Western countries abstained. The same year also UNESCO granted the PLO granted observer status. 
A PLO representative was hence also taking part in the 1975 conference on the Mass Media Declaration.  



 

379 
 

    

predicting “that they will use this mechanism in future multilateral gatherings”.96 

Neither did an “EC Ten” yet exist – this referred to the members of the European 

Community, Germany, France, Italy and Benelux, plus Denmark, Britain, Finland and 

Norway, who had completed negotiations on accession and were scheduled to join by 

January 1, 1973.97 Nor had the preparative negotiations for a Conference on Security 

and Cooperation in Europe started. The US delegation was reporting from a 

UNESCO conference on Cultural Policies in Europe, held in Helsinki on June 19-28, 

1972. At this conference no less than 264 delegates (!) from 30 European and 5 non-

European UNESCO member-states as well as from 3 non-member-states and from 

18 international organisations were present. The event merits further attention for its 

content and objectives.98 Here, however, it is of interest for its political context.  

The propinquity to CSCE talks expected to start in autumn that year was not 

coincidental. UNESCO’s plans for an intergovernmental conference on culture in 

Europe pre-dated the CSCE initiative and formed part of a series of conferences that 

addressed cultural policies in the regions of Europe, Asia, Africa and America. Yet, 

holding this conference in obvious proximity to the CSCE was in itself an 

endorsement of the lifelong claim of UNESCO that culture had an essential role to 

play in the European (or international) security architecture.99  

For Finland, in turn, the conference was a dress-rehearsal, in diplomatic as much 

as in logistical terms, for the bigger conference it planned to host later. Finnish 

president Urho Kekkonen, who opened the conference, raised the obvious question 

of what was the relationship between the two events. He interpreted the very fact that 

the conference on culture took place at all as “evidence of an improved atmosphere 

of goodwill and friendly co-operation in Europe”. He added that its outcomes could 

“create and strengthen favourable conditions for progress in actual political issues as 

well.”100  

                                                

96  Embassy Helsinki to State, 29.06.1972, in: RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3224, NARA. 
97  Norway eventually stayed out after a negative referendum. 
98  Intergovernmental Conference on Cultural Policies in Europe [Eurocult], Helsinki, 19-28 June 1972, 

Final Report, UNESDOC. 
99  Article I, paragraph 1 state that “the purpose of the Organization is to contribute to peace and security 

by promoting collaboration among the nations through education, science and culture”, see UNESCO 
Constitution, in: UNESCO (Ed.) 2010 – Basic Texts.  

100 [Eurocult], Helsinki, 19-28 June 1972, Final Report, 53. 
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This connection was not lost on the participating states. To the contrary, the 

report from West German diplomats suggested that a considerable part of the 

conference was spent on framing the role of culture in future East-West relations and 

assigning it the right place in the upcoming security talks. To the satisfaction of the 

Western side, the “necessity of dealing with cultural questions at a CSCE was 

stressed”, yet, neither was any outcome prejudiced by the UNESCO conference, nor, 

for that matter, was any role or responsibility of UNESCO in the CSCE context 

established.101 Nevertheless, UNESCO could look upon the conference as a success. 

In resolution 32, participating countries had agreed to emphasize the importance of 

cultural cooperation for European security and mutual understanding.102 At the 

following UNESCO General conference, Director-General René Maheu stated that 

the conference had acknowledged “significant relationships […] between culture and 

social justice, […] culture and communication, […] culture and education […and] 

cultural action and the movement towards democratization.”103  

It seemed everyone had gotten what they wanted: UNESCO had received an 

endorsement that its cultural work was of political relevance to the degree that it also 

entered into the realm of security cooperation. Western European delegations had 

moved a step forward in including culture in the CSCE talks104 – and even the Soviets 

were happy as, according to the West German report, they had found in the UNESCO 

conference a forum in which to advocate the convening of the CSCE talks sooner 

rather than later (at this point even a cancellation of the talks was still a real possibility).  

The U.S. delegation, however, grappled not so much with the outcome of the 

conference, which was broadly acceptable to them, but with the mode in which the 

Western Europeans had organized themselves. Two reports described in detail how 

the delegations over the course of the conference stabilised the consultative format of 

                                                

101 Embassy Bonn to State, 13.07.1972, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3224, NARA. It’s worth to note, 
however, that the Helsinki Final Act refers to UNESCO four times, including the conference on cultural 
policies in Helsinki. UNESCO held observer status at Helsinki, the Director-General gave a speech. 

102 [Eurocult], Helsinki Final Report, 47.  
103 Report of the Director-General on the Intergovernmental Conference on Cultural Policies in Europe, 

17 C/70, September 15, 1972, UNESDOC, 1. 
104 The far-sighted Western Europe negotiators reckoned that modes of exchange, contact and circulation 

with the East could more easily be established in the realm of art and culture but would in the long run 
have the potential to allow the Western message of freedom to force cracks into the surface of socialism 
and communism. 
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the “EC Ten” and resisted the U.S. and Canadian efforts to enter the club. At first, 

the EC Ten met casually to discuss CSCE matters as far as they figured into the 

ongoing UNESCO negotiations. Soon this evolved into an organized meeting routine, 

upon invitation from the Luxembourg delegations and acquired a distinctly European 

character. The U.S. delegation stayed close but refrained from forcing its participation. 

Apparently, the Norwegian and Danish delegates lobbied their colleagues to extend 

an invitation to the U.S. and Canadians, who participated in a formal sense only as 

observer delegations in this ‘regional’ conference on Europe. The Dutch are reported 

to have “strongly supported” the idea, and UK, Western German and Italian delegates 

were also in favour. The Luxembourg chair, however, had received instructions not 

to expand the circle. The French delegate, seconded by his Belgian colleague, provided 

no other explanation than “simply [arguing] that the ten were not the twelve”. The 

EC Ten decided only to ask the UK and Norwegian delegates to keep the U.S. and 

Canada closely informed.105  

Beyond the tactical aspect of organizing deliberations in the Western camp, 

there was an argumentative rift, too, that divided the West. According to the German 

diplomats the biggest contrast emerged from “standpoints concerning the state-

culture relationship”. While the East regarded culture “as a domain of exclusive state 

action”, the West emphasised culture as a realm to be left to the individual and to 

creative life and assigned to the state instead “the role of a careful promoter”.106 They 

added that the French “in line with their traditionally etatist attitude” took a stand 

somewhere in the middle. This neat description also applied to the spectrum of 

positions regarding media and communication and, implicitly, marked the distance 

between the French and the US as the opposite poles within the Western camp.107 

                                                

105  Embassy Helsinki to State, Part 1, 22.06.1972, and Embassy Helsinki to State, Part 2, 22.06.1972, both 
RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3224, NARA. Still, the report concluded that “the ten mechanism is working 
fairly well, and its members feel justifiably satisfied with their success to date”. 

106  Translation of parts of a Foreign Office (Cultural Division) paper on the UNESCO conference on 
cultural policy in Europe which took place in Helsinki from June 19-28, in: RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 
3224, NARA. 

107  Research positions on Western unity in the UNESCO differ. Roach, Colleen, ʻThe Western World and 

the NWICO. United They Stand?ʼ, in Peter Golding and Phil Harris, eds., Beyond Cultural Imperialism 
(London: Sage, 1997), 94–116, acknowledged some differences, nut concluded nonetheless that the 
European states agreed with the United States, on the fundamental values of the freedom of information 
and of the press. They commonly opposed any version of the Mass Media Declaration that would have 
compromised these freedoms, instead they advocated the notion of an “information society” and the 
liberalization of international markets. While certainly true on an abstract level, this analysis does not 
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Frictions within the ‘Western’ camp were even more visible at UNESCO’s 

General Conference in 1972. As Chapter Four has shown, the plenary debate on the 

Satellite Declaration revealed the isolation of the United States in their categorical 

opposition, the U.S.-delegation cast the sole dissenting vote in the end. Western 

partners agreed that state control over information flows must be kept at bay, and they 

also shared an interest in maintaining or getting access to the emerging markets in the 

developing world. But they also shared scepticism about the monopolistic position of 

the U.S. due to their technological advances in satellite communication as well as a 

cultural unease vis-à-vis an uncontrolled, technically enhanced, influx of American 

media content that the socialist and Third World countries had articulated.  

At the level of Western cooperation at UNESCO fora, another moment of 

estrangement followed in 1973. In the wake of the spring meeting of UNESCO’s 

Executive Board, the US launched a diplomatic campaign to join the European 

Regional Group within UNESCO. Since regional groups had been established in 1964 

as an auxiliary mode of structuring the collaboration of member states in Paris, only 

five countries had been left out of any regional group, New Zealand, Australia, 

Canada, the United States and Israel. Until 1973 this had not bothered the US – in 

fact, they had expressed interest in joining the Latin American and the Asian regional 

group in the past. However, now this situation was unsatisfactory: “In light of growing 

importance of US participation in European regional activities, especially those related 

to Conference on European Security and Cooperation” the State Department ordered 

its diplomats around the world to present demarches in the relevant capitals in order 

to have the UNESCO Executive Board endorse US participation in the European 

Group. An extended telegram equipped representations in diverse places ranging from 

London and Paris, to Ottawa, Canberra, and Wellington, to Santiago de Chile, the 

NATO capitals to the Eastern European Prague, Sofia, Belgrade and even Moscow 

directly with appropriate arguments supporting the admission.108 The association 

                                                

adequately capture the ‘Western response’ in the early stages of the Mass Media Declaration in the early 

1970s, see alsoPaoli, Simone and Spagnolo, Maria E., ʻAn Uncertain Coalition in an Uncertain Alliance. 

The EC, the US and the New World Information and Communication Orderʼ, in Lorenzo Mechi, Guia 
Migani and Francesco Petrini, eds., Networks of Global Governance: International Organisations and European 
Integration in a Historical Perspective (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), 177–204. 

108  State to [various], 23.03.1973, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3224, NARA. 



 

383 
 

    

seemed natural as it corresponded to the “special status of US resulting from fact that 

it has much in common with majority of members of European Group, including 

mutual desire for close association; cultural, historical, ethnic (!) and social traditions; 

degree of economic, technological and scientific development”. Maintaining merely 

observer status by contrast “would place US at psychological (!) and practical 

disadvantage, impairing both US influence and quality and extent of US involvement 

in matters” relevant to the group.109 

The acute importance of the initiative was further underscored by the mere fact 

that even the representation to NATO in Brussels was ordered to discuss the issue at 

the next meeting of NATO Political Advisors110 stressing beside the obvious cultural 

and political links between the U.S. and Europe also “our special concerns at this time 

over CSCE implications.” 

Yet, much to the irritation of the State Department not only the French but also 

the Foreign and Commonwealth Office of Britain appeared to resist the US efforts. 

Both made the case that the US joining the European Group would create a precedent 

for geographically non-related players to enter the group with the potential of 

complicating the group’s collaboration and cohesion. It might lead to countries like 

the Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of China demanding access to the African 

or Latin American Group out of sheer interest in expanding their influence. Such 

arguments obviously sought to disguise other strategic or – as far as the UNESCO 

framework was concerned – cultural reservations against a greater U.S.-influence. And 

they did not hold for long. The US initiative succeeded and the Executive Board 

recommended to the General Conference taking place in 1974 to accept US-

membership in the European group. The US, however, were so aggravated that in 

June 1973, they sent their ambassador to have a discussion with the French Foreign 

Minister Michel Jobert “to assure that the French Government can avoid in the future 

petty anti-American stances in multilateral fora”. 

                                                

109  State to [various], 24.04.1973, RG 59, SNF 1970-73, Box: 3224, NARA. 
110  State to [various], 23.03.1973. Political Advisors are typically foreign service members deployed to 

military posts to advise military commanders. It is indicative to consider for a second how far from 
today’s reality it is that the US membership in a sub-committee of UNESCO would be topic at any 
NATO work meeting.  
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There were many reasons why the West was not “standing united” on the media 

issue as it evolved at UNESCO in the early 1970s. The “West”, in common 

understanding consisting of Western Europe and North America, was after all a 

heterogeneous set of countries. The retiring colonial powers France and Britain had 

very different approaches to the emerging Third World countries and their markets to 

which they were trying to build distinct relations. Most European countries, while 

firmly subscribing to the freedom of speech and of the press, had nevertheless a 

certain tradition of public broadcasting. They also pursued, to varying degrees, cultural 

policies aimed at protecting, if not expanding, their national cultures, and most of 

them could share in a certain unease about American mass culture sweeping across 

the Atlantic under the banner of the “free flow of information”. Apart from cultural 

reservations, there was naturally also market competition among the major Western 

news agencies, media conglomerates, film industries, etc. Furthermore, the 

Scandinavians, for example, could imagine that under an expanded human rights 

regime a “right to communicate” for the individual, which might require state 

regulation or at least corrective normative action taken by bodies of the  United 

Nations.111 Thus, the UNESCO debate not only “raised fears regarding the growing 

penetration of European mass media markets by American companies” which in turn 

posed a threat to the “preservation of European cultures”, but the “active 

participation” in the debate provided “a stimulus to develop common policies in the 

sector of mass media” within the EC.112 

However, the differences between Western countries were negligible compared 

to the common position they took in the face of the challenges from the Global South 

and the Eastern bloc. Events like the admission of the GDR to UNESCO in 1972 

and of both German States to the UN in 1973, the start of the Helsinki process, but 

also the new dynamic of the Nonaligned Movement expressed most forcefully at the 

UN’s Sixth Special General Assembly in 1974 – all these were symptoms of a shifting 

international landscape, which required Western coherence and a common response. 

                                                

111  The Swedish delegation advocated the concept at the 18th General Conference in 1974, see resolution 
4.12 on “Communication research and policies”, 18 C/Resolutions, 64. The concept was prominently 
advocated by the French UN official Jean d’Arcy and, in different variations, adopted by NWICO-
advocates. 

112 Ibid., 203. 
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These symptoms were omnipresent in the UN realm and they did not halt before the 

doors of UNESCO in Paris, nor did they stay out of the communication debates. To 

the contrary, after a shaky start in coordinating their response to the Mass Media 

Declaration, the Israel question brought up by the Yugoslav delegation at the 1975 

intergovernmental UNESCO conference helped to solidify a previously porous 

Western consensus.  

As mentioned earlier, the Yugoslav delegation on the second day of the 

conference informally circulated a proposal to include a reference to the UN General 

Assembly Resolution 3379 that equated Zionism with Racism. On the third day, the 

proposal reached the plenary and met with instant opposition by numerous Western 

delegations.  

This step by the Yugoslav delegation had been anticipated. Several days before 

the conference, high-level consultations among the Political Directors of the EC Nine 

in Brussels had turned to the subject of expected attacks on Zionism. The German 

permanent representative to UNESCO reported from these consultations and 

expected that Western delegation would likely walk out of the meeting with “theatrical 

thunder”.113 In Paris, after some diplomatic manoeuvring, the Algerian delegation 

forced a vote on the third day resulting in a 36 to 22 win for the Yugoslav proposal (7 

abstentions).114 The US, Canadian, Australian, Israeli, Norwegian and EC Nine 

delegations informed the conference chairman that they refrained from further 

participation. The EC Nine letter indicated that it considered consensus not only 

necessary given the complexity of the topic at hand but also required in the spirit of 

UNESCO.115 

Still, debates on the draft of the Mass Media Declaration continued at the 

conference thereafter. Negotiation in the absence of the Western bloc took the course 

the Soviet Union was hoping for. The more important outcome may not have been a 

                                                

113 Petersen to Ziegler, 12.12.1975, in: 611.40 PR 4.111, 1+2, April 74 – Aug. 76: Mediendeklaration, PA 
AA. Orig.: “die westlichen Delegationen [werden] möglicherweise gleich zu Anfang mit 
entsprechendem Theaterdonner einen Auszug inszenieren.” 

114 [Paris to Bonn], 17.12.1975, in: 611.40 PR 4.111, 1+2, April 74 – Aug. 76: Mediendeklaration, PA AA. 
The telegram was even marked „citissime nachts“ which orders the recipient communication officer to 
inform the Assistant Secretary (Abteilungsleiter) or State Secretary (Staatssekretär) immediately, also at night 
time. 

115 [Paris to Bonn], [including attachment], 18.12.1975, in: 611.40 PR 4.111, 1+2, April 74 – Aug. 76: 
Mediendeklaration, PA AA. 
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Draft that had no binding power anyway. In their reports, Western delegations framed 

the conferencein terms of East-West ideological battles, but the reason for their 

walkout was an issue pertaining to the simmering North-South confrontation. The 

Western walkout of 1975 reflected a changing dynamic that Western delegation had 

to take seriously. The Israel question was a crystallization point for Southern 

grievances. In the media debate the Southern caucus had not yet lefts much of a mark 

on the Declaration, being side-lined in a confrontation that pitted the Eastern against 

the Western bloc. This was about to change. 

6.3.4 The Non-Aligned New Order Discourses – The NAM-

Genealogy 

There was a moment of rare unity between Eastern and Western states at the 1975 

conference. Italy, France, Bulgaria and the USSR co-sponsored a proposal to include 

in the Mass Media Declaration a reference to the “positive results” achieved by 

“international détente” and, in particular, the Conference on Security and Co-

operation in Europe. This new addition to the Declaration’s preamble was intended 

as an uncontroversial acknowledgment of the historic achievement of the Helsinki 

talks.  

But instead of being passed by acclamation in a plenary of nodding heads, 

delegates from the Third World raised their eyebrows. African delegates wondered 

“why this Conference [CSCE] which referred to only one [world] region should be 

specially mentioned”.116 Other delegates “drew attention to the constructive 

contribution towards greater justice in international affairs made by conferences held 

by the countries of the Third World, and in particular by the non-aligned nations, in 

the context of efforts to establish a new world order.”117  

This eye-opening moment captured the drama that was at play. The political 

parameters for both the Socialist and the Western approach to the Mass Media 

Declaration were still defined by competition between the Socialist and the Western 

camp. The Third World figured only as an actor (or a number of actors) that the West 

                                                

116 19 C/91, Annex II, 7. 
117 UNESCO 1982 – Historical Background of the Mass, 79. 
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and the Socialist camp tried to woo, or push, into their own camp. There was tactical 

recognition of Third World positions, but strategic neglect. 

This was about to change. The deliberations of the Mass Media Declaration, but 

also other strands of UNESCO’s engagement with international communications, 

offered Third World governments opportunities to forcefully present their 

perspectives. Their efforts, pursued at UNESCO in the cultural realm and in the media 

and information field, fed into the wider attempt to change the international system 

that they had articulated most prominently in the NIEO Declaration.  

One of the Third World conferences that the above-quoted speakers wished to 

be recognised was the already mentioned 4th Summit of Heads of State or 

Government of the Non-Aligned Movement, held in Algiers in early September 1973. 

There, Third World representatives had criticised the overemphasis of European 

détente at the cost of ignoring dynamics driven by other parts of the world. The 

Algiers Declaration read:  

While considerable progress has been made towards East-West détente, the fact 
that peoples are in direct confrontation with colonialism, racial discrimination and 
apartheid, alien domination and foreign occupation, neo-colonialism, imperialism 
and Zionism, remains an indisputable reality of our age.118 

While peace was on the march in the Northern hemisphere, the Algiers Declaration 

listed Indochina, Cambodia, and the Middle East as zones of hot conflict. It called 

attention to Africa “where there is a renewed outbreak of colonial wars” and to Latin 

America “where colonial situations still remain”.119 The division of the world ought 

not to be deepened by limiting peace to “the prosperous areas of the world while the 

rest of mankind remained condemned to insecurity and domination by the most 

powerful. Peace is indivisible. […] Détente would remain precarious if it did not take 

into consideration the interests of the other countries.”120 

                                                

118 UN General Assembly, Documents of the Fourth Conference of Heads of State or Government of 
Non-Aligned Countries, held at Algiers, from 5 to 9 September 1973, A/9330, 22. November 1973, 
para. 14. After repeated requests from the Algerian Permanent Representative to the UN, the Secretariat 
had agreed to publish the collected Algiers documents as a single official working document of the UN 
General Assembly reflecting the views of a large group of member states on a series of items on the 
agenda of the upcoming Assembly. 

119 Ibid., para. 15. 
120 Ibid., para. 16. In strategic terms, détente also meant that the non-aligned countries would find it harder 

to play the East against the West and vice-versa in the search for political and economic support, see 

Dinkel 2015 – Die Bewegung Bündnisfreier Staaten, 151-153, Lawrence, Mark Atwood, ʻThe Rise and 
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Algiers was the colourful gathering of 75 member-state delegations, most of 

them headed by the president or prime minister of the respective state, and 32 

observer and guest delegations. Beside Algerian president and host of the conference, 

Houari Boumedienne, many of the towering and famous – and in some cases also 

infamous – Non-Aligned leaders attended. Speakers included the Yugoslav President 

Josip Broz Tito, the Cuban Fidel Castro, Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, the 

Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat, Libyan President Muammar al-Gaddafi and 

Uganda’s Idi Amin.121 UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim was present, as were 

many Western observers and journalists.  

From a Western point of view the visible heterogeneity of participants combined 

with the remarkable unity expressed in the Algiers Declaration was stunning. US 

diplomats at the East River concluded: “What is new and potentially alarming is the 

degree of mutual, unqualified, and generally effective support each group is giving the 

other”.122 In fact, under the leadership of Boumedienne the Non-Aligned countries 

witnessed a moment of rare cohesion and commonality.  

The Algiers Declaration laid considerable ground work in conceptual terms and 

spelled out the collected long-held complaints of the post-colonial and developing 

countries. It criticised Israel’s “policy of aggression, expansion and annexation” 

towards the Palestinians and the neighbouring Arab countries. It called attention to 

the persistent conflicts in Africa driven by imperial European powers like Portugal, 

clinging on to their vanishing colonial possessions in Mozambique or Angola, and 

warned the U.S. from intervening in Puerto Rico. It indicted NATO member states, 

and explicitly the US, France, U.K. and Western Germany for supporting the regime 

in South Africa. The Declaration pointed to the global military build-up as a result of 

the Cold War and called for a dissolution of military alliances in West and East and 

                                                

Fall of Nonalignmentʼ, in Robert J. McMahon, ed., The Cold War in the Third World: Reinterpreting history 
(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2013), 139–155, 149.  

121 Dinkel 2015 – Die Bewegung Bündnisfreier Staaten, 149. 
122 USUN to State, 4973, November 21, 1973. It contributed to the US diplomats’ consternation that “the 

center of gravity of [the] nonaligned block ha[d] over [the] past decade shifted to its Arab-African core, 
leaving much of the movement’s original leadership (India, Indonesia, even Yugoslavia) on the fringes”. 
The center of gravity had moved more squarely onto the field of genuine US political interests, including 
the complicated Israeli-Arab relationship. 
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the withdrawal and dismantling of foreign troops and military bases deployed around 

the world. 

Beyond the declaratory level, Algiers presented a forceful attempt to translate 

these complaints into a programme for change in international relations. The 

Economic Resolutions and the Action Programme for Economic Co-operation 

attached to it outlined concrete measures to be taken by the developing countries 

themselves and the global community of states as a whole in order to offer remedy to 

the problems of the Global South. Following up on Algiers, President Boumedienne 

rallied the South behind his call for a Special Session of the UN General Assembly 

and pressed the Western states to agree. In New York, in spring 1974, the Algiers 

Action Programme became the basis of the NIEO Declaration and Programme.  

 

Algiers, however, represented not only an indictment of neo-colonialism in 

economic terms. It notably addressed the notion of imperialism in the cultural field. 

Article XIV of the Economic Declaration carried the title “Preservation and 

Development of National Cultures”, stating:  

It is recognized that the activities of imperialism are not confined solely to political 
and economic fields but also cover the cultural and social fields, thus imposing an 
alien ideological domination over the peoples of the developing world. 

It spoke of “cultural alienation” and “the imported civilization imposed by 

imperialism”.123 From then on, “cultural imperialism” – a term used before mainly in 

academic contexts – became a contested concept in international politics. 

The Algiers Action Programme for Economic Co-operation added specificity 

to the Declaration and called developing countries to “take concerted action in the 

field of mass communication” in order to facilitate “greater inter-change of ideas 

among themselves”. Further measures dwelled on economic and technical aspects of 

mass communication and recommended “collective ownership of [a] communication 

satellite”. Other measures aimed at strengthening, fostering or protecting distinct 

cultural identities of the developing countries. Exchange and contact between the 

mass media, among universities, libraries and research institutions had to increase. 

                                                

123 UN GA, Documents of the Fourth Conference [of Non-Aligned Countries], 73-74. 
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Training programmes and grant schemes should ensure that people, and with them 

knowledge, ideas and experience, could travel within the developing world. 

Newspapers, radio and television were supposed to disseminate “information 

concerning their [the non-aligned countries’] mutual achievements in all fields”. The 

Action Programme even proposed a “special Chair of Non-alignment” at the future 

United Nations University for “research on the historical evolution and the present 

and future role of non-alignment in the changing world order”.124 

At first sight, these measures appeared to be mostly inward looking, playing on a 

prominent theme in contemporary development thinking. Third World countries, first 

and foremost had to improve collaboration among themselves and develop capacities of 

their own in order to spur progress and help close the gap to the developed, industrialised 

North.  

Yet, in concrete terms information flows among developing countries inevitably 

had to link up with existing communication systems. Or conversely, international 

communications had to undergo changes in order to accommodate and facilitate 

horizontal information flows in world regions lacking media infrastructure, expertise and 

economic power. In fact, by the 1970s, no group of states could claim to improve 

domestic media and regional cooperation without relating to the international grids and 

infrastructures of communication and media markets. Media was no longer a closed 

system within national borders or a defined region, it fitted into a global technical and 

economic grid. 

 

The non-aligned countries addressed these issues at their summit meetings and 

ministerial conferences as well as at expert conferences dedicated to the issue of 

information and communication. At the same time, UNESCO’s ongoing efforts in 

the communication field offered a platform to engage the whole community of states 

and notably those countries or groups of states that dominated global 

communications.  

The most daring task lay in the creation of a mechanism to increase information 

exchange among the Third World countries. If the five news agencies from the 

                                                

124 UN GA, Documents of the Fourth Conference [of Non-Aligned Countries], 88-89. 
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industrial countries in the Northern hemisphere – Associated Press (AP), Agence France 

Presse (AFP), Reuters, United Press International (UPI) and Telegraph Agency of the Soviet 

Union (TASS) – dominated the global market and flow of news, the news agencies of 

the Non-Aligned countries had to forge a network of their own that would be able to 

add a recognisable quantity of news from and relevant for the Global South to the 

global news flow. Contemporary quantifications of the imbalance abounded. 

Considerable efforts of contemporary communication scholars, many of them with 

the help of UNESCO, produced quantifications of news flows.125 One way of putting 

it, was presented in a 1977 special issue of the UNESCO Courier titled “A World 

Debate on Information”. One image showed a person sitting on a pile of newspapers, 

reading one newspaper, and leaning against a background in which packaged of 

newspapers bound together with synthetic cords were piled up to three times their 

height. The caption explained that in 1974, global consumption of newsprint 

amounted to 23.2 million metric tons, of which only 2.8 million tons went to 

developing countries. This translated into a ratio of 1 kg per person against 18 kg per 

person in the industrialised countries. The picture showed bales of unsold newspapers 

at a depot in Paris.126 

The Algiers Action Programme presented the clearest articulation of the need 

for Non-Aligned cooperation in the field of news and news agencies, though it was 

not the first. Some trace the roots of the idea back to the early 1950s. UNESCO’s 

research and publications on the flow of news, the analysis of news content, the access 

to information media and availability of communication infrastructure and the existing 

news agencies commissioned in the 1950s and discussed in earlier chapters play a 

pivotal role in creating the awareness of a disconnect with and within the developing 

world.127 At the regional conference in Bangkok, Paris and Santiago de Chile, 1960-

1961 – UNESCO’s first steps in engaging globally with international communications 

                                                

125 E.g. the study series accompanying the MacBride Commission: International Commission for the Study of 
Communication Problems, no. 11: The World of News Agencies, no. 54: Imbalance in the field of 
communication (I), Asia, no. 55: Gomez, Anibal L., Imbalance in the field of communication (II), Latin 
America and the Caribbean, all available on UNESDOC. See also MacBride, et al. 1980 – Many Voices, 
chapters “Disparities”, 123-136, and “Flaws in Communication Flows”, 137-155. 

126 UNESCO and the World Problems of Communication, in: UNESCO Courier (30) 4, 1977, 4-5. 
127 Kayser 1953 – One Week's News, Williams, Francis, La transmission des informations: La télécommunication et 

la presse (Paris: UNESCO, 1953), the UNESCO Series World Communications, or the 1957 UNESCO report 
that diagnosed an “information famine” in the Third World, see chapter 3. 
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– regional news flows and the improvement of news agency cooperation emerged as 

one of the most obvious issues to address.128 At the same time, the future leaders of 

Non-Alignment, the Yugoslav Josip Broz Tito and India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, agreed 

that their countries ought to know what kind of development was taking place in other 

world regions facing similar challenges.129 

But it took another fifteen years until action was taken. Following up on the 

Algiers Action Programme, the Yugoslav Press Agency Tanjug entered into 

negotiations with national news agencies of about a dozen Non-Aligned countries. 

Director-General of Tanjug, Pero Ivačić, recounts that by December 1974, a letter was 

sent laying out the principles of cooperation among those news agencies.130 By January 

1975, these principles were finalised and Tanjug started to coordinate the exchange and 

redistribution of news items submitted by each cooperating agency. In Lima, in August 

1975, the Foreign Ministers of the Non-Aligned countries agreed on the foundation 

of a Non-Aligned News Agencies Pool (NANAP) and in New Delhi, in July 1976, the 

heads of states of the Non-Aligned countries endorsed the NANAP by agreeing on a 

permanent statute thus ending the experimental phase that had started in early 1975. 

By mid-1976, some 30 national news agencies from Asia, Latin America, the Arab 

Region and Europe had joined the cooperation.131 

UNESCO, of course, had followed the project closely. The General Conference 

in November 1974 called UNESCO to “help develop the periodical press in the 

                                                

128 See also chapter 2. Makagiansar, Makaminan, ʻUNESCO and World Problems of Communicationʼ, 
UNESCO-Courier, 30, 4 (1977), 4–10, Boyd-Barrett, Oliver and Thussu, Daya Kishan, Contra-flow in global 
news: International and regional news exchange mechanisms (London: J. Libbey, 1992), 8, 9, suggest a similar 
genealogy. Building on the proposals presented and the conversations started at the UNESCO 
Conference in Bangkok, a first regional news agency cooperation was established in Asia in 1963, called 
Organization of Asian News Agencies (OANA). A UNESCO organized Meeting of Experts on the 
Development of News Agencies in Africa formulated similar ideas in Tunis, 1963, but did not yield any 
immediate results.  

129 Vukasovich, Christian and Boyd-Barrett, Oliver, ʻWhatever Happened to Tanjug? Re-loading Memory 

for an Understanding of the Global News Systemʼ, International Communication Gazette, 74, 8 (2012), 693–
710, 697. 

130 Ivacic, Pero, ʻThe Flow of News. Tanjug, the Pool, and the National Agenciesʼ, Journal of Communication, 
28, 4 (1978), 157–162, 160. 

131 On the history of the Pool see also Pinch, Edward T., ʻThe Flow of News. An Assessment of the Non-

Aligned News Agenciesʼ, Journal of Communication, 28, 4 (1978), 163–171; Indian Institute of Mass 
Communication, News Agencies Pool of Non-Aligned Countries: A Perspective (New Delhi: IIMC, 1978), 

Metze-Mangold, Verena, ʻDie alternativen Nachrichtenagenturen. Nachrichtenpool der blockfreien 

Staaten und Inter Press Serviceʼ, in Reiner Steinweg and Jörg Becker, eds., Medienmacht im Nord-Süd-
Konflikt: Die neue internationale Informationsordnung (Frankfurt/M: Suhrkamp, 1984), 202–228. 
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developing countries so as to meet the needs of these countries”. Member states 

agreed that UNESCO should “assist interested countries in developing infrastructures 

for the press and the audio-visual media and to train media specialists. Assistance 

should also be extended to regional and national information agencies.”132 In the 

already quoted UNESCO Courier issue, Assistant Director-General for Culture and 

Communication, Makaminan Makagiansar outlined the many ways UNESCO was 

engaged in setting up or maintaining regional news agencies, among them OANA as 

well as CANA (Caribbean News Agency).133 Later UNESCO also supported the setting 

up of PANA, the Pan-African News Agency. 

 

 

Later, in the 1980s, NANAP went through a period of relative stability and, in 

organisational terms, declined in the 1990s. Its effect on the news market, however, 

was always very limited, even when its cooperative modes were functioning.134 For the 

time being, around 1975, the formation of the NANAP underscored the Global 

South’s determination to take concrete steps to reform the international order. It was 

proof of the institutional capacity of the Non-Aligned countries to install stable 

mechanisms of cooperation, and it promised to remedy a widely – also in the West – 

agreed deficit, namely to give voice to the Global South in global media. 

 

Yet, this bold step could only lead to a brighter future if it was embedded in 

changes at the national as well as the international level. As far as the national level 

was concerned, the Economic Declaration in Algiers 1973 had called for 

“repersonalization” and “determined recourse to the country’s own social and cultural 

values” in the face of alien cultures that had been imposed by imperialism and 

colonialism. All peoples instead should “exercise effective control over all their natural 

                                                

132 18 C/Resolutions, 63, 97. 
133 Makagiansar 1977 – UNESCO and World Problems, 4ff. See also the Conferences like the Meeting of 

Experts on the Development of News Agencies in Asia, in Colombo in December 1977 (report on 
UNESDOC). 

134 Historiographic studies on the NANAP, an exception being Dinkel 2015 – Die Bewegung Bündnisfreier 
Staaten. 
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wealth and strive for their economic development under conditions ensuring respect 

for their sovereignty and authenticity.”135  

At this point, it remained undecided whether states had to enact legislation that 

was conducive to the protection and development of national cultures or whether 

states first had to be given control of national resources in order be able to protect 

national cultures. UNESCO in subsequent years offered two tracks to debate this 

question, one was the ongoing drafting process of the Mass Media Declaration, the 

other was the research initiative to development blue prints for national 

communication policies. 

The Mass Media Declaration took up the theme of national policies, too. The 

very first draft, prepared by Hilding Eek and the UNESCO secretariat stated “States 

can encourage the development of responsible national mass media” and hence 

defined a rather voluntary role of the state. Already the second draft, taking into 

account the comments of the Swiss expert Bourquin and the Yugoslav expert Osolnik, 

was sharper. It spoke of the “State’s incumbency to promote the economic and social 

independence of information personnel and to help ensure that the media have 

technical facilities, in order to encourage development of responsible national mass 

media”.136 

This was of course a much stronger call upon states to act. It could imply the 

break-up of the economic ties of the mass media in order to render them independent 

from influences that travelled through free market mechanisms. If media continued 

to rely on revenue, e.g. from advertisement, it would continue its dependency on 

economically more potent actors who in turn could channel culturally alien elements 

into the national media. At UNESCO’s intergovernmental conference in December 

1975, the Peruvian expert Gérman Carnero-Roqué called for national legislation that 

would “arrange for the transfer of the ownership of the mass media to the social 

sectors and for international governmental control of the privately-owned major 

information agencies”. Elaborating on this aspect, his proposed amendment 

continued: “The national character of the mass media and their independence of all 
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manipulation by private groups or the State bureaucracy derive from direct social 

control of these media by grass-roots organization.” This proposal was socialist to a 

degree that not even the socialist countries could stomach. Consequently, Carnero-

Roqué did not illicit much support. Instead, the entire draft was scrapped and replaced 

by a new article that read137 

Special support should be given, on the basis of appropriate agreements, to the 
establishment and furthering of national mass media in the developing countries 
[…] so as to correct the existing disequilibrium in the circulation of information 
from these countries and to make a balanced exchange of information a reality for 
the whole of the international community. 

In this article, first, there was no longer a clear actor, no word of the state or national 

legislation. Second, the purpose of supporting the national media was not 

predominantly geared towards preserving a national culture but actually to balancing 

an international flow of information. The direction of this provision in the Declaration 

had turned by 180 degrees from looking inward, upon the national media scene and 

society, to looking outward upon the international plain where the global flows of 

information were taking shape. 

This was understandable since the focus of Non-Aligned ambitions had turned 

in a similar way from national development to changing the international order. Surely, 

national development continued to be the aim of developing countries, it was the goal 

of the Second UN Development Decade and the subject of new and different theories 

of development. But one of the most fundamental tenets of the new approach to 

development was the notion that change had to happen at the international level in 

order for it to happen on the national level. 

 

Regarding the international level, the 1973 Algiers Action Programme made two 

points. In abstract terms it suggested a “reorganization of existing communication 

channels which are the legacy of the colonial past”. More concretely it proposed “the 

revision of existing multilateral agreements with a view to reviewing press cable rates 

and facilitating faster and cheaper intercommunication.” Both points went straight to 

the core of the problem, namely that international communications constituted a 
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historically grown, technical network, defined by established economic and cultural 

practices and only vague international legal provisions, in which power and control 

were distributed in highly unequal ways.  

This linked up with probably the most prominent theme within the debates at 

UNESCO – the free flow of information. This flow depended as much on historically 

grown infrastructure as on present-day economic conditions, such as prices for 

transmission, costs and training for personnel, and consumer demand in the news 

market. As previous chapters have shown, all along in post-war debates about 

international communications, the ideologically highly charged phrase “free flow of 

information” – included in UNESCO’s constitution – was subject to contestation and 

controversy. UNESCO’s research initiative from 1969/71 had contributed to the 

differentiation of the notion of a free flow. One of the resulting studies, the 1974 

report by Kaarle Nordenstreng and Tapio Varis Television Traffic – A One-Way Street 

was only one of the clearest research based articulations of the claim that global 

information flows were imbalanced and needed to be re-ordered to take on more of 

the form of a “two-way flow”. 

The first draft of the Mass Media Declaration had of course taken into account 

such criticism and hence spoke in its Article III of the “right of States and information 

media in each country to diffuse reports of national events to others beyond their 

borders, since the two-way flow of news is fundamental to the strengthening of peace 

and international understanding.” The first UNESCO expert meeting in Paris in 

March 1974, discussing this first draft, drew out the many implications linked to the 

“flow of information.” Third World and developing countries stressed that “a more 

balanced flow of information and opinion” was indispensable in defending their 

country’s culture from being “submerged or dominated by foreign sources”.138 Other 

speakers, obviously advocating a Western concept of information freedom, stressed, 

that the “diversity of sources of news and opinions” was the best guarantor of the free 

development of culture in any given country. The response to this was again that many 

countries lacked the economic power “to support local competing media, particularly 

when faced with the massive importation of foreign sources”. The free-flow principle 

                                                

138 UNESCO 1982 – Historical Background of the Mass, 24. [Report of] Meeting of Experts on a Draft 
Declaration, March 1974, 24. 



 

397 
 

    

wouldn’t work if “certain countries lacked the production capacity to participate” in 

this flow.  

Another economic argument held that the flow of information from North to 

South was dominated by private media companies with a near-monopolistic position. 

Like other transnational corporations, these companies were largely removed from 

any national jurisdiction. They could not be held accountable by any government 

where they were perceived to “sow seeds of hatred or distrust, or to offend national 

feelings”. It was felt that many such companies failed “to make even an attempt to 

understand the legitimate cultures and aspirations of certain countries” and that those 

countries were left with both “a sense of concern and a sense of helplessness”. The 

report was, as usual, not explicit about who was addressed here, but one may safely 

assume that the critics had Reuters and the AP, or Time Warner and other Hollywood 

studios in mind.  

While probably all speakers shared the notion that the media’s activity had an 

impact on furthering or limiting international understanding, and that furthering 

international understanding was generally to be preferred – many speakers stressed 

that putting down fundamental principles addressing the media’s role ran the risk of 

abuse “since some governments might use the principles to place unwarranted 

restrictions on the free flow of ideas”. Theo Bogaerts, the Secretary-General of the 

International Federation of Journalists, the Western counterpart to the socialist-

oriented International Organization of Journalists, warned that governments “could 

use the pretext of preserving their own national integrity to encroach on the necessary 

independence of the mass media profession, and suppress dissenting voices”.139  

The meeting couldn’t escape the conclusion that the difficulty of drafting the 

Declaration existed in striking “the best balance between the desire to further a free 

flow of information and the moral obligation for the media to act responsibly.”140 

Difficulties only multiplied over the course of the debate. A GDR proposal declared 

that it was up to “States” to “disseminate information in a manner which is compatible 

with the mutual respect of the rights and dignity of all States”. A U.S. proposal instead 
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placed first the “rights of freedom of speech and freedom of the press”. The Western 

Europeans were willing to grant that “States should make it their aim to facilitate the 

freer and wider dissemination of information through the mass media”. A Peruvian 

proposal aimed at specifying that states should “encourage mass media and, in 

particular, international news agencies, to act in conformity with the principles and 

standards of the Charter of the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human 

Right and the present Declaration”.141 

Inevitably, the question of information flows touched upon the question of 

national sovereignty. One strategy to deal with this question, often employed by 

socialist countries, was by referencing the “the principles of the Charter of the United 

Nations” which was understood to be a synonym for the equal sovereignty of all states 

as the most foundational principle of the UN. References to the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, by contrast, were used as analogue for stressing the rights of 

individuals. 

Picking up the theme of national sovereignty, revolutionary Cuba submitted a 

proposal declaring “States should strictly comply with the obligation to respect 

equality of sovereignty, territorial integrity and non-interference in the affairs of other 

States, which is an essential condition for the use of the mass media and prerequisite 

for the peaceful coexistence of nations”. Another clause even contained the verdict 

that “some organs of mass media”, to read: Western media, “are instruments of the 

major transnational exploitive consortia, the acknowledged allies of those who convey 

the most retrograde and shameful ideas among the world community.”142 

Such invectives from a country that considered itself an integral part of the Non-

Aligned movement were not helpful to the Non-Aligned cause. More moderate 

proposals, e.g. by India, Algeria or Yugoslavia, lost their momentum. Algeria had 

submitted a draft paragraph reading: 

In order that the two-way flow of information may become a reality for the whole 
of the international community, Unesco, in collaboration with the other agencies 
of the United Nations, shall lend its support to the building up and development of 
the basic national machinery for the dissemination of information. 
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A special effort shall be made on behalf of the developing countries, so as to correct 
the existing disequilibrium in the circulation of information from those countries.143 

The number of articles included in the Mass Media Declaration obviously varied 

throughout the negotiations, although it did not exceed twelve. Also the thematic 

emphasis per article and paragraph changed considerably. All the above-mentioned 

proposals belonged to two articles whose thematic emphasis could be described as the 

right of national media to disseminate information abroad, and the right to seek and 

transmit information. The draft, coming out of the controversial December 1975 

Intergovernmental meeting, reflected moderate versions of the Socialist and Non-

Aligned Proposals. Since the Western delegations had walked out of the meeting, the 

result could hardly count as a consensus version and was of little value. 

The debate up until then, however, had offered ample opportunity to all camps to 

define their own positions. Countries of the Non-Aligned Movement certainly had 

succeeded at making evident that they were not intending to accept the pre-eminence of 

an East-West perspective in the media question. European détente was good for 

international peace but it could not cloud the demands and proposals articulated by the 

Global South. It was inevitable that the Peruvian delegate to the December 1975 

UNESCO meeting, Gérman Carnero-Roqué, proposed the inclusion of references to the 

prominent recent achievements of the Non-Aligned. In one of the preambular 

paragraphs he inserted reference to the “Declaration and the Programme of Action on 

the Establishment of a New International Economic Order” adopted at the UN in the 

spring of 1974 and largely modelled on the Algiers 1973 results. In the operative parts he 

added an entirely new article stating: 

Similarly, as a means of contributing effectively to the strengthening of peace and 
international understanding, the mass media have a duty to make widely known 
among the peoples of the world the objectives of equity, sovereign equality, 
interdependence, common interest and co-operation among all States, on which in 
accordance with the resolutions adopted by the United Nations General Assembly, 
the foundations of a new international economic order are based.144 

This theme, that Carnero-Roqué had newly introduced at the December 1975 

meeting, was rephrased over the course of the following negotiation rounds, but it 

was retained as one constitutive article until the final version of the Declaration was 
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eventually adopted at UNESCO’s General Conference in 1978. However, what 

exactly the relationship was between the reforms in international communications and 

mass media and the NIEO was had not yet been discussed. It was the obvious task 

for those who were interested in both a new economic order and a new order in 

international communications. 

6.4 From Algiers and New York to Tunis and Mexico 

City: NIEO and NWICO 

Algiers had set the course to redress the international order in the broadest terms. The 

emphasis lay on economic measures, but the cultural dimension in the existing 

disequilibrium was pointed out. A few months later in New York, when the Global South 

asked the UN General Assembly to endorse by consensus the Declaration and 

Programme of Action for a New International Economic Order, this dimension was left 

aside. The NIEO was a programme of national economic empowerment of the 

developing countries in a world best described by the term interdependence.145 It did not 

include any mention of mass media, nor any reference to information as a good needed 

for economic and social progress and for bringing about the desired New International 

Economic Order.  

The heads of UNESCO, first Director-General Maheu and then his successor 

M’Bow, were among the first to criticise that omission. But also the Non-Aligned 

countries themselves were already on track to translate the “cultural imperialism”-

claim from Algiers into a political programme. The meeting of the coordinators of the 

Non-Aligned Movement146 in Belgrade, in September 1974, decided that a symposium 

of the Non-Aligned countries should be held, which would be specifically dedicated 

to mass media and information flows in the developing world. In May 1975, fourteen 

Non-Aligned countries met again in Belgrade to prepare the programme and 

organisation of such a symposium. Out of the fourteen, six countries were nominated 

                                                

145 The classic take still Keohane, Nye 1977 – Power and Interdependence, on interdependence in the 
economic sense McFarland 2015 – The New International Economic Order 

146 On this new degree of institutionalization within the movement see Dinkel 2015 – Die Bewegung 
Bündnisfreier Staaten, 190ff. 



 

401 
 

    

to form a preparation committee: Yugoslavia, Tunisia, Mexico, Indonesia, Cuba and 

Sri Lanka.147 

The symposium was eventually convened in Tunis in March 1976. It gathered 

about 150 delegates from 30 non-aligned countries, 23 representatives from other 

countries and international organisations and 38 accredited observers.148 The 

government of host country Tunisia accorded the highest importance to the meeting. 

The Prime Minister Hédi Nouira himself, chaired the opening session before handing 

over to the State Secretary and Minister for Information, Mustapha Masmoudi. 

The head of the Communication Sector, Danish Gunnar Naesselund, 

represented UNESCO at the conference. He was impressed by Nouira’s opening 

remarks. In his report, he quoted Nouira who had stated that the Non-Aligned 

Movement had helped “the acceleration of the process of decolonization, and it has 

induced, on the international scale, profound transformations, which have shaken the 

very foundations of the present political and economic order”. Pointing to the growth 

of the Movement, Nouira proclaimed that “in the League of Nations [sic] we have 

attained the size of a majority.” This majority would open up, or in fact entitle the 

movement to demand, four processes: first, to call for “a readjustment of international 

relations” as a prerequisite for a new economic order; second, to work towards 

“enlarging and consolidating what we have agreed to call détente” – this term was 

hence lifted from its East-West-connotation and globalised –, third, to strive for the 

“completion of the decolonization process” and, finally and somewhat vaguely, to 

develop fuller cooperation and harmonisation of policies.149 

The conference split into three thematic commissions. The first discussed the 

liberation and evolution (often also called emancipation) of information media in the 
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Non-Aligned countries. The second focused on the role of the media in strengthening 

cooperation among the Non-Aligned in the economic and social fields. The third 

addressed the media’s contribution to cultural cooperation. While many of the 

arguments were well-rehearsed (above all in the various discussions at UNESCO), one 

line of arguments emerged more forcefully from deliberations in Tunis. This was the 

aspect of how the developing countries were being portrayed in the world news. Until 

then most arguments centred on the lack of autonomy of the media in the Third 

World, a lack of control and national resources due to foreign dominance and quasi 

monopolistic positions of the economically and technically advanced news agencies 

from the Northern hemisphere. This resulted in a dearth of information, or adequate 

information, within the developing world. The new argument, however, addressed 

what kind of news came out of the developing world. 

As part of the analysis in the second commission, it was held that the way in 

which the international community, despite keeping a basic interest in the 

developments in the Third World, was actually talking about the Third World was 

unsettling. More specifically it was noted in the conference’s general conclusions that 

the monopolistic news media – to read: of the industrialised North – was geared 

towards distorting news from the Non-Aligned countries, that it falsified or invented 

news items or just remained silent on the numerous successes that were achieved by 

the peoples in these countries.150 

Going further still, the omnipresent Peruvian German Carnero-Roqué explained 

in his report on the first commission that the conference had underscored the 

“negative role” played by the “big press transnationals” through a “systematic 

distortion of reality in the non-aligned countries”. These companies used the press as 

an instrument of retribution, political penetration and manipulation of international 

public opinion about the development and independence of the developing world. 

Carnero-Roqué employed memorable terminology by declaring the third world’s 

“right to exercise full sovereignty over information” and by calling for a 

                                                

150  First Symposium of Non-Aligned Countries on Information, a. Final Report. 



 

403 
 

    

“decolonization of information”. It would be upon the Non-Aligned to change the 

present situation so as to “install a new international order of information”.151 

Tying these catchy, yet abstract, formula back to present political contexts, the 

Final Report expressly urged the news media from the Non-Aligned countries to 

affirm the “cultural personality” of these countries and to support the peoples’ 

struggle for emancipation and preservation of their identity. They should pay 

particular interest to the causes of the Palestinians, the Rhodesians and the South 

Africans who were combating “Zionism, racism, neo-colonialism and fascism”. The 

Non-Aligned media should present, for example, to the Palestinians themselves as 

well as to foreign publics a “full and authentic image” of the people.152 

Similarly concrete were calls upon the Non-Aligned media to support the 

“efforts of our peoples to assure the installation of a new economic order” which 

would be the only instrument to reduce economic discrepancies.153 In the same vain, 

the report of the second committee confirmed the necessity that the media took part 

in the liberation of national economies and their revalorization, the need to “neutralize 

the malicious influence” of foreign media that was hostile to the ambitions of the 

Non-Aligned and that the one-way flow was stopped so as not to make third world 

people passive consumers of foreign media.154 

UNESCO and Gunnar Naesselund were more than neutral observers to the 

conference. Next to the League of Arab Nations, UNESCO was the only non-state actor 

to have contributed financially to the conference (10% of the overall budget).155 

Naesselund had also travelled to Tunis in October 1975 to take part in preparatory talks 

with Masmoudi and others from the Non-Aligned preparatory committee.156 Part of the 

deal was that towards the end of the conference, Naesselund would sit down with a select 
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number of Non-Aligned representatives to discuss ways in which the conference results 

could figure into UNESCO’s programme. UNESCO could of course not promise any 

action, that was for the General Conference to decide. But Naesselund listed initiatives 

that certain UNESCO member states might carry into the General Conference based 

upon the Tunis discussion. He anticipated draft resolutions addressing the current rates 

in international telecommunications, proposing further studies on the role of 

transnational corporations in the news field as well as on the “image of non-alignment 

and other political move[ment]s of developing countries as perceived through media in 

the developed world and how to improve this image”. He also expected calls for 

increased efforts of the media in offering a more balanced portrayal of the developing 

world.157 

  

After Tunis, Naesselund went on to another symposium held under the title 

“The Role of Information Within the New International Order” at the Mexico City-

based Latin American Institute for Transnational Studies (ILET). While Tunis had 

been a governmental forum, the seminar in Mexico City was once more a place for 

experts and scholarly discourse. The discussions there went in a similar direction but 

had a more theoretical bent. Travelling around the globe, Naesselund was connecting 

the dots for UNESCO.  

The venue of the conference was not just any institute – the ILET was in itself 

a political statement. Following a resolution taken by the UN General Assembly at its 

seventh Special Session in 1975, the ILET was created and located in Mexico City in 

October 1975.158 It was run by two young Chileans, the academic Juan Somavia and 

the journalist Fernando Reyes Matta. Both had been exiled from Chile after the coup 

of Augusto Pinochet in 1973. Somavia, only 35 years old, had previously advised the 

government of Salvador Allende on economic affairs and was known for promoting 
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regional cooperation in Latin America. Later, he became a rising star in the UN system, 

crowning his career with the Director-Generalship of the ILO in 1999. 

The ILET was an institutional meeting point for an international crowd of 

academics, many focusing on culture, media, and development economics in Latin 

America.159 Among the intellectuals it brought together were several familiar names 

from the UNESCO research initiative, like the Bolivian Luis Ramiro Beltrán, or the 

Belgian Armand Mattelart.160 The ILET represented a strong voice in the international 

development debate. Most notably, it promoted the concept of “another 

development” and, in doing so, cooperated with a whole network of international 

NGOs like the influential Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation in Sweden  or the Geneva-

based International Foundation for Development Alternatives. Governmental 

institutions, too, who associated themselves with alternative development policies 

supported the institute, e.g. the Dutch Ministry of International Cooperation or 

Mexican President Louis Echeverria. 161 

The concept of “another development” sought alternative and more holistic 

strategies for development cooperation. It shared the critical views on existing 

economic disparities and sided strongly with the calls for a “New International 

Economic Order” (NIEO) advanced by the Non-Aligned countries. Now, the Mexico 

City seminar of 1976 connected the concept of “another development” with mass 

media and communications. Among the participants were, beside Naesselund, 

Somavia, Mattelart, along with the Finnish Tapio Varis, Pero Ivačić, the director of 

TANJUG, and German Carnero-Roqué. Naesselund’s report sums up the seminar’s 

thrust in the first sentence: “The development of a new international information 

order is an integral part in the establishment of a new international order.”162 
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The seminar’s analysis was grounded on the fundamental belief that the 

understanding of information needed to be changed. Echoing almost literally a phrase 

from Tunis, the report stated: “Information is a social and not a commercial 

product.”163 Just as concepts of “another development” aimed at putting human needs 

at the centre rather than trying to introduce the logic of free markets in developing 

economies, information needed to respond to the social and cultural requirements that 

accompanied the process of decolonization and liberation. In contemporary 

terminology, the seminar juxtaposed the claims of the “periphery” to “informative self 

reliance” with the “dominant structure” of information markets imposed and 

controlled from “the centre”. The objective had to be: “The countries in the periphery 

must structure a common information system to have their reality circulated without 

the prevalent ethnocentric prejudices.” 

As elements of this organisation the report listed the “establishment of national 

communication policies” that would reflect the concepts of a “new international 

information order” and of “another development”. The new agency pool ought to 

increase its efforts in providing the “communication structure” of the Non-Aligned. 

A code of conduct for the “world agencies” was requested as was the “right to appeal” 

where wrong or tendentious information was distributed. 

 

Back in Paris in June, Naesselund sat down to draft a memo on “The concept 

of a new international information order initiated among the Non-Aligned 

countries”.164 This memo had several tasks to accomplish. It was supposed to offer an 

analytical synthesis of the Non-Aligned efforts and ambitions in the information field, 

it had to be political in that it ought to secure UNESCO’s continued or even 
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strengthened engagement in these Non-Aligned efforts and it had to be operative in 

order to describe what UNESCO’s engagement should look like. 

The conceptual point of departure of a new international information order lay, 

according to Naesselund, in the Non-Aligned warning 

That the ethnocentric prevalence in much of the present-day’s world news is 
perceived by many recipients as an obnoxious effect of the way in which mass-
media of the industrialized world have developed their markets within the 
framework of the principles of the free flow of information. It is not the freedom 
of information that is challenged but the apparent abuses of the cultural, social and 
economic identities of emerging nations by the way the principles is presently being 
practized. 

The ultimate objective, in turn, Naesselund described as a dual democratization: 

At the national level the emancipation of media should be directed towards the 
mobilization and inclusion of every individual in the processes of communication 
that shape new societies. At the international level the emancipation process should 
aim at a democratisation of international information networks, at the 
establishment of horizontal instead of vertical structures, and at the 
conceptualization of an ‘alternative’ information.” 

This last term, alternative information, was highly indicative. On the one hand, it 

questioned the assumption that information represented an absolute value. In Western 

cultures that believed in the freedom of information, it was of course recognised that 

information could be false, falsified, distorted, partial etc. But those were defects for 

which the profession or the market continuously tried to find remedies. More 

information could only help to reduce the percentage of false information, hence the 

free flow could only be welcome. Inherent in this absolute value was the idea that 

information did not need to be understood in a certain context in order to be of value. 

Information, the assumption went, helped in any context, because the truth helped in 

any context. Purporting that there could be alternative information, in turn, put 

emphasis on the idea that there could be suitable and less suitable, or helpful and less 

helpful, information – depending on the context.  

On the other hand, the terminology “alternative information” borrowed from 

the concept “alternative/another development”. Thus the term linked up to an 

important strand of contemporary development thinking. Such thinking sought to 

understand development from the bottom up, by understanding first the needs 

articulated by or observable in developing societies. This linked the concept of 

information also with the economic models that were pursued under the label of 
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“another development” – most notably the model of a New International Economic 

Order.  

In political terms, the history of the concept that Naesselund recapitulated was 

revealing. He saw the origin of the present efforts nowhere else but in Algiers in 1973. 

He went on to list a series of Non-Aligned meetings, among them the Belgrade 

coordinators meeting, Non-Aligned ministerial meetings and Tunis and Mexico. By 

attributing the genesis of the concept of a new information order entirely to the Non-

Aligned actors and activities, Naesselund certainly assigned a great deal of agency to 

the Non-Aligned actors – if a the cost of leaving aside the role played by UNESCO 

as a meeting place, network, and generator of research and by dedicated individuals 

whose papers and theories informed the political pamphlets that had over the years 

built the momentum for the new order moment in the mid-1970s. This one-sided 

attribution was of course opportune. The Non-Aligned countries had forcefully 

entered the UN scene, not only in the parliamentary fora of the UN system but also 

in the capillaries of the secretariats and bureaucracies. Director-General M’Bow 

himself was the embodiment of this new force. Given that UNESCO had traditionally 

taken up the cause of the developing world and that there was now a system-wide 

momentum for the Non-Aligned efforts for a new international order, this history, as 

presented by Naesselund, hit the nerve of the time.  

What did all this mean for UNESCO? Naesselund had divided the sum of the 

non-aligned proposals into three categories – normative action, collaboration on the 

international, regional or multilateral level, and action taken on the national level. He 

went on to spell out those proposals by simultaneously marking to which sections in 

UNESCO’s own basic planning document, the Medium-Term Plan (1977-1982), they 

related. As they have been presented at length previously, these proposals need not be 

repeated here. Noteworthy, however, is the finishing point at which Naesselund 

arrived. In the last section of his paper he attempted to draft on “outline of Unesco 

programme” in the context of the new information order.  

Inevitably, his final chord had to echo the theme of normative action. The next 

questions that had to be answered in the information debate were first “what 

normative actions might be taken in order to promote the change of values and 

concepts of communication personnel and decision makers in order to identify and 
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implement the new content of information”. Second, which level should such 

normative action seek to address in order to have the biggest impact on the now 

incipient “first phase of decolonization of information”. The third and last question 

raised the point “in which international fora or organs should the discussion and 

implementation of such [normative] actions be vested”. If not to any of the first 

questions, here Naesselund, beyond a doubt, had his answer ready: UNESCO. 

6.5 UNESCO off to Nairobi 

In the autumn of 1976, all eyes turned to Nairobi, the capital of Kenya, and the Kenyatta 

International Conference Center, located in the financial district of the East African 

Metropole. The KICC was a 28-storey high, cylindrical building and had been opened in 

1973. Modernist by appearance when seen from afar, the tower revealed at closer look a 

deep embeddedness in its local surroundings as the façade and many parts of the building 

were designed with materials like gravel, cement, sand and wood drawn from the region 

around the capital. The embeddedness was even clearer in the architecture of the 

conference hall next to the tower and situated in a rounded building with a conical roof 

structure reminiscent of an African-style hut. The inaugural conference at the KICC had 

been a joint meeting of the IMF and the World Bank, the “most prestigious global 

conference of the time to ever come to the African soil”, as the Center’s website today 

proudly recounts.165  

In 1976, multilateral politics returned to Nairobi in prominent ways. In May the 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) convened in 

Nairobi and UNESCO’s nineteenth General Conference was scheduled to open on 

October 23. For the first time in twenty years, UNESCO had decided to hold its General 

Conference outside Paris. For the first time ever, it had decided to move to Africa. More 

than just a symbolic gesture towards the Global South and the continent of origin of 

UNESCO’s Director-General M’Bow, the choice was indicative of the decentering of 

international politics in recent years. The decentering during the “new order”-discourses 

in the mid-1970s played out on the level of agenda setting, by introducing new topics 
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and, above all, new perspectives in international politics, as well as on the level of 

diplomatic practices, aimed at a fairer representation of Third World concerns and a 

democratisation of international politics.  

In this context, UNESCO’s Nairobi conference was a watershed moment. On the 

policy level, the mass media declaration stood in the centre of attention. It had clearly 

become recognised as an essential part of the Global South’s new order initiative and had 

the potential to become the UNESCO complement to the NIEO. It was embedded in a 

more general decision on UNESCO’s future course of action, as the nineteenth General 

Conference also decided on the second Medium Term Plan. The MTP was a planning 

tool introduced in the 1970s and designed to provide the framework for the 

organisation’s activities over the five-year period, in this case the years 1977-1982.  

Politically highly charged was the question of Israel. The 1974 decision, forced by 

an Arab led Third World majority, not to admit Israel to the European Group at 

UNESCO had to be reversed, if UNESCO and its Third World members wanted to 

secure the continued financial support of the US and the Western Europeans. This also 

involved including less of the stigmatising language against Israel in the Conference 

results, such as the equation of Zionism with racism that had stirred up the UN in 1975 

as much as the UNESCO meeting on the Mass Media Declaration in December that 

same year. The U.S.-Congress had withheld funds for UNESCO since 1974. 

The Media Declaration, the MTP and the Israel question all contributed to the 

bigger question looming: would UNESCO succeed in establishing itself as central agent 

of a new approach to development, one that considered development a bottom-up 

process that needed to fit and respect the social and cultural requirements of the 

developing society and one that advocated fundamental changes in international politics 

under the sign of interdependence and a new order so as to accommodate the new 

approach to development. 

Lastly, the 1976 General Conference was a showcase for the new forces in the 

international field: would Kenya and the city of Nairobi be able to stage an international 

conference of this calibre? Would the new Director-General M’Bow establish order in 

the various conflicted political processes? Would the Third World caucus compromise 

on important issues or continue a path of radical attack? Would the caucus find effective 

ways to coordinate themselves, agree on policy priorities and apply discipline in pursuing 
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them despite the differences in this obviously heterogeneous group? In short, how would 

the Third World agenda put on display in Nairobi fare in the international arena? 

6.5.1 U.S. Preparations 

The Bureau of International Organizations Affairs at the State Department had a busy 

year preparing the Nairobi Conference. The diplomats under Assistant Secretary of State, 

Sam Lewis, were fighting a battle on two fronts. At home, the 1974 General Conference 

decisions on Israel had caused considerable uproar. By the end of the year, the US 

Congress passed legislation that prohibited the administration from further paying its 

dues to UNESCO. The increasingly aggressive resolutions forced through UN fora by 

the new majorities and which were aimed at stigmatising and isolating Israel came to be 

discussed by the U.S. public and politicians as undue “politicisation” of international 

affairs and Congress made it increasingly clear that it was no longer willing to let these, 

even if mainly symbolic, resolutions pass unchallenged.166  

On the international front, the State Department had to find strategies vis-à-vis the 

new actors on the international scene. The mid-1970s was a period of intensive self-

reflection on the part of the United States as to how to best deal with the challenges they 

faced within the international system.167 On the domestic side, there was growing appetite 

for boycotting or withdrawing from unruly international fora. Another type of strategy 

was suggested from one protagonist later labelled as neo-conservative: short-term U.S. 

Ambassador to the UN Daniel Patrick Moynihan. In his famous 1975 article “The United 

States in Opposition”, he offered a sweeping critique of U.S. representations at the UN 

and other international organisations. He pointed to a weak-kneed attitude of tacit 

compliance in face of the new political agendas that the Third World pursued ever more 

vigorously. Instead, he called upon U.S. diplomats to go “in opposition” – thus taking 

the parliamentary character of these core institutions seriously. He boldly claimed: “It is 

time for the United States, as the new society’s loyal opposition, to say this directly, 
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loudly, forcefully. […] It is time, that the American spokesman came to be feared in 

international forums for the truths he might tell.”168 

In the case of the UNESCO Conference, the multilateralists at the State 

Department as well as the permanent delegation to UNESCO in Paris preferred an 

engaging approach over disengagement. In the eyes of the Bureau of International 

Organization Affairs Nairobi would be “one of the most important meetings which the 

United States will attend from the point of view of our overall relationship to the United 

Nations” and would simultaneously affect the US government’s relations with 

UNESCO, the Congress and the wider public.169 Consequently, the Bureau worked hard 

over summer to put together a delegation that had to fulfil several requirements. Bill 

Jones, the Permanent Representative in Paris, wrote to Lewis that “a well managed, 

experienced delegation is the single most important item”. He argued that the chairman 

of the delegation ought not to be a political appointee, as had often been the case in the 

past, but a high-level foreign service officer. Overall the delegation had to consist at its 

core of professionals who were able to speak and draft cables, and who had experience 

in negotiating and context knowledge of political issues that might arise over the course 

of the conference.170 

Apart from a high degree of professional quality the delegation needed to 

adequately represent certain interests. While the Israel question was in good hands with 

the diplomats, the media issue required expertise from the media field and ideally – from 

a domestic policy point of view – a credible figure in the US media landscape. The expert 

chosen was William Harley, a professional in educational broadcasting who had long 

been involved with UNESCO and other international platforms. He was part of the US 

National Commission for UNESCO and had attended the General Conference in 1974. 

The more public figure was Clayton Kirkpatrick, the editor of the Chicago Tribune, who 

had just become nationally known as one of the earliest and strongest voices in the media 

to call for the resignation of President Nixon after the release of the Watergate 
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recordings. Kirkpatrick was solidly conservative yet with no prejudice against cultural 

multilateralism. 

When Lewis explained the composition of the delegation to the Secretary of State, 

Henry Kissinger, he skipped over the political appointees from the White House who in 

his view could not be entrusted to handle any item on the Conference agenda on their 

own. Part of the delegation were also two members of the House of Representative and, 

in order “to reduce the pressure for a U.S. withdrawal from UNESCO”, one member of 

the “Committee for an Effective UNESCO”, a conservative interest group formed in 

1974 and who advocated a boycott of UNESCO in response to the anti-Israel 

resolutions. This Committee member was Leonard Marks.171 

Further cause for concern arose from the fact that after the disastrous December 

1975 meeting on the Mass Media Declaration and the somewhat scandalised San José 

Conference on National Communication Policies, convened by UNESCO in July 1976, 

the US press was highly sensitised to the ongoing developments at UNESCO. In 

October, the Bureau had an indication that already 55 journalists from the US planned 

to travel to Nairobi. The delegation would need to designate one member as a 

spokesperson who could respond to the press. However, the Bureaus asked the U.S. 

Information Agency to detail an additional officer from its Nairobi branch, or from a 

station elsewhere, to assist.172 Similarly, a member of the U.S. National Commission had 

already warned the Department to develop a strategy to keep the considerable number 

of U.S. media representatives on the spot up-to-date: “A group this large, left unattended 

and/or prevented from following the deliberations on Item #69 [the Mass Media 

Declaration] will become frustrated and this will further color their reporting of 

UNESCO matters out of Nairobi.”173 

Corresponding to the high degree of scrutiny of the composition of the delegation, 

was the level of assistance offered by the Department to the delegation. In early October, 

all members were invited to Foggy Bottom for background briefings and strategic 

instructions. Lewis greeted the delegation as “one of the strongest we have put together 

for a UNESCO General Conference”. He added that the US government “has generally 
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been making greatly intensified efforts to be more effective in its multilateral diplomacy. 

There has been general recognition at all levels that our ability to protect and advance US 

interests in multilateral forums will have great impact on the kind of world system needed 

for the future.”174 

Maybe the most important decision, however, pertained to the position of the 

delegation chairman. He would be the highest-ranking U.S. representative in Nairobi and 

would present the main speech during the General Policy Debate. He would be the 

director interlocutor to other delegation heads as well as to Director-General M’Bow. 

Over the past three General Conferences, this role had been assumed by Miller Upton, 

an eminent professor and educator and, for several years, Chairman of the U.S. National 

Commission of UNESCO. In 1976 though, the mood in the State Department was 

different. Bill Jones had urged Lewis to look for “a professional” rather than a 

“prominent person from private life”.175 

Eventually the State Department and the White House agreed upon John E. 

Reinhardt, who had entered the service in 1957 by joining the U.S. Information Agency 

and thus had considerable experience in the field of foreign cultural policies. He had also 

been among the first African-Americans to be accepted to the service in the late 1950s. 

By 1971, Reinhardt had risen to the rank of an ambassador and was posted to Nigeria.176 

By sending an ambassador of African-American descent into an international forum 

where ‘colour politics’ seemed to have returned, the U.S. symbolically underlined its 

willingness to engage.177  

In this respect, it appeared almost congenial that the Conference, which was 

expected to be one of the politically most challenging one, was to unfold on African soil. 

In a cable offering a strategic outlook on the upcoming Conference, the Permanent 

Delegation in Paris had offered a sharp analysis. It was concluded that “we can reasonably 

expect that given the situs of the conference, a special effort will be made by African 
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states to make the conference a success. We can play on this theme to our advantage.” If 

played well, the implicit suggestion went, this “conference may well be the forerunner of 

developing a new majority of moderate LDC’s which will work with us rather than against 

us, if we can avoid forcing them into corners where they have to prove their Third World 

masculinity by voting with so-called automatic majorities”. After all, the cable closed, 

despite the recent cut-off of funds, there “remains a strong desire to see the US continue 

actively in UNESCO.”178  

6.5.2 African Conduct 

Given the broad participation (basically all existing nation states plus numerous non-

governmental representatives), given the political ambition to define nothing less than 

UNESCO’s role in bringing about a new international order, given the site of the 

conference and the ambitious leadership of the Senegalese Director-General M’Bow, the 

nineteenth General Conference could become a touchstone for the viability of the 

alternative vision of international affairs the Global South had postulated.  

The Non-Aligned conferences, held in places like Colombo, Algiers or Lusaka were 

often occasions for a jump-started infrastructural modernisation in these respective 

capitals of the developing world. They brought improvements to the local traffic systems, 

access to telecommunications or the supply of other signs of modern city life, like cooling 

systems.179 Host countries were also well aware of the publicity potential these gatherings 

had, and made considerable investments in order to attract international attention.180  

M’Bow had reasons to worry. The Kenyan government had approached the US 

and others for voluntary financial contributions to defray the costs of the conference. 

The US declined on principle. Since they advocated greater fiscal restraint from the entire 

UN system, they did not support holding costly UN conferences outside the host cities 

where the necessary infrastructure was already present.181 Furthermore, M’Bow voiced 

concerns about the qualification of the person the Kenyan government had designated 
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as president of the conference. The Minister of Education, as a close adviser to M’Bow 

relayed to the State Department, was “a colorful but rather unpredictable individual”. 

M’Bow feared he might get involved in intrigues and antics that the international press 

could find an “appealing subject” to report on.182 

On both issues, the US did not feel able to offer support. And speaking at the 

UNCTAD conference in Nairobi several months earlier, Secretary of State, Henry 

Kissinger, set the tone on the policy level. Confronting calls for the NIEO, he boldly 

announced “The United States better than almost any nation could survive a period of 

economic warfare. We can resist confrontation and rhetorical attacks if other nations 

choose that path. And we can ignore unrealistic demands and peremptory demands.”183 

Despite the various gestures of the U.S. to be open for constructive engagement with the 

Third World claims, M’Bow and UNESCO could not expect easy compromises on the 

policy issues. Yet, M’Bow was determined to turn the conference into a diplomatic 

success – a success he could claim for UNESCO, for himself, and above all for the new 

approach to international politics, which he claimed to embody. 

But what was this new approach? At the opening session of the Conference, 

Kenya’s President and an icon in Africa’s struggle for independence, Jomo Kenyatta, 

gave an idea. He called upon delegates to conduct the negotiations of the next few weeks 

in the spirit of harmony and compromise. He ended his speech with the call 

“Harambee!”, to which the plenum answered several times with “Hey!”184 

Harambee is the motto of the Kenyan Republic. It is a Kikuyu phrase that literally 

means “let’s all pull together”. Upon independence in 1963, Kenyatta, as first President 

of the independent Republic of Kenya, had used the motto to provide the emerging state 

with a unifying idea and a tradition that was distant and different enough from the former 

colonial order. Soon, the motto took on the quality of a concept carrying the significance 

of “self-reliance” or “self-help”. With recourse to such principals, Kenyatta had 

promoted forms of cooperative and collective productivity in Kenya. In 1964 he declared 

that the “development of Kenya will depend on the efforts of the people themselves. 

[…] It is not good for the economy, or for the morale of a country, to be greatly 
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dependent on overseas assistance”, adding that Kenya has only “accepted the kind of 

foreign aid that is without strings”.185 

The virtue of the concept was that it was applicable to a society’s internal affairs as 

well as to its interaction with the outside world. When twelve years after his first 

evocation of the concept, now elder statesman Kenyatta repeated the phrase in front of 

over 140 national delegations, the call carried a twofold message. First, it implied that the 

Third World should also continue to pursue forms of self-reliance in the field of their 

economic development. If international development aid was to have a healthy impact it 

needed to respect the striving of each country for self-reliance and hence come with no 

political strings attached. Secondly, if harambee was applied to the international 

community as a whole, states gathering together in international organisations such as 

UNESCO should “pull together” and find more cooperative ways to make commonly 

binding decisions.  

Already Kissinger had drawn on the symbolic power of the harambee. In his 

UNCTAD address he called for a “dialogue between the developed and the developing 

nations” and referenced the motto: “Harambee – Work together for the good of all!”186 

At the UNESCO conference, John E. Reinhardt employed a similar strategy. In the 

General Policy Debate he reiterated the phrase and conceded that “the Western 

orientation that prevailed for several centuries comes to share in a more multicentred 

system of international relations”. With regard to the controversies around the media 

issue, he reminded them that a “new basis for consultation and co-operation” was 

necessary, given the recent clashes at various UNESCO meetings on this topic.187  

The burden of translating such symbolic references into an actual consensus fell of 

course predominantly on M’Bow himself. It was the first General Conference entirely 

under his stewardship and he had much reason to expect confrontation. Both the media 

issue and the Israel question could quickly split the General Conference and make any 
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step forward impossible. Such a deadlock was potentially damaging to the organisation 

as well as to the cause of a new order itself. Especially in an area of non-binding norm-

setting, a Declaration based on a simple majority vote would lack any authority and only 

upset a considerable number of member states.  

During the months preceding the conference, M’Bow hence floated an idea that 

might mitigate the confrontation. In a meeting on May 13, M’Bow along with his adviser, 

the Yugoslav Dragoljub Najman, received Permanent Representative Jones together with 

Assistant Secretary Lewis in Paris. M’Bow warned that the U.S. had “to operate from a 

position of strength and not weakness” and that the current withholding of funds for 

UNESCO had put it in a position of weakened credibility. He also challenged the notion 

that UNESCO had become politicised. He reminded his interlocutors that it had been 

the U.S. who, in 1950, had called for a special session of the UNESCO Executive Board 

that then passed a resolution in support of UN forces in Korea and that the U.S. had 

fought for many years to prevent the recognition and admission of mainland China. 

However, he emphasised several times that he was determined to resolve the Israel 

question – he had publically deplored decisions against Israel in 1974 – and that he was 

not planning to force a majority vote on the Mass Media Declaration. Instead, he 

proposed a “negotiation group” to be installed at the General Conference, to which the 

plenary could refer the more controversial issues, and where discussions could go on in 

a small circle. He expected such a measure to reduce tensions, lessen the confrontation 

and thus contribute to a “depoliticization” of the General Conference work.188  

The State Department welcomed this measure and commented on the specifics of 

what came to be known as the “Drafting and Negotiation Group” (DNG). In fact, it 

concluded, if M’Bow’s goal was “to depoliticize [the] plenary, we believe many more 

controversial items should be added” to the purview of the Group.189 Probably the surest 

sign that the DNG was in the interest of the US, was that the Arabs, reportedly opposed 
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the establishment of the DNG as it would “deprive them of [the] most efficient and full 

us of [the] General Debate from which to launch their propaganda activities”.190 

M’Bow’s initiative could be seen as an act of political realism that suggested that 

negotiations behind closed were doors more helpful in politically highly charged contexts. 

But M’Bow himself invoked a particular African tradition in his attempt to secure 

consensus, and as such claimed to make a very personal contribution to the aim of post-

colonial states to alter international relations. M’Bow’s declared goal was, beyond 

depoliticisation, to actually reintroduce consensus as the principle for decision making. 

Later, he explained in a speech his own cultural roots and placed his vision of consensus 

explicitly in the “tradition of unanimity which remains so much alive in my native 

Africa.”191 Consensus, to him, was nothing that could be prescribed from the top of a 

state or a bureaucracy, it was rather “a process of negotiation and its result”. It avoided 

confrontation and kept the door to further dialogue open and it related to the African 

tradition of the Palaver-Tree, where the village members gathered to agree on a common 

course of action.192 

M’Bow explained further that the “fundamental principle of the equality of citizens 

before the law, which is basic to modern democracy, has its equivalent in the principle of 

the sovereign equality of States, on which the international community of today is 

based.”193 It is notable that M’Bow equated the rights of “citizens” within states with a 

more equal order among “States” (with a capital “S”) in the international system. Building 

on such premises, M’Bow tried to translate a piece of African local culture based on direct 

personal interaction into the international system, where ‘nation states’ (more accurately: 

their representatives) interacted in a highly complex web of multiple foreign and domestic 

influences and in front of a highly attentive global audience.  
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M’Bow’s method met with success. He convinced the General Conference to 

install the DNG and indeed the Conference did not descend into clashes and public 

quarrels. At the end, all delegates applauded themselves for the political results of the 

conference and M’Bow for successfully containing the increasing centrifugal forces that 

had unfolded through the controversies on “new orders” and on other issues at 

UNESCO.  

One may certainly challenge the notion that the innovation of the DNG really 

represented a genuine ‘African contribution’ to the conduct of international relations. 

Closed door negotiations were a well-rehearsed exercise and standard tool in 

multilateralism. M’Bow still had reason to be satisfied as the results of Nairobi caused 

relief in areas where there had been great tension.  

6.5.3 Achieving Results – Promises in the Media Field  

What then were these results? The constellation ahead of the Nairobi conference was 

evident: from an institutional point of view of UNESCO, the adoption of the Medium 

Term Plan in connection with funding and programme decisions was the most 

fundamental objective. However, this was only possible if, first, the divisive political 

issues that were fundamentally unrelated to the MTP could be resolved and hence did 

not block progress in other fields, and second, if the U.S., as the largest financial 

contributor to UNESCO could be convinced to catch up with its dues instead of drifting 

further towards withdrawal. For the US in turn, solutions on the Israel question and the 

pending Mass Media Declaration were prerequisites for any further U.S. participation.  

The Soviets were pursuing the Mass Media Declaration on the basis of the draft 

that had come out of the controversial meeting in December 1975. The Declaration had 

been the pet project of the socialist bloc since 1970. By 1976, the enthusiasm had not 

waned.  

The set of interests on the side of the Non-Aligned, finally, was probably the most 

complex. Taken together these interests presented a continuation of the broad reform 

agenda laid out first in Algiers, and transformed in subsequent years into a broad call for 

a new international order in economic, political and cultural terms. More immediately, 

the strong interest in concrete development assistance prevailed, though this was 
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intricately linked to more political calls for a change in international relations since the 

notion of development assistance itself was changing.  

The UNESCO Secretariat under M’Bow had done its homework and managed to 

deploy loyal personalities to key positions during the General Conference. There was 

Dragoljub Najman, Assistant Director-General at UNESCO and often referred to as 

M’Bow’s “trouble shooter” who maintained close contact with the American delegation, 

but generally had excellent access to most delegations. There was Gunnar Naesselund, 

the Danish head of the Communication sector, who was intimately familiar with the 

media issues, held excellent contacts with experts and the media field and, being himself 

from Denmark, good access to the Nordic countries who often were able to take a 

credible middle-of-the-road course between Western free-flow orthodoxy and Third 

World special needs. With Hector Wynter, the Jamaican Chairman of UNESCO’s 

Executive Board, M’Bow had another reliable ally ready to lobby member states and 

speaking with the authority of the head of UNESCO’s executive political organ.  

Probably the single most important figure in Nairobi was, however, Léon-Louis 

Boissier-Palun, a sixty-year old diplomat representing Benin. He was a former 

government member of the first independent government of Senegal and, just as M’Bow 

himself, had been part of the circle around Leopold Senghor. In 1976, he headed the 

African Group at UNESCO. M’Bow entrusted him with the role comparable to a 

“majority whip”. Boissier-Palun was able to mobilise an African majority wherever he 

and M’Bow thought this was helpful. During the Conference, he held the all-important 

post of the chairman of the Drafting and Negotiation Group and thus had procedural 

control over those discussions that would be most complicated. The U.S. Delegation 

consulted frequently with Boissier-Palun. Reinhardt cautiously concluded after his first 

work meeting with him: “The discussion with the principal leader of black African States 

points up his confidence that African will give some support, and even initiative, in 

diffusion some of the difficult political issues” at the Conference.194 

The Israel question was addressed from the start. In early speeches in the General 

Policy Debate, both M’Bow and Wynter had stated in no uncertain terms that all member 
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state had the right to participate in regional activities, which was an implicit endorsement 

of Israel’s desired membership in the European group. Shortly after, the Kenyan 

conference president, under guidance of the UNESCO leadership found a way to register 

that no majority of states in the plenary were against the admission of states who had 

applied to regional groups and that hence those applying states could consider themselves 

admitted. This way, no vote was taken and no one needed to register opposition or 

support. It presented a face-saving solution to the Soviets who had supported the more 

radical Arab countries in their blockade of Israel and the U.S. and Israel did not claim 

this result as out-right victory.195 

On the media question, UNESCO had done its homework, too, as it turned out. 

US delegation members Harley and Nobbe met for dinner with Naesselund on the third 

day of the Conference. They reported to Reinhardt on the strategy envisaged by the 

Secretariat. At the centre stood a Tunisian draft resolution that proposed several ways in 

which UNESCO was asked to provide development assistance in the media field to the 

developing countries as well as to undertake several studies that would better identify the 

actual need in the developing regions and ways to address them. The resolution was 

decidedly more practical than the normative Draft Mass Media Declaration.196 

Naesselund added that the initiative for this resolution actually came from the 

Secretariat and the reasoning went that direct programme assistance offered in the 

resolution was more immediately attractive to the Third World caucus. It could thus be 

traded in for a deferral of the Declaration to the next General Conference. Yet, the 

Tunisian Permanent Representative had significantly expanded the draft so that the 

resulting costs were in the region of 1-2 million USD – twice as much as the initial draft. 

The Secretariat had therefore floated a second version of the initial draft which the 

Nordic countries were prepared to sponsor. Naesselund presented this draft as a “fall-

                                                

195 Embassy Nairobi to State, 31.01.1976, RG 59, CFCP 1973-79, File Unit: Electronic Telegram 1976, 
AAD/NARA. See also State to [Various], 09.11.1976, RG 59, CFCP 1973-79, File Unit: Electronic 
Telegram 1976, AAD/NARA, on the reporting of the domestic media. This tactic eliminated the most 
pressing point of conflict. Yet, as far as Israel’s activities in the occupied countries and its excavations 
in certain site in Jerusalem were concerned, the General Conference did agree of Israel critical resolution. 
Also in the speeches, many anti-Israel delegations let off steam. Yet, the Israeli delegation could bear 
the level of polemics and the continued hostilities went largely unnoticed in the shadow of the important 
news of Israel’s admission to the European group. 

196 Harley/Nobbe to Reinhardt, Memorandum of Conversation, 31.10.1976, in: RG 59, IO UNESCO GC 
1965-79, Box: 8, NARA. 
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back position” in case the draft presented by Tunisia encountered insurmountable 

resistance. Importantly, the Secretariat, as Harley and Nobbe reported, was convinced 

that either draft could serve “as a vehicle for derailing the Draft Declaration”.197 

Yet, M’Bow left the US delegation somewhat in the dark about how far his 

ambitions on the media issue went. One week into the conference, the US delegation 

reported that M’Bow “was most critical of Western media in his speech, accusing media 

of biased reporting”.198 They expected that other delegations would follow M’Bow’s 

rhetoric and attack the Western media. Such an atmosphere could lead to calls to put the 

radical December Draft in front of the plenary. While the delegation was confident that 

the draft had no prospects for success in the programme commission or the DNG, it 

was still possible that it would become subject to broad public debate. The delegation 

hurried to assure the Department that it still had confidence in the strategy outlined by 

Naesselund and that it continued to work on the Tunisian draft in order to amend some 

of the unacceptable language (e.g. to read “more balanced flow of news” instead of “more 

balanced news”199). 

Halfway through the conference, the issue of the Mass Media Declaration had 

found its way from brief initial debate in the plenary to the Programme Commission and 

from there, as planned, to the DNG where a special working group was set up. Boissier-

Palun installed the Indian Parthasarathi as chairman of the working group, the other 

members were from Colombia, France, Japan, Kuwait, Norway, Senegal, Cuba, the USSR 

and naturally the US. Positions ranged from calls for immediate adoption of the 

December Draft (Soviets and Kuwaitis) on the ground that some 80 states had 

participated in the December meeting and the meeting had eventually adopted the Draft, 

through readiness to re-consider the issue with the aim of producing broad consensus 

(Norway), to the rejection of any debate on the substance of the December Draft on 

grounds that the Western group of states had walked out and hence had not given their 

consent nor any input on the content of the draft (US and France). Chairman 

Parthasarathi tried to rise above the thorny question of the December Draft and define 
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three main straits for the discussion: “(1) Freedom of Information, (2) the obligations of 

the mass media and (3) the imbalance in the two-way flow”.200 

From a Soviet perspective, the seeming victory in December did not translate into 

a head start at the General Conference. The U.S. evaluation of “phyrric victory” was 

accurate, as the draft proved much too radical to tempt the more moderate Non-Aligned 

countries to call for a discussion on the basis of the Draft. The U.S. and its Western allies 

could easily dismantle the claimed ‘consensus’ of the December meeting, by simply 

pointing to the walk-out of almost the entire Western group from the meeting. The U.S. 

continued to advocate deferral of the issue to further deliberations and the next General 

Conference in 1978. Permrep Bill Jones, representing the US in the working group, 

stressed the “need for real experts to produce any new text”.201 

Nevertheless, the space for manoeuvring grew smaller. Reporting from the first 

working group meeting, the U.S. delegation conceded that in the next meeting a “more 

conciliatory tone” was necessary if the U.S. did not want to risk the matter moving out 

of their hands and into the commission or even the plenary, where polemics were 

expected to abound. The Indian chairman of the working group was described as “a 

strong and distinguished man”, probably chosen by Boissier-Palun for his ability to stand 

up against pressures and for his determination to stick to the goal of a declaration. The 

Norwegian delegate Gunnar Garbo was described as “a romantic” who advocated 

freedom of the press but avoided close association with the U.S. The French were 

reported to have softened their stand, while the Senegalese Doudou Diene supported the 

course of not engaging with the December Draft and instead turning to a broad debate 

on media issues.  

The working group, U.S. diplomats cabled, “was a hard one”. Jones had to walk a 

thin line of continued rejection of discussions of substance on the basis of the December 

draft while displaying an openness to engage with the broader questions at stake and 

making offers to the moderate Non-Aligned countries who could not be lost to the lure 

of the socialist bloc. If he had not held this line, he would have provoked a showdown 

that could have cost the US considerable political capital. 
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It took the entire remainder of the time at the General Conference to work out a 

compromise. This compromise started to emerge in a Saturday afternoon session of the 

Programme Commission dealing with the communications part of the MTP. Positions 

continued to be articulated along the lines known from the DNG working group. 

Reinhardt, however, came forward with yet another suggestion. He proposed a 

committee of scholars, experts, and media representatives to develop a long-term strategy 

for increased Third World participation in international communications.202 During the 

meeting the proposal elicited spontaneous support only from Australia and Denmark. 

But apparently it was to the liking of M’Bow, as it transpired over the next days. 

The next step occurred the following Monday at the next session of the 

Commission. Eventually, the Tunisia Draft resolution after its second revision (19 C/19 

Rev 2) was ready for adoption. The total budget for measures suggested under the 

resolution amounted to a modest 130,000 USD, as the Secretariat outlined at the 

beginning of the session.203 The vote resulted in a strong 73 to 3 approval, but the 

diplomatic labour behind it had been arduous. The vote, they stated, was “attributable in 

large measure to [the] diplomatic skills of Tunisian PermDel (Zmerli) who was able to 

marshal support of some 30 cosponsors”. In the plenary, the US had emphasised that 

the resolution was an example of the “practical assistance” UNESCO should give and 

that it contrasted with “pieces of paper” like the Draft Declaration.204 On a tactical level, 

the delegation concluded the adoption had completed “one part of U.S. and UNESCO 

secretariat overall media strategy to counterbalance normative action proposed in Soviet 

inspired Draft Media Declaration”.  

With this success and the proposal of an expert committee on the table, there was 

hope that the Draft Media Declaration still under discussion in the Drafting and 

Negotiations Group could be avoided. Apparently, Gunnar Garbo had produced a new 

text that could be adopted as a resolution rather than a full Declaration, but the Working 

Group could not agree to discuss this new text in substance. The Senegalese Diene 

                                                

202 Makagiansar to Director-General,22.11.1976, Commission II (sixième rapport), in: AG 8, DDG 2, Box: 
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concluded in the afternoon meeting on November 22 that there were several options, 

among them the preparation of a “consensus resolution” consisting of some generally 

agreeable statements in the introductory parts and guidelines for the Director General in 

order to draw up a new draft declaration in the operative part.205 This would reflect a 

draft resolution that Dragoljub Najman had produced and circulated. But this, too, did 

not meet with instant approval, so that working group chairman Parthasarathi, whose 

ambitions for his work on the Declaration apparently had gone much further, decided to 

refer the matter to the entire DNG and report only orally from the working group 

discussions. The fate of the Declaration was “still in limbo”, the U.S. delegation reported, 

but the success of the Tunisian Resolution would “certainly help forestall efforts of those 

who wish to push Dec. Draft if it emerges in [the] plenary debate.”206 

Hence it came down to the management of Boissier-Palun in the full DNG. 

Reinhardt went to see him two days later. Boissier-Palun did not hide from the delegation 

that M’Bow was unhappy with the U.S. resistance to salvaging any substance from the 

December Draft or the Garbo text, as he assumed that there certainly were some 

principles in it that could have been acceptable to all member states. However, M’Bow 

and Boissier were still determined to block the adoption of a Declaration, to conclude 

that there existed no consensus among member states at this point and to refer the whole 

issue to a “committee of wise men”. The result would be reported at the next General 

Conference. The Director-General himself would address the Working Group and come 

out in support of the outlined strategy. Boissier-Palun would allow for some discussion 

on substance, in which the U.S., he recommended, should keep a low profile so as not 

to provoke other delegations to raise further objections. But the objective remained to 

adopt a resolution that would only state the lack of consensus and recommend further 

study. He added that if there was any procedural effort to bring a Declaration text to a 

vote or even into the plenary of the whole General Conference, he would be able to 

handle such motions: “Africans, after I talk with them tomorrow afternoon, will vote it 

down if someone insists on a vote.”207 
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The plan worked out well. The Tunisian Resolution was written into the UNESCO 

Programme and Budget and aimed at preparing the ground for a greater engagement of 

UNESCO and its member states in practical assistance for developing countries in 

building up their media and communication systems.208 This clause was, in the long run, 

the initiator for the International Programme for the Development of Communication 

(IPDC) that was installed in 1980 as part of the last compromise in the media debate. 

The Medium Term Plan in turn contained a clause under objective 9.1 “Promotion of a 

free and balanced flow of information and of international exchange” stating that a 

“review should be undertaken of the totality of the problems of communication in 

modern society”. This was the basis of the so-called MacBride-Commission that M’Bow 

installed in 1977. On November 29, finally, the DNG also voted on the fate of the Draft 

Declaration: on the basis of the so far existing drafts and the general discussion at the 

nineteenth General Conference, the Director-General was invited to prepare, in broad 

consultations with experts, a new and “final Draft Declaration” that “could meet with 

the largest possible measure of agreement”.209 

Bill Jones and John Reinhardt, as much as M’Bow, Boissier-Palun or the Tunisian 

diplomat Zmerli all had reasons to consider the results of their six-week long diplomatic 

wrangling an excellent outcome for this all-important Nairobi Conference. The highly 

volatile dynamics within the General Conference, often driven by a radical few who 

played on the discontent of the many, had not led to any further division or open splits. 

Instead, there was further increased acknowledgement of existing imbalances in the 

international communications on behalf of the Western industrialised countries. There 

was also determination to address these imbalances through concrete development 

assistance. Yet, member states had also agreed to put in place a committee, a widely 

visible forum, to address global media issues in all their dimensions and the Director-

General was handed much liberty as to how to organise this forum. The Declaration, so 

far the single most important undertaking in the media field, was postponed but not 

denied entirely. Rather it was scheduled to return in two years – then, in the context of 

the broad discussions there were to unfold – with even bigger expectations that such a 
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Declaration could become the very last word of UNESCO on international 

communications and global mass media. 

 

6.6 Conclusion: The “Spirit of Nairobi” 

With the inauguration of Amadou Mahtar M’Bow as new Director-General on 

November 15, 1974, UNESCO entered into a new era of its existence. As M’Bow 

remarked at the 18th General Conference, his accession to the top post at the UN’s 

cultural organisation was more than a bureaucratic hand-over among top international 

civil servants. It was a symbol reflecting the arrival to the world stage of that part of the 

world that M’Bow claimed to stand for – the newly-decolonised, developing and Non-

Aligned countries, or what is often called the Global South.  

M’Bow’s promotion corresponded to political dynamics visible all throughout the 

UN system. The mid-1970s represented a moment in which the international post-war 

order was fundamentally called into question and changes were debated on all levels, 

from the top – where broad political priorities were set – all the way down into the 

mechanics of the international systems and the capillaries of international bureaucracies 

– where personnel choices as much as informal communication channels formed the 

thicket of internationalism. If M’Bow was to be more than the figurehead, he had to make 

a difference. The debates about international communications and the Mass Media 

Declaration were the test case.  

The story of the Mass Media Declaration until 1976 unfolded on two levels – an 

argumentative level and a political level. On the argumentative level international 

communications and mass media was defined as a cultural component and constitutive 

part of the broader changes that the Global South was calling for. On the political level, 

the intensity, with which the three groups of states – the socialist, the Western and the 

Non-Aligned camps – engaged in discussions proved that indeed this cultural component 

to the larger program of international change was imminently important. At the same 

time, it was evidence of the political stakes at play. The media debate entered the arena 

of power politics. This made UNESCO’s ambitious engagement with the topic promising 

and risky at once. If no consensus would emerge, the centrifugal forces in the debate 

could harm the forum where they played out, i.e. UNESCO. 
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On the argumentative level, the debate carried further the idea that media and mass 

communications were an indispensable part of any development policy, an idea cultivated 

at the latest during the modernisation era of the 1960s. It emphasised, too, the need to 

orient cultural policies as part of development policies towards the local or national 

context rather than applying alien models of a modern society. This was mainly the 

innovation of UNESCO’s new research initiative starting in the late 1960s. Now, as 

economic development was tied, in the context of the NIEO, to necessary changes in 

the international economic system, so were policies on media and mass communication. 

UNESCO leaders as well as Third World activists had underscored the need to include 

a cultural dimension into the NIEO concept.  

Calls for a “decolonisation of information” or for an end to “cultural imperialism” 

were catchy buzzwords, but articulated also concrete ideas. It turned attention to how the 

Third World was portrayed in the global news markets. Third World actors claimed that 

the “cultural personality” and “identity” of Third World societies was at risk, if not 

already compromised. The fight against racism, against the Apartheid regime in South 

Africa, or for the cause of the Palestinian people were symbolic and concrete at the same 

time. Western media’s treatment of the Palestinians and of Israel’s policy towards them 

was an insult on their (or even on the Arab) cultural identity and also made a political 

solution impossible.210 One of the conclusions that Naesselund drew from his meetings 

in Tunis was that UNESCO should encourage studies into the image of the Third World 

in the international press. 

These particular cases, racism, Apartheid, and the Palestinians, were so powerful 

because they stood for the entire system of (mainly Western) imperialism, which still 

existed in concrete or in more informal modes in many parts of the developing world. 

From this point of view, the dominance of American or British global news agencies that 

determined what news was available in Senegal or the Philippines was comparable to the 

stubborn insistence of Portugal to hold on to its colonial territories in Africa. 

The international picture of the Third World and the international news market 

had economic implications that fed into the calls for a new international media order. 

                                                

210 Of course, in the eyes of many Western actors the Arab polemic against Zionism was going too far and 
in fact may have cost this fight for the Third World’s cultural identity a lot of capital as it undermined 
its legitimacy.  
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First, if Western media had turned Third World public audiences into “passive 

consumers”, only a restraint of Western media could allow domestic media or regional 

media within the Third World to grow and expand. Second, in order to improve the 

economic position of the Third World, its image had to improve to attract investment, 

tourism and to improve in general the Third World’s negotiation position. The Mexico 

City seminar concluded that “political sovereignty” and “economic liberation” demanded 

a “transformation of present transnational information structure”. Naesselund obviously 

identified normative action aiming at the attitudes and values prevalent in national and 

international news reporting on the Third World but also on development issues in 

general as an area where UNESCO could make a contribution, and in this way also taking 

on Western notions of press freedom. 

Third, if the media debate had managed to establish that “socio-cultural factors”, 

including mass media and international communications, were essential for creating an 

international level playing field under the banner of the NIEO, then they qualified, too, 

for economic balancing measures. Those could be preferential tariffs, monetary and 

technical assistance or supportive international regulations.  

 

At the same time, the intimate relationship with the NIEO and the obvious 

intersection with Cold War processes raised the political stakes in this debate: it touched 

upon questions over the control of international organisations and international relations, 

too. The most succinct expression of the political dimension is captured in the Third 

World critique on the Mass Media Declaration draft where reference was only being made 

to the positive outcome of the Helsinki process, while recent Non-Aligned achievements, 

including progress in decolonisation, risked being neglected. This was a challenge to the 

bi-polar Cold War set-up of international relations and the political dominance of the 

Northern hemisphere of the globe, with all the consequence the Third World, or the 

Global South, had to bear from this.  

One expression of this challenge to the existing world order could of course be 

observed within international organisations themselves and their changing face in the 

1970s. To return to M’Bow and Nairobi: at the closing session of the General 

Conference, he stated:  
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Here in Nairobi, Unesco, closer than ever before to universality since it now has 
141 Member States, has been fully and freely itself, no longer earthbound, as it were, 
by the fact that its Secretariat is located at a particular place in the world. It has thus 
reflected what is the very essence of its being: the community of all its Member 
States, universal in the sense that, wherever those States are gathered together, there 
is the Organization.211  

Indeed, on the symbolic level, the arrival of the South on the world stage could not have 

been better expressed than by the UN’s cultural body gathering in an African capital 

under the leadership of an African politician and dominated by a Third World majority. 

The universality of Nairobi looked decidedly less Western than during the heyday of 

liberal internationalism in the mid-1940s.  

Yet, the question was whether, if the Third World demanded a larger say in 

international affairs, UNESCO under Third World leadership could contain political 

conflict and secure progress on substantive matters.  

The US delegation had probably travelled to Nairobi with the highest stakes – 

withdrawal from UNESCO was a likely consequence of yet another controversial 

UNESCO meeting. It returned highly satisfied. Its policy goals had all been achieved, 

and the working methods of the General Conference seemed to provide adequate room 

for the biggest financial contributor to promote and enforce its interests.212  

Especially with regard to the media debate, the U.S. had accomplished its 

objectives. No Declaration was adopted and the debate had not taken any turn the U.S. 

could not follow. The delegation noted positively in their report: “Disposition on part of 

all delegations to refrain from injection of extraneous political issues into purely 

programmatic matters in keeping with spirit of Nairobi”.213 They attributed this fact to 

no small degree to the procedural innovation of the DNG as well as to the able leadership 

of M’Bow and his ‘whip’, Boissier-Palun.214  

In any case, the US Government saw enough positive development to resume 

paying its membership dues. In January 1977, newly elected US President Carter 
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certified to Congress that the degree of politicisation had diminished and that 

continued membership was justifiable. 

 

The balance sheet in the media debate read: first, the Mass Media Declaration was 

deferred to the next General Conference, further expert deliberation was envisaged in 

the meantime. Second, a resolution had been adopted committing the West to some form 

of concrete development assistance in the media field without going beyond what were 

considered to be acceptable costs. Third, in open terms the Director-General had been 

entrusted to set-up a circle of experts or qualified persons to discuss in greater depth the 

problems involved in international communications. Indeed, all of this corresponded 

with U.S. objectives and could be regarded as a U.S. victory. 

Looking beyond the media topic, the General Conference had achieved a number 

of things: first, it had resolved the controversy on Israel, which had quietly been admitted 

to the European group. Second, the U.S. honoured the successes of the conference by 

promising continued financial support and payment of the overdue contributions. Third, 

polemics in general and ideological confrontation were held down to a minimum and did 

not dominate the public impression the General Conference gave. Rather an image of 

good-will, cooperation and efficiency emerged.  

M’Bow and his supporters in the UNESCO Secretariat, as well as his political allies 

from the Third World caucus could legitimately claim responsibility for this success. The 

mechanisms of the DNG, the shepherding of the African voting bloc by Boissier-Palun, 

and the quiet work behind the scenes on draft declarations and resolutions allowed the 

Conference to result in agreement rather than discord. Even the strongly critical Western 

press applauded UNESCO and his leadership.215 
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This may at first sight appear as giving in to U.S. pressure, and no doubt this 

pressure played an important part. But the jury was still out. A Declaration was not off 

the table. With the resolution on development assistance there was a general 

acknowledgement that such development assistance was needed and that the West could, 

if it wanted to, do something about it. Finally, the vaguely formulated proposition of 

Reinhardt to install some sort of “wise men’s” group to reason further about the 

problems of international communications could turn another way than just hiding a 

contentious issue in the back-room discussions of experts. What was clear at that point 

was that any such discussion could not fall behind all that had been discussed and 

problematised up until now.  

The results of Nairobi and the emphatic affirmation of his achievements 

emboldened M’Bow to develop new and farther going ambitions. The media debate was 

the obvious field for this. Conflict had been avoided at Nairobi, but no real progress had 

been secured. Western delegations were sighing with relief, but their break would be 

short. This time round, the Pyrrhic victory may have been on the side of the U.S. and its 

allies. 
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7 Democratising International 
Media – The MacBride-Commission 
(1976-80)  

« Je dois me déclarer satisfait déjà du résultat auquel nous 
sommes parvenus estimant que la réalisation, la 

concrétisation du nouvel ordre mondial d’information et de la 
communication est un processus de langue haleine que demande 

des étapes de réalisation et je suis persuadé que même les 
idées qui ne sont pas encore mures, pour lesquelles il n’y a 
pas suffisamment d’études, verront un jour ou un autre, leur 

temps arriver. » 

(Mustapha Masmoudi at the presentation to press of the MacBride-
Report, February 22, 1989) 

 

 

The results of Nairobi had set the stage for the culmination of the controversy on media 

and information policies at UNESCO towards the end of the 1970s. The compromise 

reached during the General Conference in the East African capital left all options for the 

way ahead: the Mass Media Declaration as a normative project remained on the agenda. 

Concrete development assistance could follow from Resolution 19 C/19 Rev 2, a 

compensatory measure that committed the Western States to offer practical help in the 

communications field in return for a postponement of the Declaration. The “wise men” 

group, a proposal made by the U.S. delegation, offered the forum for a renewed broad 

debate, whose scope and form was yet to be determined. 

A few months after the General Conference, this moment of potentialities was 

captured in a UNESCO Courier issue titled “A World Debate on Information: Flood-

Tide or Balanced Flow?” In its introduction, Assistant Director-General for Culture and 

Communication, Makaminan Makagiansar, stated: “information today means power—

technological power and political power—both within countries and at the international 

level.” Can it be “that the world is divided into those who can make their voices heard 

because they have the means to do so, and those who cannot?” UNESCO, Makagiansar 

pledged, “is engaged in reflection on the establishment of the ‘new world order’ which 

has been on the agenda of the United Nations since 1974”. Information had to become 

“once again a liberating force rather than an instrument of subjection”. UNESCO 
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“intends no longer to confine itself to speaking generally about ‘freedom of expression’ 

and ‘freedom of information’, but also to talk in terms of ‘access to and participation in 

communication’ and ‘balanced flow of information’.”1 

A former professor and functionary in the Indonesian Ministry of Education, 

Makagiansar indicated the level of ambition with which UNESCO’s leadership drove the 

controversy to a conclusion. While many trends from prior to 1976 continued – in terms 

of central questions, key actors, and main interests – the debate as a whole again changed 

in nature. First, UNESCO’s leadership seized the opportunity of the “wise men”-idea to 

renew its efforts in providing a global frame for debate. Second, on the argumentative 

level, the debate centred more clearly now around the notion of a democratisation of 

international communications – a notion that, of course, remained subject to differing 

interpretations. Third and intimately related to the global nature of the debate and the 

aim of democratisation, the idea of a “new world information order” approached its 

climax in terms of political virulence. Throughout the decade, various actors had taken 

various standpoints on the question of whether the idea of a “new order” described a fait 

accompli, i.e. a present state of affairs, or an aspirational category, or an inevitable outcome 

of a natural process, or an international regime yet to be agreed upon and implemented. 

The period 1976 to 1980 is clearly defined by several major events in the UNESCO 

debate. The starting point was the Nairobi consensus. The following two years were 

dominated by the finalisation of the Mass Media Declaration on the one hand and the 

beginning of the work of the “wise men”, or the “MacBride-Commission” as the wise 

men (and eventually one woman) came to be called, on the other. In autumn 1978, 

UNESCO’s 20th General Conference in Paris adopted the Declaration in its final 

version. At the same time, the MacBride-Commission presented its preliminary report 

and from then on occupied the centre stage in the debate. The final report was due in 

1980, following two years of the fiercest public debate to date.  

                                                

1 Makagiansar 1977 – UNESCO and World Problems. 
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Instead of choosing a functionalist view, as most of the existing literature does,2 or 

reconstructing an institutional history,3 this chapter takes the MacBride-Commission as 

an observation post to trace what was at stake for each side when the UNESCO debate 

ran into its ultimate deadlock. I will argue that it confirmed the limitation of an 

international organisation in terms of forging international consensus and guiding 

national policy making. It also demonstrated the resilience of the nation state to the idea 

of installing a global order through an international organisation—this time round it was 

the West resisting the Global South’s calls for a new order. Finally, the Commission work 

evidenced that the UNESCO debate was unable to resolve one of the core problems 

inherent in the question of a new world information order. There was no conceptual way 

to link the different claims about the rights and duties of states, as far as national media 

and international communications were concerned, with the ideas about the rights of the 

individual and the freedom of information under the condition of globalisation. 

On the positive side, the work of the Commission underscored once more 

UNESCO’s capability for organising a broad and inclusive debate. It set yet another 

impulse for knowledge production. An enriched academic discipline of international 

communication sciences was one of the few secret winners of the conflict. Finally, it shed 

light on the durable influence of non-governmental networks in international 

organisations. 

Once, however, the exchange of arguments was exhausted—a point reached in 

1980 when the MacBride-Commission’s Report “Many Voices, One World” appeared—

the conflict became a political battle about UNESCO itself, driving the cultural UN-

branch into an existential crisis and resulting, among other things, in the withdrawal of 

the United States and the United Kingdom in 1984 and 1985. 

                                                

2 Media scientists have mostly asked for its achievements, failures or legacies, e.g. Gerbner, Mowlana et al. 
(Ed.) 1993 – The Global Media Debate, Golding, Peter and Harris, Phil, Beyond Cultural Imperialism: 
Globalization, Communication and the New International Order (London: Sage, 1997), [Cannot display 
reference #1396, because the template "Footnote - Special Issue - Reference was cited in a previous 
footnote" contains only fields that are empty in this reference.]. Historians have neglected the 
Commission so far. 

3 The only archive based account to date: Trasbot, Marie-Cécile, ʻLa Commission Internationale d'étude 
des problèmes de la Communication (CIC) et la mise auf point du rapport MacBride. Un apsect de 
l'action de l'Unesco dans les débats sur le Nouvel Ordre Mondial de l'Information et de la 

Communication (NOMIC), 1976-1980ʼ, Mémoire de Maîtrise, UFR d'Histoire, Paris IV Sorbonne, 
2003. 
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7.1 Finding Consensus: The Mass Media Declaration 

(1976-78) 

At Nairobi, member states had invited the Director-General to prepare a new Draft 

Declaration “which could meet with the largest possible measure of agreement”. He was 

expected to circulate the draft in early 1978 with the goal of adopting the Declaration in 

its final version at the 20th General Conference in Paris in late 1978.4 In summer 1977, 

UNESCO’s Secretariat set out to orchestrate nothing less than a global lobbying 

campaign for the Declaration. Gunnar Naesselund, head of the Communication Sector, 

proposed to employ three consultants in order to first patch together a new text of the 

Declaration out of a host of preceding drafts and an archive of unfinished text projects 

left behind from the UN efforts of the 1940s and 50s. In a second step, these consultants 

would engage in confidential conversations with individuals in Eastern and Western 

Europe, Asia, Africa, Latin America, and North America in order to identify signposts 

for a path to consensus. A reworked draft would be presented to member states in early 

1978 leaving enough time to consolidate the text to meet with the approval of the General 

Conference.5 

The three consultants were familiar faces in Paris: J. Clement Jones, a retired 

journalist, chairman of the Commonwealth Press Union and former member of British 

Press Council, travelled to the U.S. and the UK, covering North America and Western 

Europe. Jones had already participated in various UNESCO meetings on mass media 

and was currently working on a comparative study of codes of ethics that professional 

press organisations had given themselves. The next consultant was the omnipresent 

Kaarle Nordenstreng, professor at the Finnish Tampere University and secretary of the 

Prague-based International Organization of Journalists (IOJ). He was sent to the socialist 

countries and met with several representatives from Arab States. As third consultant 

Naesselund had won the German Carnero-Roqué. The former press attaché at the 

                                                

4 Resolution 4.143, in: UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 19th Session, Nairobi 1976, 19 
C/Resolutions. 

5 Naesselund to Makagiansar, Draft declaration, preparation of a new text, 19.07.1977, AG 8, CRC 1967-
89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part IV from 1/9/75 to 31/8/77, UAP. The first new draft that served as the 
basis for the consultations was drawn up until September 1977, the second draft that took into account 
the results of the consultations was drawn up until December 1977, the last draft prior to the General 
Conference in 1978 was not ready until September 1978, all drafts can be found in The Mass Media 
Declaration, Annexes 11, 12 and 14. 
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Peruvian Embassy in Paris was a key player in the Non-Aligned information activities, 

leaving his imprint on the debate by coining the phrase “new international information 

order” in Tunis in 1976, where Naesselund had made his acquaintance. Carnero-Roqué 

became UNESCO’s regional advisor and consultant for Latin America and conducted 

the consultations in this function. 

Their efforts were supported by Alex Quarmyne, regional advisor at UNESCO’s 

African bureau in Nairobi, who contacted politicians and experts across the African 

continent. Moreover, Hamdy Kandil, the new Egyptian head of UNESCO’s Free Flow 

of Information Division (he succeeded the retired American Julian Behrstock), held 

consultations with Arab representatives, and Roeslan Abdulgani, a highly decorated 

Indonesian politician who had been Secretary-General to the Bandung Conference of 

1955 and had served both the Sukarno and the Suharto government in ministerial and 

ambassadorial ranks, went to Kuala-Lumpur, Hanoi, Manila and Djakarta for 

consultations.  

The documentation of these travels offers ample evidence of the global scope of 

this lobbying effort. UNESCO’s emissaries sat down with: scholars, like Professor for 

Mass Communication Alfred Opubor from Lagos University in Nigeria, the Finnish legal 

scholar Lauri Hannikainen, or the head of the Department for Development Studies at 

the University of Sussex, Richard Jolly; with Foreign Ministers, like Gonzalo Facio of 

Costa Rica; Presidents, like Suharto of Indonesia; education or information ministers; 

media representatives, like Luis Alberto Sole of the critical Interamerican Radio 

Association (AIR) or George Beebe of the Florida based World Press Freedom 

Committee (WPFC); and socialist state or party officials, like Yuri Kashlev of the Russia 

Foreign Ministry or Jadwiga Pastecka from the Polish Foreign Ministry. Interlocutors 

also included a host of representatives of journalist unions across the world, non-

governmental organisations dealing with press freedom, or representatives of news 

agencies, like Reuters or TASS. The final list counted over 90 individuals.6  

                                                

6 Quarmyne to Makagiansar, Report on Consultations, Oct-Nov 1977, [undated]; Draft Declaration Memo 
from J. Clement Jones, 05.11.1977; Carnero-Roqué to Makagiansar, Consultations on Draft Declaration, 
29.11.1977; all in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part V from 1/9/77 to 30/9/78; and the 
summary report: Note sur les consultations concernant le projet de declaration revise sur les moyens de 
grande information [undated], AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102 06 76, UAP.  
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 Both the choice of the consultants and the choice of individuals catered to 

UNESCO’s vision of geographical and ideological balance and, by indiscriminately 

engaging government officials, scholars, media representatives and non-governmental 

organisations, its aspiration to universality. The result was a rich input on the content 

level and a clearer image of the emerging lines of conflict. The latter was relevant for 

securing consensus on the Declaration at the next General Conference, as much as it was 

indicative of the emerging debate on the MacBride-Commission, which included several 

of the individuals consulted for the Draft Declaration. 

 

Basis for these consultations was a Draft Declaration presented in September 

1977.7 Some of the input helped to differentiate certain arguments. One article of the 

Draft, for example, called for “special support […] for the establishment and furthering 

of national mass media in developing countries”. Paul Ansah, director of the School of 

Journalism at the University of Ghana in Accra, held that the qualifier “national” created 

ambiguity as this could refer to all media, public or private, within one state’s national 

territory or only the publicly owned media, i.e. media under direct governmental control. 

Given that, in most African countries, considerable parts or indeed all of the national 

media were owned by the government, Ansah pointed to the risk of solidifying a state’s 

monopoly over the media. If the narrower sense was applied and only public national 

media was to be supported, then privately owned media would be put at a disadvantage. 

The development of an independent free press would be hindered. If it was generally 

assumed that developing countries in Africa preferred governmental efforts to build a 

national media landscape, then statements like Ansah’s showed that there were diverging 

voices, too. Tellingly, UNESCO regional advisor Quarmyne reported that conversations 

with politicians and civil servants were less productive—some officials had been ill-

prepared and had not even read the UNESCO documents. The engagement of academics 

or, better still, practitioners ought to be prioritised.8 

Nordenstreng’s consultations in Moscow and Eastern Europe revealed a receding 

vigilance on the part of the socialist countries in pushing the Declaration in the direction 

                                                

7 Proposal for a Revised text of the [Draft Declaration], 09.09.1977 and [Annex] Aide Memoire, September 
1978, in: AG 8, CRC 1966-89, Folder: 307 A 01 ICSCP/5 “Draft Declaration”, UAP. 

8 Quarmyne to Makagiansar, Report on Consultations, Oct-Nov 1977, [undated]. 
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of government control. Nordenstreng reported that the present Draft was recognised as 

a viable compromise and that there was willingness to accommodate some of the Western 

demands, such as striking out the word “use” from the title, which otherwise might have 

appeared to legitimise the “use” of the media by governments for political purposes. 

Russian officials, however, made a procedural point. They criticised UNESCO for 

holding the consultations on a non-governmental level without prior circulation of the 

Draft to the governments.9 In general, the socialist camp that had initiated the 

Declaration project in 1970 and that had claimed the victory of instating a radical text at 

the UNESCO meeting in 1975, now seemed ready to accept a compromise as long as it 

did not present an outright victory of the West, e.g. by reaffirming the free flow-doctrine.  

Instead, the main conflict seemed to run between the non-aligned bloc and the 

West. The central issue remained the question of government or state influence over the 

media. Many Western actors continued to understand this conflict by applying a 

schematic Cold War-vision of Western liberal societies vs. Eastern socialist societies, who 

competed as role model for the societies of the future in the Global South. This remained 

one of the fundamental misunderstandings in the debate. The main thrust behind calls 

for a strong state, for governmental authority and for assigning to the media a certain 

responsibility vis-à-vis the striving for development, originated in the “new order”-

projects pursued by the Non-Aligned countries and thus in the genuine demand of the 

Global South for an alternative. 

From his consultations with Arab representatives, Hamdy Kandil reported that 

Mustapha Masmoudi, Tunisian Secretary of State for Information and the Chairman of 

the Communication Co-ordination Council of the Non-Aligned Countries, had made 

two “radical comments”: one was that the Declaration should refer explicitly to a “New 

International Information Order” by stating that no “New International Economic 

Order” could be installed unless it was accompanied by a new information order. Public 

opinion had to be activated and rallied both in developed and developing countries to 

support a new economic order. The second comment proposed to insert in the title the 

“promotion of societies in developing countries”. The Declaration ought to address not 

                                                

9 Note sur les consultations concernant le projet de declaration revise sur les moyens de grande information 
[undated]. 
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only the role of the media in promoting peace and international understanding, but also 

assign responsibility in the development process.10 

Despite the fact that the relevance of media and communication for development, 

and in particular also economic development, had been established at least with Schramm 

and UNESCO’s regional conferences around 1960, the direct link between mass media 

and the state-centred programme of the NIEO now raised the defensive instincts of the 

West. Just as the NIEO was regarded as a programme to nationalise large chunks of the 

economy, its equivalent in the communications field was expected to establish state 

control over the media and shut down markets. 

The reaction of Leonard Sussman, Director of Freedom House, revealed how the 

Draft Declaration was read in Western circles. Article I of the present Draft held in 

Section 1 that “freedom of expression, information and opinions are fundamental human 

rights” and specified in Section 2 that the “exercise of freedom of information carries 

with it the duty and the responsibility to ensure the flow of true and honest information 

to all peoples”. Sussman explained to Clement Jones that Section 2 exploited the appeal 

to human rights in Section 1 by subjecting the human right of freedom of information 

to the qualification that this information had to be “true and honest”. In the absence of 

a further definition of “true and honest” it could be understood that governments needed 

to “ensure” the flow of true and honest information and, consequently, it remained for 

governments to define what was “true and honest”. Jones pointed out that the intention 

of the text was rather to the contrary, namely, that governments made sure that the 

information it released was true and honest. But he had to admit that the wording did 

not guarantee that the article was understood in that way.11 

Jones reported back to Paris in considerable detail about Sussman’s analysis, about 

whom he testified that he had given the Draft “more attention than anyone else”.12 He 

attached Sussman’s line-by-line commentary to the Draft. Beyond the content level, 

                                                

10 Kandil to Makagiansar, 21.09.1977, in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part V from 1/9/77 to 
30/9/78, UAP. 

11 Leonard R. Sussman, Discussion October 28, 1977 with J. Clement Jones, 31.10.1977, in: Freedom House 
Records 1933-2007 [FHR], Series 10, Box: 169, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Princeton University Library. 

12 Draft Declaration Memo from J. Clement Jones, 05.11.1977. Sussman’s analysis was only available in the 
Freedom House Records: Leonard R. Sussman, Analysis of the UNESCO Proposal for a Revised Text 
of the [Draft Declaration], 13.10.1977, Series 10, Box: 169, FHR. 
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Jones’ report drew a sharp picture of how opposition to the Draft was organised in the 

U.S. and Western Europe. The undertone was that no one desired a Declaration, 

everyone preferred to see the project scrapped. If it was to be pursued, however, the 

Draft had to lose all ambiguities of the kind outlined by Sussman. Especially the words 

“governing” or “use” in the title would prevent the Europeans or the U.S. from joining 

any emerging consensus.  

The willingness to engage in finding a compromise varied. As “hard-liners”, Jones 

described the World Press Freedom Committee (WPFC), an entity created in 1976 in 

opposition to UNESCO’s intergovernmental conference on media policies in San José, 

Costa Rica, as resisting. Its chairman, George Beebe, was “obsessed in his opposition to 

the USSR”. Beebe was an example for those who viewed the entire media debate at 

UNESCO as a ploy by the Soviets to legitimise state control and to bloc (Western) news 

agencies and reporters from entering into foreign (socialist) countries. Beebe could claim 

to act as spokesperson of some 25 news organisations under the WPFC umbrella. U.S. 

Congressmen would seek his advice and hence, he could put UNESCO funding at risk 

if he lobbied Congress against paying the U.S. dues to the organisation. Freedom House, 

too, was well placed to exert great influence in Washington. Although Sussman and the 

Secretariat were located in New York, Freedom House’s President, John Richards, a 

former Assistant Secretary of State, was placed with the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies in D.C. He had enough contacts on the Hill and made sure that 

Sussman’s commentaries were published in the CSIS papers.13 Yet, Jones was convinced 

that Freedom House would enact its opposition “responsibly”, that is constructively, and 

“leave the ‘ideological fight’ to George Beebe”. 

The Swiss-based International Press Institute (IPI), a long-time player in the media 

field and observer to UNESCO, would be sceptical of a Declaration. Peter Galliner, the 

IPI’s future President, would share the idea that the media had to assume a “responsible 

attitude” and did not oppose any code of ethics that the profession of journalists might 

wish to give itself. However, he rejected the idea this could be enforced by an 

international Declaration, let alone by international law. This view was strongly shared 

                                                

13 Leonard Sussman, Mass News Media and the Third World Challenge, in: Washington Papers [=CSIS Series] 
V (46), 1977. 
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by British press representatives like Gerald Long, Managing Director of Reuters, and 

Rosemary Righter, staff writer at the London Sunday Times.14 

In December 1977, Jones, Nordenstreng and Carnero-Roqué, joined by the Polish 

Jadwiga Pastecka, one of the rare female actors in this process, sat down with UNESCO’s 

Naesselund and Ahmend Kettani, a legal expert of UNESCO, to rework the Draft.15 

Among other things, the title now read “Declaration on Fundamental Principles 

Concerning the Contribution of the Mass Media”, a formulation retained in the 

eventually adopted version. Besides, the Draft was concerned with eliminating 

ambiguous language and avoiding the terms “use” of the media or “legislative measures”. 

An aide memoire on the latest Draft pointed out that also no emphasis of the concept of a 

“New International Information Order” had been included, as Masmoudi and the Non-

Aligned Countries had called for. The reference to the controversial UN resolution 3379, 

equating Zionism with racism, was dropped.  

In comparison to the Nairobi Draft, the new Draft placed more centrally the “free 

and balanced interchange” of information and introduced as a new theme the importance 

of “public access to sources of information and participation by the public in its wider 

dissemination”.16 Both aspects had not raised much concern up to then. 

 

With this Draft and the aide memoire at hand, Director-General M’Bow was in time 

to meet the deadline set in Nairobi and submit the new Draft to member states. Yet, he 

hesitated and turned to the UNESCO Executive Board at its 104th Session, in April 1978. 

He reported that the feedback received through the consultations ranged from strong 

support to outright rejection of a Declaration. Against the background of the “divergent 

opinions and the difficulties raised at this stage”, he requested the Board’s opinion on 

how to proceed.  

                                                

14 Draft Declaration Memo from J. Clement Jones, 05.11.1977. On Long and UNESCO Palmer, Michael, 

ʻNWICO: Reuters' Gerald Long versus UNESCO's Seán MacBrideʼ, in Divina Frau-Meigs, Jérémie 
Nicey, Michael Palmer, Julia Pohle and Patricio Tupper, eds., From NWICO to WSIS: 30 Years of 
Communication Geopolitics Actors and Flows, Structures and Divides (Bristol: Intellect, 2012), 41–54. 

15 On the entire process The Mass Media Declaration, 113-128. 
16 Aide memoire: Draft Declaration on Fundamental Principles Concerning the Contribution of the Mass 

Media to Strengthening Peace and International Understanding and to Combating War Propaganda, 
Racism and Apartheid, December 1977, in: AG 8, CRC, 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part V from 
1/9/77 to 30/9/78, UAP. 
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It appeared that M’Bow had an interest in raising the stakes with a view to the 

toughest opposition group, i.e. the Western member states, and in particular the U.S. The 

December draft had largely accounted for the worries of Western actors and was 

designed to take the edge off of the Declaration in order to allow its passage. But political, 

institutional and personal aims may have driven M’Bow to not present this draft and to 

paint a more controversial picture of the consultations to the Executive Board than the 

emissaries had reported to the Director-General.17 

A personal motive lay in an observation made by Leonard Sussman, among others, 

who stated that M’Bow “ha[d] his eye on Kurt Waldheim’s job”.18 M’Bow’s international 

career up to this point had placed him well to be a strong contender for the succession 

of Kurt Waldheim as Secretary-General of the United Nations. Waldheim’s second and 

last term in office ended in 1981. After being the first African to head any UN 

organisation, the momentum created by decolonisation, the discourses over a New 

International Economic Order and the relative coherence of the Third World bloc in 

international institutions seemed sufficient to also carry M’Bow to the highest post of the 

UN-system. After his widely applauded performance at Nairobi, the Mass Media 

Declaration promised another showdown in which M’Bow could prove his leadership 

either by winning a consensus decision or by preventing a split of member states in the 

case of a dramatic confrontation. The higher the stakes, the higher M’Bow could raise 

his profile. In fact, towards the end of the 1978 General Conference several Conference 

delegates testified that M’Bow’s role in achieving results would provide a good reference 

if he was to consider a bid to the Secretary-Generalship.19 

Institutionally, he may have pursued two aims. One was to keep pressure on the 

U.S. in an area of vital interest. Despite the promises made by the U.S. delegation in 

Nairobi, the U.S. Congress had not cleared for the funding for UNESCO to resume. 

Now, in the context of the Declaration the point could be made that the U.S. needed to 

stay engaged to avoid a Declaration running against its values. In order to stay engaged, 

however, it needed to pay up. This point was made by Dragoljub Najman, the Yugoslav 

                                                

17 The discrepancies between M’Bow’s depiction and the consultants’ more positive assessment is noted by 
ibid., 118-119, 121. 

18 Leonard R. Sussman, Discussion October 28, 1977 with J. Clement Jones. 
19 Ronald Koven, UNESCO Accepts Declaration Avoiding Controls Over Press, in: Washington Post, 

23.11.1978, A34. 
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Assistant Director-General at UNESCO and one of M’Bow’s most important aids and 

problem fixers. In February 1978, Najman appeared before the International Affairs 

Committee of the U.S. House of Representatives in Washington to urge Congress to pay 

up the USD 37 million it owed. In this way only, he implied, the U.S. could ensure that 

its voice continued to be heard in Paris.20 This was a high risk game because in 

Washington the critics of UNESCO were only waiting for a good reason, like a 

Declaration sanctioning state control over the media, to pull the U.S. out altogether. 

Another institutional reason lay in the Director-General’s desire to ensure UNESCO’s 

relevance in the context of the “new order”-projects the Third World continued to 

pursue through the UN system. This touched directly on the political agenda of M’Bow. 

After acceding to the post of the Director-General of UNESCO, M’Bow had 

slowly but continuously come to be a vocal proponent of the “new order”-discourses. 

He presented a first strong statement in the run-up to the Nairobi conference. The small 

monograph Moving Towards Change – Some Thoughts on the New International Economic Order 

addressed the blind spot in the NIEO Declaration of 1974, namely the cultural 

component as a necessary corollary. Naturally, M’Bow’s analysis was geared to defining 

the contributions UNESCO could make in the educational, scientific and cultural fields 

– including communications.21 At Nairobi, the image of M’Bow as the pragmatic problem 

solver and deft negotiator prevailed. His speeches, however, were replete with references 

not only to the NIEO but also more generally to a “new international/world order”, a 

“new human order”, or a “more equitable and fraternal order”. At the end of the General 

Policy Debate at Nairobi, he even pointed directly to the idea of a “new order in 

communication” and a “new cultural order” that already been floated in the speeches of 

other delegates.22  

From pronouncements like these it was clear that M’Bow was highly sensitive to 

those voices who wished to see UNESCO declare in one way or another the equivalent 

of an NIEO in the media and communications field. Non-Aligned representatives like 

                                                

20 Leonard Sussman, [Memo: Meeting at request of Dragoljub Najman], 10.02.1978, Series 10, Box: 169, 
FHR. 

21 M'Bow, Amadou-Mahtar, Moving Towards Change: Some Thoughts on the New International Economic Order (Paris: 
UNESCO, 1976), on the development of communications 91-95. 

22 See the collection of his Nairobi speeches: M'Bow 1977 – Unesco and the Solidarity. 
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Masmoudi or Carnero-Roqué promoted such language, Non-Aligned meetings worked 

on elaborations of the concept.  

 

The Executive Board at its 104th session renewed the Nairobi mandate. It invited 

the Director-General to “continue his efforts with a view to producing” a final Draft that 

could meet with broad agreement. The Executive Board added that such a draft would 

“constitute a step forward towards the establishment of a new international order of 

information”.23 

M’Bow followed through by circulating a new Draft in September 1978 that was 

presented to the General Conference as Document 20 C/20.24 On a visit to Washington 

in July, he had assured the U.S. State Department personally that he continued to strive 

for consensus.25 After all, as he pointed out to Ambassador John Reinhardt, the 

Declaration had “only moral weight and no binding effect”.26 To Secretary of State Cyrus 

Vance, M’Bow pledged that the Draft would not include any reference to the 

controversial UN Resolution 3379 and that the language that was of concern to US 

commentators would be eliminated.27 Repeatedly, he emphasised that the work of 

UNESCO and himself “strengthens the free flow of information”. Towards U.S. media 

representatives, including the most critical ones like Beebe, Stan Swinton of the Associated 

Press, Sussman, Dana Bullen of the Washington Stars, or Harold Anderson of the Omaha 

World Herald, M’Bow stressed his own past career as a journalist to underline his 

dedication to the principles of a free press.28 

However, when the Draft arrived in September, it met with a wave of protest from 

the American press, parts of the European press and NGOs. M’Bow had personally 

                                                

23 UNESCO, Executive Board, 104th Session, April-June 1978, 104 EX/Decisions, 36-37. 
24 UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 20th Session, Paris 1978, Document 20 C/20. For the 

accompanying aide memoire see Annex 14 The Mass Media Declaration, 379-381. 
25 Memoranda of conversations with the Department of State, July 5, 1978, RG 59, IO UNESCO ExB 

1966-78, Box 5, NARA. 
26 Memorandum of Conversations with John Reinhart, July 5, 1978, RG 59, IO UNESCO ExB 1966-78, 

Box 5, NARA. 
27 Memorandum of Conversation with Secretary of State Vance, July 6, 1978, RG 59, IO UNESCO ExB 

1966-78, Box 5, NARA. 
28 Harley to Maynes, Summary of Media Breakfast with Director General M’Bow, July 7, 1978, [dated] July 

18, 1978, RG 59, IO UNESCO ExB 1966-78, Box 5, NARA. 
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edited this “September Draft”.29 The International Press Institute judged that it was a 

step backwards. The December Draft, prepared by the three consultants had presented 

“much less of a threat to the freedom of information” than the current draft.”30  

The role of states in ensuring that media would adhere to the principles articulated 

in the Declaration remained the main bone of contention. The new Draft attempted to 

be less ambiguous but article XI, for instance, held that “it is the duty of States to facilitate 

the application of the present Declaration”. Qualifications followed binding the State to 

respect its own constitutional provisions, which in turn ought to provide guarantees for 

a free press. It also limited the State to acting only on the media directly under its legal 

authority, meaning the media or information organs run by the State. But in the eyes of 

Western critics, these qualifications did not mitigate the main thrust of this article that 

ascribed a “duty” to the State of watching over the media.  

Accordingly, to George Beebe the whole Draft was “unacceptable” and he called 

on “all democratic governments to instruct their delegations to the UNESCO General 

Conference to oppose this dangerous document.”31 The German government addressed 

itself to the Director-General by declaring that the current Draft presented no basis for 

consensus and claimed, it was speaking for a group of like-minded Western governments, 

including the EC members, Switzerland and the U.S.32 

 

At UNESCO’s Secretariat, the Public Information office began to see a 

“campaign” building against UNESCO. Similar to the events surrounding the San José 

Conference on National Communication Policies in July 1976, Western media and some 

non-governmental institutions were seen as attacking UNESCO in a concerted effort. In 

their extensive analyses, UNESCO officials minutely pointed to the distortions, 

misunderstandings and ignorance of facts in the news reports on UNESCO – an analysis 

certainly true to some extent, yet just as schematic and monochromatic as some of the 

                                                

29 With the assistance of the French freelance journalist, René Lefort, who focused on sub-Saharan Africa, 
ibid., 121. 

30 International Press Institute, [Revised] Notes on 20C/20: Draft Declaration on the Media, October 1978, 
in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part VI from 1/10/78, UAP. 

31 Beebe to M’Bow, 16.10.1978, and [Annex] Position Paper of the World Press Freedom Committee on 
the UNESCO Draft Declaration on the Mass Media, in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part 
VI from 1/10/78, UAP. 

32 Fabricius to M’Bow, 24.10.1978, and [Annex] Hermes to M’Bow [24.10.1978], in: AG 8, CRC 1967-89, 
Folder: 307 A 102, Part VI from 1/10/78, UAP. 
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articles they cited.33 Interestingly, the internal memos themselves used some of the main 

arguments and rhetoric employed by the developing countries in the NWICO-debate. 

One memo held that “as could be expected” the “best organized journalists of the West” 

with “the most powerful and far reaching media” had launched “a news campaign against 

UNESCO”.34 Such analysis seemed to confirm that the Western press conspired and 

used all its hegemonic power to defend the status quo. From at least this point onwards, 

UNESCO’s Secretariat started to dedicate considerable resources to observe how 

UNESCO was portrayed in the international press – a time-consuming and ultimately 

damaging process that led to a conflicted self-perception at UNESCO. It speeded the 

deterioration of UNESCO’s public relations and sparked profound suspicion with 

M’Bow and his advisers vis-à-vis the Western states and their press.35 

 

For the time being, it fell to M’Bow to resolve the Declaration conundrum at the 

20th General Conference. On October 24, when the conference was officially opened, 

public interest was even greater than two years earlier in Nairobi. Over the next couple 

of weeks almost all delegations mentioned the Declaration in their General Policy Debate 

statements testifying how the Declaration dominated the agenda. M’Bow in turn sought 

to take the negation process out of the limelight. Programme Commission IV, 

responsible for communications, first formed a working group gathering representatives 

from the East, West and South. Soon, however, the actual work was done in bilateral or 

trilateral talks in the conference corridors and behind closed doors in informal 

negotiation rounds.36  

Over the following weeks, each member state group produced an alternative Draft. 

This procedure allowed all camps to go on record with their position. Taking into account 

the main tenets of those three alternatives, M’Bow circulated around mid-November a 

new Draft and engaged the delegation heads in final negotiations. News started to break 

around November 18, when Washington Post-correspondent in Paris, Ronald Koven, cited 

                                                

33 Griefs formulés par la presse internationale (essentiellement anglo-saxone), [October 1978], and Note sur 
la campagne contre l’Unesco au sujet des problèmes de la communication, 13.10.1978, both in: AG 8, 
CRC 1967-89, Folder: 307 A 102, Part VI from 1/10/78, UAP. 

34 Note sur la campagne contre l’Unesco, 13.10.1978 
35 See Giffard 1989 – Unesco and the Media.  
36 See also the account in The Mass Media Declaration, 122-128. 
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sources from the U.S. delegation that an accord had been found between the Western 

group and the Non-Aligned delegations.37 The socialist camp had remained on the side-

lines in this last stage of negotiations but was expected to go along with the accord.38 

Eventually, on November 22, the historic day had come. Peruvian Ambassador 

Alberto de Reyna Wagner, chairman of the Programme Commission IV asked the 

Director-General to introduce document 20 C/20 Rev.,39 the compromise text for a 

Declaration. Nobody, the Director-General stated, “can expect to find in it, word by 

word, the exact draft he would like to. On the other hand, nobody can say that it runs 

counter, in any profound sense, to the principles to which he is deeply attached.”40 The 

Chairman submitted the Declaration to the Commission for approval and, upon 

receiving no sign of disagreement, declared it adopted in consensus. He added: “Ladies 

and gentlemen, we have just witnessed a victory for Unesco, and a victory for this spiritual 

forum of a thousand windows where the impossible can become word and deed.”41 The 

relief among delegates was palpable. The New York Times even printed the entire text 

the very next day.42 

 

But what was this victory worth? U.S. observers confirmed M’Bow’s description 

of the compromise. The final Declaration was so bland that it didn’t hurt anybody. It 

constituted a symbolically important recognition of the problems in international 

communications while not containing enforceable principles or offering language that 

could be said to endorse government control and influence over the press. Socialist 

commentators held that the Declaration was acceptable but did not go far enough. Third 

World observers valued the text as important step towards achieving a real change in 

international news flows.43 Once more, as so often in the course of UNESCO’s debates, 

the compromise was just a cheque made out to the future. 

                                                

37 Ronald Koven, West, 3rd World Reach Accord on Issue of Media, in: Washington Post, 18.10.1978, A13. 
38 See George Beebe, A Fragile Compromise on Free Press, in: Chicago Tribune, 07.12.1978, B3. 
39 20 C/20 Rev., Draft Declaration on Fundamental Principles Concerning the Contribution of the Mass 

Media to Strengthening Peace and International Understanding, the Promotion of Human Rights and 
to Countering Racialism, Apartheid and Incitement to War, 21.11.1978.  

40 UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 20th Session, Paris 1978, 20 C/2 Reports, 153. 
41 UNESCO 1982 – Historical Background of the Mass, 142. 
42 The New York Times printed the Declaration the very next day: Text of the UNESCO Compromise 

Declaration, 23.11.1978, A12. 
43 UNESCO, 20 C/135 Report of Commission IV, Culture and Communication, 28.11.1978, 74. 
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As for the ways into this future, the 20th General Conference pointed in three 

directions. The first was a process of direct and concrete development assistance that 

was already laid out in the Tunisian resolution adopted in Nairobi in 1976. In 1978, during 

his July visit to Washington, M’Bow had urged John Reinhardt to present plans on how 

to enact the promises made in Nairobi.44 The Third World majority was waiting for such 

steps to follow. In his plenary statement, Reinhardt then presented his idea of a “Marshall 

Plan of Telecommunications” and announced that the U.S. government was planning a 

programme for assistance based on public and private resources that would help build 

communication infrastructure in the developing countries. 

The second signpost for the future was the now omnipresent rhetoric of a “new 

international information order” or “new world information and communication order”. 

The Mass Media Declaration did not only make reference to the “aspirations of the 

developing countries for the establishment of new, more just and more effective world 

information and communication order” (preamble). In the shadow of the Declaration, 

the Conference had also passed separately a resolution that endorsed the Director-

General’s “efforts with a view to the establishment of this new order”. Such a resolution 

gave M’Bow an operative mandate to enact programmes, conferences, studies, etc.45 

The third way forward lay in the work of the International Commission for the 

Study of Communication Problems (ICSCP), known as the MacBride-Commission. 

Throughout 1978, M’Bow had begun to put ever more emphasis on the role of the 

Commission. In the last aide memoire explaining the Draft 20 C/20 M’Bow stated: 

“National and international communication policies and practices have changed very 

rapidly over the last few years.” The Declaration could not reflect the breadth of these 

changes and hence he had deemed it necessary, to “entrust to a special commission […] 

the preparation of a complete document”, able to address the issue more fully in all its 

complexity.46  

The Commission had been set up in late 1977 and met for the first time in 

December 1977. At the 20th General Conference it had already presented an “interim 

                                                

44 Memorandum of conversations with John Reinhart, July 5, 1978. 
45 Resolution 4/9.1/2, in: UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 20th Session, Paris 1978, 20 

C/Resolutions, 99. 
46 The Mass Media Declaration, 380.  
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report”, that was subject to deliberations and one resolution but generally had remained 

in the shadow of the Declaration. Now that the Declaration had been adopted, all eyes 

were turning to the MacBride-Commission. 

7.2 The MacBride-Commission 

7.2.1 Origins and the Setting-up 

When Assistant Director-General, Makaminan Makagiansar, introduced the April 

issue of the UNESCO Courier portraying the global debate on international 

communications, he conceded that UNESCO had no “powers of its own, whether 

economic or of any other kind” and suggested that UNESCO instead “must rely on 

its power of persuasion and on its capacity to promote ideas”.47 The MacBride-

Commission was designed as one of the tools of “persuasion”.  

The idea for a commission of “wise men” formed part of the Nairobi 

compromise. William G. Harley, adviser to the State Department on media and 

communications issues and member of the U.S. delegation to Nairobi, recalls that the 

idea for the Commission came up at a dinner between him, another U.S. diplomat and 

Gunnar Naesselund of UNESCO two days after their arrival in Nairobi. The next day, 

Harley took part in a Programme Commission meeting and proposed a commission 

comparable to the “Fauré Commissin”, an expert commission UNESCO had installed 

in 1970 to study the challenges in international educational cooperation and named 

after its Chairman Edgar Fauré, a former French education minister. The idea was 

accepted both by UNESCO’s leadership and the Third World countries who in turn 

agreed to a postponement of the Declaration, knowing that with such a commission 

in place, the issues at stake would have a forum of broad and public discussion.48 

With this step, UNESCO resorted to its role as knowledge producer – a 

necessary prerequisite for persuasion. The mandate of the Commission asked it to 

                                                

47 Makagiansar 1977 – UNESCO and World Problems.  
48  Harley, William G., Creative Compromise: The MacBride Commission - A Firsthand Report and Reflection on the 
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“study the current situation in the fields of communication and identify problems 

which call for new action at the national level and a concerted, global approach at the 

international level.”49 An accompanying series of publications published by UNESCO 

(hereafter abbreviated as ICCP) amassed some one hundred studies, position papers 

and regional overviews produced by commission members, independent academics, 

research institutions and non-governmental organisations. Moreover, the 

Commission’s status as an independent consultative board seemed to warrant an 

exhaustive as well as objective stocktaking in the field of communications research. 

Yet, of course, the Commission could not escape the deeply political character 

the debate had acquired. In fact, from the start, UNESCO’s Secretariat pursued its 

own political agenda beginning with the setting-up of the commission.  

 

The choice of the chairman in particular provides insight in the Secretariat’s 

political leaning. At first, two candidates were being discussed. One choice was the 

Argentinian Raul Prebisch. A world-renowned economist and a main contributor to 

dependency theory, who was praised for his “grand rôle dans l’élaboration d’une 

nouvelle conception du développement”.50 It was hoped that he could promote the 

inclusion of communications in a new global concept of development. His intimate 

connection with the United Nations was expected to be an asset for the task. Above 

all, his political standing as initiator and first Secretary-General of the UN Conference 

of Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in the 1960s made him a meaningful 

candidate. Like few others within the UN cosmos, he embodied a renewed and 

reform-oriented dialogue between the North and South on development 

cooperation.51 

                                                

49 UNESCO, Origin and Mandate, [Series] International Commission for the Study of Communication 
Problems [hereafter: ICCP] 2, 1978, 4. 
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The second choice, Seàn MacBride, was certainly no less interesting. The Irish 

politician had been an IRA commander and activist in the Irish War of Independence 

in the early 1920s. After the Second World War, he gained merits as a diplomat, human 

rights advocate and campaigner for “Amnesty International”. He was awarded the 

Nobel Peace Prize in 1974 and the Soviet equivalent, the Lenin Peace Prize, in 1976. 

Even though he was a Western figure he could legitimately be associated with the 

cause of decolonisation for his Irish past. Under his leadership the commission could 

clearly not be accused of an attitude hostile towards aspirations to a cultural 

decolonisation. 

The man who made these propositions in July 1977 was the Yugoslav UNESCO 

official, Asher Deleon. He had already served the Fauré-Commission as executive 

secretary. Now, the UNESCO Secretariat called him back from his post as educational 

adviser to the Indian government to assign him as secretary to the new Commission. 

In cooperation with the Assistant Director-General Makagiansar he led the 

preparations for the Commission and remained a decisive figure throughout its work. 

Makagiansar endorsed Deleon’s preference for Prebisch.52  

Beside those two names, an attached grid with several different suggested 

commission set-ups listed even more prestigious names. Henry Kissinger appeared as 

representative from the U.S., Altiero Spinelli for Western Europe alongside Pierre 

Mendès-France. The two favourite options, however, underscored UNESCO’s clear 

commitment to the cause of development and the Third World. Soon, the Secretariat 

settled on MacBride.53  

Moreover, Deleon himself provided for a certain slant in the work of the 

Commission. Makagiansar had hinted at the need for a more balanced overview in the 

section on the origins of the media debate in Deleon’s planning memo.54 According 

to several accounts of Western observers, Deleon displayed strong sympathy with 
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leftwing intellectuals such as Ivan Illich or Herbert Schiller, one of the main 

proponents of the thesis of “American cultural imperialism”.55  

Deleon’s role as Executive Secretary of the Commission must not be 

underestimated. He and his team were responsible for commissioning research papers, 

organising the schedule and conference invitations for chairman MacBride and, most 

importantly, oversaw the drafting of the working papers and the interim report of the 

Commission.56 Rosemary Righter, the Sunday Times journalist and close follower of the 

UNESCO debate, quoted Deleon saying that the priority of media legislation should 

be to break “monopolies”, either of international companies or of specific elites within 

countries. With regard to national communications policies there may even “be 

decisions about content. And to secure access to communication, I am fully prepared 

to admit that the consequences in some countries may be that the quality and freedom 

of information may suffer.”57 

Deleon was a strong advocate of the “New World Information Order”. The 

formula had found its way into the mandate of the Commission, where it was stated 

that the Commission should “analyse communication problems […] within the 

perspective of the establishment of a new international economic order and of the 

measures to be taken to foster the institution of a ‘new world information order’.”58 

This spoke to the aspiration of several commission members who represented the 

Third World and Non-Aligned countries’ interests, above all the Tunisia Mustapha 

Masmoudi, the Yugoslav Bogdan Osolnik and the exiled Chilean Juan Somavia, who 

had all either independently or in the ICCP series written on the concept of such a 

new order.  

For Masmoudi and Osolnik the Commission was the main platform to advocate 

for a new order. As founding Director of the Latin American Institute for 

Transnational Studies (ILET), Somavia could additionally rely on an already 

established institution. As seen earlier, the ILET seminar in Mexico City in 1976 was 

a landmark meeting in advancing the discourse on the “role of information in a new 
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international order”. Somavia and the ILET also provided close links to think tanks 

such as the Dag-Hammarskjöld Foundation, who engaged in the formulation of a 

programme for an “alternative development”. Somavia’s assistant and member of the 

Institute, Fernando Reyes Matta, was part of the team around Deleon that drafted the 

Interim Report of the MacBride-Commission and thus made sure that the ILET ideas 

found their way into the report.59 According to William Harley, who assisted US-

Commission Member Elie Abel, Somavia, Matta and Deleon collaborated so closely 

that even representatives from other Non-Aligned countries within the commission, 

like Gamal El Oteifi from Egypt and Boobli George Verghese from India, voiced 

concerns.60  

That such, more or less, hidden affiliations were mutually and jealously 

observed, was further demonstrated when Seàn MacBride tried to bring in an outside 

consultant for the editing of the final report. When he insisted that the British writer 

Mervyn Jones was appointed, Deleon internally complained to Director-General 

M’Bow. He pointed out that such a measure would mean to “substituer à une équipe 

internationale équilibrée un seul journaliste d’un pays donné, vide de son contenu et 

prive de signification l’existence même du Secrétariat que vous [the Director-General] 

avez désigné pour assister la Commission dans son travail.”61  

MacBride had thought it necessary to entrust the final drafting to a native 

English speaker. Yet, Jones’ competences were much disputed. Initially, he had 

requested a large degree of autonomy in writing such a report. Eventually, he only 

acted in the limited function of an editor for selected parts. Neither Western 

representatives within the Commission, like Abel, nor the “New-Order”-advocate 

Masmoudi were prepared to hand any of their responsibilities over to an external 

consultant under the sole supervision of MacBride.62 MacBride probably tried not so 

much to limit the voice of Commission members, but to curb the influence of Deleon 

and his team whose independence he found difficult to manage.63 
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Displeased about these circumstances, Jones published late in 1979, when his 

work was done, a bitter article in the British Guardian, in which he criticised “[t]he 

actual writing of the report was entrusted to four UNESCO professionals” and “only 

one of them could write English”. He added: “As successive drafts of the report 

emerged during 1979 they did seem to be stamped by a line of thinking that was if not 

exactly dictatorial, at all events bureaucratic and didactic. A statement on the functions 

of communication leaned heavily toward such terms as ‘socialization’, ‘persuasion’ and 

‘motivation’, ‘debate and discussion’ got in only as an amendment.”64 

 

The conclusion to be drawn from this is that UNESCO’s Secretariat didn’t only 

enact a great deal of symbol politics with the installation of the Commission and the 

appointment of its chairman. It also heavily influenced the proceedings and tried to 

steer the work and its outcome, reflecting UNESCO’s own leaning towards a specific 

kind of development thinking – one that more clearly took account of Third World 

interests, and that was prepared, as demonstrated in the maneuvering of Deleon, to 

accept some degree of governmental control over media and communications. 

7.2.2 Politics of Universality 

Beyond the appointment of a chairman and organisation of the work, UNESCO 

displayed a remarkable loyalty to its politics of universality. This manifested itself in 

the geographic and ideological parity (gender was not yet recognised as relevant 

category) with which Commission members were selected, as much as in its insistence 

on tying in, beside governmental representatives, also non-governmental actors from 

academia, journalist unions, publisher associations etc. It also found expression in 

UNESCO’s continued striving for consensus when it came to the main decisions. 

While on the one hand such politics created discontent and provoked criticism from 

all sides, it may be seen on the other as a major asset of a debate whose value was 

otherwise dismissed by everyone except the staunchest believers in a “new order”. 

The first and most important criterion for the choice of the Commission 

members was geographical parity. To this end two representatives for each “world 
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region” were proposed. To UNESCO those world regions were: Western Europe, 

Eastern Europe including the Soviet Union, North America, North Africa and the 

Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia (without Oceania) and Latin America. The final 

set-up added one representative to the Asian group to cover the vast area from the 

Indian Subcontinent to Southeast Asia and Japan.65 Geographical balance, however, 

needed to be complemented by a fair ideological balance between all groups with a 

vested interest in the topic. As Deleon’s planning memo stated: “Ayant en vue la 

complexité des problèmes de la communication, les divergences d’opinion existantes, 

des professions et moyens en jeu – ce nombre, un peu élevé, permettrait non 

seulement une répartition géographique équitable, mais aussi une certaine 

représentativité des différentes professions.”66 An official press release stated that the 

choice of members “had been guided by a concern to reconcile the demands of 

pluralism and the need for unity and homogeneity […] also by the need to ensure 

currents of thought, intellectual trends, and cultural traditions which reflect the large 

number of professional circles concerned and the diversity of economic and social 

systems and situation in the major regions of the world.“67 

The eventual set-up also included, beside the already mentioned (MacBride, 

Masmoudi, Osolnik, Somavia, El Oteifi, Verghese, Abel), Hubert Beuve-Méry, the 

eminent founder of Le Monde, Elebe Ma Ekonzo, Director of the Agence Zaire-Press, 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez, the famous Colombian writer, Sergei Losev, Director of 

TASS (preceded by his predecessor as TASS Director, Leonid Zamiatin), Mochtar 

Lubis, a well-known Indonesian journalist, Michio Nagai, journalist from Japan, Fred 

Isaac Akporuaro, researcher from Nigeria, Johannes Pieter Pronk, a Dutch politician, 

and the Canadian broadcaster Betty Zimmerman.68 

The composition reflected more directly a political geography, or what 

Commission member Abel and Philipp Power, an influential publisher in the U.S., 

called in a New York Times article “the political arithmetic of the contemporary UN 
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system”. Power and Abel interpreted this political geography as laying the weight with 

“those who favored one degree or another of state control”.69 Yet, such judgments 

obviously remained subjective. Both sides kept complaining about an imbalanced 

composition of the Commission.70 

The awareness at UNESCO of the different camps and the need to provide 

sufficient representation was further demonstrated by the consideration of the 

inclusion of Peter Galliner, who in the meantime had become director of the IPI and 

was a major critic of UNESCO. Deleon described him in his memo as “opposé à 

l’Unesco et représentant le concept ‘occidental’ de l’information.” The wording in 

itself reveals UNESCO’s readiness to take a decidedly more non-occidental 

perspective in the information debate. Yet, it marks the attempt to express 

UNESCO’s loyalty to universality through the presence on the Commission of the 

whole spectrum of thought on global media. Galliner, however, did not assume the 

position, instead Hubert Beuve-Méry represented Western Europe. 

Besides the choice of members, all camps received due space in the already 

mentioned special issue on communications of the UNESCO Courier in April 1977.71 

This was accompanied by UNESCO’s practice of holding conferences at changing 

locations rotating across the globe. The General Conference taking place in Nairobi 

in 1976 was a prominent gesture towards universality. The MacBride-Commission 

held meetings among other venues in Stockholm, New Delhi, and Dubrovnik. 

 

Another dimension of UNESCO’s claim to universality lay in the integration of 

NGOs, non-governmental experts and representatives of unions and business 

associations. Tellingly at an infamous intergovernmental meeting in Paris in December 

1975 on the Mass Media Declaration, Assistant Director-General, John E. Fobes, 

reminded the governmental experts:  
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[A] cardinal principle for Unesco has always been that of enlisting the co-operation 
of the professional people and of the network of institutions and associations in 
which they serve. […] Those persons, associations and institutions have been our 
indispensable allies giving us of their knowledge and experience and manifesting all 
along their keen desire […] to see the media develop and serve humanity.”72 

Such a policy was emphatically continued throughout the 1970s with countless 

meetings related to specific aspects within the greater media debate.73 The MacBride-

Commission, too, was formally composed of independent individuals. Yet, it is 

obvious that there were close ties between the Commissioners and the governments 

of their home countries. Elie Abel stressed, at the first Commission meeting in 

December 1977, that he spoke “as a private citizen” and was no representative of the 

U.S. government. Zamiatin, his Soviet counterpart on the Commission, objected, 

“You soon will be!” And indeed, William Harley, who reported this anecdote, 

confirms intensive consultations with the U.S. State Department in the process of 

finding a U.S. representative for the Commission.74 Harley himself was asked by the 

U.S. National Commission for UNESCO and the State Department to accompany 

Abel to Paris and to report. Also other Commission members had governmental 

backgrounds. Mustapha Masmoudi, for example, had been Minister of Information in 

Tunisian, to name but one. 

Nonetheless, the non-governmental efforts of UNESCO were remarkable. It 

was not only the wide array of research commissioned in those years that allowed the 

participation of academic institutions, journalists and media practitioners. Also the 

MacBride-Commission itself provided a forum for discussions across the 

governmental and non-governmental sectors. The most important gathering in this 

respect was the meeting on “Infrastructure of News Collection and Dissemination in 

the World”, held in Stockholm in April 1978 right before an official Commission 

                                                

72  John E. Fobes, Address at the opening of the Intergovernmental Meeting of Experts to Prepare a Draft 
Declaration on Fundamental Principles Governing the Use of the Mass Media in Strengthening Peace 
and International Understanding and in Combating War Propaganda, Racism and Apartheid, Paris, 
December 15-22, 1975, UNESDOC. 

73  To name but a few examples: two meetings of experts on “Communication Policies and Planning in 
Latin America” and on the “Development of News Exchange Arrangements in Latin America” were 
held in Bogota in 1974 and Quito in 1975 in preparation of a big intergovernmental conference in San 
José in 1976. Further activities included a “Meeting of Experts on a Contribution to an Ethic of 
Communication”, Ottawa 1977, the “Meeting of Experts on Communication Research in Latin 
America”, Panama City 1978, or several consultations on the “reporting of international news”, held at 
UNESCO’s headquarters in Paris in 1979.  

74  Ibid., 50 and 34-35.  
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meeting at the same venue. Over one hundred journalists, editors and directors of 

news agencies attended the meeting that was officially convened through a joint 

invitation by the MacBride-Commission and the Swedish government. An official 

UNESCO press release judged the meeting “highly representative” and a step 

“towards better international cooperation among journalists”.75 The wide interest in 

the seminar is not only demonstrated by the long list of participants, but by letters 

from non-participants requesting an invitation to the seminar, or at least documentary 

material.76 Undoubtedly, in their global approach the MacBride-Commission and 

UNESCO offered a forum to a great many actors and interests.  

 

Last but not least, a general striving for consensus that prevailed at the official 

meetings and General Conference of UNESCO underscored the organisation’s claim 

to universality. A desire for harmonious decisions in the spirit of the best possible 

solution was ingrained in the organisation’s foundation, when initially the Executive 

Board was to be staffed with men (as was naturally assumed) of grand intellectual 

stature and without governmental mandate. It was part of the internationalist dream 

to escape the usual political wrangling and find instead solutions for the good of all, a 

government for the whole world.77 While this ideal, as well as the illusion that cultural 

matters in general might be more easily agreeable, had to be dropped already in 1954 

when the statutes of the Executive Board were changed so as to make its members 

appointees of their own governments, the aim for consensus persisted. This had an 

obvious political reason. The Resolutions and Declarations adopted by UNESCO’s 

General Conference had no binding force and their status in international law was 

rather vague. The only way of securing some authority was therefore to get all 

governments behind it, which in practice turned out to mean only that no government 

was actually raising its voice against it.78 

The idea of consensus even spilled over in the more general discourse on a new 

global order during the 1970s. In the run-up to the General Conference in Nairobi, 

                                                

75  International Seminar in Stockholm [Report], April 24-27, 1978, ICCP 19, Annex VII.  
76  The records show letters from Abidjan, Birmingham, New York and more.  
77  Iriye 1997 – Cultural Internationalism and World Order, 146-149. 
78  See Kaufmann, Johan, United Nations Decision Making (Alphen aan den Rijn: Sijthoff en Noordhoff, 

1980), 127-129. 
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Western states had insisted that the principle of consensus was applied to important 

decisions, effectively giving them a veto on issues of central interest to them. M’Bow 

had responded by introducing the negotiation mechanism of a “Drafting and 

Negotiations Group”, which indeed had succeeded through behind-the-doors-

diplomacy to secure solutions that won consensus. In the aftermath, representatives 

from all sides praised the willingness to compromise and agree as the “Spirit of 

Nairobi”. Inspired by these events, M’Bow spoke in his closing speech in Nairobi of 

“new horizons” opening up before UNESCO and offering the opportunity “for the 

development of a peaceful, brotherly and just community of nations”.79  

He expanded his rhetoric of consensus to a rhetoric of forging a more just global 

community and more equal international relations. Only if all nations pulled together, 

M’Bow implied, could a new global order emerge.80 

Consensus turned out to be difficult concept to maintain throughout the debate. 

Although indeed there was no major decision either on the Mass Media Declaration 

or in the context of the MacBride-Commission that was taken through a partisan vote, 

the compromises remained bland and satisfied none. With the growing virulence of 

the debate around the media topic, the fading standing of the NIEO, and the 

continuing determination of Non-Aligned and Third World actors, including M’Bow, 

to forge new working relations within the “community of nations”, i.e. to bring about 

a new global order, the media debate at UNESCO became a touchstone for these 

efforts. 

7.2.3 The Global South and the New Order  

The terminology of a “New International Information Order” (NIIO) or “New World 

Information and Communication Order” (NWICO) or other variations quickly gained 

currency after it had come up in 1976 and found its way into many speeches, 

UNESCO texts, newspaper and academic articles and UNESCO – and later also UN 

– resolutions. The debates around the NWICO are often depicted as a derivate of the 

debates on the “New International Economic Order”. Yet, they would be more aptly 

                                                

79 M'Bow 1977 – Unesco and the Solidarity, 9. 
80 M'Bow 1978 – The Practice of Consensus, M'Bow, Amadou-Mahtar and Beseat Kiflé Sélassié, Consensus 

and Peace (Paris: UNESCO, 1980). 
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described as complementary. The issues at stake were fundamentally questions of 

identity and the desire for a ‘decolonization’ after decolonisation. In her 1995 book 

on the “new order”debate, Rosemary Righter recounts a Kissinger-speech of 1975 

which had offered an unprecedented number of economic concessions to the Third 

Word. When Western diplomats called upon those countries to drop their ideological 

claims in turn for such Western accommodation, they fell prey, Righter argues, to a 

fundamental misunderstanding: “The tenets of the ‘new orders’ were not bargaining 

positions in the Western sense; they were not ‘tradables’. They were articles of faith”. 

She concludes: “Had the ‘new orders’ been no more than new window-dressing for 

old demands for more aid or better terms of trade, their appeal would have been 

ephemeral. They survived both negotiating deadlock and the tensions operating 

between historically, culturally, and economically diverse states because the politics of 

gesture provided outlets for the existential affirmation of identity.”81 The NWICO 

debate spoke more directly to the identity project pursued by the Third World.  

 

After the Mass Media Declaration had passed, the MacBride-Commission 

became the most prominent forum for this project. The main voices for a new 

information order on the Commission were the Tunisian Mustapha Masmoudi and 

the Yugoslav journalist Bogdan Osolnik. A strong proponent outside the Commission 

was the Indian journalist and former government advisor Dinker Rao Mankekar who 

was chairman of the Coordinating Council of the newly founded Non-Aligned News 

Agencies Pool (NANAP). Central aspects of the NWICO demands can be found in 

the writings of these three figures. Firstly, they all put the NWICO initiative in 

historical perspective, framing the remedy of imbalances in global news flows, media 

markets and communications technology as an indispensable part of an unfinished 

historical process of decolonisation. Secondly, they contested development models 

that were based on foreign aid and technology transfer from North to South and that 

was, even worse, coupled with a distinct socio-economic vision of modernisation. 

Instead they propagated a development model grounded in the concept of “self-

reliance” and based on horizontal co-operation among the states of the developing 

                                                

81  Righter, Rosemary, Utopia Lost: The United Nations and World Order (New York: Twentieth Century Fund 
Press, 1995), 95, 111-2. 
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world. Thirdly, they assigned to international media and communication practices a 

central role in making and altering the status quo in international relations. All these 

aspects hinged on a certain understanding of the tasks and responsibilities of state 

governments and the process of forming and consolidating a nation.  

Decolonisation as Unfinished Project 

In the 1976 Draft of the Mass Media Declaration the historical perspective was 

explicitly mentioned. The preamble attributed to UNESCO the task of contributing 

to “liberating the developing countries from the state of dependence resulting from 

specific historical circumstances which still characterizes their communication and 

information systems.”82 The final version at least retained phrases like “eradicate 

colonialism” or “neo-colonialism” alluding to the historical process of 

decolonisation.83 As Commission member, Masmoudi was more explicit when he 

elucidated the concept of a “new international information order”. He pointed to the 

“profound upheavals” that history had witnessed after the Second World War and a 

“vast movement of political emancipation” that enabled many nations to “slough off 

the colonial yoke”. Yet, in face of “after-effects of past history” the developing 

countries had become aware of continuing inequalities and imbalances and had 

“launched new battles to establish a better international society”. “However”, he 

added, “these objectives could not be fully achieved if the reform movement failed to 

affect the international information system.”84 

The terminology of a “movement” is striking as it strongly echoes the era of the 

anti-colonial movements. “Anti-colonialism” obviously remained a watchword in 

international politics well beyond the early 1960s when the bulk of the remaining 

European colonies had become independent. International resolutions condemned 

colonialism, such as the 1976 UNESCO resolution concerning the organisation’s 

contribution to the “elimination of colonialism”. Similar resolutions had been adopted 

                                                

82  19 C/91 Draft Declaration on Fundamental Principles Governing the Use of the Mass Media in 
Strengthening Peace and International Understanding and in Combating War Propaganda, Racism and 
Apartheid, 1976. See also Najar Ridha, A Voice From the Third World. 

83  20 C/20 Rev. Draft Declaration on Fundamental Principles Concerning the Contribution of the Mass 
Media to Strengthening Peace and International Understanding, the Promotion of Human Rights and 
to Countering Racialism, Apartheid and Incitement to War, 1978. 

84  Mustapha Masmoudi, The New World Information Order, ICCP 31, 1978, 1.  
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at almost every General Conference since the year 1960 in which 17 new countries 

had declared their independence and were immediately admitted to UNESCO.85 Many 

members of the liberation movements of the anti-colonial era had entered government 

positions and now carried such terminology as national representatives onto the 

international plane. The “Non-Aligned Movement” fashioned itself partly as 

continuation of the national liberation fight at the international level and pointed to 

forms of foreign domination and infiltration that were just less visible than earlier 

forms of colonialism. Contemporaries and academic observers tended to speak of a 

“NWICO-movement”. Dinker Rao Mankekar revealingly spoke of a “Non-aligned 

news movement” and later on even of “the Third World’s communication 

rebellion”.86 

Even Pero Ivacic, a journalist and director of the Yugoslav national news agency 

Tanjug that served as basis of the Non-Aligned News Agencies Pool, conceded that 

the dominant perception within the Non-Aligned bloc was that of continuing the 

struggle against colonialism on the international plane in a historical continuation of 

the national liberation movements. While he emphasised that the Non-Aligned 

Movement was “in no way a monolithic block”, he granted that this constituted a 

“strong, identical interests” across its member-states who had, of course, very 

different histories of colonial dependency.87 Also those countries with no, or no 

recent, colonial experience bought into such argumentation, thus transcending the 

problem of colonialism from its classic state-run shape to the up-dated, subtle or 

informal, economic and technical form it took on in the 1970s, in the eyes of the 

Global South. This allowed for a more unified set of claims that otherwise would have 

dissected into a multiplicity of individual complaints and demands, easy to 

accommodate one-by-one by the technically advanced countries of the Northern 

hemisphere. The phrase “decolonization of information” gained currency.88 

                                                

85  Resolution 12.1, UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 19th Session, Nairobi, 1976, 19 
C/Resolutions, 84-7. 

86  Mankekar, Dinker Rao, Whose Freedom? Whose Order? A Plea for a New International Information Order by 
Third World (Delhi: Clarion Books, 1981), IIX and 18. 

87  Pero Ivacic, The Non-Aligned Countries Pool Their News, UNESCO Courier 30 (4), 1977, 18-20. 
88 A ministerial meeting of the Non-Aligned Countries, for example, adopted in New Dehli in 1976 a 

Declaration of the “Decolonization of Information”, see New International Information and 

Communication, Document 49, 285-287. On the socialist side: Ivacic, Pero, ʻDecolonization of 
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“Self-Reliance” as Alternative Concept of Development 

Another residue of the anti-colonial struggle within the “new-order”- debates became 

apparent in the repeated formulation of an alternative concept of development. 

Instead of drawing on foreign aid, the proponents of the “new order” preached the 

principle of “self-reliance” that called for cooperation among the developing 

countries, mutual support and exchange on a horizontal level. Such a development 

model rejected both the monopolistic market position of media companies, especially 

news agencies, from the industrialised countries, and the cultural alienation by a flood 

of foreign media products. An older modernisation paradigm for development based 

on technology transfer and market integration was thus replaced by calls for common 

action in the Global South.  

UNESCO had laid the groundwork in this respect in the 1960s. The 1966 

“Declaration on the Principles of International Cultural Co-operation” stated “the 

right of all countries to respect and preserve their cultures as part of the common 

heritage of mankind”. This clause was repeatedly invoked thereafter as guaranteeing 

the cultural and informational rights necessary to preserve cultural integrity, especially 

in the developing countries.89 In the context of the NWICO debate, the argument was 

extended to a criticism of transnational media companies. Herbert Schiller, an 

outspoken critic of these TNCs. He interpreted the “freedom of information” 

doctrine as an effective tool for conquering foreign markets and installing cultural 

domination through the sheer force of economic and technological supremacy. 

Private business initiatives exercised by multinationals met in his view with U.S. 

government interests of spreading the ideological gospel of a free and liberal society, 

not least in the global propaganda battle of the Cold War.90  

                                                

informationʼ, Socialist Thought and Practice, 16, 9 (1976), 123–129. Also a later confidant of M’Bow 
Bourges, Hervé, Décoloniser l'information (Paris: Cana, 1978). 

89  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 14th Session, Paris 1966, 14 C/Resolutions, Declaration 
of the Principles of International Cultural Co-operation, 86-88. Both UNESCO’s ”Satellite-
Declaration“ of 1972 and the ”Mass Media Declaration“ of 1978 referred to that earlier declaration, the 
MacBride-Report also counted it among the basic “international instruments” in this area. 

90  See for example his works Schiller 1975 – Communication and Cultural Domination, and Nordenstreng, 
Kaarle and Schiller, Herbert I., National Sovereignty and International Communication (Norwood: Ablex, 
1979). 
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For developing countries, one way to immunise against such cultural 

imperialism was the notion of “self-reliance”.91 This notion had already played a 

central role in the NIEO-debate. The Sri Lankan economist and then head of 

UNCTAD, Gamani Corea, summarised two basic concepts underpinning the NIEO: 

“that of structural change in the sense of changes in prevailing systems, mechanisms 

and relationships, and that of collective self-reliance in the sense of harnessing and 

applying the capacity of developing countries for joint action and mutual co-

operation.”92 Self-reliance was something like a counter concept to classic 

modernisation theory that thought of development cooperation more in terms of 

transfer from North to South. International organisations such as the UNCTAD 

helped to formulate alternative concepts of development. Non-governmental 

institutions like Juan Somavia’s Latin-American Institute of Transnational Studies 

(ILET) further promoted them at international fora. 

 

The notion of “self-reliance” quickly entered the NWICO debate, too, not least 

through ILET representatives circulating between NAM, UNESCO and non-

governmental conferences and seminars as much as through Somavia himself.93 As 

member of the MacBride-Commission, Somavia actively engaged in drafting the final 

report and made sure that “self-reliance” was depicted as one of the first imperatives 

in changing international communications practices.94 Another Commission member, 

Masmoudi, stated that “self-reliance must be the watchword” on the way to a new 

information order.95 The present situation in international communication called “for 

sustained action at the horizontal level on the part of developing countries in order to 

                                                

91  Developmental studies have not yet taken due account of “self-reliance” as a non-Western concept of 
development. One reason may be that there exists a great variety of concepts and historical ideas related 
to the notion of self-reliance in the context of African political thought, e.g. Ngua 1987 – Tensions in 
Empowerment. For an attempt to distil an African version of developmental policies see Speich, Daniel, 

ʻThe Kenyan Style of "African Socialism". Developmental Knowledge Claims and the Explanatory 

Limits of the Cold Warʼ, Diplomatic History, 33, 3 (2009), 449–466.  
92  Corea, Gamani, ʻUNCTAD and the New International Economic Orderʼ, International Affairs, 53, 2 

(1977), 177–187, 177-187, here 178. 
93 The concept of self-reliance appeared, for instance, at the Non-Aligned meetings in New Delhi and 

Colombo in 1976, New International Information and Communication, 286, 288. 
94  See the first section of the recommendations included in the Commission’s report, MacBride, et al. 1980 

– Many Voices, 254. 
95  Masmoudi, Mustapha, The New World Information Order (Paris: UNESCO, 1978), 31, 24. 
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align their positions, to strengthen their communications media and to gain a hearing 

in the concert of nations” as a first measure to be taken by developing countries.96 

One practical step to enact this agenda was the Non-Aligned News Agencies Pool 

(NANAP), founded by the Non-Aligned countries in 1975, run and organised from 

1976 onwards through the Yugoslav news agency Tanjug. Its first director until 1979 

was the Indian journalist Dinker Rao Mankekar, a fervent proponent of the new 

information order. In his 1981 book Whose Freedom, he forcefully argued for new 

practices based on the “promotion of self-reliance and international cooperation form 

communication development”.97 The Pool started from the acknowledgment that the 

exchange of news among developing countries was severely lagging behind and 

worked on the assumption that this could only be remedied by an institutionally 

fostered effort of systematic news exchange. It drew on the idea that a sufficient news 

flow was not only culturally desirable, but socially and economically necessary for the 

development of these states. A great number of governments of developing countries 

contributed to the Pool either through their own public relations services or through 

national and regional news agencies.  

The historic record of the NANAP, however, was modest, at best. It did not 

cater sufficiently to the need for news in the way it was hoped. Both in terms of 

quantity and speed, it could not compete with the established news agencies and 

eventually it dissolved in the mid-1990s.98 Its fate evidenced that the notion of self-

reliance under the conditions of a global market economy was difficult to enact. Yet, 

during the late 1970s the NANAP represented the flagship project (even if not the 

only project99) of self-reliance in the media field and a central element to the NWICO. 

                                                

96  Ibid., 23.  
97  Mankekar 1981 – Whose Freedom, 207.  
98  On the NANAP see Ivacic, Pero, ʻThe Non Aligned Countries Pool Their Newsʼ, UNESCO-Courier, 
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NWICO – A Democratisation of International 

Communications? 

While the notion of “self-reliance” was largely addressing conditions within and 

among developing countries, the scope of the claims for a new order in global 

communication and information went further and aimed at fundamentally changing 

the system of international relations. Harley defined the NWICO claim as “a derivative 

of the ‘New International Economic Order,’ essentially a claim by the ‘have-nots’ 

upon the ‘haves’ for what they perceive as greater distributive justice.”100 This was too 

simple. The heads of state of the Non-Aligned Countries had declared at their fifth 

conference in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in August 1976 that the “new international 

information” order was just “as vital as a new international economic order”.101  

The dimensions of the new international information order were elaborated 

further by Masmoudi and Osolnik. Masmoudi explained in his paper in the MacBride 

study series that the “new battles”, the Non-Aligned activism for a “better 

international society in all fields”, could “not be fully achieved if the reform movement 

failed to affect the international information system”.102 Similarly, Osolnik:  

What is important is not the term, but the concept behind it. In point of fact, it is 
a radical change of the present situation, in the sense of the abolition of unjustifiable 
difference, injustice and foreign domination in the information sphere, that is, part 
of the struggle for new relations among nations. That is why the designation new 
order is completely justified.” [emphasis orig.].103 

Both saw media and global communication practices as an all-important element of 

international relations and a potential catalyst for the development of more balanced 

and fair forms of international cooperation. Masmoudi assigned to information “a 

paramount role in international relations” that would serve “both as a means of 

communication between peoples and as an instrument of understanding and 

                                                

100  Harley 1993 – Creative Compromise, 8-9. 
101 Political Declaration of the 5th Summit Conference of Non-Aligned Countries, August 1976, Colombo, 

in New International Information and Communication, Document 50, 288. 
102  Masmoudi 1978 – The New World Information Order, 1. 
103  Osolnik, Bogdan, Aims and Approaches to a New International Communication Order (Paris: UNESCO, 1978), 
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knowledge between nations.”104 The latter was once more echoing UNESCO’s 

internationalist vision to educate for peace and foster international understanding. 

Now, the Non-Aligned agenda was less driven by mid-century internationalist 

“one-worldism”. It was geared towards a “democratisation” of international relations 

and – as an indispensable prerequisite – of international communications. The new 

information order was, Masmoudi wrote, “founded on democratic principles” and 

“seeks to establish relations of equality in the communication field between developed 

and developing nations.” More explicitly, its aim was “to democratize information 

resources and structures”. On a horizontal level, this implied the creation of national 

news agencies and increased news exchange among developing countries – Masmoudi 

cited the NANAP as an example. On a “vertical plane”, that is the international level, 

democratisation to Masmoudi meant: “curtailing the monopolies of the major press 

agencies by promoting the conclusion of international agreement aimed at equal and 

fair utilisation of all communication media, including satellites.”105  

Osolnik advanced a similar argument. He observed that “new communications 

technology is leading to increasingly bigger systems, to a concentration and 

centralization of these systems. The result is an increasing alienation of these media 

from the individual.” An ever smaller group of people, to read: in the developed 

countries, was taking ever more decisions in steering the media. This concentration 

allowed for manipulation of consumers domestically and abroad. In the developing 

countries, the flood of foreign media products made the inhabitant of any given nation 

“a prisoner of foreign concepts of the world.” Instead, the new media ought to 

facilitate a “democratization of social life” and “the changing of the world”.106 

Echoing Masmoudi, Osolnik stated that countering the trend of concentration 

required efforts in “decentralization and de-monopolization” in national as much as 

in international communications structures.  

                                                

104 Masmoudi 1978 – The New World Information Order, 1. 
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Such changes in the information field were, in the eyes of the “new order”-

advocates, almost synonymous with changes in the international system at large: “The 

new [information] order can only develop organically, as part of the overall social and 

international processes, as an essential element in the struggle for the democratization 

of international relations.”107 In other words, the new information order and a 

democratisation of international relations were mutually dependent. 

 

Such arguments, naturally, found their way into the MacBride Commission 

Report Many Voices, One World. Here, however, the intricacies of applying the notion 

of democratisation to the realm of media and information flow became apparent. 

When the report was presented in February 1980, it contained one chapter on the 

“Democratization of Communication”. This chapter focused predominantly on the 

democratisation of media access at a national level and its accessibility to individuals. This 

mirrored Western calls for broadening access to information for citizens, for ensuring 

the diversity of information sources, and for defending the “freedom of information”. 

This fitted into the wider discourses on human rights that gained prominence in the 

second half of the 1970s108. Yet, the chapter admitted in its conclusion that 

democratisation of communications had “many connotations” and that it also meant 

“broader possibilities for nations, political forces, cultural communities, […] to 

interchange information on a more equal footing, without dominance over the weaker 

partners”.109 This point of view spoke to the notion of the “right of peoples” and the 

argument that in societies that were emerging from decolonisation the state had certain 

responsibilities in order to protect such societies from the persistence of informal 

dependencies that creeped in under the protection of norms such as “freedom of 

information”, “freedom of speech” or the pretext of protecting human rights.  

The sections “Flaws in Communication Flows” and “Dominance in 

Communication Contents” reflected further the call for democratisation at the 

international level.110 With careful wording it was acknowledged that there are 
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obstacles to a free flow of information both within states, e.g. censorship, and between 

states, namely economic and technological disparities. In connection with the latter it 

was declared: “The concentration of news agencies, telecommunication facilities, mass 

media, data resources, manufacturers of communication equipment in a small number 

of highly developed countries does, in fact, preclude any chance of a free flow between 

equals, a democratic exchange among free partners.” Masmoudi, Osolnik, but also 

other commission members, like Somavia, had insisted on such statements. This 

“solid base of criticism”, it was added, “is the foundation of the present call for a new 

world communication order.”111  

Conceptually, the tension between the notion of “collective rights” and the idea 

of “individual (human) rights” could not be resolved. The report’s final 

recommendations ranged from safeguarding the free flow of information and access 

to information sources available to all citizens to strengthening the cultural identity of 

societies and the protection from “cultural dominance”. Under the headline 

“Democratization of Communication”, recommendation no. 53 stated that the 

“media should contribute to promoting the just cause of peoples struggling for 

freedom and independence and their right to live in peace and equality without foreign 

interference.” “Democratization” in that sense meant the protection of young nation 

states and their development in a highly unequal global economic and political 

environment.  

The idea of democratisation of communication is too far reaching and 

conceptually too desperate to be fully accounted for here.112 It suffices to say that 

within a liberal school of thought, democratisation meant access, participation and 

freedom of information and speech for the individual. Such rights were to be ensured 

on the national level. For the Non-Aligned faction democratisation, while not 

excluding aspects of access and participation, focused above all on the international 

level where states had to give rules to the market and find agreements on transnational 
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media flows. In line with Masmoudi’s and Osolnik’s thoughts, NANAP Chairman 

Mankekar stated: “The new order not only seeks to decolonise and democratise 

information but embraces the entire infrastructure of international and domestic 

media and telecommunication, the electro-magnetic spectrum and the geostationary 

orbit.”113 

This was inextricably linked to a democratisation of international relations. It 

touched upon the ambition to alter world affairs and give hitherto overruled or 

sidelined states a more powerful voice in the international system. Masmoudi made 

the point: “It is the role of the media precisely to awake public opinion to the need 

for transformations of a nature to benefit all mankind. The idea must everywhere gain 

acceptance that the present order is but an amalgamation of disorders and that change 

is therefore imperative.”114 

What becomes clear from all these explanations was that the new international 

information order encompassed a technical-economic regime that allowed access for 

developing countries to advance communications technology, that limited market 

centralisation and quasi-monopolistic accumulation of technical and economic power 

with a few companies in industrialised countries and that helped, or at least did not 

obstruct, the creation of alternative news networks and regional exchange schemes. 

While this may be subsumed under the headline of a technical-economic 

democratisation of international communications, the new information order included 

also normative aspects: the media itself was assigned a central role in creating 

awareness for the imbalances and providing legitimacy for a change. The Third World 

could only share in global power if its voice was heard, its arguments were put forward, 

its concerns were taken account of.  

The new information order was thus part and parcel of a set of “new order” calls. 

At a UNESCO conference in 1982, a Sri Lankan civil servant and state broadcaster, 

Neville Jayaveera, looked back at the dynamics of the 1970s and summed up:  

The 70s were characterised by an increasingly strident demand for economic and 
social restructuring, both internationally and within the domestic sector. On the 
international plane there were demands for a ‘new international division of labour’ 
(NIDL), for a ‘new international development strategy’ (NIDS), for a ‘new 
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international economic order’ (NIEO), and for a ‘new international information 
order’ (NIIO). All these slogans represent demands for major global structural 
changes.115 

Just how broad a challenge of the combined “new order” calls of the developing 

countries was, came into sharp relief in the discussions of the MacBride-Commission. 

At its very first session Elie Abel, the liberal U.S. representative, and Leonid Zamiatin, 

a staunch ideologue and member of the Soviet Communist Party’s Central Committee, 

both forcefully rejected the notion of a “new order”.  

When Osolnik suggested that an entire session of the Commission be devoted 

to the “new information order”, Zamiatin violently brushed aside his proposal: “You 

can’t just announce that there is a new world order and then put it into effect. 

Remember what happened in Europe when a certain person tried to impose a new 

order!”116 While Abel refrained from such polemic that referred to the attempted 

“new order” of the Nazis, he nonetheless rejected the notion as strictly as his Soviet 

counterpart. And when the MacBride-Commission set out to discuss the draft of an 

interim report of its work in July 1978, they found themselves harmoniously criticising 

the far-reaching accusations suggested in the draft against the ‘big five’ news agencies, 

Reuters, AP, AFP, UPI on the Western and TASS on the Soviet side. Abel stated: “Mr. 

Zamiatin and I are agreed on the overuse of the word ‘domination.’ I endorse his view 

that no country is obliged to subscribe to news services”.117 

7.2.4 The Cold War Perspective 

Apart from this unusual moment of unity, the Cold War reflexes were well rehearsed 

in this debate. The East vs West conflict setting had dominated negotiations on the 

Satellite-Declaration of 1972 and, to a lesser degree, the Mass Media Declaration. The 

Helsinki process had established a compromise formula. Basket Three of the Final 

Act of 1975 touched upon information and cultural exchange and stressed the 

importance of a “freer and wider dissemination of information”. This wording left 

room for both sides to see their respective approaches to media politics confirmed. 
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The Western Europeans interpreted a greater and freer exchange as a prerequisite of 

détente. The Eastern Camp saw the respect for national sovereignty underscored in the 

accord. The Mass Media Declaration three years later had neither produced a ringing 

endorsement of national sovereignty and state rights, nor did it reproduce the free-

flow-doctrine. Despite some form of accommodation in Helsinki, the basic 

(ideological) antagonism remained. If anything, communications scholars 

Nordenstreng and Schiller observed, “the trend is from ‘brutal’ antagonisms to more 

subtle forms [of antagonisms]”.118 

How then did the Cold War antagonists relate to the challenge form the South, 

the “new order” calls and the public debate around the MacBride-Commission?  

The Western Liberal Camp 

Despite certain difference, scholars have largely concluded that the Western allies, the 

US, Canada, Germany, UK and France, produced a common “Western response to 

the NWICO”.119 Those analyses agree on the West’s market-oriented argumentation 

that admitted the need for development cooperation while insisting that no limits to 

the activities of the transnational Western news agencies be imposed. They also agree 

on the ideological underpinnings of the vigorous promotion of the “freedom of press” 

or the “freedom of information”. Yet, two aspects pass without further notice. First, 

the degree of irritation displayed by some Western critics of the “new order” in face 

of an increasingly assertive group of Third World-actors. Second, the way in which, 

especially in the U.S., the conflict was sharply divided between a question of ideology, 

which was in turn largely understood within the familiar Cold War framework, and a 

question of development aid, that was more or less reduced to technology transfer 

and training. 
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Comments by the American duo on the MacBride Commission, Elie Abel and 

William G. Harley, were representative of the sentiment of estrangement among 

Westerners engaged with UN institutions. Harley’s recollection of the Commission’s 

work cannot hide his discontent. He called the NWICO an undefined concept that in 

practice was no more than “the constant reiteration of the forever unclear”.120 His 

description of Commission members representing the Global South and advocating 

the new order shows a mixture of fatigue and belittlement when he sums up their 

contributions to the discussion by stating they simply “dwelt on familiar Third World 

complaints”.121  

When Elie Abel and Philipp H. Power, an influential publisher in the U.S., wrote 

a New York Times-Magazine article about the MacBride Commission shortly before the 

General Conference in 1980, their analysis of the changed conditions at UNESCO 

was sharp: “The agency, in which each nation casts one vote, has increasingly become 

the preferred forum for developing nations. More dramatically than other specialised 

agencies in the United Nations, UNESCO has become an advocate of third-world 

wants.”122 This trend had intensified since the appointment of M’Bow as Director-

General in 1974. M’Bow found himself described as “a fascinating and complex 

product of the meshing of the developed and developing world that has taken place 

over the past 35 years”.123 Not least with his help and handling of the General 

Conferences and Secretariat, the Third World had become “the power broker” within 

UNESCO, as Abel and Power concluded. 

Others were no more amicable towards the strong Third World presence at 

UNESCO. Mervyn Jones, who had assisted the editing of the MacBride Report, 

bluntly claimed in the British Guardian that several commission members “to put it 

charitably, might have been less out of their depth at a more local forum”.124 Jones 

had singled out Le Monde-founder Beuve-Mery, MacBride and the Columbian writer 

Marquez as “distinguished by any yardstick”, the reference to “local forums” 

inevitably gestured towards more traditional forms of local politics often associated 
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with sub-Saharan Africa. Fred Isaac Akporuaro Omu from Nigeria and Elebe Ma 

Ekonzo from Zaire had been invited as representatives of this world region.  

When the U.S. critics of UNESCO spoke of the “the political arithmetic of the 

contemporary United Nations systems” or described the MacBride Commission as 

“balanced in the UN sense, by judicious representation from the various 

continents”,125 they reflected a broader unease shared among Western diplomats. The 

1970s brought home to them the experience that international institutions they 

themselves had created were spinning out of their control. As seen earlier, Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan had captured this sentiment succinctly in his iconic article “The 

United States in Opposition” and, after his short stint as U.S. Ambassador to the UN 

in the book “A Dangerous Place”.  

The NWICO debate at UNESCO was a particularly striking example of this 

experience at the international level. The Canadian Ambassador to UNESCO, Ian 

Christie Clark, spoke of “a reverse colonization” within such institutions, which had 

come “to serve not only the needs and anxieties of the Third World countries, but 

[had] become their spiritual home and forum in which they express their 

resentments.”126 

Despite this focus on the Third World in international institutions, Western 

actors framed the issue at the heart of the debate, the question of international 

regulations of information and communications, overwhelmingly as an ideological 

opposition of East and West. Such a slant towards the “Cold War lens”127 originated 

first from the long histories of the Satellite Declaration and the Mass Media 

Declaration, both of which went back to a Socialist initiative. Regardless of the fact 

that the deliberations in both cases were soon increasingly shaped by the agenda of 

the Global South, Western actors, and in particular government-related actors from 

the U.S., continued to fight, above all, the idea of state control which they still held to 
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be a communist invention. Accordingly, when Sarah Goddard Power, chairwoman of 

the National Commission for UNESCO, appeared in a Congressional Hearing on 

UNESCO in September 1980, she warned of Soviet attempts “to exploit UNESCO’s 

programs” and propose resolutions “heavily in favour of increased statist control”.128 

William Harley’s article in the UNESCO Courier in April 1977 was another 

example of how much the ideological Cold War lens prevailed. Presenting the 

“American viewpoint” he listed “three major functions” of the media. First, it served 

as an information source, secondly as a “liaison between a State and its citizens” in a 

“constant two-way communication” and, thirdly, as a guarantor of the democratic 

system. The explanatory emphasis, however, was put on free-market principles and 

the individual. After dwelling briefly on the political function of media regarding the 

interaction of government and citizens, Harley stressed their economic function: “they 

are important in promoting a free market system and economic growth.” He also 

turned the political function of informing the “electorate” into a factor for success in 

the media market, as the media “in order to stay in business” had to “compete with 

one another for public confidence and must maintain credibility and a high level of 

public service or lose their ‘costumers’.” Moreover, he stressed the important role of 

advertising, also in a non-political sense. Advertising, he explained, “acquaints people 

with goods and services and generates the mass market that permits lowering costs”. 

In many NWICO conferences, advertising posed a particularly tricky problem as it 

was defended on the one side as essential part of a free-market economy and a tool 

for market expansion, while it was rejected on the other side as a menace to national 

cultures and as diluting the political function of media.  

The pivot of Harley’s arguments was the individual: “the more the individual is 

fulfilled, the more society can achieve, and the more society can achieve, the more 

opportunity there is for individual fulfilment.” To this end, he concluded, it was 

necessary that communications technology was employed in its full variety and 

without the interference of the state. Despite his mentioning of a “social and ethical 

responsibility” that the media would “voluntarily accept” in return for its freedom, it 
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was the market-oriented communication and information model that prevailed in 

Harley’s treatment. The emphasis on the market and on the individual as foundational 

entities within a polity, signalled the direct confrontation with the Socialist camp that 

championed the national and the state and the “rights of peoples”.  

That Harley clearly succumbed to a “Cold War lens” becomes even more 

obvious when one takes account of what he left out or glossed over in his treatment. 

The role of media supporting, developing or articulating cultural identities was 

mentioned only in one paragraph. This was, after all, one of the major concerns of the 

Global South. Also, the media’s role in stabilising a sense of unity and identity within 

newly independent nations was completely left out of the picture, another main 

interest of Third World actors. 

Western actors did acknowledge the need for technical assistance to the Third 

World. They nevertheless failed to address the core claims of the Global South, which 

were geared towards a preservation of cultural identity and the design of a more just 

international order. They reacted polemically against attempts of a “reverse 

colonization” through international institutions and preferred to interpret the 

NWICO initiative more in terms of a socialist plot against Western liberal values.  

It is possible that such a “Cold War lens” prevented them from developing more 

adequate solutions to the problem. Western diplomats succeeded in preventing any 

major UN or UNESCO resolution sanctioning state control, but they did not manage 

to get the topic off the agenda. From around 1980 on, both UNESCO and the UN 

tackled the issue. The discussion of further resolutions and declarations dragged on 

well into the 1980s and became a major reason for the U.S. and the U.K. to withdraw 

from UNESCO in 1984/85. If Rosemary Righter’s diagnosis that the debate 

constituted a project of identity for the Third World was right,129 then Western actors 

failed to appreciate what was at stake – or deliberately refused to engage in this project. 

 

Obviously, the description of the “Western” point of view is not exhausted with 

those references to mainly U.S. actors. Despite far-reaching commonalities within the 

Western camp, as stated earlier, relevant positions could be differentiated further. Not 
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only did government politics on the media differ considerably between the U.K., 

France and the Federal Republic, also various Western non-governmental groups 

disagreed with their government’s tactics of postponing, blocking or watering down 

the Third World initiatives. The Swedish Dag Hammarskjöld-Foundation was a point 

in case, as was the social-democratic German Friedrich-Ebert-Foundation. Dutch 

Development Minister Johannes Pronk, too, was a prominent voice within the Western 

camp in support of the NWICO claim.  

One aspect, however, remains notable regardless of a positive or a negative 

stance on the issue. In her testimony in the U.S. Congress, Sarah Goddard Power 

explicitly thanked several non-governmental organisations form the U.S. in pressuring 

UNESCO or helping in finding solutions, among them the World Press Freedom 

Committee and the American Newspaper Publishers Association.130 Tying in non-

state institutions, engaging the public and leading discussions with interest groups 

from all sides remained a characteristic of the NWICO debate. UNESCO as a forum 

promoted and facilitated this dynamic and thus achieved what has passed unnoticed 

to contemporaries and researchers – namely to keep a debate that was primarily 

slanted towards increased state responsibility open to a wide array of non-state actors. 

The Socialist Camp 

Although the distinction between the state-sector and institutions free of state or party 

influence is more difficult to make on the Eastern side of the Iron Curtain, here too a 

considerable number of persons outside the ministries and diplomatic corps 

contributed actively to the NWICO debate. The following section focuses mainly on 

Soviet actors involved in the negotiations at UNESCO. Apart from the already 

mentioned high ranking party member, diplomat and TASS director Leonid Zamiatin, 

three persons were instrumental in shaping the Socialist perspective on the media 

issue: Yuri I. Kashlev filled various posts as an academic at the Institute for 

International Relations in Moscow, as Soviet envoy to the CSCE negotiations, as head 

of Soviet delegations to UNESCO and as Secretary-General of the Soviet National 

Commission for UNESCO. Yassen N. Zasursky was an academic in the stricter sense. 
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He was Dean of the Faculty of Journalism at Moscow University and participated in 

international expert meetings. Sergei Losev entered the picture in 1978, when he 

succeeded Zamiatin as Director General of TASS and replaced him on the MacBride 

Commission. 

The basic tenets of the Soviet position consisted of a critique of the concept of 

“freedom of information”, the emphasis on the role of media in fostering international 

understanding, and a strict defence of the principle of sovereignty. While it is true that 

the Satellite and Mass Media Declarations were based on Soviet initiatives, the 

NWICO claims building on these declarations followed the agenda of the Global 

South. In fact, the Soviet Union needed to adjust its strategy in the course of the 

debate in order to profit from the dynamic created by the strong Third World support. 

When the MacBride Report was finalised in early 1980, the Soviet Commission 

Member Losev deplored that “we are catching up already old-fashioned and used trite 

formulas such as the notion of a free flow of information.”131 In the special issue of 

the UNESCO Courier on communications in April 1977, Kashlev and Zasursky had 

presented the “Soviet Viewpoint”. Questioning the “free flow” doctrine they quoted 

Lenin: “Freedom of the press in the capitalist world amounts to freedom of buying 

newspapers, buying writers, bribing and ‘fabricating’ public opinion in favour of the 

bourgeoisie [emphasis orig.].”132  

The critique of the freedom doctrine unfolded on two levels, one was the 

rejection of the capitalist market system that was free only in the sense that everything 

was commodified and had a price. In theory, any information or means of 

communication could be obtained but in practice economic realities produced 

inequality and thus favoured some and put others at a disadvantage, whose freedom 

was consequently limited. On a second level, such critique aimed at the content of 

media products. “Sensationalism”, for example, was considered an inevitable outcome 

of the “commercial pressures” on the media. In the Soviet Union, Kashlev and 

Zasursky argued, the freedom of the press was “ensured in practice by putting the 

workers and their organizations in charge not only of the supply of paper and the use 
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of printing plants, but of publishing works, newspapers, periodicals, radio stations and 

television transmitters.” But more than circumventing the possibly distorting effect of 

commercial interests by dissolving the principle of ownership, they also attributed to 

the press a clear vocation described as “its humanist attitude”. Soviet journalism, they 

said, “devotes itself to the aesthetic, ethical and artistic education of Soviet people”.133  

Losev, in his comment to the MacBride Report, criticised that in many instances 

the term “communication” should have been substituted by “information” and that 

“it would be incorrect to translate the word ‘communication’ into Russian otherwise 

than ‘information’ in too many cases.”134 “Information”, in the Soviet understanding 

as spelled out in guidelines of TASS, “must serve the interest of the entire people […] 

[it] plays an important role in the communist education of working people, in the 

forming of public opinion, in the correct orientation of people in questions of 

domestic and foreign policy of the Party and the State”.135 Media was thus removed 

from the influence of market mechanisms, embodied in the “free flow” doctrine, and 

firmly put to work as an educational tool for a specific form of society, namely the 

socialist society. 

The educational role resonated with UNESCO’s ideals. When Kashlev, 

however, enthusiastically praised the Mass Media Declaration as, for a long time, the 

first “authoritative international document […] which proclaims that the mass media 

have a contribution to make to the cause of peace and international understanding”, 

he had a different context in mind than UNESCO’s mid-century kind of 

internationalism – he thought of the Cold War and the process of détente. Kashlev 

called upon mass media “to get rid of the cold war inertia and of colonialist 

attitudes”.136 The Soviets accused Western media of “psychological warfare” and 

thereby intensifying the Cold War. Together with Zasursky he wrote in the UNESCO 

Courier: “The world information media is littered with the remnants of the ‘Cold War’, 

in the form of various radio stations, organs of the press and publishing houses, which 

interfere in the internal affairs of other peoples.”137 Similarly, the Socialist press, 

                                                

133  Ibid.  
134  Ibid., 279. 
135  Quoted in: Righter 1978 – Whose News, 113. 
136  The Mass Media Declaration, 443. 
137  Zasursky and Kashlev, “The Mass Media and Society. A Soviet Viewpoint”, 26.  



 

483 
 

    

according to the account of the Polish communication scientist Walery Pisarek, 

insisted that an increased flow of information in itself does not help foster 

international understanding and hence called for an “intentional contribution” of the 

media towards these goals.138 Here, as at many points in the Socialist argumentation, 

the content of media was put more centrally than the quantity. This met with the 

South’s desire to have an impact on media contents, but presented a sharp contrast 

with the West. 

Closely related to the “international” aspects of media flows, was the question 

of sovereignty, the third main tenet of the Soviet position. Unmistakably, the concept 

of “freedom of information” was promoted by early Cold Warriors, such as U.S. 

senator William Benton, as an effective tool in the rising global competition with 

communism. The Russian answer to this was highly critical: “The concept of an 

unconditional ‘free flow’ disregards the national sovereignty of States by implying that 

they are obliged to open all their doors to any information from abroad, even that 

which is unfriendly or hostile and has a harmful influence on young people.”139  

Besides fitting well with the Third World’s claims for full self-determination in 

the cultural sphere, the defence of sovereignty on the part of the Soviet Union had a 

historical dimension. In the context of the human rights initiatives at the UN in the 

late 1940s, the Superpowers never had been able to compromise on the “freedom of 

information”. The Soviet Union repeatedly accused Western media of interference in 

the internal affairs of socialist countries. In the Hungarian upheaval in 1956, and even 

more so in the Prague Spring in 1968, the Soviets protested bitterly against stations 

such as Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty and Voice of America for encouraging and 

supporting the uprisings. The fear surrounding such a media influx was dramatically 

raised in the context of the development of satellite communication, in which the U.S. 

had clearly outpaced the Soviet Union. In 1972, Gromyko proposed to the UN a 

convention prohibiting direct satellite broadcasts across borders. While unsuccessful 

at the UN, the initiative fell on fertile ground at UNESCO where, in the same year, 
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the Satellite Declaration was adopted recommending that countries seek “prior 

consent” before Broadcasting into another’s territory.140  

After the Helsinki process had marked a moment of accommodation, the 

thawing in the arena of international communications did not last. The mixture of the 

Soviet insistence on national sovereignty and the content-related debates about media 

and news flows, triggered a vigorous Western counter-campaign against the NWICO 

initiative at UNESCO. Coinciding with a cooling of the big-power relations, the Soviet 

Union again took up a more resilient stance, scaled up the jamming of foreign 

broadcasts and proposed in the follow-up process to Helsinki the shut-down of 

stations such as Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty. In 1982, the Soviet Union even 

ratified—as a symbolic measure—a treaty of the League of Nations from 1936 that 

prohibited war propaganda, false and distorting news reports and broadcasts 

poisoning the conduct of international relations. Ironically, the treaty had been set up 

not only to curb growing cross-border propaganda from Nazi Germany and fascist 

Italy but also to limit the long-standing practice of the Soviet Union to broadcast 

beyond its territory.141 In an attempt to reinterpret the treaty as a safeguard of national 

sovereignty, the Soviet Union desperately sought to identify or create international 

legal instruments that would prohibit foreign media interference.  

The relation of the Socialist position with the position of the Non-Aligned 

Movement and the developing countries was difficult and changed over the course of 

the debate. There was ample common ground in the fight against cultural imperialism, 

the Socialist states remained critical at first towards the notion of a “new order”. Cited 

above, Leonid Zamiatin, member of the MacBride Commission, came out as a harsh 

critic. He considered the concept “ill-defined, vague, and incapable of understanding”, 

and added that “[t]he idea of imposing some sort of international order on top of 

sovereign states is unthinkable.”142 Any supranational regulation of news and media 

was alien to the Soviet position. As a case in point, Zamiatin had repeatedly defended 
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TASS against Third World complaints about its activities. TASS was by then a global 

news agency just as AP or Reuters.143 

His insensitive performance, however, ended in 1978 when Sergej Losev 

replaced Zamiatin at the helm of TASS as well as on the MacBride-Commission. 

Losev bought into the Third World’s agenda and subscribed to the idea of a “new 

order”. In 1980, he deplored that during the Commission’s work “the position of 

developing countries has been eroded”. He went on record saying: “the very notion 

of the New International Information Order has been eroded in the process of 

compiling the Report, whereas we all should make still more efforts to establish and 

develop this new international Information Order which is so needed by the world 

today for developing better international relations”.144 Yet, Rosemary Righter’s 

analysis may also have held some truth as she reminded Third World politicians that 

the Soviet Union was “a thoroughly conservative great Power” that would “pick up, 

and drop, Third World causes at will”.145 

When Kashlev later looked back at the media-debates of the late 1970s, he 

maintained that the Mass Media Declaration was “an important instrument in the 

work aimed at restructuring international relations on an equitable basis”. 

Interestingly, however, he derived a whole new sense from his “vantage point of the 

year 1988”. By then the Soviet Ambassador in Poland, he was a direct witness to a 

process that would eventually lead to the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In view of 

this “current situation” he noted that the Declaration had assumed new meaning “as 

crucial questions arise concerning the introduction of new political thinking”. He went 

on:  

The process of ‘glasnost,’ or openness, in my country results in a rapid pace of 
democratization in the mass media and among journalists. There has also been a 
constant development of the other side of the glasnost process by steadily 
increasing the volume of foreign information being distributed in the Soviet Union 
and in other countries of Eastern Europe.”146 
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The times had changed in a different way than he himself may have imagined in the 

late 1970s. Neither the insistence on sovereign control, nor the strong (socialist) 

educational impetus regarding the content of media seem to have survived the flood 

tide of protest and change that had swept through the Socialist world. It remained for 

Kashlev only to reinterpret once more past media policies, now stressing its effect on 

the democratisation of media and the opening up of society.  

Another reinterpretation is no less noteworthy. Providing arguments for the 

importance of the Declaration he highlighted the impact it had  

on the shaping of an approach to these problems by international professional 
associations. Useful international meetings were held on those topics, studies were 
produced and books were published. These nongovernmental activities have been 
essential in the awakening of a global awareness around the media questions—in 
East-West as well as in North-South relations.”147 

Kashlev, being himself half government employed, half academic, may have had a 

broad enough perspective to appreciate the relevance of the input of non-state actors. 

And indeed, there were quite a number of non-governmental institutions East of the 

Iron Curtain who engaged prominently in the debates and even acted across the Iron 

Curtain. Again it needs to be stressed that this was an astonishing acknowledgement 

for a debate so intensively focused on the role of the state and national sovereignty.  

7.3 Networks and Knowledge Producers 

In theory, the entirety of non-governmental actors participating in the debate can be 

divided into three groups: business and business associations, journalists and 

international journalist organisations, and research institutions. In practice, however, 

these groups overlapped in various institutions where they coordinated their interests 

in order to make their voices heard in a global debate that was, despite its heavy state-

centric bias, surprisingly open to non-state actors.  

One strand within this non-governmental circle merits special attention as it 

connected with governmental international organisations, such as UNESCO, in a 

particularly productive way, namely through the generation of knowledge.148 Research 
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institutions, academic associations and other NGOs with the active participation of 

scientists produced an essential input, based on which the officials and civil servants 

at UNESCO built their agendas. As stated earlier, two contextual factors supported 

UNESCO’s repeated turn towards a role as knowledge producer. First, time and again 

concrete projects or normative action proved too contentious both at the UN and 

UNESCO to meet with agreement under Cold War realities and the changing dynamic 

brought in by decolonisation. Against the backdrop of two superpowers employing 

all their communicative power to wage a global war of ideas, values and social norms, 

the only politically viable activity in the information field was fact-finding or stock-

taking. A case in point were the UNESCO surveys in the late 1940s on global needs 

after the Geneva Conference on the “Freedom of Information” had failed to agree on 

a broad rights regime in this field. 

The second contextual factor lay in UNESCO’s continued efforts to sharpen its 

profile. By generating data, identifying relevant research questions and producing 

strategies to find answers, UNESCO was able to demarcate a field of (potential) action 

and at the same time claimed responsibility that came with the expertise thus acquired. 

This strategy was demonstrated when UNESCO engaged in development policies 

following its 1957 report that had diagnosed a global “information famine” and its 

three regional conferences around 1960.  

Yet, studying UNESCO as a knowledge producer necessarily goes beyond the 

framework of the UN system. From early on, the Secretariat through its Department 

of Mass Communication linked up with researchers and institutions in ever wider 

circles that spanned, at the latest by the mid-1970s, from Mexico City through 

Leicester, U.K., to New Delhi, Hong Kong and, although to a lesser degree, Africa. If 

knowledge could demarcate fields of action and empower an organisation such as 

UNESCO to claim responsibility, then a well-functioning network to produce, 

circulate and promote this knowledge was an essential source of power – and in itself 

a deeply political project. In the first half of the 1970s, UNESCO had thus pioneered 

the field of “National Communication Policies”. In the second half, the MacBride 

Commission offered yet another forum for knowledge production and knowledge 
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producers. It offered to showcase the power of the theoretical tools researchers had 

developed and to demonstrate the relevance of this field of study. The already familiar 

International Association for Media and Communication Research, or IAMCR, once 

more played a central role. 

7.3.1 Return or Neglect – the IAMCR as “Research Arm of 

UNESCO”? 

In August 1977, James D. Halloran, the British communication scientist from 

Leicester University and president of the IAMCR, wrote to Asher Deleon: “It is now 

possible for the Association [the IAMCR] to confirm that in its new form it is finally 

in a position to act as ‘the research arm of UNESCO’”.149 Halloran attached a paper 

entitled “IAMCR and the UNESCO Research Programme” outlining in great detail 

how the Association was able to contribute to UNESCO’s initiatives in the 

communications area. Not only did he offer the service of “translating” the resolutions 

and objectives formulated at UNESCO’s General Conferences (and, as Halloran 

pointed out, “not written by or for researchers”) into appropriate research questions. 

He also emphasised, with regard to the relation between research and actual policies, 

that “the definition of needs and problems must never stem solely from media 

practitioners or politicians”. The IAMCR would offer two “bridging functions”, one 

between theory and practice and one between the various academic disciplines 

concerned.  

Of course, the British academic, writing from his university desk and as 

president of an international research network, was performing an act of self-

empowerment in a policy area of international prominence. Halloran could hope for 

funds, conferences and research projects that might be awarded to the Association. 

His letter came with good timing, as UNESCO’s Secretariat was just busy setting up 

the MacBride Commission. The cooperation between UNESCO and the IAMCR had 

a longstanding tradition.150 It seemed natural that the Association would be closely 

                                                

149  James D. Halloran to Asher Deleon, 10.08.1977, and attached report “IAMCR and the UNESCO 
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involved in the Commission work and Halloran’s letter confirmed his determination 

to assume an active role in it.  

 

The IAMCR as an international network of researchers and institutions had a 

proven track record in working across ideological cleavages. Part of its self-

understanding in the 1950s was to act and connect across the Cold War blocs. 

Institutionally, it was a point of access to wider international networks especially for 

communication scholars from Eastern Europe like Walery Pisarek, Yassen Zassoursky 

or Emil Dusiska from the East German School of Journalism in Leipzig. Soon it 

looked beyond the East-West conflict and offered increasing space to perspectives on 

and from the Global South. In this connection, the Association was, above all, an 

intellectual catalyst for critical approaches that questioned the U.S.-dominated classic 

paradigm (modernisation theory) and paved the way for alternative theories and 

research designs.  

From the late 1960s on, the Association and the networks around James 

Halloran provided the intellectual underpinnings for UNESCO’s changing approach 

to communications policies and its intensified engagement with Third World claims 

and perspectives. The closeness of UNESCO and the IAMCR is recognisable if one 

studies the lists of participants in conferences of either organisation, which reveal a 

great deal of overlap. More than that, several times IAMCR meetings were scheduled 

shortly before or after a UNESCO meeting in order to save travel costs and time for 

participants in both meetings. Besides, there were also structural similarities. Both 

organisations aimed at inclusiveness, in terms of representing ideological viewpoints, 

geographic regions and representatives from a variety of institutions, including (press) 

professionals, academics, NGOs or governmental officials. Both institutions also 

could claim a global reach, holding conferences throughout the 1970s in Latin 

America, Eastern Europa, Africa or Asia.  

 

The IAMCR was something like an academic mirror image of UNESCO. But 

when Halloran reminded Deleon in mid-1977 of the potential contribution of the 

IAMCR to the future Commission work, it was, at first sight, to no avail. In April 

1978, Halloran took part in the MacBride Commission meeting in Stockholm as an 
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observer. Afterwards, he wrote to IAMCR members describing the largely surveying 

mandate given to the MacBride Commission as “a daunting task” bearing “a great 

many difficulties”, in which the IAMCR “ought to be involved”.151 But despite its 

longstanding relations with UNESCO and its intimate links within the UNESCO 

Secretariat, the IAMCR played no major role in the Commission’s work.  

In June, Halloran addressed the Commission directly. He pointed to the “lack 

of a systematic and scientific approach” that would guide the commission and he 

criticised the list of background papers requested from various experts and institutions 

stating “it is difficult to find a logical base either for the selection or commissioning 

of the papers, or for the categories or headings under which the titles are presented”. 

Some topics would appear to be forgotten, viewpoints neglected: “In fact, at times 

there seemed to be an attempt to suppress, or at least to deliberately ignore these.” It 

would be incomprehensible “why an International Association, with over a thousand 

individual and institutional members from 55 different countries in all parts of the 

world, representatives of all relevant ‘blocs’ and stages of development, has not been 

asked to play a more important role in the work of the Commission.” Referring back 

to the research agenda drawn up in the wake of the Montreal meeting of 1969 and 

spelled out in the UNESCO document “COM/MD/20” he concluded “that the 

formulation of intelligent communication policies depends on the information that 

only researchers can provide”.152  

7.3.2 UNESCO as Networked Knowledge Producer 

By the time of the installation of the MacBride Commission, the international 

landscape had changed both in the political arena and in the academic sphere. One 

explanation why the IAMCR was not more closely involved in the formulation of 

communications policies at UNESCO in the late 1970s may derive from strategic 

considerations within the Secretariat. With the heightened ideological tensions that 
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permeated the debate, the IAMCR may have seemed an all too obvious alignment 

with a progressive, leftist agenda. Although Halloran could pass as unideological, the 

core circle of academics around him such as Kaarle Nordenstreng, Walery Pisarek, 

Cees Hamelink, Herbert Schiller and others were easily identifiable with left-leaning 

and Marxist policies and theories. Nordenstreng represented the powerful and wide-

reaching “International Organization of Journalists”, of which he was President. 

Rosemary Righter described the IOJ as “clumsily ideological”.153 Other observers 

attested to the IOJ’s close links to Moscow and interpreted their warning against all 

forms of “electronic imperialism” as polemic against the U.S. and playing into the 

hands of the Soviet Union.154 

The IAMCR itself had despite – or because of – its inclusionary membership 

policy failed to receive acknowledgement or support from the two superpowers. 

Neither the U.S. nor the Soviet Union had been willing to invite the Association for 

one of its general assemblies and thus guarantee visas indiscriminately to all potential 

participants.155 In 1977, UNESCO had to contend with Cold War realities and the 

fierce ideological battle between the camps and thus may have shied away from 

offending either side by showing an all too clear political commitment through the 

appointment of an organisation such as the IAMCR. 

 

Yet, the absence of an official role for the IAMCR did not mean that its 

members did not contribute to the Commission. To the contrary, many prominent 

figures of the Association assumed consultative functions. The Commission’s 

Secretariat asked not only Halloran, Nordenstreng, Pisarek or Schiller to contribute 

papers to the MacBride series, but also the Polish Pastecka, the Bolivian Beltran, the 

American Jim Richstad, the Yugoslav Tomo Martelanc, and the Hungarian Tamas 

Szecskö among others – all of whom were active IAMCR members.156 Besides, the 

period from late 1977 to 1980 during which MacBride convened eight Commission 

meetings was also marked by a whole cascade of other communications-related 
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conferences organised by UNESCO: among them the Florence colloquium on the 

“flow of information” in 1977, the Paris meeting of consultants on the “new 

communication order”, the Stockholm meeting on the “right to communicate” in 

1978, and the meeting on the “protection of journalists” again in Paris in 1980. Further 

thematic regional meetings took place in Ottawa, Dakar, Panama and Manila. As a 

follow-up to the San José conference in 1976 on “national communication policies” 

in Latin America, there was an intergovernmental conference on national 

communications policies in Asia, in Kuala Lumpur 1979, and one on Africa, in 

Yaoundé 1980.157 In many of these meetings IAMCR members took part. 

The list could be continued into the 1980s. It kept the travel schedule for 

UNESCO’s officials in the communication department tight and the opportunities for 

communication researchers such as those of the IAMCR to meet, discuss and present 

their research. More than that, this discussion framework afforded entire networks the 

opportunity to engage with each other. Alongside the IAMCR, whose members were 

routinely invited, or the journalist associations IOJ and IFJ, there was the Latin 

American faction consisting of people like Commission Member Somavia, his aid 

Reyes Matta and former Mexican president Louis Echeverria that represented the 

ILET. They in turn communicated closely with the Hammarskjöld Foundation and 

the Club of Rome whose viewpoints were represented on the MacBride Commission 

by the Dutch Commissioner Johannes Pronk, among others.  

Halloran himself, notwithstanding his sustained criticism of the Commission’s 

Secretariat and Deleon, played an integral role in drafting the eventual MacBride 

Report. After he had already collaborated with Nordenstreng, Carnero-Roqué and 

Clement Jones on the redrafting of the Mass Media Declaration in 1977/78158, Sean 

MacBride and Asher Deleon called on him to write the Interim Report of the 

Commission that was to be discussed in July 1978. His collaborators were Francis 

Balle, member of the “Institute français de presse”, Reyes Matta, John Lee, an 

academic from the United States, and Echeverria.159  
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The IAMCR did not become the research arm of UNESCO. Yet, its members 

were among the closest involved in the media debate, even at a moment when all 

attention went to a Commission of prominent intellectuals and politicians who 

debated the issue in plain sight of the public eye. IAMCR researchers remained deeply 

entangled in the processes going on within the UNESCO and the Commission 

Secretariat, continued to give the keywords to the debate and – while engaging with 

other networks – considerably shaped the main product of this debate, the MacBride 

Report.  

 

UNESCO, throughout the course of the debate in the 1970s, had effectively 

linked to and promoted global networks in order to critically review existing 

development theories and policies in the communications and information field. 

Knowledge production, through academic circles and international scientific 

communities, had developed a synergetic relationship with UNESCO’s ambition to 

install an international regime in the field of global communications. International 

organisation in the singular, as the debate on the NWICO had shown, drew to a large 

extent on the availability of pertinent knowledge and scientific analysis. Political action 

was the desired, yet not guaranteed, outcome of this symbiosis – this was equally 

demonstrated in the debate. Though ,of course, a number of concrete development 

projects emerged, no international regime for information was ever agreed upon and 

the declarations that had provoked long and protracted negotiations eventually 

remained, for the most part, meaningless.  

Research on international communications, in turn, may well have been among 

the secret beneficiaries of the debate. Not only did UNESCO fund and initiate 

countless academic projects and institutions, the media debate also promoted linking 

up international networks of academic activity. The questions raised by the NWICO 

debate are still relevant today in the eyes of many communication scientists.160 New 

discourses on the World Summit on the Information Society have emerged in the 
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meantime, some of them have even re-entered the fora of the UN and UNESCO. 

Their links to NWICO and MacBride remain visible.161 

7.4 Conclusion 

On February 22, 1980, international journalists flocked to Place de Fontenoy. They had 

been invited to attend the handover of the Commission Report presented by Chairmen 

Sean MacBride to Director-General M’Bow at UNESCO’s Secretariat. The Commission, 

MacBride reminded, had been created “in a situation where arguments and conflicts had 

crystallized, where excessive polarization of political and ideological positions had almost 

precluded any reasonable, productive dialogue.” Now, the completed Report reflected 

the “broadly-based unanimous view” that today’s “fundamental communication 

problems transcended mere media questions and were an integral part of the overall 

socio-economic, cultural and political patterns of today’s societies.”162  

After two years of public debate, eight Commission meetings, the activation of a 

host of politicians, experts, academics, media professionals, NGOs, and the production 

of some one hundred studies, the 300-page Report was hoped to be the conclusion of 

over two decades of debating problems of international communications and 

international media.  

Whoever expected this conclusion to present the ultimate verdict, a set of solutions 

or a plan for action, was, inevitably, disappointed. Commission members Juan Somavia 

and Gabriel Garcia Marquez noted that the Report “was more a negotiated document 

than an academic presentation”.163 In fact, the text openly indicated where the 

Commission members had held diverging positions. In numerous footnotes, Losev, 

Able, MacBride, Betty Zimmermann and others members recorded their differences. The 

Appendix, moreover, contained three separate statements by Losev, Masmoudi and 

Somavia together with Marquez.  

The Report titled Many Voices – One World: Communication and Society, Today and 

Tomorrow was thus less of a conclusion and more a reflection of the state of the debate. 
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In the eyes of UNESCO’s Secretariat and of Director-General M’Bow this did not 

diminish its value. M’Bow stressed that it was the result of 16 eminent personalities with 

relevant expertise and considerable intellectual standing, all officially acting in their 

personal capacity and representing geographically as well as ideologically the entire 

spectrum of UNESCO’s membership. Translations into all five UNESCO working 

languages were underway (English, Arabic, French, Spanish and Russian). India, Japan, 

Mexico and Yugoslavia were planning national editions (in India’s case in the three 

national languages, English, Bengali, Hindi). After the Interim Report had been 

distributed to 7,000 addressees, the final Report was reckoned to spread even wider.164 

 

The challenge of bridging the gap between the various views of the various camps 

within the Commission was obvious at many points in the text. A summarising paragraph 

in the conclusion provides evidence: 

Our conclusions are founded on the firm conviction that communication is a basic 
individual right, as well as a collective one required by all communities and nations. 
Freedom of information—and, more specifically the right to seek, receive and 
impart information — is a fundamental human right; indeed, a prerequisite for 
many others. The inherent nature of communication means that its fullest possible 
exercise and potential depend on the surrounding political, social and economic 
conditions, the most vital of these being democracy within countries and equal, 
democratic relations between them. It is in this context that the democratization of 
communication at national and international levels, as well as the larger role of 
communication in democratizing society, acquires utmost importance.165 

The conceptual tensions between the guarantee of an individual right to communication 

and the postulation of collective or communal rights, remained unresolved. Making the 

exercise of this right dependent on political, social and economic conditions was hardly 

compatible with the universality of a human right, and no more so if democracy was 

upheld as the “most vital” of these conditions. Democratic relations between countries, 

moreover, remained a vague gesture towards reformed and more balanced international 

relations without further explanation of what measures would allow for more democratic 

relations and how they related to democratic structures within a state.  

                                                

164 Présentation du rapport de la commission internationale d’étude des problèmes de la communication – 
Note d’information à l’intention du Directeur général, [21.02.1980], [Protocol of] Presentation of the 
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The “democratization of communication at national and international levels”, 

although in itself ill-defined, was probably the most powerful concept in this paragraph 

– and among the strongest overall claims of the report. It represented a core strand of 

claims subsumed under the “New World Information and Communication Order” aimed 

at changes both in the economic sphere (breaking monopolies, limiting the power of 

transnationals, sharing technology) and the political sphere (greater say for actors from 

developing countries) and was thus intimately linked to the wider notion of a new global 

order.  

MacBride cited this paragraph when a Mexican journalist asked his assessment 

of whether the Report would have an actual impact on the realities of international 

communications. MacBride thought it remarkable that Commission members had 

been able to agree on those principles and he was hoping that they would resound not 

only with governments, but also the mass media, journalists, the radio, television etc. 

Already in his introductory statement, MacBride had confirmed that he saw the Report 

as contribution to the “development of the new world information and 

communication order”.  

Remarkably, MacBride spoke of “the new world order”, implying that the 

ambiguities about what this new order stood for had been eliminated and a clear 

concept agreed upon. In his preface, MacBride had defined the NWICO as a 

framework for a “more justice, more equity, more reciprocity in information 

exchange, less dependence in communication flows, less downwards diffusion of 

messages, more self-reliance and cultural identity, more benefits for all mankind.”166 

This definition was of course too broad and too abstract to be operationalised 

(although the reciprocity of information exchange or self-reliance were pretty clear 

concepts), but it did sum up the thrust of the NWICO idea and in doing so was indebted 

to the contributions of Mustapha Masmoudi and Bogdan Osolnik who had outlined their 

ideas of the NWICO in their positions papers. Above all the Tunisian Masmoudi, whom 

MacBride thanked for his perseverance in spelling out and defending the concept at the 

Commission, was widely acknowledged as the mastermind of the NWICO. It was then 

more than a gesture, that Director-General M’Bow had decided to make Masmoudi part 
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of the press event for the handover of the Report. His presence, although he himself 

claimed when asked by a journalist to be more “un spectateur plutôt qu’acteur”, was a 

political message that framed the Commission’s work and its Report.167 

In his personal statement that was added to the Report, Masmoudi confessed that 

he would have preferred the Report to be titled “For a New World Information and 

Communication Order” which would have better reflected the main objective of the text. 

He also regretted that the Commission had not proposed the text of a Declaration or at 

least a Resolution based on which UNESCO’s General Conference could have decided 

on a programme to act upon. 168 He appreciated though that the Commission had allowed 

a better definition of the NWICO idea and, in consonance with MacBride, that it 

represented a “long-term process which required various stages in its realization” adding 

that many ideas that were not ripe yet and needed further study would one day come to 

fruition.169  

The AP-dispatch distributed from this press event reported that UNESCO had 

released a “politically explosive report” whose main findings were likely “to be viewed as 

attacks on both Western and communist concepts of the press”. Just as other Western 

journalists who had posed questions to MacBride (among them ABC News, CBS News, 

International Herald Tribune, Le Monde), the AP-report focused on the 82 recommendations 

the Commission had produced. One, for example, seemed to allow for states to make 

laws regulating the activity of transnational news agencies within their territory. Another 

one called for abolishing censorship or arbitrary control of information, while at the same 

time mentioning “reasonable restrictions” that ought to be, in case they were 

indispensable, subject to legal provisions and judicial review. At another point, the 

Commission stated that journalists had to have free access to news sources to allow for 

balanced and faithful reporting. This also included access to unofficial sources. Given 

that everybody could find something to contend with, the Report was likely to arouse 
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once again “another round of sharp debate both within the world press itself and at 

UNESCO’s General Conference in October”.170 

The reference to the upcoming 21st General Conference, to be held in Belgrade, 

was due. One recommendation of the MacBride Report called upon UNESCO to help 

with the “progressive implementation of national and international measures that will 

foster the setting up of a new world information and communication order”. It was thus 

only logical that a journalist of the Tunisian Press Agency asked the Director-General 

whether the report would serve as the basis for a declaration or a programme of action 

for the installation of the NWICO that might be adopted at the next General Conference. 

Given the controversy that could be expected if yet another declaration project had been 

announced, M’Bow replied that he didn’t expect something like a declaration. However, 

he added, it was ultimately up to the member states to decide what course of action 

UNESCO would take.171 

 

With the work of the MacBride-Commission, UNESCO had once more 

demonstrated its unshakable belief in the power of discussion and in the possibility of 

reconciliation of diverging views presented by different political or ideological camps. 

While certainly again the concrete outcomes were meagre, and the actual change 

effectuated and the development brought to those in the developing process was not yet 

graspable, the global debate surrounding the MacBride Commission had tabled a series 

of problems squarely on the international agenda. On the content level, the findings were 

not revolutionary, rather they represented a summary reiteration of the main results that 

studies and debates on international communications had found out over the past two 

decades. Much of this theoretical engagement with international communications had 

taken place under the guidance and with the support of UNESCO, which explains also 

why so many familiar names of experts and scholars had returned to UNESCO 

conferences and meetings during the MacBride years.  
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On the conceptual level, the MacBride Report spelled out both the link of the 

NWICO to the earlier, more prominent “New International Economic Order”, and the 

role of both projects in the wider attempt of the Global South to forge a new international 

order. In this respect the “democratization of communications” was one of the catch 

words, representing a set of claims for change in the present system of international 

communications, in technical, economic, cultural and political terms. In its encompassing 

sense the democratisation of communications was part and parcel of a desired 

democratisation of international relations in general. At the same time, the broadness of 

the concepts and the wide-ranging claims were so abstract that practical conclusions were 

difficult to draw – or politically not viable as interested groups (e.g. media representatives 

from the West, and especially the U.S.) found it easy to lobby against, delegitimise and 

thus disperse these claims.  

Nevertheless, the 16-member Commission did manage to formulate a set of 

existing problems in current media practices and the market as well as the infrastructural 

system that carried international communications. From a Western standpoint, these 

problems could no longer be denied or ignored. With the MacBride Report the latest 

example, the grievances voiced by the Global South in this field, had gained political 

recognition. 

Equally clear was that there existed a limit as to how far the different viewpoints, 

the East, the West, the South, could be reconciled. Having rehearsed the exercise of 

finding a compromise formula time and again, at General Conferences as well as at 

expert, consultant or governmental meetings throughout the 1970s in order agree on 

texts such as the Satellite Declaration, the Mass Media Declaration, or now on the 

MacBride Report, the room for rapprochement was stretched thin, the red lines so much 

engraved in the fought-over terrain that further movement seemed altogether unlikely. 

Of course, all eyes now turned to the General Conference in Belgrade to see what 

measures might be taken. But already in spring 1980, it was clear: the some 300 pages of 

the MacBride Report were the longest compromise text ever agreed upon in UNESCO’s 

media debate, it was hard fought and likely to draw criticism from all sides concerned. 

With the publication of the Report, the will to accommodate further had been exhausted. 
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8 Conclusion 

Aftermath 

The debates on media and mass communications at UNESCO, and especially on a New 

World Information and Communication Order, did not end with the publication of the 

MacBride Report. At the General Conference in Belgrade in October 1980, views on the 

Report varied. To NWICO advocates, the ideas in the report presented a solid framework 

for the new information order. The more sceptical delegates maintained that the basic 

concepts of this new order remained underdefined and ambiguous.1 In a common 

resolution, Member States nevertheless applauded the Report for the number of 

problems in international communications it was able to identify, and for pointing in 

various directions where solutions could be found. Explicitly, they noted that the wide 

debate following its publication “shows that the international community is becoming 

aware of the universality of the problems of information and communication, [and] of 

the growing interdependences of countries”. In general terms, they “endorse[d] efforts 

to establish a new, more just and more balanced world information and communication 

order”, and invited the Director-General and UNESCO to provide “further analysis, 

studies and practical proposals for the establishment of this new order”.2 

Yet, just what was to be understood under the NWICO remained in the modality 

of potentiality. The resolution continued to list eleven elements on which the NWICO 

“could be based, among other considerations” [emphasis added].3 On a symbolic level, the 

General Conference had welcomed the NWICO. On the level of actual policies, the 

formulation was written with maximum vagueness and avoided any formal 

commitments. Over the next years, two further semantic adjustments followed. One 

marked the NWICO as an “evolutionary process” which clearly limited its normative 

                                                

1  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 21st Session, Belgrade 23 Sept – 28 Oct, 1980, 21 
C/119, Report of Commission IV, 82-90, here 83-84. 

2  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 21st Session, Belgrade 23 Sept – 28 Oct, 1980, 21 
C/Resolutions, Resolution 4/19, 69. 

3  21 C/Resolutions, 71.  
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ambition.4 This understanding, on the one hand, allowed the General Conference to 

acknowledge the existing problems and challenges, while not necessitating any immediate 

action on the other. Masmoudi’s comments at the handover of the MacBride Report had 

anticipated this semantic shift, which mainly represented a reaction to Western concerns. 

The second adjustment touched upon the relationship between the NWICO and the 

NIEO, which was no longer seen as mutually dependent or comparable in aims and spirit. 

In Belgrade, Member States declared that the new economic order “necessarily 

presupposes” [emphasis added] the new information order.5 A Declaration on the NWICO, 

however, let alone a NWICO “Programme of Action”, equivalent to the NIEO 

Declaration and Programme of Action of 1974, was impossible to agree upon.  

That does not mean that the NWICO debate faded into the background after 

1980—quite the contrary. It remained a pet project for some of the Non-Aligned 

activists, for a group of scholars and experts, and the leadership of UNESCO, especially 

Director-General M’Bow. It continued to annoy Western representatives at UNESCO 

as well as advocates of a free and liberal press and, by the same token, continued to elicit 

sympathy and support from Socialist diplomats and experts. Thus, the NWICO debate 

continued to draw out the conflict between the Global South and the West. As no 

progress was made over the next few years, and yet the debate dragged on, the 

confrontation grew bitter. 

On the practical level, part of the Nairobi compromise had yet to be enacted. U.S. 

Ambassador John Reinhardt had offered a “Marshall Plan of Telecommunications” in 

an effort to trade technical assistance in exchange for dropping, or at least postponing, 

the more normative and ideological claims. Only in 1979/1980 did this offer turn into 

action. After a planning conference in Washington arranged by the U.S. government, and 

an intergovernmental conference in Paris in 1980, organised by UNESCO, the 21st 

General Conference finally resolved to establish the “International Programme for the 

Development of Communication”.6 The IPDC was installed under the roof of UNESCO 

                                                

4  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 4st Extraordinary Session, Paris 23 Nov – 3 Dec, 1982, 
4 XC/4 Approved, Second Medium-Term Plan 1984-1989, see “Communication in the Service of 
Man”, 86-98, here 93. 

5  21 C/Resolutions, Resolution 9/New International Economic Order, 102. 
6  21 C/Resolutions, Resolution 4/21, 72-79, see also Garbo, Gunnar, A World of Difference: The International 

Distribution of Information: The Media and the Developing Countries (Paris: UNESCO, 1985), 75-100. 
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but was construed as an independent body, responsible only to the General Conference 

and steered by a council of 35 member states who took decisions mainly by consensus. 

The funding was supposed to be provided by voluntary contributions from governments, 

business, NGOs, etc. Its first Director was the Sri Lankan Sarath Amunugama. The 

Chairperson of the council, who was endowed with most executive power, was Gunnar 

Garbo of Norway. The IPDC has since been acknowledged as a useful institution 

supporting, even if in modest ways, development media in the Global South. Its poor 

funding, however, of some 2-3 million USD per annum, was regarded as sign of half-

hearted support by the West. The best proof of its usefulness probably lies in the fact 

that it still exists today.7 

Around 1980, the NWICO debate had also spilled over into the UN proper. In 

1978, the General Assembly, just like UNESCO’s General Conference led by a Third 

World majority, adopted resolutions supporting the decisions that were taken at the same 

time at UNESCO. In 1979, the General Assembly also agreed to establish the UN 

Committee on Information which was given, again under leadership from the Global 

South, the mandate to promote the NWICO. Kaarle Nordenstreng stated that the 

Committee performed not “a particularly innovative role”. He added though that it “has 

helped to legitimize the work of this specialized UN agency [UNESCO]”.8 Probably the 

contrary is more correct: its association with the growingly deadlocked debate at 

UNESCO has cost the UN legitimacy in the information and communication field.  

In the meantime, the political conflict surrounding the debate grew notably. So far 

the NIEO claims had not yielded any palpable results. Instead the Washington 

Consensus with the reform of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank 

heralded the neo-liberal turn of the 1980s. Hopes shifted to UNESCO and the NWICO 

debate to catalyse a rebalancing in international relations. The debate grew more 

fundamental. In the absence of any direct political lever, UNESCO discussions 

increasingly circled around certain concepts. A stronger focus, for example, was now put 

on the definition of economic and collective rights in comparison to individual rights. In 

the debate on the new Medium-Term Plan at the extraordinary General Conference in 

1982, U.S. representative Jean Gerard pushed back: “we are wary of equating economic 

                                                

7  https://en.unesco.org/programme/ipdc/, [last accessed 15.02.2019]. 
8  New International Information and Communication, 22. 

https://en.unesco.org/programme/ipdc/
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and social rights with basic political and civil rights, because many human rights abuses 

are committed in the name of the former by repressive regimes.”9 Western diplomats 

were united in their resistance to committing UNESCO to studying concepts like 

collective rights. Gerard questioned whether UNESCO held any competency in this field 

and referred instead to the UN. A similar tendency was apparent on the topic of 

disarmament. Against the backdrop of a renewed military build-up between the Cold War 

powers in the early 1980s, the new Medium-Term Plan supported studies into non-

proliferation. Gerard insisted “that Unesco’s role is not so much theoretical as practical” 

and she quoted the earlier UNESCO Director-General Jaime Torres-Bodet who had said: 

“The world is waiting while we carry on our discussion.”10 

“Politicisation” was the buzzword and inescapable accusation against UNESCO 

that Gerard and her colleagues from Western states like the Federal Republic of 

Germany, France, the U.K., the Netherlands and also Switzerland used to describe a 

larger trend within UNESCO. Politicisation here meant that UNESCO, driven by the 

Third World majority, aimed more and more towards activities that exceeded the 

organisation’s constitutional mandate, that debates were overly value-driven and that the 

programme displayed an ideological slant toward Third World political projects, and had 

thus turned partisan. 

To Western eyes, the media debate was just the most glaring example of this 

politicisation. The press in particular—with its vested interest in this issue—rallied 

against the UN’s cultural organisation. In November 1982, the London Times 

editorialised “Poison in the Media Pool” and stated that “inimitable jargon [had] 

developed over the years in Unesco debates on the issue”.11 Western public perception 

increasingly reduced the NWICO to a synonym of state control. In December 1983, 

shortly after the 21st General Conference, the New York Times wrote “Little Education, 

Science or Culture”.12 Not only did the piece point to the embarrassing situation that 

under the banner of the NWICO Soviets and Third World dictatorships fashioned 

themselves as defenders of the press and free journalism alongside the West. It also listed 

                                                

9  UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 4th Extraordinary Session, Paris 1982, 4 XC/3 
Proceedings, 111. 

10  Ibid., 109. 
11  Poison in the Media Pool, in: The Times, 23.11.1982. 
12  Little Education, Science or Culture, in: The New York Times, 16.12.1983. 
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a series of deficiencies at UNESCO including mismanagement, trespassing of its 

constitutional mandate and budgetary excesses.13  

Only a few days later the former Australian ambassador to UNESCO and fellow 

of the conservative Heritage Foundation, Owen Harries, wrote: “Unesco is a thoroughly 

politicized institution dedicated to attacking fundamental Western values, interests and 

institutions.” He demanded “U.S., Quit UNESCO!”14  

In fact, seven days later, on December 28, 1983, US Secretary of State, George P. 

Shultz, notified Director-General M’Bow that the United States intended to withdraw 

from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation with effect of 

December 31, 1984. The letter repeated what U.S. representatives had stated time and 

again. The U.S. government was concerned “that trends in the policy, ideological 

emphasis, budget and management of UNESCO were detracting from the organisation’s 

effectiveness. We believe these trends have led UNESCO away from the original 

principles of its constitution.”15 Its conclusion was that U.S. money for cultural 

cooperation was much better spent on a bilateral or multilateral basis outside UNESCO. 

In an unprecedented step, the U.S. under President Ronald Reagan turned its back on a 

major UN organisation it had itself co-founded.16 In 1984, the United Kingdom and 

Singapore announced their withdrawals, coming into effect on January 1, 1985. 

 

With the U.S. withdrawal, UNESCO’s biennial budget 1984-85, fell short by about 

20% for 1985, as the US withheld payments of some USD 43 million. The damage to 

UNESCO’s image was probably even more dramatic. UNESCO critics associated the 

crisis mainly with Director-General M’Bow. Under his reign, budget and personnel had 

grown extensively and reports about nepotism and mismanagement piled up. He was 

criticised for resisting outside advice and allowing the programme and agenda to be 

                                                

13  Claims of managerial deficiencies were substantiated by a report of the U.S. General Accounting Office 
prepared upon request of the House Foreign Affairs Committee and published on November 30, 1984.  

14  Owen Harries, U.S., Quit UNESCO!, in: The New York Times, 21.12.1983. The list of similarly critical 
commentaries and newspaper article could be expanded considerably to cover Western newspapers 
from the German Frankfurter Allgemeine, Süddeutsche or Der Spiegel, to the French Le Monde, the British 
Guardian as well as various big US newspapers. See also Giffard 1989 – Unesco and the Media. 

15  Shultz, George P., ʻThe Secretary of State, Washington, [Letter to Director-General M'Bow, 

28.12.1983]ʼ, Journal of Communication, 34, 4 (1984), 82–84. 
16  In 1977, the U.S. had paused its membership in the International Labour Organisation but resumed it 

already in 1980.  
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cluttered with topics that had broad normative and ideological implications. M’Bow 

himself perceived those attacks as plot engineered by the Western (U.S.) press lobby and 

reinforced by all those who stood to lose if the new order actually accorded the Global 

South a greater weight in the global power balance. Worse still, the organisation that had 

considered the power of persuasion and reconciliation its raison d’être, that had declared 

its ambition to plant the seeds for peace “in the minds of men”, an organisation that held 

universality as its foremost aspiration—had just lost three member states. Losing these 

intellectual forces constituted an existential failure of UNESCO’s “politics of the 

mind”.17 

 

Despite the singularity of this step and the indisputable impact on UNESCO, I 

have decided not to take into account the post-1980 history of the NWICO debate. One 

reason for this is that the debate did not take any decisive turn after 1980. The room for 

compromise had been exhausted, and attempts to turn the Mass Media Declaration or 

the MacBride Recommendations into policies had been blocked by the West.  

Another reason lies in a fundamental doubt that the withdrawals are solely 

explicable through the developments at UNESCO. All the points of criticism raised by 

the U.S. and the U.K. can be considered necessary, but not sufficient conditions for 

taking this step. Their Western allies shared the misgivings about UNESCO, but none 

actually followed suit. Their rationale was that, first, the defects and problems on the 

various levels could be better addressed from within the organisation than from without. 

Second, they did not want to leave UNESCO entirely to what they perceived as an unholy 

alliance between the Socialist camp and radical elements of the Global South. Third, the 

extended NWICO debate was annoying to them but its consequences were just not big 

enough to necessitate such a drastic measure. Finally, a major decision point on the mid-

term future of UNESCO had already passed when in 1982 the new Medium-Term Plan 

was adopted. Both the U.S. and the U.K. had supported the plan. 

It is more plausible that the U.S./U.K. decisions ultimately pivoted on the desire 

of the Reagan and Thatcher governments, both representing a conservative backlash to 

                                                

17  This term is used in Roger-Pol Droit’s intellectual history of UNESCO: Droit 2005 – Humanity in the 
Making, 44. In 1956 and 1972, South Africa and Portugal respectively had left UNESCO, but under 
different circumstances. 



 

507 
 

    

more progressive predecessors, to make a statement in the international arena, of their 

discontent with UN-multilateralism, to demonstrate their independence and to underline 

their resolve to take diverging paths when international politics did not follow their lead. 

The quarrels at UNESCO simply offered an opportunity. 

 

Instead, I decided to look further back in time than most accounts of the NWICO 

debate do. The withdrawals have limited the perspective of many authors to mainly focus 

on the crisis years in the 1980s, to interpret them as an ultimate consequence of the media 

debate and to trace the NWICO initiative only back to the mid-1970s when it started to 

become a political project of the Global South. 

One of the main arguments that this thesis advances is that the NWICO debate 

cannot be understood without reaching further back in time into an era when Western 

concepts of modernisation and of the role of communications in development 

dominated at UNESCO. It was in the 1960s that Western communication scholars 

established the basic assumptions about the social, cultural and economic role of mass 

media in national development. In collaboration with UNESCO they managed to gain 

recognition of the link between communication and development within the growing 

UN development machinery. This was important groundwork to the later claims voiced 

by the Global South to greater cultural self-determination and to more technical and 

economic support from the industrialised countries free of political strings and a hidden 

socio-economic agenda.  

Related to this groundwork was the institutional self-perception of UNESCO. 

Between claiming a field of its competence and defining its place in the UN development 

machinery, UNESCO had consciously aspired to play an important part in international 

communications as a policy field. For decades, UNESCO had built networks of experts 

and accumulated a growing and always evolving body of knowledge on the topic. This 

may explain why the civil servants in Paris, and especially UNESCO’s leadership, held 

on to the topic also when it clearly began to turn toxic in the late 1970s. The 

internationalists from Place Fontenoy naturally assumed they could make a difference in 

this debate. 

Finally, the modes in which communication policies were being discussed at 

UNESCO during the NWICO years drew on several continuities. The practice to hold 
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conferences around the world and to offer considerable space to experts and knowledge 

production, the presence of a number of individual experts, such as Schramm, Halloran, 

Nordenstreng, and Beltrán, all this presented continuities that reached back at least until 

around 1960. The history of certain concepts that continued to be discussed, like the 

right to correction or the indictment of “war-mongering”, as well as of several actors, 

like Hilding Eek, Tor Gjesdal or Fernand Terrou, went back even to the UN-discourses 

of the 1940s and the Geneva Conference on the Freedom of Information. In fact, the 

very idea to make international communications, information and the mass media subject 

to rule-making on the international level, that is on the UN-level, emerged in the 

immediate post-war era. All these continuities had created, by the time the NWICO 

debate unfolded, a familiar, well-rehearsed framework for discussion with a set of 

methods, actors and concepts that kept recurring. Of course, such continuities did not 

preclude paradigm shifts. To the contrary, they provided important contexts without 

which those shifts would be less intelligible. The accusation that UNESCO debates about 

mass media had become politicised in the late 1970s can only hold, if one ignores the 

long and complex pre-history of these questions. Looking further back in time, in turn, 

adds historical depth to a story often told in historically abbreviated terms. 

Conclusions 

What then is the place in history of the debates studied here? Most interpretations relate 

to three main paths of understanding the UNESCO debates.  

One path might be termed as an Orwellian reading of the debate. A recurrent trope 

used by contemporaries and ex post observers was the reference to George Orwell’s 

dystopian novel 1984. Orwell had depicted a totalitarian state that devised a sophisticated 

system of surveillance and indoctrination to manage its people, not least through a 

controlled use of mass media. This reference tried to mark the UNESCO debate as a 

harbinger of such a controlled society. It suggested a subtle maneuver to bring the media 

under state control and to manipulate its content in order to cater to vague notions of 

national, social and cultural cohesion or to educate the people to develop certain tastes, 

norms and patterns of social behaviour. Commentators in Germany held, for instance, 

that the Non Aligned News Agency Pool aimed for a decolonisation of information, but 

actually controlled and manipulated the news in support of an ideology of radical anti-
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colonialism.18 Another commentator in the US pointed to the excessive bureaucracy at 

Place Fontenoy and the bloated budget of UNESCO as geared towards the “steady 

inoculation of the world with degraded political language manipulated by America’s 

enemies”. In December 1983, this commentator asked: what better way to welcome 1984 

than by leaving an “organization devoted to Orwellian corruptions”?19 

On the part of the UNESCO critics, such interpretations have since persisted. They 

often overlap with a strong Cold War purview on international politics. Among the 

defects of this view is that it lumps together the different claims and nuances that formed 

part of the overall efforts towards a new order. The Global South consisted of a 

multiplicity of voices, different states, different actor groups, etc. Their claims changed 

over time and took on different meanings in different historical, geographical and social 

contexts. Another defect of this position is that it tends to reproduce a rhetoric aimed at 

delegitimising the entire debate as running counter to the values of Western liberal 

societies, as was often claimed by the Western press lobby and by Cold Warriors. They 

tended to overlook the legitimate criticism of contemporary media markets. Also, such 

interpretations are unable to explain the breadth of the support for the new order cutting 

across political camps, world regions and governmental as well as non-governmental 

sectors.  

On the other end of the spectrum, another important perspective frames the 

UNESCO debates as a catalyst of and contributor to theories of “cultural imperialism”. 

While the term predates the UNESCO debates and the concept, or rather: discursive 

context, exceeds them, UNESCO did play a decisive role, on the one hand, in 

illuminating the functioning of the media as a conveyor belt of cultural dominance, 

especially, but not only, between the industrialised countries and the developing 

countries, and, on the other hand, in defining a notion of national cultural identity that 

ought to enjoy protection against the onslaught of foreign cultural influences. This view 

was emphatically advanced by contemporary supporters of the NWICO. In retrospect it 

is also shared by media scientists and by historians of ideas.20 

                                                

18  Andreas Razumovsky, Informationspolitik für 1984, in: Frankfurter Allgemeine, 27.07.1976, 1 
19  George F. Will, Farewell, UNESCO?, in: Washington Post, 22.12.1983 
20  McPhail, Thomas L., Electronic Colonialism: The Future of International Broadcasting and Communication 

(Beverly Hills, Ca: Sage, 1983), 126, Gienow-Hecht 2000 – Shame on U.S., 473-4, Tomlinson, John, 
Cultural Imperialism. A Critical Introduction (London: Pinter, 1991), 70-5. 
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The strength of this concept was that it offered an explanation of why formal 

decolonisation, a process concluded for most formerly colonised countries by the 1960s, 

did not turn into independence in political, economic and social terms. An invisible tie 

seemed to hold the former centre and periphery together in a hierarchical relationship. 

Imperialism, even in its classic form of state-led conquest and occupation, had always 

incorporated elements of cultural infiltration aimed at creating legitimacy for the alien 

presence. Literary scholar Edward Said in turn pointed out that what distinguished the 

“American century”, that is the era of informal empire, from classic imperialism was “the 

quantum leap in the reach of cultural authority, thanks in large measure to the 

unprecedented growth in the apparatus for the diffusion and control of information”.21 

Said here not only referred to the distinguishing quality of a new technological 

potency of the media and the communication of information, but also the most powerful 

actor in this new era, the United States, whose empire was built, in parts, on its cultural 

hegemony. Of course, media flows also went from the U.S. to France or Japan, but the 

actual meaning of the “cultural imperialism” emerged “when viewed in a global 

perspective” and hence was embedded in a more conflicting picture of global power 

imbalances. Said held that the MacBride Report, by looking at global media practices, was 

the “closest thing to such a perspective”.22 It is more than a mere temporal coincidence 

that Said’s seminal work Orientalism appeared in 1978 just as UNESCO’s media debate 

was reaching its conclusion. Both Said’s work and the MacBride Commission were 

fundamentally tackling the question of how the West’s perception of the other, of 

developing parts of the world, turned into a relationship of unequal power distribution.23 

The MacBride Report, as we have seen, was only the tip of the iceberg in a decade-

long effort at UNESCO to study the connection between media, power, development, 

North and South. Yet, the merits of UNESCO in having facilitated the emergence of this 

discourse are rarely accounted for in political analyses of the NWICO debate. The main 

reason for this is that the political interests involved let the intellectual debate at 

UNESCO appear more and more like a function of a political conflict fought out on the 

                                                

21  Said, Edward W., Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto and Windus, 1993), 291. 
22  Ibid. 
23  On how the UN itself can be read as expression of Orientalism see Sluga 2013 – Internationalism in the 

Age, 140, 157. 
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terrain of mass media and international communications policies. As the controversy 

dragged on in the 1980s, the political conflict had almost entirely absorbed the intellectual 

dynamic. Media scientist Peter Golding concluded that the “term cultural imperialism 

began to limit rather than illuminated discussion”.24 

A third way of looking at the UNESCO debate also draws on the theme of cultural 

connections across national borders, yet places greater emphasis on its integrating power 

than on its hierarchical structure. It acknowledges American preponderance in the 

twentieth century, especially after 1945, but asks at the same time what space the less 

powerful players within a global web of cultural international relations could carve out 

for themselves. In 1997, Akira Iriye famously presented a vision of “cultural 

internationalism” that ought to be included in the history of international relations. While 

not denying the importance of the state, governments and political decision-making, he 

argued that throughout the twentieth century “individuals and groups of people from 

different lands have sought to develop an alternative community of nations and peoples 

on the basis of their cultural interchanges”.25 

In such an alternative history of the twentieth century, UNESCO serves as 

institutionalised evidence that in the post-war international order cultural relations were 

“promoted not as an alternative to military and security considerations but as 

constituting, along with these considerations, a vital part of the new agenda for peace.”26 

In this view, UNESCO presented a credible claim to universality and inclusiveness, not 

only due to its diverse membership, but also through its early “unambiguous assertion of 

national, ethnic, and racial equality as the basis for undertaking the tasks of cultural 

communication”.27 Yet, and Iriye is clear about this too, once the uniting effect of the 

awesome contrast to the genocide, mass destruction and corruption of European culture 

during World War II started to move into the past, the project of cultural internationalism 

was at risk of splintering. “Americanisation”, not least in the context of the Cold War, 

was one dynamic undercutting a more universal internationalism.28 Although, it has to be 

                                                

24  Golding, Peter and Harris, Phil, ʻIntroductionʼ, in Peter Golding and Phil Harris, eds., Beyond Cultural 
Imperialism: Globalization, Communication and the New International Order (London: Sage, 1997), 1–9, 5. 

25  Iriye 1997 – Cultural Internationalism and World Order, 2. 
26  Ibid., 145. 
27  Ibid., 147. 
28  Ibid., 157. 
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said, to a large degree American liberal values and visions of society (and modernity) 

formed the fundament for both Americanisation and the mid-century internationalism 

from which UNESCO’s cultural internationalism grew.  

More difficult to accommodate was the “multiculturalist” challenge presented by 

the strong Third World representation in UNESCO, which was unfolding with full force 

in the 1970s. With their busy focus on nation-building and their cultural self-

assertiveness, Third World nations “began presenting their own perspective and 

agendas”.29 While Iriye leaves unanswered the question of how much such alternative 

visions have contributed to or changed cultural internationalism, Francis Fukuyama justly 

asked is “a genuine cultural universalism […] possible outside the context of liberal 

political and economic institutions?”30 

Mentioned only in passing by Iriye, the NWICO debate was nothing less than the 

attempt to renegotiate the terms of cultural internationalism and define points of entry 

for all those actors who had lacked economic and political power so far. Notwithstanding 

the fact that for many reasons—Western incomprehension, political resistance, Third 

World disunity and sometimes dishonesty—the debate did not yield palpable results, the 

study of the NWICO debate merits attention as it presents the history of one possible 

alternative international (cultural) order.  

Iriye’s argumentation, despite various caveats, pivots on the assumption that 

cultural internationalism, understood as exchanges of people and ideas and the multitude 

of cross-national and cross-cultural links thus created across the globe, had an integrating 

effect. Shifting the focus further to non-governmental international organisations, Iriye 

pushed the argument in Global Community (2002), the title of which best sums up the 

direction in which this historical process went, according to Iriye.31 

The further we move away from the unipolar post-cold-war moment, however, the 

clearer we observe today the return of a strong, assertive nationalism in many countries 

that questions the desirability (or inevitability) of globalisation, tries to curb flows of 

migration and resorts to economic nationalism, and the more we doubt the lasting 

                                                

29  Ibid., 164. 
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integrating impact of cultural internationalism. In fact, the “politics of fear” that seem on 

the march today play out, to no small degree, in the cultural field where the resistance to 

cultural internationalism is expressed most forcefully. Finally, as histories of differing 

projects of internationalism abound, we have ever more evidence that integration, 

harmonisation and peace were by no means the only goals that drove individuals, groups 

or states to engage with internationalism.32  

 

The jury is still out whether there ever existed such a thing as genuine cultural 

internationalism. This work, with its focus on over two decades of debating at UNESCO, 

makes a strong argument that post-war international organisations contributed, above all, 

to the emergence of a culture of internationalism.  

Throughout this study, I have traced the mode in which UNESCO’s Secretariat as 

well as other participating actors contributed to the organisation of the debate. Looking 

at how conferences and meetings were set-up, which rules of procedures were applied, 

and how decisions about agenda, participants and preparatory papers were made, as 

much as how the results were documented and communicated, has brought to light a 

host of practices and routines that have contributed to the establishment of a relatively 

stable mode of organising the debate at UNESCO. This mode was not static as it included 

a variety of options to choose from, in order to cater to specific participants’ expectations 

or political circumstances. Yet, in total the practices were coherent enough to speak of a 

UNESCO mode of conferencing.33 

The most notable element of this mode was its ambition towards inclusiveness. As 

mentioned in the introduction, UNESCO’s membership policy was from the beginning 

driven to allow participation of all nation states yet established in the world. When it 

came to inviting the participants to its thematic conferences and meetings (that is 

meetings outside the constitutional bodies General Conference and Executive Board), 

the Secretariat’s practice was to include representatives from all geographic regions, 

covering industrialised and developing areas, and spokespersons from the various 

                                                

32  Sluga, Clavin (Ed.) 2016 – Internationalisms. 
33  That is not to claim that UNESCO was the only international organization to establish this or a similar 

mode of international conferencing. It stands to reason, however, that given its broad constitutional 
mandate and inclusive membership, its practices represented the highest possible level of ambition 
towards universality. 
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ideological camps (following in broad terms a political geography divided into West, East, 

South). Importantly, this inclusiveness aimed where possible to bridge the gap between 

governmental and non-governmental actors, and in the latter sector to invite members 

of different societal groups (in the media realm this meant journalists and journalistic 

lobbying groups (IPI, WPFC), publishers and media owners (IAPA), unionists (IOJ, IFJ), 

non-governmental actors from the human rights field (FH), public intellectuals (as on the 

MacBride Commission) and of course media research institutions (universities, societies, 

etc.)). If universality meant the participation of everyone with a vested interest then 

UNESCO’s inclusiveness went a long way towards universality. 

Yet, the obvious limits of this universality cannot go unnoticed. While ethnic 

aspects were implicitly subsumed under a perceived political geography, gender parity 

was entirely absent from the minds of internationalists in Paris. Also, ideological 

inclusiveness could only go so far. Subnational, politically divergent groups or opposition 

groups were difficult to include when the ruling government was present at the same 

time. Through its engagement on the non-governmental level though, UNESCO did 

manage to establish meaningful working relations with individuals considered enemies 

by the respective member state. The exiled Chileans Somavia and Reyes Matta are a case 

in point when Chile under Pinochet was at the same time exercising its membership.34 

Finally and clearly, the representation at UNESCO could be described as one of elites 

that had failed entirely to incorporate the bottom-up perspective—unless it was the 

object of studies and presented in reports or research papers. This limited not only the 

representation of social diversity, and hence to some degree also cultural diversity, but 

also the voice of the consumer in the case of the media debate. For instance, despite 

cogent analysis of the subliminal social messages conveyed in Donald Duck, it is very likely 

that many on the recipient end in the developing world actually enjoyed U.S. produced 

TV shows and Hollywood films. It is also imaginable that the broader public in Western 

countries would have had sympathy for Third World grievances about their poor 

representation in Western media if they had had more knowledge about it. The rage of 

certain U.S. journalists and media lobbyists about the UNESCO talk on media regulation 

                                                

34  The representation within UNESCO of opposition groups and those who lacked official status in the 
international community merits further historical investigation. National Liberation Movements would 
constitute a particularly important case. 
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was probably not shared by a majority of the U.S. public (likely due to a lack of 

importance accorded to UNESCO).  

The regional approach constitutes another major characteristic of UNESCO 

conferencing. Already in the 1940 and 50s, UNESCO had held General Conferences in 

places like Mexico City, Florence, Montevideo and New Delhi. In the 1970s, Nairobi and 

Belgrade hosted the Conference. In the meantime, thematic conferences were not held 

at Place Fontenoy but actually in the regions they related to. This was the case for the 

stock-taking regional conferences around 1960 planned in Bangkok, Santiago de Chile 

and Casablanca.35 The intergovernmental meetings on national communications policies 

took place in San José, Kuala Lumpur and Yaoundé. The whole cascade of expert 

meetings in-between added destinations like Montreal, Tunis, Ljubljana, Cracow, or 

Stockholm to this already impressive list. Time and again, this enormously demanding 

travelling activity was criticised by the U.S. and its partners for its costs. But from the 

perspective of UNESCO—and even more so of the regions and countries concerned—

they helped realise an essential part of UNESCO’s mission: to broaden perspective, to 

escape the political idiosyncrasies that were at risk of dominating the hubs of 

internationalism in Paris or New York, to remove debates from the well-functioning 

grasp of Western diplomatic representation and to offer fora for participation to such 

actors who had fewer resources to afford travel to Paris. They helped raise public 

awareness in these regions about the activities of UNESCO as much as they afforded, to 

some degree, opportunities to bring the developments in these regions before the eyes 

of Western audiences, as was the case with the 19th General Conference in Nairobi. 

On the content level, undoubtedly this spatial scaling up and down between the 

local, regional and international enhanced also the scaling and adapting of the analytic 

perspectives that then informed the political programme-making. In representational 

terms, the regional approach helped to grow regional self-awareness and to catalyse in 

some cases regional cooperation. This is not to say that coherent regional identities 

formed or that this spurred intra-regional conversation as a step, much in the sense of an 

internationalist idealism, towards transnational or even global communities. To be sure, 

tensions remained and parochialism prevailed in some cases (the Latin American 

                                                

35  The Casablanca meeting on Africa had to be rescheduled in Paris for the reason of a political dispute 
between Morocco and its neighbouring states. 
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conferences on national communications policies were regarded by Western observers 

as propaganda meetings for governments advocating state control over the media). 

However, this frequently employed regional approach does justify speaking of a global 

reach when considering the discourses and ideas accumulated, produced, and circulated 

by UNESCO. 

When John Tomlinson in Cultural Imperialism (1991) noted how easily he, while 

describing the discourses at UNESCO, had slipped into the jargon of “nations speaking”, 

the implication is somewhat misleading. This widespread misunderstanding is based on 

the fact that UNESCO by its constitution is an intergovernmental organisation, whose 

membership is made up of states.36 In practice, the role of experts in all UNESCO 

processes was, as this study has shown with ample evidence, of utmost importance. 

Numerous meetings invited experts in their personal capacity to contribute their 

knowledge, arguments and ideas without speaking for the countries they came from. The 

scope in shaping topics, meeting agenda, preparatory documents and, as seen in the case 

of James Halloran, participation lists accorded these experts an extraordinary leverage in 

directing attention to certain questions as much as to cases. By the same token, they were 

indispensable in determining response strategies and defining solutions. UNESCO’s early 

self-understanding as a primarily intellectual enterprise guaranteed its propensity to 

believe in expert discourse and objective analysis, and to remove content-oriented debate 

where possible from the grasp of governments. As seen throughout this story, the 

definition of problems and the formulation of research questions set in motion an 

apparatus of knowledge generation that included meetings, research missions and 

publications. For the Secretariat, the generation of such knowledge constituted a form of 

power as it was highly important in formulating political programmes. In this complex 

process of knowledge production the self-interest of academics in strengthening their 

respective academic communities overlapped considerably with the institutional 

ambition of UNESCO to define areas of its ‘own’ expertise and derive from there areas 

of responsibility.  

                                                

36  As mentioned earlier, the definition of a state is itself open to challenge. Mainland China, for example, 
for years challenged the fact that UNESCO accorded official membership status to China only to a 
delegation sent from Taiwan. In the more recent case of Palestine, UNESCO accorded membership to 
a state not recognised by the European Union, the U.S. and the UN. 
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Several conclusions follow from this. One is that individuals could, to no small 

degree, impact on the agenda-setting and allocation of resources at UNESCO. Figures 

like Schramm, Halloran, and Nordenstreng, succeeded in acting upon this system in 

impressive ways by projecting their own agenda onto UNESCO discourses and 

extracting resources. The power of this interaction lay in the win-win situation created 

by the congruence of interests. Another conclusion is that the choice of experts always 

carried political implications. The Secretariat had the power to change course by inviting 

a new cohort of experts, and governments sometimes—not always—recognised this tool 

of influence in their encouraging the choice of certain experts.  

Networks, often in pursuit of diverging interests and political allegiances, naturally 

sought to interact with UNESCO through their individual agents. We have seen how 

Schramm promoted a North American group of modernisation theorists with a liberal 

socio-political outlook, how Halloran represented, partly together with Nordenstreng, a 

loose community of thinkers often labelled “New Left”. Nordenstreng himself was also 

a lobbyist for socialist academic and journalist circles. Latin American networks exerted 

great influence in the second half of the 1970s.  

All these networks acted often in tension with, and sometimes outright opposition 

to, the governmental representation at UNESCO. The withdrawals of the U.S. and the 

U.K. are, in part, in recognition of the de-facto failure of governments to control the 

agenda-setting advanced by these groups. Certainly, governmental and non-

governmental interests were sometimes difficult to distinguish in the activities of experts 

or networks. Yet the extraordinary and overly evident power wielded through actors not 

bound to government instructions, in other words the often blurry line between 

governmental and non-governmental agency present at UNESCO, represents in itself an 

important conclusion of this study.  

On a side-note, it has equally become clear how much difficulty the diplomatic 

representations had in approaching this non-governmental strand in UNESCO’s 

activities. Just when the State Department thought that the research programme, for a 

long time under the spell of Wilbur Schramm, was headed in the right direction, in actual 

fact a revolutionising alternative research programme was in the making. In 1981, John 

Fobes, long-time Deputy Director-General at UNESCO, asked in the New York Times in 

the face of growing U.S. criticism “Is UNESCO to blame?” and answered himself that 
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the U.S. had simply lost the initiative around 1970 when other networks worked the 

switches for UNESCO’s communications sector, while actually the U.S. had attained 

unchallenged technological supremacy in this field. UNESCO was being used as 

“scapegoat for America’s failure to awake to the development and challenges of the free 

flow of information in the world, locally and internationally, and of our failure to develop 

an effective response”.37 Such public criticism was mirrored by repeated complaints from 

U.S. diplomats in Paris, that from their perspective, the State Department did not choose 

delegations and handle instructions with the attention and care that was due. Washington, 

one may say, seemed to misjudge what was happening in Paris or, for that matter, around 

the globe, at UNESCO’s meetings. 

 

I have looked at UNESCO in its three main functions as knowledge producer, 

development assistant and global forum. Executing these functions, UNESCO became 

a prism through which dynamics beyond its institutional confines could be observed. 

Two main trajectories were rendered visible. 

The first trajectory followed communications being seen as a tool and goal of 

national development in the 1960s, to communications seen as catalyst for a new 

international order in the late 1970s. A first important step in this process was made 

already in the 1940s, when communication, mainly at behest of U.S. cultural diplomats, 

was written into UNESCO’s mandate. In the 1960s, U.S. modernisation theorists, in 

close cooperation with UNESCO’s Secretariat, worked to have communication 

recognised as an important tool for development and a major area of investment. The 

developmental optimism reached its climax in the late 1960s, when the advent of satellites 

seemed to solve some of the biggest problems of development, such as distance, and 

spurred the fantasies of educational planners in Paris. With the drastically expanded 

possibilities of transborder broadcasting, the awareness started to grow that 

communications development could not be engineered on a state-by-state, piecemeal 

fashion but would actually happen under the conditions of a tightly interconnected 

international system and a global market. The neat division between development 

communication and communication for the globe collapsed. This led to a rethinking of 

                                                

37  John E. Fobes, Is UNESCO to Blame?, in: New York Times, 19.08.1981, A23. 
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the relationship between mass media and national development, and to the abandonment 

of a unidirectional model of modernisation by transfer of technology, and economic and 

social practices.  

By the early 1970s, the perspective had turned one hundred and eighty degrees. 

Supported on the one hand by UNESCO’s efforts in protecting and preserving (a right 

to) national culture and on the other hand by political developments that had seen a 

growing number of decolonised states forming a potent political interest bloc in 

international institutions, the perspective changed from national media and how this was 

linked in an international system, to how the Third World was actually portrayed within 

this international system, and how the established practices, including market 

mechanisms, protected and immunised this system from changes from the emerging 

Global South. Disappointment about past development efforts, and the continuation and 

even sharpening of economic inequalities in combination with a vigorous attempt by the 

Non-Aligned Movement to call into question this international system, resulted in a 

strong call for new rules in international communications practices and media markets. 

The negotiations surrounding the Mass Media Declaration, despite its overlapping East-

West conflict setting, represented a collective attempt to define such rules. UNESCO’s 

willingness to offer a forum for such negotiations was due to its own institutional 

changes. The empowerment of the Global South quickly left its mark on the institution, 

most notably with the appointment of the Senegalese M’Bow as Director-General. It also 

appeared natural, since UNESCO could easily support claims for protecting national 

cultures, to ascribe some sort of responsibility to the media to educate for peace or for 

cultural diversity, unimpeded by market mechanisms. 

With the MacBride Commission and a set of further claims that might be summed 

up as “democratisation of global media” the debate came full circle. The media’s function 

of spreading democracy, a driving force in the 1940s, was turned into a radical 

programme of democratising the global media. This remained in itself a concept full of 

tensions (such as the tension between global claims for democratisation and the actual 

practices of democracy within some of the states). However, research and debates around 

the Mass Media Declaration and the MacBride Commission have accumulated ample 

evidence that media and communications were indeed a constituent part of the existing 

international order and as such shared responsibility for addressing or maintaining global 
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imbalances. After the Global South’s calls for a New International Economic Order of 

1974 had so obviously not resulted in any change, a call for a New World Information 

and Communication Order was now promoted as an indispensable prerequisite to a new 

economic order, and were— as seen from the developing world—the last attempt in 

bringing about a comprehensive and meaningful global change, or a new global order. 

Most of this trajectory would have been unthinkable without the constant supply 

of fresh insights on national and international communications situations. This included 

empirical data on media flows, sociological studies of media consumption in different 

political, economic and social environments, theories about the impact of media and so 

on. UNESCO was at its best in keeping this supply of expertise flowing. By the same 

token, international communication research as an academic field was probably one of 

the biggest winners in a debate otherwise considered a failure.  

This study thus contributes to a global history of the media by tracing the changing 

understandings of international communications, shedding some light on media practices 

and media policies in developing areas and adding new perspectives on how Western 

internationally operating media was perceived in these areas. Beyond this, it offers a 

history of development communication studies as an academic field, whose 

internationalisation, paradigm shifts and multiple political allegiances have become 

traceable. In this context, it also describes the role UNESCO played as facilitator of these 

dynamics. A role that still remains a desideratum in histories of the discipline. 

As an area of expertise that actively claimed recognition within development 

theories and policies, this work touches also on the paradigm shifts within the broader 

discourse of development. While not followed systematically here, communication 

studies may offer a lens on the history of development thinking in general and contribute 

to the explanation of some its main turns, as much as of some of its failures.  

 

The second trajectory relates more directly to the institution of UNESCO and the 

recurrent attempts of actors engaged with UNESCO to use the institution as a platform 

to promote a new global order. Born like the other UN institutions out of the 

internationalist moment of the mid-1940s, UNESCO from the start was inspired by the 

idea that a new international order had to prove resilient enough to prevent war and 

powerful enough to spread international understanding and the values of human rights 
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and democracy. After the breakdown of civilisation of the Second World War, cultural 

exchange and education were seen as indispensable elements of any new order and were 

pursued with an unshakable belief in their universal validity. When already in the early 

years the purview was expanded from re-education and re-construction in Europe, to 

include the developing areas in Asia, Africa and South America, UNESCO’s vision of 

global action remained underpinned by a firm belief in cultural universalism. By 

advocating for the inclusion of communication in the portfolio of UNESCO, U.S. 

cultural diplomats were among the first to act upon this potential global reach and actively 

sought to insert tools that would allow them to convey globally, next to a message of 

peace, an image of a modern society modelled on the American society. 

In a different guise but with a similar thrust, U.S. modernisation theorists latched 

on to UNESCO’s engagement with development policies. From a UNESCO perspective, 

the developmental turn enriched the tools for spreading education and promoting 

cultural exchanges. By offering blueprints for national science policies, conducting 

feasibility studies for education and communication development projects, leading 

alphabetisation campaigns etc., UNESCO was setting up a more technical agenda, next 

to the intellectual agenda, for its projects of cultural internationalism. In the 

communication sector, academics like Wilbur Schramm provided the scientific and 

theoretical basis for this agenda—once more promoting with it a specific idea of society 

and the vision that ultimately developing, or rather: “modernising”, societies would 

converge on the liberal-capitalist model of the West. 

UNESCO activities were seldom, or only in the very first years, mainly focused 

towards relief or emergency response, they were also not designed for conflict resolution 

or technical or economic facilitation of imminent projects. Much rather they were, from 

the outset, geared towards planning the future. If this planning for the future was more 

idealistic and more intellectual under the first Director-General Julian Huxley, it had a 

decidedly more technical ambition under Director-General René Maheu, who positioned 

UNESCO firmly within the UN’s development machinery.  

Planning for the future meant envisioning a future order of things. It entailed 

making decisions on overall goals, on priorities, as much as on the means to achieve 

them. Those decisions were rooted in the values and world views of the decision makers. 

Depending on the political contexts, those decisions were easier or more difficult to 
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arrive at. Naturally, in the first two decades, a Western majority at UNESCO and a strong 

representation within its Secretariat found it easier to promote Western visions of the 

future—although they in themselves never presented a single or coherent set of ideas. 

However, as seen throughout this study, UNESCO’s work was designed from the 

beginning to allow for the representation of alternative word views and to bridge gaps 

between value systems where they existed. This dedication to diversity prepared the 

ground for the new dynamic witnessed in the 1970s.  

The claims for a new communications order in the wake of calls for a new 

international economic order presented once more an attempt at planning the future—

now based on the values and ambitions of a group of actors coming from the Global 

South. Again, this new “new order” was not entirely coherent, rather it managed to 

incorporate enough demands and interests to gather sufficient momentum to be a 

movement to be reckoned with and responded to.  

The advocates of the new order, be it the internationalists of the 1940s, U.S. 

modernizers in the 1960s, or the Non-Aligned actors of the 1970s, were united in a 

specific idea of UNESCO. They believed that the UN’s cultural branch afforded to them 

the opportunity to spell out, promote and translate into action, their vision. This naturally 

aligned with UNESCO’s own ambitions as it was competing within the network of UN 

institutions for resources and areas of responsibility.  

One aim of this study was to unpack how the promotion of such “new orders” has 

always been a deeply conflictual political process, in which changing political objectives 

and changing amounts of power wielded by different parties, continued to regroup the 

multiplicity of individual, institutional or political actors within the forum of UNESCO. 

This also means that if Akira Iriye pleaded for working out a different or cultural 

“definition of international relations”, next to the Cold War definition or one provided 

by the process of decolonisation,38 I argue that those definitions are impossible to 

separate, as the actors within the cultural field were always simultaneously imbedded in 

contexts pertaining to these other forces in international relations that defined their 

action and outlook.  

                                                

38 Iriye 1997 – Cultural Internationalism and World Order, 2, 11, 149-51. 
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Glenda Sluga’s definition of “international organizations as political spaces and 

internationalism as an ideology that overlapped and intersected with, even as it ran 

counter to, the history of nations and nationalism” is more helpful as it lifts the veil of 

idealism and the integrationist imaginary from the concept of internationalism.39 Of 

course, many actors were also inspired by this idealism. But their courses of action were 

determined at least as much by national agendas. The idea of promoting the free flow of 

information was not only a medicine to cure the excesses of totalitarianism but also an 

entry point for American business. The emphatically international initiatives of the 

Global South in support of a new order in the 1970s were not necessarily advocating a 

global community but a more just, more equitable international order which would have 

included a considerable reallocation of resources and power. With their withdrawals, the 

U.S. and the U.K. decided that the internationalism embodied at that time by UNESCO 

was no longer compatible with their national interests.  

A further contribution of this thesis to an international history of the second half 

of the twentieth century is to show how the histories of the Cold War, as much as of the 

process of decolonisation, mapped on to the a history of international cultural relations. 

We have seen how the setting of the Cold War conflict informed Eastern initiatives as 

well as Western responses. The direct line that diplomats drew between the Helsinki 

Accord and UNESCO’s Mass Media Declaration speaks to the clear vision Cold War 

powers had of cultural policies, here especially media policies, as a field of superpower 

contestation, and how they deployed their resources accordingly. We have also seen how 

the Cold War outlook that was in ascendancy mainly in the U.S., and certainly also with 

Soviet actors, prevented the superpowers from engaging more constructively with the 

call from the Global South. 

The superpowers may have overlooked one important aspect—which has also 

come out of this study—the power of procedures. This culture of internationalism 

practiced at UNESCO, along with its inclusiveness, had managed to extract the media 

issue from exclusive expert circles and place it right in front of the public, and the issue 

refused to go away when it had become politically toxic. Yet, the very same procedures 

eventually prevented anything from happening. If the biggest fear of the U.S. was state 

                                                

39 Sluga 2013 – Internationalism in the Age, 152. 
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control, UNESCO conferencing allowed NGOs and media representatives to engage in 

multiple ways. The procedures helped to diffuse the issue rather than to gather power for 

a final push on implementing some type of “new order”. 

Nevertheless, the legitimacy of UNESCO as an institution suffered immensely 

from the presence of the political conflicts which it was not designed to solve. Its forum 

function elicited criticism from both sides for unduly providing space for “politicisation”. 

It was also unable to deliver on the demands made by the new group of states, that had 

hoped its increased representation in fora like UNESCO might turn into a greater say in 

international relations.  

Maybe a neglected success of UNESCO was to have catalysed greater caution and 

lower expectations about the possibility both of universality and of establishing universal 

global orders. Wilbur Schramm conceded in 1979: “I should have been more skeptical 

about the applicability of the Western model of development.” In the context of the 

MacBride Commission, UNESCO’s Secretariat had invited him to re-evaluate his 

findings of 1964. Schramm responded with honest self-criticism:  

I should have paid more attention to the problem of integrating mass media with 
local activity. Above all, I should have given more thought than I did to the social 
requirements and uncertainties of development, and in particular the cultural 
differences that make development almost necessarily different, culture to culture, 
country to country.40 

Luis Ramiro Beltrán recently was less apologetic about the arguments underpinning his 

support of the NWICO. He did, however, admit, “that while working on these new 

democratizing changes in [communication] policies, we didn’t even attempt to involve 

key civil society organisations.” While Schramm admitted that he had underestimated 

how context-bound his social and cultural assumptions were, and how they led to models 

of development that did not fit the needs of developing countries, Beltrán realised just 

how remote the cultural imperialism-discourse and calls for global power changes were 

from society’s preferences and social practices. Studies and theories had failed to activate 

societal actors in their pursuit of a new communications order. 

                                                

40  Schramm 1979 – Mass Media and National Development, 1. 
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Limits 

This brings me to the limits of my own work. Despite the breadth of actors involved and 

the publicity of the debates, the UNESCO discourse remained mainly one between an 

international elite of diplomats, politicians, journalists, and academics. Because many of 

them claimed to speak for large swathes of the population, whether by representing 

journalist unions, claiming to speak for their customers (paying readers or viewers) or 

speaking from the position of an elected political representative, the voice of the 

audience, difficult as it is to capture anyway, remains largely absent from this work—as 

it did from the debate itself. Polls or reports about the reception of local communication 

pilot projects, rare as they are, could have been accounted for in a more systematic way. 

Yet, the focus on the mechanisms of the international debate and on the history of 

internationalism warranted concentrating on the actors actually present at the fora I have 

examined. One might extend the criticism to the actors themselves and ask how much 

they were actually taking into account the voices from below? 

The focus on UNESCO as an institutional nodal point also led attention away from 

activities in the field. One reason for the decision not to trace systematically actual 

communications projects conducted by UNESCO was that in reality there were not many 

of them. UNESCO did not have the resources to deliver the equipment needed, be it 

printing presses, newsprint, radio or TV antennas and receivers, and telegraphic 

technology, let alone satellite-based broadcasting. Often it resorted to the role of an ideas 

producer, planner or evaluator. UNESCO sent missions for feasibility studies or offered 

training. The latter, however, could in itself be seen as a development project on the 

ground. UNESCO’s efforts in journalist education in developing areas certainly merit 

further attention. Not least due to the chosen timeframe, projects conducted under the 

IPDC, modest as they were, could not be taken into account here, which might have 

provided an opportunity to trace how the West followed through on its promises for 

technical assistance and how developing countries were able or willing to turn this 

assistance into progress for their own free press. 

Maybe the most obvious limit was the focus on the institution and a limited set of 

main actors, among them most prominently those from the United States. On the one 

hand, despite frequent qualifications, I had to generalize positions, especially those of 

UNESCO’s Secretariat as an institutional actor. On many occasions during my story 
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“UNESCO did/saw/planned/initiated” something. It should have become clear though 

that the closer one looks, the more differentiated the body of UNESCO becomes. The 

difference between the Secretariat and the General Conference, for instance, should have 

become clear—a differentiation not often made by contemporary observers. Also, the 

various dynamics that conditioned what UNESCO did or thought should have become 

apparent, thus diffusing the image of a monolithic institutional “ego”, so to speak, that 

acted upon its own free will.  

The choice of national archives, closely linked to the prominence of the 

institutional focus, also impeded us looking deeper into the archives of Non-Alignment. 

Glimpses into Tunisian, Indian, or Yugoslav archives, where accessible, or a greater use 

of East-German archives where Non-Aligned activities are to some extent traceable, 

might have allowed us to capture dynamics not visible in the printed sources and 

published voices studied here. A further differentiation of the Non-Aligned bloc in 

general would have been a desirable feature of this study but would have come at the 

cost of attention elsewhere.  

Prospects 

There are several ways forward in the study of the NWICO moment. Maybe the most 

important one would be to employ a regional and time-limited approach to the debate. 

The work of Vanessa Freije on Latin American Journalists in the late 1970s would be an 

example.41 Such an approach allows us to link the global claims back to realities on the 

ground, and it allows us to differentiate between the actors engaging at UNESCO and 

those, potentially diverging, in the region, who were barred from participating or simply 

opting out. It could prompt a greater focus on communications projects as well as on 

forms of regional cooperation, which was after all one of the most important tenets of 

the NWICO idea.  

A look at South East Asia might be particularly fruitful with the activities of the 

Press Foundation of Asia, Philippine Press Institute and the Organisation of Asian News 

Agencies (OANA). Another regional focus might look at Eastern Europe especially in the 

1980s and ask how the considerable involvement of journalists, academics and party 

                                                

41  Freije 2017 – The Emancipation of Media. 
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representatives in UNESCO’s media debate actually related to Solidarność movement 

and reform efforts in the socialist countries shortly before the demise of the Soviet 

Union. 

Further studies are also welcome on the scheme of regional news distribution and 

exchange. The Non-Aligned News Agency Pool still merits further historical study. We know 

close to nothing about the other agency pools like the Caribbean News Agency (CANA), 

founded in 1976, the PanAfrican News Agency (PANA), founded in 1979, or the Latin 

American feature service ALASEI, established with UNESCO support in 1979. Such 

projects might not purely reflect the “impact” of UNESCO as they often emerged 

independently or only with marginal UNESCO support. But this might in itself be an 

important conclusion about the role UNESCO played in this field.  

On the sub-regional level, studies of community communication projects could 

bring into focus an international media history bottom-up. Community radios or rural 

newspapers were often short-lived and by definition locally limited. As expressions of 

ideas or theories of how development communication ought to work they faced the 

reality test in the African or Indian countryside. Exemplary case studies could bring to 

the fore the tensions between theory and practice, show how UNESCO and its experts 

were able or unable to learn from such experience and give perspective to those who 

were supposed to benefit from the modern means of communication.  

On the conceptual level, many ideas were simply too contaminated by ideological 

confrontation to attract historiographic attention in hindsight. The “right to 

communicate”, however, may be one of the concepts that is thereby lost, but that is yet 

worth studying. It is one of the oldest ideas dating back at least to the mid-1940s. Vaguely 

conceived as a human right, the changing advocacies of this right might contribute to a 

further historicisation of human rights discourses whose genealogy from the 1940s to the 

1970s had recently received ample attention.  

In addition, any history of UNESCO in the 1970s would benefit from a 

comparative look at different programme activities evolving throughout the decade. 

Branches such as the Human Rights Division, the World Heritage programme or 

scientific data exchange gained in prominence and resources. So did the “Man and the 

Biosphere”-programme starting in 1970, as well as UNESCO’s efforts in promoting the 

distribution of books. While the communications issue turned increasingly conflictual, 
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international cooperation and prospects for success may have looked very differently in 

other divisions and planted the seeds for UNESCO’s post-NWICO agenda-setting.  

 

UNESCO’s final words on the NWICO were spoken in 1989. When Federico 

Mayor took over the office of Director-General of UNESCO from Amadou-Mahtar 

M’Bow in 1987, he immediately declared his loyalty to the freedom of the press and his 

priority to not allow any curbs or qualifications on the press to enter UNESCO decisions. 

Under his watch, the Secretariat developed a “new communication strategy”. The 

General Conference, at its 25th session in 1989, wrote this strategy into the new, third, 

Medium-Term Plan. The title read “Communication in the Service of Humanity”.42 The 

resolution defining the strategy contained an unusual element of self-reflection. It stated 

that the “call for the establishment of a new world information and communication order 

was not a spur-of-the-moment invention, prompted by no particular set of 

circumstances” and went on to explain some of the contributing factors.  

Indeed, it was not a “spur-of-the-moment invention”. UNESCO itself had started 

the historicisation of the debate as early as in 1980, when it commissioned Hilding Eek 

to assemble a collection of major drafts of the Mass Media Declaration, which appeared 

in 1982. In 1988, a documentary history of NWICO followed. Herein then may lie the 

lasting legacy of an otherwise gladly forgotten debate—a legacy that needs extraction by 

historicisation. This thesis has made an attempt.  

                                                

42 UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 25th Session, Paris 1989, 25 C/Resolutions, 31-37. 
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