


Unesco: 40 years of action

by Amadou-Mahtar M’Bow

ORTY years ago, just a few weeks after the end of the
Second World War, the Conference of the Allied
Ministers of Education, which was to adopt the Con-

stitution of Unesco, met in London.

To the terrible toll of six years of desolation and death that
the world had just experienced was now added the threat
foreshadowed by the explosion of the two atomic bombs at
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Over the ruins of the annihilated
cities, in the grief present everywhere, and confronted by the
prospect of new forms of mass destruction, the international
community became aware of the collective responsibilities
which it would have to shoulder in order to preserve the
future of the species.

Within the framework of the United Nations system that
had just been set up, Unesco was given the task of advancing
international peace and the common welfare of mankind
through “the educational and scientific and cultural relations
of the peoples of the world”—in other words, international
intellectual co-operation.

In order to help to bring about “a condition in which the
incentives to war are neutralized by social, spiritual and
economic advances...”, Unesco engaged in vigorous action
in many different fields—the development of great standard-
setting concepts; the circulation of knowledge, ideas and
information; and operational activities to help the poorest
countries. This activity aimed among other things to foster
mutual knowledge and understanding among nations; to
facilitate by means of appropriate methods of co-operation
the access of all peoples to what each of them had already
produced and to what each was producing in all fields of
thought, artistic creativity and scientific and technical dis-
covery and experiment; to bring about conditions under
which everyone should have equal opportunities of access to
education; and to allow the free exchange of ideas and
information. ’

Over the years, Unesco has constantly broadened the
basis of its representativity. Its action in this area has been
constantly gaining in scope and complexity—especially with
the admission of nearly 100 countries which, during the late
1950s and the 1960s, acceded to national sovereignty.

These countries brought their historical and cultural ex-
perience into the Organization; they expressed their particu-
lar sensitivities; they evoked their own concerns. The de-
veloping countries, in particular, raised questions related to
the difficult, sometimes even alarming, circumstances that
they were facing, to the manifold challenges confronting
them and to the various paths that they were exploring in
order to ensure a development that was authentic.

Unesco thus began to think about the reality of an in-
creasingly interdependent world in which societies are in
contact with each other to a greater or lesser degree and are
part of a world system of reciprocal exchanges and relations.

On account of this development, Unesco, which had at
first focused its activities on certain parts of the world, was
gradually led to extend them worldwide.

During the past forty years, Unesco has thus made possi-
ble the development of a host of communication, exchange,
co-operation and action networks, reaching into the most
diverse fields, leading to immense progress in knowledge
and know-how, and leading the peoples and the cultures of
the whole world to draw closer together.

Throughout these decades, Unesco has striven to draw on
three sources of energy—the political reality of the govern-
ments of Member States; the creative urge of spiritual,
intellectual and artistic communities; and the competence
and devotion of an international Secretariat that is called on
to encourage and co-ordinate the ideas, initiatives and pro-
jects of all.

This is why Unesco is duty-bound to increase still further
the integration of the intellectual communities of the world
in the living tissue of its activities, so that constantly renewed
blood can flow through this tissue and so that the factors of
amalgamation and catalytic forces that give full strength to
the alchemy of intellectual co-operation can be brought into
every one of its great debates.

I cannot conclude without adding that the world is today
encountering a number of grave difficulties that are reflected
in the functioning of the United Nations system and, conse-
quently, in Unesco.

These difficulties no doubt provide a fresh opportunity for
re-examining some of the workings of the system with a view
to their democratization; they have, however, made some
people question the aims and purposes of the system and
even the very reason for its existence.

This is not the first time that the United Nations has faced
such challenges. It is therefore important that the heads of
the agencies of the system should shoulder their responsibili-
ties in full measure.

Itis no longer for them a case of merely expediting current
matters as best they can. Guided by their conscience, in
observance of the principles of the United Nations Charter
and of the Constitutions of their respective organizations, it
is also—and perhaps especially—for them to rise above the
contingent and the incidental in order to keep all chances for
the future intact.

In this year which marks the fortieth anniversary of Un-
esco, it is with this conviction that once more I call on
tellectuals throughout the world to strengthen, through
our Organization, the ties of solidarity based on the forces of
freedom, creativity and progress—themselves the very
forces of the spirit that Unesco exists to bring together. B

This text is a slightly shortened version of an address given by the Director-General of
Uncsco at the Organization’s Paris Headquarters during a ccremony held on 12
December 1985 to commemorate Unesco's forticth anniversary.
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» it exported 40,000 dozen knitted garments

to a large country. The following year, the
latter imposed a quota of 25,000 dozen,
although the factory had already received
orders for three or four times that number.
The Republic of Maldives accordingly
turned to GATT (General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade), which it had recently
joined to suit the circumstances. The costs
of participating in negotiations in Geneva
and in Washington were likely to exceed the
expected profits, but by what other means
could this tiny country make itself heard by
the international cominunity?

The UN and its Specialized Agencies are
of vital importance to the small States. It is
only right to emphasize this at a time when
they are the butt of criticism. Such forums,
where the small can engage in dialogue on
an equal footing with the great, afford
advantages to both sides. The founding role
of Malta and the active part taken by Fiji in
the United Nations Conference on the Law
of the Sea are a good illustration of the
contribution that small countries can make
to the international community.

One should be wary of the over-optimis-
tic belief that international organizations
can provide small countries with absolute
safeguards. The only stretch of land to have
been literally pulverized by a nuclear

weapon is an islet of the Bikini atoll, which
belongs to a Pacific Trust Territory of the
United Nations. It was blasted out of exist-
ence in 1950 by a nuclear test carried out by
the trustee authority. Moreover, the
maintenance since 1964 of a United Nations
force in Cyprusdid not prevent the partition
of the island in 1975.

In fact, the problem of the effective parti-

. cipation of small States in international in-

stitutions still remains to be solved. The
financial cost involved is high. Goodwill can
help to lighten the burden: since 1983 Aus-
tralia has subventioned an office which is
shared between the missions to the UN of
the Maldives, the Solomon Islands,
Vanuatu and Western Samoa. The perma-
nent missions of Dominica and Saint Lucia
also share their offices. However, human
constraints are equally important. A coun-
try with a small population, which by defini-
tion has a very small number of officials,
finds it difficult to send them to represent it
abroad when they are required to give
priority to managing affairs of state at

home. For a time, the small island countries
were represented, when necessary, by the
diplomats of countries which were friendly
towards them. But nowadays they seem less
inclined to have recourse to this solution.

The States joining Unesco are also be-

coming smaller and smaller. The average
population of the first 16 Member States in
1946 was in those days 59 million inhabi-

tants (11.5 million if one discounts China

and India). The average population of the
16 most recent Member States and Associ-
ate Members—which are the subject of this
issue—is 769,000 inhabitants. This is a wel-
come trend. Joint action and multilateral
negotiations are particularly rewarding for
small States in their efforts to gain a foot-
hold in the international order. Similarly,
international organizations are a useful
means whereby large States can hear what
the small and vulnerable have to say, so that
they may all work together to build a more
reliable, stable and just international order.
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The quest for identity

by Raymond Chasle

Third World on the international

scene has enabled islands to assert
themselves as economically, socially and
geo-climatically distinct. The legitimacy of
their claims is now acknowledged, but they
have by no means won full practical recog-
nition. Furthermore, the specific cultural
characteristics of islands have not yet been
given sufficient consideration.

Most islands have been affected by
changing fortunes and the upheavals of
history. They have been the targets of his-
torical rivalry and of maritime greed on the
part of nations which have sought to exploit
their strategic value or have attempted to
impose trade monopolies.

As regards the people who live on
islands, we are talking in some cases about
human settlements so ancient that they can
be traced back to pre-history or to the ear-
liest historical times. Alternatively, we can
say that settlements are relatively recentin
the case of islands which had no indige-
nous population. Between these two ex-
tremes, there has been an unending flow of
emigrants through the ages. The broad
miscegenation of island peoples, both
biological and cultural, may be traced to
chance encounters at ports of call or to the
deliberate settlement of groups brought in
as slaves.

As stopping-places for expeditions which
were often hostile and bent on plunder, and
as ports of destination for ships whose
holds and steerage had been converted
into “Negro pens”, islands took in the
slaves who had survived disease and ill-

THE emergence of the countries of the

treatment, and with them their skills, know-

ledge, beliefs and dreams.

After the abolition of the maritime slave
trade and the consequent emancipation of
slaves, the need to find substitute labour in
the form of hired workers soon brought
about a return to slavery. Thereatfter, con-
flicts began to break out, sparked by re-
ligious, ethnic, linguistic and legal conten-

tions in the various societies.

The replacement of traditional systems
by new systems of values introduced by
missionanes in the name of Christian
morality caused cultural confrontations and
turmoil. So-called “racist colonial” forms of
prejudice laid the foundations of laws, de-
crees and new institutions which showed
scant respect for local beliefs and value
systems. Initially, all this brought about a

cultural breakdown. Then, by degrees,

islands achieved a vigorous and original
synthesis of their own cultural resources

and those imported from outside.
Traces of original cultures have survived

not only in the sphere of tangible assets
which are, moreover, threatened by

changes, not to say in danger of vanishing
altogether (architecture is a typical exam-

ple), but also in the domain of intangible
values, which neither imported new reli-

gions nor imported models of rational
thought have ever been able to obliterate.

The institutions transplanted by the col-
onizers have been remodelled and restruc-
tured. The languages of ruling powers have

become imbued with Creole imagery. After

whole decades of attempts to write imitative

poetry with crude emotional appeal, the

island poets, whose work has brought the
dream of the islands to fruition, have risen
to the top of their calling and now rank with
the greatest: Aimé Césaire, Nicolas Guil-
Ién, Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo, Malcolm de

Chazal, Saint-John Perse (Nobel Prize for

Literature, 1960), Edward Kamau Braith-

waite, Derek Walcott. Many island poets
have also done much to generate and nur-
ture the growth of social awareness in the
context of the struggle for liberation.

Modern communications and newly-ac-
quired independence have enabled the
Creole-speakers of the islands of the Indian
Ocean and the Caribbean to discover and
recognize linguistic and cultural affinities, to
restore the dignity of the Creole language,
long neglected and dismissed as inferior,
and to emphasize the similarities in the
Creole spoken by populations far distant
from one another and the discrepancies
between the Creole spoken on neighbour-
ing islands.

Encouraging signs indicate that the
populations of islands are becoming more
and more strongly attached to the basic
features on which they pride themselves
and which distinguish them from others;
they have already paid too heavy a tribute
to history to put their identity at risk; they are
not merely preservers but truly creative
crucibles of culture; and they must over-
come the opposition between those willing
to be totally engulfed by the new and those
who cling rigidly to the old—for a third way
is possible. it is possible to cultivate a criti-
cal and lucid receptiveness to external in-
fluences. They are coming to realize that
the dynamic forces of society must stem
from their own cultures and develop out of
their own intrinsic values, so that they can
guide their destiny towards a future that is
not shaped by external pressures. Plur-
alism, ultimately, is the best antidote and
the most effective weapon against the soul-
destroying forces of standardization. m
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