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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

In the aftermath of the World War II, United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) launched an
ambitious campaign to improve access to education and to fight
illiteracy worldwide. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of
1948 had legitimised international action to raise educational and
living standards in the ‘underdeveloped’ areas of the world, many
of which were still under colonial rule. Based on primary archival
material, this article sheds light on UNESCO’s efforts to assess
educational levels in these territories, notably by collecting,
standardising and processing data and statistics. The analysis
shows how the work UNESCO undertook to measure inequalities
contributed to the reappraisal of the economic and social role of
literacy thus laying the foundations of a number of pedagogical
programmes designed for developing countries. The limits of
UNESCO’s global policies are also considered. Against the
background of the Cold War and decolonisation, UNESCO’s
assessment of educational needs in colonial areas raised highly
political problems, which significantly affected the global concern
for the right to education.
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statistics; development;
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Introduction
A few years after the end of the World War II, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) launched an ambitious programme aimed at improving
access to education and combating illiteracy worldwide. Billed as the logical continuation
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Article 26 of which grants all persons
the right to education, this campaign highlighted the deep inequalities that characterised
many countries and regions around the world. It, therefore, fed directly into a vast movement that placed educational expansion in ‘underdeveloped’ countries – many of them
under colonial rule – at the forefront of the concerns of governments and numerous international and non-governmental actors. In 1951, UNESCO sent a team of journalists across
the globe on an assignment to take stock of this ‘great war against ignorance’. Published in
several European and American newspapers, their articles painted an enthusiastic picture
of the efforts undertaken in Asia, Africa and Latin America towards this end. They added
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further credence to the Western public opinion that education had become a global issue,
and that ‘this struggle for knowledge is one of the great stories of our time’ (UNESCO
1953a, 4).
By adopting a historical perspective on UNESCO’s normative and executive action from
1945 to the early 1960s, this article aims to provide an analysis of the emergence, development and inherent limits of global concern with the right to education. Based on
unpublished sources gleaned from international and national archives, it demonstrates
how measuring inequalities placed the issue of access to education and the struggle
against illiteracy at the forefront of an international agenda. For an organisation such as
UNESCO, which at its inception in 1945 set itself the task of working towards ‘the
common interests and aspirations [of a] world community’ (Sathyamurthy 1964, 24), assessing educational levels was an objective of the utmost importance. Its activities in the field
of ‘development aid’ were based on the need to provide quantitative measures for the
progress and limits of education in the most disadvantaged regions of the world (Cussó
2003; Cussó and d’Amico 2005). These comprised some independent countries and
areas under colonial rule. The emergence of a discourse defending the universality of
rights in association with education was thus accompanied in the organisation by a statistical analysis that aimed to develop reliable indicators capable of assessing the effectiveness and the needs of a given country’s educational system (Lawn 2013; Moss and
Goldstein 2014). According to this logic, enrolment rates and estimates of the illiterate
population would constitute indicators of elements that are immeasurable a priori, such
as the ‘rights’ of an individual or the ‘development’ and ‘well-being’ of a society. But
how does one measure or account for the right to education? Why does this notion
feature prominently in quantitative analysis of education provision? What repercussions
does the deployment of measures have on UNESCO’s normative and executive action?
What were the ambiguities and limitations of the policies intended to spread the right
to education in regions of the world that were still under colonial rule?
The context for the discussion comprises the increasing imposition of ‘development
aid’ on the agendas of UN organisations in the period under review (Staples 2006; Maul
2012; Frey, Kunkel, and Unger 2014). Global politics was also marked by Cold War tensions
between the two superpowers (USA and USSR) (Cullather 2010; Ekbladh 2010; SanchezSibony 2014) and the strategies of imperial administrations for modernising colonial territories (Cooper 2004; Hodge, Hödl, and Kopf 2014). Thus, UNESCO’s policies need to be
understood in relation to an ongoing power play. Looking at these closely enable us to
generate a fine-grained interpretation of the mechanisms of the ‘world educational revolution’ (Meyer et al. 1977), namely the dramatic increase in school enrolment that took
place on a global scale between the 1950s and the 1970s (Benavot and Riddle 1988;
Meyer, Ramirez, and Soysal 1992; Benavot, Resnik, and Corrales 2006). Specifically, this
article aims to reappraise and add knowledge to three intertwined issues. First, it examines
the repercussions associated with the measurement of inequalities. These are seen in the
elaboration and circulation of new pedagogical doctrines, particularly in the colonial world
(Bagchi, Fuchs, and Rousmaniere 2014). Second, the analysis provides insights into the
educational component of post-war international development aid policies which has
received little attention by a burgeoning, related historiography (Engerman and Unger
2009; Unger 2010; Speich and Nützenadel 2011; Kott and Droux 2013). Third, the discussion highlights the limitations of multilateral cooperation. Not infrequently, research on
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UNESCO tends to adopt an excessively institutional and theoretical approach (Jones 1988;
Mundy 1998, 1999; Chabbott 2003), underestimating the tensions generated by the Cold
War and the process of decolonisation. Examining the ambiguities of international policies
will therefore allow us to better understand how conflicts that arose between global actors
limited the ‘universal’ scope of the right to education (Dorn and Ghodsee 2012; Duedahl
2016).
This article is organised into three sections. I first trace the work undertaken by UNESCO
on measuring educational inequalities. Data collection and processing as well as establishing international norms in this field legitimised the organisation’s commitment to universality (Sluga 2010). I then examine how this quantitative assessment of inequalities shaped
the policies of UNESCO until the early 1960s and the rise of the national independence
movements. I conclude by analysing the limits of the right to education, and problems
raised by the measurement of educational levels in the colonial world. Imperial administrations were often strongly opposed to UNESCO’s attempts at ‘interfering’ in affairs
that they considered to be the exclusive preserve of their national sovereignty. Fearing
that such attempts could be used to discredit the educational achievements of colonialism, they were reluctant to provide UN organisations with the information and statistics
required by the new instruments established after the World War II for regulating colonial
matters.

Measuring the immeasurable: UNESCO, the right to education, and the
assessment of global inequalities
In 1957, UNESCO published a voluminous monograph entitled World Illiteracy at MidCentury: A Statistical Study. This survey was the fruit of a lengthy process of collecting
and standardising data, and established for the first time an exhaustive review of educational levels attained throughout the world. The results were undeniable: the survey
revealed low rates of school enrolment in many regions – educational levels oftentimes
not extending beyond primary education – as well as the extent to which illiteracy affected
almost 700 million people during the mid-1950s (i.e. 45% of people aged 15 years or
older). This study is particularly detailed. Literacy levels varied considerably according to
the historical, economic, demographic and cultural specificities of the different countries.
Urban–rural differences and gender disparities would later complicate the picture still
further. This phenomenon affected all of the 198 countries included in the study at
varying degrees. But the data indicated that 90% of illiterate people were concentrated
in only 43 countries, mostly in what was called the Third World. Central and Southeast
Asia contained over a third of the number of illiterate adults, with illiteracy rates close
to 80%. Throughout Africa, the number of illiterate adults comprised around 100 million
(i.e. 85–90% of the total adult population). Latin America had approximately 40 million illiterate adults in its population and Southern Europe approximately 20 million. A year after
the publication of this study, UNESCO’s widely read magazine The UNESCO Courier devoted
a special issue to this problem. The extent and gravity of inequalities in education throughout the world were once again foregrounded, using a cartogram. As Figure 1 illustrates,
this ‘geography of illiteracy’ renders as ‘dark zones’ areas of the South that were either
still under colonial rule (most notably in Africa), or newly independent states (generally
in Asia). At a time when tensions generated by the Cold War were evident, another
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Figure 1. The geography of illiteracy at mid-century (UNESCO 1958, 18).

kind of ‘curtain’ thus separated millions of individuals: access to education (UNESCO
1951b).
Illiteracy rates were an obvious sign of denying the right to education, but this cartogram also exemplified a specific type of work that UNESCO had begun in 1945. Indeed,
the measure of global inequalities in education rapidly emerged as one of the young
organisation’s primary goals (Wagner 2011). Many reasons account for this. First,
UNESCO needed to ground its legitimacy as an international actor on its ability to centralise, process and elaborate statistical data on a global scale. To assert itself as an authoritative voice, it had to have at its disposal information that was as complete and
accurate as possible. This distinguished the work of UNESCO from that of other national
and regional actors. Second, the ability to assess global needs and educational levels
allowed UNESCO to expand its sphere of geographic competence and break with the
Euro-centric politics inherited from the ‘intellectual cooperation’ of the interwar period
(Renoliet 1999; Laqua 2011). The reconstruction of European countries, the improvement
of international understanding and the promotion of peace were present in the concerns
of Western delegations that helped to shape UNESCO. But the few delegates from
countries of the South that participated in the founding conference in 1945 insisted
that the fight against ‘educational underdevelopment’ had to be included in the aims
of the new organisation. Thus, the Colombian delegate Jaime Jaramillo-Arango proposed
a ‘world crusade against illiteracy’. The lack of literacy was pronounced ‘one of the greatest
outrages to human dignity’. The Egyptian representative, Abdel Fattah Amr Pasha, made
reference to problems specific to countries of the South ‘such as illiteracy, the primitive
nature of production, the shortage of technicians and the scarcity of educational materials’
(UNESCO 1946, 31). As a result, in 1946, Julian Huxley, the first Director-General of UNESCO,
proposed a ‘world attack against ignorance’, which he justified on the grounds that
‘inequality between the nations with respect to education represents a danger to the
peace of the world, which cannot become One if half of it remains illiterate’ (UNESCO
1947a, 15–16). According to the views of the famous psychologist Jean Piaget, the state
of ‘ignorance’ that was experienced by individuals in numerous countries would also
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work against the development of their personalities and their levels of individual fulfilment
(1949). It would thus constitute a barrier to the democratic ideals articulated for the organisation and prevent achieving mutual understanding between peoples of the world. Lastly,
centralising and processing statistics was seen as essential for UNESCO to promote and
implement its programmes. This activity was essential for evaluating specific projects
and progress or failure of national policies. Accurate data were necessary that allowed
for comparison. The Director of the University Bureau of Statistics of Paris, J. G. Maes, mandated by UNESCO in the 1960s to oversee the establishment of national statistical services
in Asia and Africa, considered efforts towards measuring inequalities as the basis for all
policies intended to promote educational expansion. In his view,
as soon as the principle of education for all is accepted as a goal to be attained in the near
future, the need for planning the development of the school system becomes apparent;
and effective planning cannot be undertaken unless educational statistics are available.
(UNESCO 1959, 2)

For these reasons, UNESCO’s first General Conference in 1946 endowed a statistical
service and authorised, following a US proposal, the publication of an international yearbook of education (UNESCO 1947b, 2). A committee of experts, tasked with of implementing this programme, met in Paris in March 1947. In order to begin collecting information
on the organisation of education, the committee drafted a glossary of key terms and sent
questionnaires to members of UNESCO. Experts encountered a staggering heterogeneity
of information. An ad hoc committee met in Paris in December 1951. Under the supervision of Bangnee A. Liu, head of the UNESCO Statistics Division, 10 specialists were assigned
the task of proposing common definitions and methods of classification, applicable to statistics on illiteracy and education. A study took place of terms to be used, methods of enumeration, sources, means of assessment and the manner in which the results could be
presented. But, the information required by experts was at that time extremely incomplete
and did not easily lend itself to comparison. For instance, the definition chosen for literacy
was ‘the ability [of a given individual] to read and write a simple message in any language
on his everyday life’ (UNESCO 1958, 3). This rather expansive definition had the advantage
of being ‘functional, and (…) compatible with various methods of measurement’ (UNESCO
1956, 4). The specialists indicated that ‘illiterates form solid blocks of population (…) in
most of the non-self-governing territories’ and that, consequently, in regions ‘where the
need for information on illiteracy is greatest, lack of organization and funds may prove
an obstacle to the securing of adequate reports’ (UNESCO 1951a, 1). The first major publication in this field appeared in 1953. Entitled Progress of Literacy in Various Countries and
prepared with assistance from the United Nations Statistical Office, the study included an
analysis of 26 countries based on census data collected since 1900. Even though many
countries in Africa and Asia were included among the case studies, the authors pointed
to difficulties in gathering ‘census data from areas where illiteracy is believed to be still
prevalent’ (UNESCO 1953b, 10). The same problem was raised during the preparation
for the survey on World Illiteracy at Mid-century. International experts were able to
assess illiteracy rates only in 146 of the 198 countries considered. For this reason,
UNESCO organised regional meetings, in Bangkok in 1957 and in Khartoum in 1959, in
an attempt to standardise statistics. There was a need to improve the quality of information in areas that lacked of data, most notably because of the absence of national
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statistical services. UNESCO was trying to address a structural problem, encountering considerable difficulty and achieving poor results. Heyneman (1999) notes this as a ‘sad story’.
However, by the end of the 1950s, experts at UNESCO had their own data at their disposal,
which meant they did not have to rely only on statistics produced by national
governments.
But most importantly, through this process, UNESCO succeeded in rendering visible in
quantifiable form the global concern for inequalities in education between the North and
the South. This was without precedent: never before had such extensive international
attention been given to the state of education in Africa, Asia and Latin America. If one
examines the interwar period, this question did not seem to have arisen. For instance,
the International Bureau of Education (IBE), founded in Geneva in 1925, regularly published statistics on the state of education in the world (Hofstetter and Schneuwly 2013).
But its main focus was basically on Western Europe and North America. In addition, as a
UNESCO official noted in 1957, the IBE’s work during the interwar period was comparable
to a ‘descriptive comparative pedagogy’, which allowed ‘teachers and specialists in the
field to make value judgments and seek out the causes behind the information that is
reported to them’ (UNESCO 1957a, 1). There were only a few exceptions to this trend
making visible issues specific to ‘underdeveloped’ countries. In 1929, illiteracy was the
subject of a session of an IBE organised conference in Geneva held in cooperation with
the World Federation of Education Associations. Missionaries and philanthropists briefly
presented their views on this question, particularly in relation to ‘world problems’ such
as ‘economic efficiency’ and ‘health’.1 A survey devoted to illiteracy was also published
in 1929 by two officials from the US Bureau of Education, James F. Abel and Norman
J. Bond. While acknowledging that the statistics made available to them were ‘very unsatisfactory’, they managed to provide a representation of the global situation. The authors
estimated some 850 million illiterates aged 10 years and older (i.e. 62% of the population).
Despite having access to data concerning Western countries, they advanced hypotheses
exclusively in relation to illiteracy rates in Africa and Asia, which they calculated to be
approximately 90%. In this study, illiteracy is viewed as ‘an indication of a country’s financial and economic status’ (Abel and Bond 1929, 1). This problem is also directly linked to a
country’s school system, given that ‘immediate cause is insufficient and poor school
accommodation or poorly enforced compulsory education laws’ (57).
The link between illiteracy in a given country, the expansion of the school system and
socio-economic development was only briefly mentioned in discussions in the interwar
period. But this prefigured the conceptual framework in which the UNESCO’s subsequent
international activities would evolve. Indeed, this relationship appears as an early indication of the conviction, which would gain ground, that ‘underdevelopment’ required
investment in school infrastructure. Education was here associated with conditions necessary for evaluating living standards and for fostering economic growth. In 1949, UN organisations engaged in ‘development aid’, through the creation of the Expanded Programme
of Technical Assistance (Murphy 2006; Stokke 2009; Webster 2011). Illiteracy was quickly
identified as a symptom of larger problems, such as poverty, poor health and even undernourishment. Experts tasked with studying this issue within different UNESCO committees
concluded the inability to read and write perpetuated a vicious circle:
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The prevalence of illiteracy and the absence of effective systems of compulsory education go
hand in hand with a low level of economic production, a low national income and consequently a low standard of living. Accompanying this condition is usually a high incidence of
disease and child mortality, particularly in tropical and semi-tropical regions, fostered by malnutrition, poor health habits and superstitious beliefs.2

Phillip Jones notes that in the late 1940s there was only a ‘vague optimistic idea’ according
to which education could help break down the ties between poverty, illness, illiteracy and
low productivity (2007, 425). The quantitative assessment of educational needs was thus
aimed at providing a balanced and ‘scientiﬁcally’ founded argument in order to legitimate
this belief, which was entirely congruent with the priorities of the global programme
UNESCO had launched.

Globalising the right to education? From inequalities to new paradigms for
developing countries
The vast enterprise of collecting, standardising and processing statistical data, despite
numerous difficulties and limitations, allowed UNESCO to position itself at the heart of
an array of projects whose aim was to raise living standards in ‘underdeveloped’ countries.
In 1951, UNESCO officially launched a worldwide educational campaign. Primarily focused
on reducing inequalities, the campaign’s objective was to globalise the right to education.
This, however, raised problems. The ‘chasm’ was enormous between the actual state of
education in some regions of the world and the ideal of free, compulsory education for
all (UNESCO 1952b, 7). It could only be bridged gradually and by adopting a long-term
strategy. Moreover, the institutional nature of UNESCO limited its ambitions. The
organisation did not have the personnel or the financial resources needed to launch
major projects autonomously. Phillip Jones notes that ‘its budget did not exceed that of
a medium-sized university’ (2006, 41). Thus, UNESCO’s campaign was based on a strategy
according to which it would position itself as a convergence point for information and a
catalyst for new projects and doctrines. Activities were organised around the development
of an educational approach designed for developing countries, lobbying for free and compulsory education, and technical assistance.
UNESCO initially focused on formulating a pedagogical doctrine adapted to the needs
of ‘underdeveloped’ countries. In 1946, a committee of experts met in Paris. Several
specialists in colonial education participated, including anthropologists Margaret Mead
and Margaret Read, the French Inspector Albert Charton, experts in comparative education
Isaac Kandel and Joseph Lauwerys and well-known missionaries such as Frank Laubach. In
1947, the commission published a landmark document entitled Fundamental Education:
Common Ground for All Peoples, which set out goals and a number of outcomes
planned for UNESCO’s new ‘global field of activity’ (16). A number of expert panels
were convened at UNESCO headquarters assigned with defining the content, functions
and practices of the approach outlined in Fundamental Education. John Bowers, head of
the Fundamental Education Division and himself a former British colonial official, reported
that in 1948 UNESCO had a list of about 400 people with experience in this field (UNESCO
1948, 4). Regional internships were organised in Nanjing and Mexico, followed by assemblies of experts in 1949 in Rio de Janeiro and Mysore, and in 1950 in Montevideo. Information was shared between officials and public servants from several countries. These
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extensive exchanges did not, however, lead to a well-defined universal doctrine. Instead
they gave rise to a holistic and flexible approach to education. The composition of the
expert panels clearly reflected the desire to tap ‘resources in scholarship and practical
activity which include anthropology, psychology – both social and individual – economics
and linguistics’ (UNESCO 1947a, 252). The problem, the meetings concluded, was not
necessarily educational in nature, concerned with difficulties in learning to read and
write. Rather it was economic and social. Fundamental education as an approach endeavours to take into account as part of the fight against illiteracy ‘other elements in education that are essential to health and community life’. It advocates the necessity to
break the ‘vicious cycle of illiteracy, disease and poverty’ and operate ‘as an educational
service of social and economic development’. Oriented towards vocational training,
especially farming, this doctrine proposed to provide a minimum of general education
to children who were unable to receive a primary education and adults who did not
have the opportunity to educate themselves. In other words, it comprised ‘theoretical
and technical knowledge necessary to achieve an adequate standard of living’ (UNESCO
1952a, 1). The concept of fundamental education was thus general enough to be
adapted to the conditions of independent and colonised developing countries, but it
also adopted an undiversified vision of education systems and their politics.
This approach has its roots in a series of surveys that had been conducted in the 1920s
by missionaries and philanthropists (Watras 2015). In this period, educational concepts
were altered in relation to colonial contexts. This change occurred within the context of
the ‘rational’ exploitation and ‘mise en valeur’ of the colonies, especially French and
British imperial domains (Schicho 2014). Consequently, there is some continuity
between the development aid policies adopted after 1945 and the ideas generated by
surveys conducted in Africa between 1922 and 1925 by the Phelps Stokes Fund (Kuster
2007) and in the 1930s by the International Missionary Council (Kallaway 2009). These
studies placed particular emphasis on how teaching methods were adapted to local
needs. They encouraged expanding access to education and the development of a practical curriculum, with a focus on agricultural and technical training for industry. Education
was associated with a discourse on overall improvement of economic and social standards
of life, while nevertheless remaining differentiated along racial lines and continuing to
legitimise relations of domination (Kallaway 2005). As a result, the UNESCO concept of fundamental education exhibits points of convergence with colonial educational concepts,
including a paternalistic and condescending tone (Watras 2007). Research also highlights
problems encountered during the first pilot experiments conducted by UNESCO in 1949,
most notably in the Marbial Valley (Haiti) (Verna 2015). Other studies have shown the limitations of these initiatives, the low level of impact, both short- and medium-term and the
rivalries evident between UN agencies (Jones 1990; Watras 2010). But this programme
needs to be assessed both in relation to different practices of implementation and in
concert with other types of action promoted by UNESCO, namely, normative activities
and technical assistance.
The development of UNESCO’s own educational doctrine was followed by a vast effort
at promoting and disseminating a regulatory framework capable of facilitating the expansion of opportunities for access to education. The World Illiteracy at Mid-century report
showed the effort that was being expended to measure and analyse educational inequalities ‘clearly points to the supreme importance of extending universal primary education
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as the basic approach towards the elimination of illiteracy’ (1957b, 5). Much like fundamental education, the establishment of modern school systems was supposed to accompany a more general increase in living standards. UNESCO’s Director-General, Luther
H. Evans, expressed this idea in very clear terms:
It is my conviction that free and compulsory education is a necessary pre-requisite for the
building up of any nation in the modern world (…). Universal education therefore conceived
as one of the main instruments of raising the standard of living of the people can also be an
effective instrument in the establishment of peace upon this tormented earth.3

In 1951, at the 14th International Conference of Public Education, organised in Geneva
jointly with the IBE, representatives of 49 countries issued a 66-point recommendation that
encouraged the formal introduction of compulsory education and advocated for a substantial period of time in schooling. This recommendation was presented as the first
step in UNESCO’s world campaign.4 UNESCO carried out this normative project in a
more targeted fashion than it had used for fundamental education. It adapted relevant
activities to specific issues endemic to ‘underdeveloped’ territories. Regional conferences
on free and compulsory education were organised in Bombay in 1952, in Cairo in 1955 and
in Lima in 1956. These conferences attracted a wide audience. Their aim was to establish,
in collaboration with governments, plans for future action toward modernising educational systems that took account of the specificities and constraints of each region.
More precisely, they were intended to ‘offer educators a better understanding of the problems surrounding compulsory education in their respective countries, provide a foundation for plans designed to progressively strengthen free and compulsory education’
and succeed in concluding ‘bilateral or multilateral agreements on this issue’.5 Preceded
by preliminary fieldwork and lobbying of education ministers to ensure their participation,
these conferences provided a framework for discussing a variety of issues related to the
modernisation of school systems. These included choice of curriculum, teacher training,
financial and juridical aspects, as well as the contribution of international cooperation concerning technical assistance. Manich Jumsai, a UNESCO official who was dispatched to a
half-dozen Asian countries in order to prepare the conference in Bombay, noted that it
was important that international action be adapted to local conditions, ‘beyond any universal, more or less academic “doctrine”’.6 During the conferences, reference was repeatedly made to the fact that UNESCO was prepared to provide expert missions to those
members requesting this. Any project to develop free and compulsory education and
work with a competent national authority would be strongly supported.
Fundamental education programmes and support for free compulsory education was a
response to UNESCO’s increasing investment in providing material assistance to developing countries. Globalising the right to education implied the establishment, almost ex
nihilo, of school infrastructures, some of which were deficient and others non-existent.
UNESCO had to guarantee funding, provide the necessary materials (paper, furniture, textbooks, etc.) and train the staff needed to ‘rationally’ organise educational expansion and
respond appropriately to the desired increase of enrolment rates. This effort was brought
to fruition through the allocation of grants and the creation of information and training
centres designed to prepare administrators and teachers. The field missions conducted
by experts at UNESCO were illustrative of the changing realities of these international
interventions. Between 1947 and 1968, more than 3000 missions were carried out either
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within the framework of the organisation’s ordinary programme or with funds provided by
the United Nations Expanded Programme of Technical Assistance. UNESCO had access to a
maximum of 15% of these funds during the 1950s.7
Figure 2 shows that the number of missions remained fairly stable throughout the
1950s. The rise of the national independence movements in Africa and the initiation of
more well-funded programmes account for the substantial increase of missions undertaken during the 1960s, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. This growth is also the result
of the accession of new members (increased from 82 in 1958 to 110 in 1962). Between
1949 and 1959, approximately 60% of field missions (or as expressed in absolute
numbers, 614 missions) concerned education. Of these, 25% were devoted to problems
of illiteracy, and included programmes focused on fundamental, adult and agricultural
education. Meeting material needs in the form of audio-visual media, statistics and textbooks occupied 15% of the missions. Latin America was the region with the highest
numbers of interventions, with 191 missions. A ‘major project’ for the extension of
primary education was launched there in 1957. Asia was the second most prioritised
zone of activity. Between 1945 and 1955, many countries in that region became independent and requested technical assistance from UNESCO to develop their educational
systems. A large number of missions were sent to a small number of countries, notably
Thailand (36 missions), Indonesia (18), the Philippines (18) and Ceylon (15). Only 18% of
missions were sent to Africa, the majority to the handful of independent states – such
as Liberia (29), Ethiopia (8) and, beginning in 1951, Libya (39).
This low level of activity in Africa, especially in the Sub-Saharan region, was hardly
benign. It demonstrates that UNESCO’s efforts towards globalising the right to education
met with ambiguities and paradoxes. Indeed, the measurement of educational levels
revealed many political problems. The statistical work initiated by UNESCO highlighted

Figure 2. UNESCO’s field missions on education, 1949–1968, by regions of the world (UNESCO 1986).
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the limits of colonial policies, which were unable to provide an effective response to the
increasing educational demands of colonised people. But international policies, proposed
by UNESCO, clashed with attempts by colonial powers to rethink the role of education in
order to raise living standards and thereby overcome the ‘crisis’ of colonialism (Cooper
2010).

Facing the impenetrable: UNESCO, the colonial world and shifting
meanings of the right to education
By placing inequalities in education as central global concerns, the campaign launched by
UNESCO brought the colonial world into sharp focus. The geography of illiteracy, as
revealed by UNESCO’s work on measuring inequalities, clearly indicated that countries
still under colonial rule were disproportionally affected by ‘educational underdevelopment’. Sub-Saharan Africa was the most striking example. UNESCO’s conceptual, normative and material activities therefore indirectly exerted considerable pressure on
imperial administrations.
Questions surrounding the measurement of education prove useful in revealing the
ambiguities of a conflictual relationship that spanned the whole of the 1950s. In
keeping with the mandate system of the League of Nations (Callahan 2004; Pedersen
2015), which had contributed to ‘internationalising’ the ‘colonial question’, the UN established its own system as early as 1945 for administering and supervising territories placed
under its ‘trusteeship’ (11 colonies, 20 million inhabitants). It was incumbent on the powers
that were intended to administer the former possessions of the states defeated during the
World War 1 and the World War II – most of which were located in Africa – to fulfil the
‘sacred trust’ of promoting the prosperity and addressing the political aspirations of
their inhabitants (Douglas, Callahan, and Bishop 2006). The promotion of education in
these territories, or some years later the very introduction of a ‘system of universal education without exception or discrimination’ (UN 1948, 88), was clearly referred to in the
UN Charter. Regarding other ‘Non-Self-Governing Territories’, an ad hoc Committee was
established in 1946, which, three years later, would be called the Committee on Information from Non-Self-Governing Territories, half of whose members were representatives
of the administering powers and half of whom were elected by the UN. The Committee’s
role was to review the information and statistics that metropolitan governments had to
submit to the UN regarding economic, social and educational conditions in the colonies.
UNESCO’s obligations in this regard were twofold: firstly, it had to disclose to the administering powers ‘full information on measures for suppressing illiteracy which could be
applied with satisfactory results in Non-Self-Governing Territories’. Secondly, it had to
relay to the UN ‘an account of these measures and of the extent to which its services in
campaigns against illiteracy have been provided for any of the Non-Self-Governing Territories at the request of the members concerned’.8
Emboldened by its steadily maturing expertise, UNESCO thus found itself equipped
with the legal means for monitoring different measures put forward to combat illiteracy
and establish education in colonial territories. This form of international supervision was
undoubtedly ‘more ideological than concrete’ (Gaudant 1990, 94). Indeed, the colonial
representatives were careful that ‘this information be merely related as such, that is, in
no case should it be the object of criticism, or lead to the adoption of recommendations
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or resolutions’.9 However, the educational achievements of colonialism fell short of the
mark. The information that UNESCO acquired using methods linked to these Committee
was the topic of annual reports. It thus became evident that the colonies had much
work to do before attaining the goals outlined through the right to education. The administering powers unofficially recognised this. For example, the Belgian official,
F. Vanderborre, revealed in a confidential letter addressed to UNESCO’s Director-General
that ‘it [was] impossible to predict when primary education [would] be made compulsory’.10 While reviewing the various articles of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, an official of the Ministry of Overseas France could not help but admit that, in
the field of education, ‘we should take note of a rather sizable disparity between certain
realities and the principles that we abide by’. 11
The UN system of control triggered a response by the colonial powers. The obligation to
provide information and statistics on the economic, social, political and educational status
of ‘Non-Self-Governing’ territories led to criticisms and even outright attacks. The head of
the Service des Affaires Sociales d’Outre-mer, G. Dulphy, noted, that the Committee on Information was ‘irreducibly divided’ and that the debates at its core were ‘polluted by partisanship’.12 The USSR presented itself as ‘the champion of the colonial peoples of the world’.13
The USA found in the opposition to colonial powers a means of expanding its economic
and strategic influence. UNESCO was itself aware that educational problems of the kind
encountered in the colonies were ‘extremely complex and delicate’, in so far as they constituted an essential aspect of the ‘political development of every people’. Therefore,
Antonio Cortesao, chief of the Division of Non-Self-Governing Territories, placed great
emphasis on the need ‘to avoid being dragged toward the dangerous quicksands of politics’.14 This, however, did not prove easy. These precautionary measures did not, for
example, keep him from being the object of violent attacks by delegates of the colonial
powers to UN bodies. In 1949, the French representative at the Trusteeship Council
wrote to his supervisor in order to inform him of the UNESCO official in question’s complete
ignorance of the ‘African milieu’. More specifically, he denounced ‘his somewhat disdainful
attitude toward the achievements of the said powers’ and the fact that the organisation
that he represented ascribed from the outset to ‘the erroneous concept (…) that illiteracy
in the territories placed under French rule should be assumed de facto and that the French
achievements in the educational domain are hardly noteworthy’. 15
In order to compensate for what they perceived as interference in their internal affairs,
the colonial powers joined forces. Several meetings between representatives of the
French, Belgian and British ministries of colonies were organised between 1947 and
1949. A coordinated response strategy was outlined during these meetings in order to
address the alleged ‘anti-colonialism’ of UN organisations, as well as in order to counteract
the influence of rival powers in Africa. Education was one of the central issues discussed. It
was during an informal meeting held in London in May 1950 that colonial governments
decided they would only provide the UN with ‘the minimum required information’16 on
this topic in order to limit its potential for harm. The experts at UNESCO could not help
but take note of the nature of the information and statistics sent to them. These were
often very general or sparingly conveyed by imperial administrations. A 1949 report on
the educational situation in the six colonies that were under the trusteeship of the UN
in Africa notes:
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During the year 1949, considerable educational progress is noticeable in all the Trust
Territories. […] These remarks about educational progress have unfortunately to be put in
somewhat general terms. One would have liked to expand on them, but the method of reporting – vague in many respects, gives little chance of serious study of the progress achieved as of
the problems that have to be faced.17

The colonial powers’ general mistrust was also reflected in systematic opposition to any
action undertaken by UNESCO in Africa. In 1949, when the organisation launched a global
network of fundamental education centres, France and Britain made a formal veto against
the inclusion of Sub-Saharan Africa. Despite UNESCO’s initial ambitions, which included
establishing six centres worldwide and training 5000 ‘fundamental education specialists’,
only two institutions came into being (UNESCO 1951c, 6). In 1951, these were established
in Egypt (for Arab countries) and Mexico (for Latin America). Any efforts at organising a
research internship or a seminar of experts on issues related to fundamental education
and illiteracy were also very often halted. Plans in 1955 to hold an African regional conference on free and compulsory education, modelled on the conferences held in Asia, Latin
America and the Middle East, were initially delayed to 1957, and later abandoned
altogether. If UNESCO managed to integrate some British experiences with fundamental
education into its system of ‘associated enterprises’, most notably in Nigeria, Northern
Rhodesia and Gold Coast, it was also confronted with the decisive refusal to engage
with this approach by the French Portuguese and Belgian administrations. The fact that
a few British colonies – such as Sierra Leone, Gold Coast and Nigeria – were designated
‘associate members’ between 1954 and 1956 did not significantly expand UNESCO’s
level of engagement in that region.
This opposition did not mean that the colonial powers maintained an exclusively defensive posture. On the one hand, they intensified mutual cooperation (Kent 1992). A special
body, the Commission for Technical Cooperation in Africa South of the Sahara, was created
in 1950 and officially established in 1954. It comprised representatives of France, Great
Britain, Belgium, Portugal, the South African Union and the Federation of Rhodesia and
Nyasaland. This intercolonial institution was founded in order to coordinate the activities
of colonial powers in areas such as health, medicine, social policy and education and was
explicitly designed to prevent the intrusion of international organisations in Africa (Bonnecase 2011; Pearson-Patel 2015). On the other hand, the colonial powers launched extensive enrolment plans, campaigns against illiteracy and ‘autonomous’ projects on
fundamental education (UNESCO 1954). In a confidential note addressed to the Director
of Political Affairs of the Ministry of Overseas France in March 1949, this action was
deemed a necessary step to avoiding international criticism.
A project for the construction of school buildings as well as for the training of indigenous
teaching personnel must therefore be pursued (…). If, indeed, we fail to direct all our undivided attention toward this matter, we should be fearful that organizations or other international institutions would rapidly seek to supplement our deficiency.18

Closely guarded by the colonial powers, Africa thus remained relatively excluded from
UNESCO’s campaign to globalise the right to education. It was not until the late 1950s and
the acceleration of the process of decolonisation that UNESCO began to invest in the continent. The colonial wall began to crack in 1959, when the General Conference requested
the establishment of a major survey on the educational needs of Sub-Saharan Africa.19 The
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experts at UNESCO were dispatched to several countries to gather as much information as
possible. Despite the spectacular progress in education experienced throughout the
1950s, a number of problems persisted. The wave of decolonisation in 1960–1961 and
the requests made on behalf of the independent states placed new demands on
UNESCO and international organisations. They had to provide not only experts, but also
enormous material and, perhaps more urgently, financial support. Assessing these
needs was only the first step. The period of independences thus marked a new era in
the direction of international educational policies. As part of the ‘Development Decade’,
such policies were oriented toward ambitious plans for the long-term expansion of education, in keeping with the Karachi Plan for Asia in 1960 and the Addis Ababa Plan for
Africa in 1961 (Labé et al. 2013).

Conclusion
Today, ‘education for all’ still remains one of the priorities of the international agenda, and
the right to education is discussed in global forums almost daily. As a result, the debates of
the 1950s only established the initial basis for politics that would persist throughout the
second half of the twentieth century (Jones and Coleman 2005; Unterhalter 2014). The
post-war period, however, was of particular interest in that it foregrounded the problem
of education in developing countries as being crucial in relation to the complex geopolitical issues of the Cold War (Westad 2007). As one component of an index of economic and
social ‘underdevelopment’, education can also serve as a form of political leverage, challenging certain outcomes of colonialism. In this context, evaluating inequalities was vital
and UNESCO rapidly established itself as a major actor in this regard. In the late 1940s,
however, international experts were quite uncertain about what and how to measure,
but very clear about why they wanted to measure. In the 1950s, the entanglement with
colonial powers meant that the subject of ‘what to measure’ became highly political.
Although based on a statistical and ‘objective’ analysis, the campaigns launched by
UNESCO displayed several ambiguities. At the global level, it adapted to varying geopolitical and strategic contexts. Political entanglements placed the issue of the right to education (and its measurement) at the heart of conflicts and tensions generated by both
the Cold War and the process of decolonisation. Excluded from efforts at evaluating
needs, many parts of the world remained relatively impervious to international action. It
is in this sense that we must consider the question of the ‘immeasurability’ of the ‘universal’ right to education. Despite the fact that it was, during this period, primarily associated
with the quantitative increase in enrolment and a reduction in the number of illiterate
people, and despite the ostensible consensus that crystalised around it, the right to education as an ideal was far from shared. It remained a vague and malleable concept, and
therefore demonstrates that the history of ‘great causes’ belies the limitations specific
to an all too often idealised multilateralism.

Notes
1. Archives of the International Bureau of Education (AIBE, Geneva). C.5.2.300-304, Box 275. Third
Congress of the WFEA.
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2. UNESCO Archives (AUNESCO, Paris). 379.23 (5-12) A 06 “52”. Part VIII. UNESCO Regional Conference on Free and Compulsory Education-South East Asia. Conseil exécutif, Trente-troisième
session, Rapport de la Conférence régionale sur l’enseignement gratuit et obligatoire en Asie
du Sud et dans le Pacifique, Bombay, du 12 au 22 décembre 1952, Paris, 11 mars 1953.
3. AUNESCO. UNESCO Conférence on Free and Compulsory Education-Arab States 1954 379.23
(-927) A 06 “54”. Part IV from 15/XII/54. Message of Dr Luther H. Evans (1954).
4. AIBE. A2/1/1253-/340. Boîte 52. 14th ICPI. Letter of Jean Piaget to Torres Bodet, 16 avril 1951.
5. AUNESCO. 379.23. Compulsory Education-General. Suite de l’action entreprise en faveur de
l’enseignement obligatoire, universel et gratuit (Jaime Torres Bodet), 2 novembre 1951.
6. AUNESCO. 379.23 (5-12) A 06 “52 ”. Part VI 15/XI/52 to15/12/52. Regional Conference on Free
and Compulsory Education-South East Asia. Letter from John Taylor to Elvin, 28 October 1952.
7. AUNESCO. AG 8/3 TA. List of Technical Assistance Activities, 1950–1960.
8. AUNESCO. Literacy in Non-Self Governing Territories 379.2 (5). Examen des résolutions adoptées par l’Assemblée générale des Nations Unies sur l’enseignement dans les territoires non
autonomes.
9. National Archives of the Overseas (ANOM, Aix-en-Provence). Ministère des Colonies. Direction
des Affaires politiques. Relations avec la SDN puis l’ONU. Affaires générales. FM 1affpol/2225.
Confidentiel. Comité des renseignements relatifs aux territoires non autonomes, 6ème session,
22 juin 1955.
10. AUNESCO. Compulsory Education-General 379.23. Letter from F. Vanderborre to the General
Director of UNESCO, 22 mai 1953.
11. ANOM. Ministère des Colonies. Direction des Affaires politiques. Madagascar et Comores.
Affaires diplomatiques. FM 1Affpol/2137. Note pour Monsieur le Chef du 3ème Bureau.
Objet. Déclaration des droits de l’homme, 25 février 1949.
12. National Archives (AN, Paris). Services communs à la santé et au travail: division des relations
internationales. Rapports avec les organismes internationaux, 19760149/96. Compte rendu du
Chef du Service des Affaires Sociales d’Outre-mer (G. Dulphy) sur sa participation aux travaux
du Comités des renseignements concernant les Territoires non Autonomes (30 octobre 1952).
13. Foreign Relations of the United States. 1950. Volume V. CFM Files: Lot M-88: FMD Papers.
[Document 845]. Policy Paper Prepared by the Bureau of Near Eastern, South Asian, and
African Affairs, Washington, 18 April, 1950.
14. AUNESCO. Territories-Non Self Governing-UN-Trusteeship Council. 325.44 UN/A 02/55. Speech by
A. Cortesao, Non Self Governing Territories ad hoc Committee, 5th meeting, 2 September 1947.
15. ANOM. Ministère des Colonies. Direction des Affaires politiques. Relations internationales. FR
ANOM 61COL1389 (bis). Confidentiel. Note pour Monsieur le Directeur des Affaires Politiques,
3 mars 1949.
16. ANOM. Ministère des Colonies. Direction des Affaires politiques. Relations avec la SDN puis
l’ONU. Affaires générales. FM 1affpol/2225. Très Secret. Compte rendu des discussions officieuses intervenues entre les représentants britanniques et français au sujet du Comité
spécial pour l’examen des renseignements sur les territoires “ non-autonomes au Colonial
Office, Londres, 12 mai 1950.
17. AUNESCO. Literacy in Non-Self Governing Territories 379.2 (5). Observations sur les rapports
relatifs à l’administration des six territoires africains sous tutelle pendant l’année 1949.
18. ANOM. Ministère des Colonies. Direction des Affaires politiques. Relations internationales. FR
ANOM 61COL1389 (bis). Confidentiel. Note pour Monsieur le Directeur des Affaires Politiques,
3 mars 1949.
19. AUNESCO. Regional Programme of General Education in Africa. 37 (6) A 06(63) "60′′ TA. 1960.
Rapport provisoire sur les besoins de l’Afrique tropicale dans le domaine de l’enseignement du
premier et du second degré, 6 janvier 1960.
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