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If you work in an international organisation made up of people of many nationalities, 

you become even more sharply aware of the power of known cultural habits, the 

power of that invisible fabric which helps national societies to hold together. I am at 

present working at the Paris Headquarters of Unesco, the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organisation, and on this occasion I will be drawing on my 

experiences there. Such organisations are non-cultures. Of course, they have qualities 

which allow them to be called sub-cultures in the sociologist’s sense: but to start on 

that trail too soon is to miss the chance to make useful distinctions. Sometimes one 

wishes one could rescue the phrase ‘rootless cosmopolitanism’ from being a term of 

parochial abuse: used neutrally, it would quite well describe the sort of society we live 

in, professionally. There are both gains and losses. Even more than when you are 

living in a national culture not your own, there is hardly anything you can ‘take for 

granted’, and you very often feel quite compass-less. You learn a lot about 

disorientation, new kinds of fear, and especially about your own weaknesses under 

unaccustomed stresses, in environments without signposts; you also learn a lot about 

the strengths in other men, whatever their nationalities or backgrounds.  

 

It will be best to start with the difficulties of language, written and spoken, the 

addiction of international organisations to what Edmund Wilson called ‘this pompous, 

polysyllabic and relentlessly abstract style’. All the epithets apply, and though I am 

going to try to explain why some of them arise, the majority, are unjustifiable. In all 

large organisations there are verbal fashions, especially in professions with 

intellectual or artistic features. Think of the popularity of ‘on-going’ among Western 

social scientists today. ‘Viable’ had a similar vogue in the BBC a few years ago: ‘I 

think that should make a viable programme,’ they used to say.  

 

As far as the United Nations system of agencies is concerned, a kind of unresonant 

jargon is likely to appear because many people are using a language not their own, for 

thoughts not their own—for the ‘higher executive’ expression of the intentions of a 

large group of differing governments, trying for once to reach a common intellectual 

accord. It tolls like a knell, sometimes: ‘The exercise was observed with approbation 

because it afforded an opportunity from a high level in the organisation for a positive 

content input.’ And there are even sadder flights from plain language, sadder because 

they are flights from hard meanings. That there is no objection by his country to the 

employment of a certain man by the organisation becomes: ‘A favourable advisory 

determination has been received.’ In short, he has been politically cleared. I find it 

hard to believe that anyone uses such deodorised terminology straight, as though it 

were the simplest, most direct and intelligible, way of saying what YOU mean. Nor 

can I bring myself to think it was seriously expected to deceive anybody; and though 

it is verging on the sinister, it seems to me a long way from 1984, from ‘liquidated’ 

and all the rest. It seems—or maybe I’m just being hopeful—a mongrel, half out of 
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routine, pompous governmental jargon, half out of plain embarrassment. So it joins 

hands on one side with the gobbledygook some governments still think is suitable 

formal expression, a sort of verbal morning-dress, and on the other with the 

undertakers’ range of clichés to avoid ever saying: ‘He is dead.’  

 

This extraordinarily elaborate, abstracted style (yet one full of dead metaphors) soon 

becomes an organisational litany. Look at this and notice how much the prose creates 

a world of its own, in which thought is castrated by conventionalised phrasing. The 

prose moves-or oozes—from one dead phrase to another. It’s like hopping on paving-

stones across a sluggish river. The paving-stones are in italics:  

 

As two thirds of the world’s population are lagging behind in the fight to secure their 

efficient co-operation towards possible social, economic and cultural welfare targets, 

the paramount importance of the human factor in the development of these countries 

and its promotion in all possible ways is being increasingly recognised as a primary 

goal in the organisation’s action in favour of education, science and culture. In the 

present project great importance will, therefore, be attached to the implementation of 

research and studies aimed at exploring the high relevance of strategies of public 

policy in seeking developmental goals and the significance to these of behaviouristic 

motivations and innovative patterns in different societal settings.  

 

That is from a pastiche created by a colleague of mine—no, a patchwork or 

compilation, since all the phrases have been used in agency documents, and so are 

true to their spirit. After those early paragraphs it goes sliding along from stone to 

stone in its all too predictable way: it is like being beaten slowly into insensibility 

with cotton-wool. Redundancy, lack of clarity, circumlocution have become defensive 

routines. The pseudo-technical, impersonal jargon is chiefly protective.  

 

There are almost as many styles in speech-making as there are nations, but on the 

whole the more polite and flowery, the more elaborately guarded styles win. When in 

doubt, use more and more formal politenesses. In a world in which everyone is a 

‘distinguished delegate’ it is less likely that anyone will act abominably rudely and 

put his foot through the drum. There is some sense in this. National styles do differ 

and are easily misunderstood. So irony— and especially the throwaway, self-mocking 

Anglo-Saxon kind—does not travel well. And gestures are certainly not international 

currency, except for those few, obvious, learned items of gestural lingua franca such 

as the handshake.  

 

So there is a pressure in international organisations to find a form of language which, 

though its users hope it says what has to be said, avoids unnecessary incidents, 

insoluble problems, time-wasting arguments, accusations of bias. Over one hundred 

and twenty nations have over one hundred and twenty different styles. The pressure to 

find an ‘esperanto style’, one that hasn’t too many unmanageable and unpredicted 

reverberations, is strong. The need to find something like a universal, uniform, 

accepted tone is part of the need to keep the inevitable political stresses within 

manageable bounds, so that the work of the organisation in pursuing its non-political 

and formally-shared ideals can go on. Woolliness has sometimes to be resorted to so 

as to help keep the organisation still talking, still getting some good things done. The 

direct and concrete in speech and writing at the wrong time, abrupt, unlubricated 

gestures which might be misunderstood by people of a different nationality from the 
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speaker—such habits, thoughtlessly practised, may widen cracks in the fabric. There 

is a great deal of room for improvement in United Nations prose, an enormous 

amount of room. But I’m saying that the vagueness and, pussy-footing are sometimes 

a reflection of the pressures under which such an organisation works, and apparently 

must work; and an attempt not to increase those pressures.  

 

The pressures on language reflect the stresses in relationships: between the member 

states of international organisations, between representatives of member states and 

what is called ‘the Secretariat’ (the full-time officials), and among the officials 

themselves. Such pressures are inherent in the nature of the organisations. Everyone 

says on every suitable occasion: ‘If the UN agencies didn’t exist we would have to 

invent them.’ That’s probably true. But in any organisation, anywhere, that phrase 

tends to be used when participants are even more than usually aware of the enormous 

nervous cost of maintaining it, and find themselves driven onto their uppers before 

they come up with—if they do manage to come up with—a final, in. escapable 

justification.  

 

In their public appearances, the representatives of member states tend to take up—

sometimes apparently unconsciously, sometimes with obvious histrionic relish and 

slightly larger than life—the roles they think expected of them. They tend to play up 

to their own nation’s stereotypes in the eyes of foreigners; or, trickier, try to embody 

their nation’s own image of itself and project it towards other nations, in the hope they 

will accept it. In any long debate the mixture of competing and contrasting signals 

makes a rich, self-orchestrating symphony. The English are as likely as not to open 

their intervention with a half- serious, half-self-mocking—after all, they don’t really 

believe they are as plain as they’re making out—’ Of course, to plain chaps like me . . 

.‘ Spanish speakers from Latin America use such elaborate rhetoric that the whole 

performance seems unconsciously designed to show that even a language whose 

rhetoric is highly developed in its dramatic native land has—like the church 

architecture—been given yet more superbly baroque qualities after it has been 

transplanted and employed for a few centuries in the even more dramatic air and 

landscape of the Andes.  

 

These are among the more playful levels - of exchange. At a serious, workaday level 

one is struck, more than by anything else, by the formality of this kind of diplomatic 

life. The necessary formality. It would become unbearable if it were really meant, 

personally.  

 

 

Diplomatic Manoeuvres  

From outside, diplomatic manoeuvres always seem comical. They often seem that 

way from the inside too—sometimes even more so. But some also seem unavoidable, 

the only manner of proceeding. The duty of national officials is to carry out as fully as 

they can the briefs given to them by their governments. In this sense a diplomat’s duty 

is not to the disinterested search for ‘truth’. It is for others to hold that ring, or to find 

it from the movement and tension between competing briefs, each of them single-

mindedly pursued. Some diplomatics are as much of a pain-in-the-neck as any self-

involved and over- insistent individual is. But even imaginative and fair-minded 

diplomats argue their briefs hard.  
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No doubt many of them find parts of their work painful, and even hard on their 

consciences—which is why most of us say we would find it impossible to be national 

diplomats. But that is easy to say and doesn’t increase our understanding. For most 

diplomats the formality, the formal theatrical styles, of diplomatic life are a saving 

process; and they also preserve the possibility of personal relationships with others 

outside official business. They know the modes and they expect their hearers to know 

them. They are not much deceived in themselves and would be startled if their hearers 

were. So on the whole things are saved: though one is bound to wonder how long that 

kind of thing can go on before you lose the sense that there is a real self inside. The 

staff of the organisation, too, must learn to care and not to care. For them it is on the 

whole easier and not so risky to the conscience. They are trying to keep a balance, and 

an open area. They are not promoters of a line but servants of an idea on behalf of the 

organisation’s governors.  

 

In such circumstances they too need to learn certain formal movements, because those 

movements are understood and speedy. Which is not at all to say that when a stand 

has to be made on some clear issue of principle one is without means. Such moments 

do occur, and one can then be plain, unadorned and absolutely firm. For other 

occasions, one learns the useful conventions.  

 

Sometimes there can be a sort of beauty, the effect of an elegant dance, about such 

movements. I remember once having to take formal notice as Acting Director-General 

of Unesco of an important and grave announcement, on behalf of his government, 

from an ambassador. Everyone involved played his necessary part. The notice was 

given in the terms required, the elements of the response had been considered 

beforehand and were given in exact terms too; and the meeting ended after only a few 

minutes, with hardly a redundant syllable. It had to be like that.  

 

Then a strange thing happened. The ambassador relaxed, his face and indeed his 

whole physical appearance changed, as though his body had been brushed over by a 

light breeze. He turned, shook hands with us all and made a few personal remarks: he 

knew most of the people there as individuals, and they knew and liked him, as a 

person. The change, the lift in the atmosphere, was remarkable. And so, quite quickly, 

he left the room. I was intrigued by the whole operation and had a strong sense of 

having been there before. Where else was it that one had felt the atmosphere change 

so suddenly, from that of a necessary, set, public ritual to an unprescribed humanity? 

After a while I remembered, and cracked out laughing. It was a certain moment after a 

working-class funeral in the North, not long after you are back in the house from the 

cemetery, and the tea and sandwiches have been passed round. There too the 

atmosphere suddenly changes, lifts. People begin to talk about family things, about 

what each of them— and others not present—are doing now. The analogy with the 

diplomatic occasion is only exact at some points. The working- class funeral is much 

more complex than the diplomatic event. But there are clear similarities.  

 

In the nature of their jobs, staff members of international organisations themselves 

have special problems of relationships. They are, to begin with, uprooted from more 

than a hundred different national cultures and living, most of them, in a foreign 

culture, perhaps a very foreign culture indeed. Or, if it is argued. that they do not ‘live 

in’ the culture of their organisation’s host country (but if they have children that is 

difficult to avoid), let us say they are living within an international group or 
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professional sub-culture which doesn’t express the national style of any one of them. 

Some may, as the years go by, find it difficult to think of going back ‘home’: their 

children or wives have thoroughly settled in the once foreign environment; their 

salaries are much higher than they could hope to get at home; their home towns or 

capital cities from this distance look unbearably provincial or fiat; some may know 

they cannot go home—to a new government which has taken power since they left—

and be likely to remain out of prison or highly uncomfortable exile in a far province.  

 

So the nervous cost of this kind of work varies enormously according to where you 

come from. For almost all members of the staff it is a complex situation and it can 

produce a whole range of unpleasant practices, such as excessive visa-hunting (that’s 

making doubly sure that someone above you has initialled all your items of work so 

that, in case of unpleasant repercussions, the buck has been passed); or the self- 

congratulatory inflation of reports after missions abroad; or the great battery of don’t-

rock-the-boat, noli me tangere attitudes which show themselves, as typically as 

anywhere, in the tendency to write excessively adulatory, or at least excessively 

guarded and on-the-one-hand-on-the-other, performance reports on subordinates, or in 

the all-pervading marsh-gas of gossip about everything under the sun, but most often 

about sexual peccadilloes or petty peculation (neither of which are anything like as 

common as the gossip implies), or in the difficulty of making jokes, other than in the 

bosom of one’s family, about any aspect of the organisation—since almost all jokes 

might be regarded as an implied criticism of someone, somewhere, in the apparatus. 

Above all’, you soon learn to stop making cracks at cocktail parties, even though they 

may not be cracks about particular people and may be pretty well on the mark, Un- 

malicious and quite funny. You stop after you have noticed that at such moments a 

shutter or film is likely to come over the face of your listener, a trapped look. You 

have put him in a spot he didn’t wish to be in. He doesn’t want that kind of 

relationship. He takes a quick look round, for an escape route or simply to gain time 

so as to avoid having to react directly to the joke. To do so might seem to imply 

agreement to a criticism, or commitment to a point of view. These are among the 

costs of living in a hothouse community which can assume little, which has few 

automatic habits and assumptions, which can take very little for granted.  

 

 

Tiresiases  

In one’s day-to-day relations with other members of the staff there are difficult 

problems of tone to be negotiated. One’s first shock is realising what a big job lies 

ahead in trying to understand and to be understood other than thinly, how much one’s 

own culture’s ways of making contact are not necessarily transferable. Even more, 

how closed our previous world has been, even within our own culture. British 

academics do not much meet British businessmen; arts academics do - not greatly mix 

with medicals. We find for ourselves and then help to sustain, within our national 

culture, that smaller society whose signals we learn intimately. We join it and close 

the door after us. So to join a large international organisation is doubly unsettling: it 

severs you from particular cultural signals and it pitches you in with new types of 

people and types of mind, scientists, lawyers, politicians, journalists, technicians 

and—most unusual of all—high- level manipulators, tough, shrewd, effective but with 

little regard for principle as an overriding consideration.  
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Many of the stresses I have described are met in too much of a self-preserving way, 

and I don’t underestimate the fact that many people bend badly under the pressures. 

Still, when that has been admitted, one remembers other things: that those defensive 

reactions arise as often as not from the exceptional painfulness of making some 

critical decisions in such an environment. Where so many are so cut off, it can be 

exceptionally difficult to make certain decisions about members of staff: in a settled 

environment they would be, though still painful, more easily borne. One remembers 

also that the big pressures sometimes meet heroic responses. I am not thinking now of 

direct political pressures. I mean, for one thing, the stress that can be put upon an 

intelligent and sensitive and honest Asian, deeply committed to his own culture but 

also committed to the ideals for which the organisation stands, who sees his wife and 

children becoming steadily more Westernised, and feels himself inevitably getting out 

of touch with his own roots— which may mean losing his sense of a different rhythm 

of life from that which the West offers, a rhythm he feels in his bones is nearer the 

truth. To face such a strain on the conscience from the contrasting pulls of your new 

international profession and your duty to your homeland is to risk a profound personal 

disorientation. You need only watch one good man facing that dilemma to realise 

afresh its force and depth, and to admire again what a good man can be and stand for.  

 

Then one remembers another submerged, unlegislated role of the full-time staff which 

I’ve hinted at already: one not much talked about, but its trickiness the staff have to 

recognise so as to do their proper job. This is an extension of their duty to help their 

ruling bodies keep the dialogue open, to avoid unnecessary cracks in the fabric which, 

if they widened, could cause a breakdown. Here, as so often, the staff have a double 

role. They have to be neutral, disinterested, keeping open for others the areas for 

useful negotiation: they can also find themselves pushed into a more positive role 

because they have occasionally to act as counterweights. The organisation embodies 

the idea that national states will pay their homage and their dues to the intellect and 

the imagination above national considerations, to certain values and standards outside 

particular national needs. It is a remarkable ideal, and it is remarkable that it still 

works at all. But it is necessarily always under pressure. because, as I’ve already said, 

member states are political organisms and their Ministries, including those which deal 

with international organisations, are more concerned for the national interest than with 

maintaining agreed absolute standards for the intellectual and imaginative life.  Mind, 

they vary a lot in the degree to which they push the national interest: some are blatant. 

There is a built-in loss of efficiency in executing the programmes of international 

organisations. A great deal of effort has to be diverted into insuring against objections 

from any one of a hundred and twenty-odd member states, on the grounds that one of 

their gods has been insulted.  

 

Their peculiar position leads members of the staff, in the very effort to maintain 

neutrality so that the job can be done, towards sometimes becoming the keepers of the 

organisation’s conscience. Not all of them, I should say. Some members of staff don’t 

try to be international civil servants: on any important issue they work for their own -

countries. Overdone, this conscience-keeping would be bad for both the organisation 

and the staff (since many of them joined the organisation precisely because they do 

believe in its ideals, they need to be particularly well-disciplined here). Still, the staff 

have from time to time to hold the line until member states have got back to an even 

keel among themselves. Also, it has to be done so that the respect of the international 

intellectual world, a different entity from the grouping of member states but crucial to 
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an institution such as Unesco, is retained. That respect is easily lost, and once lost 

would have taken with it the organisation’s chief claim to distinction and 

distinctiveness. If you are involved with questions of peace, of human rights, of 

education, of the intellectual and artistic life in general, you have got to be seen to be, 

at least more often than not both competent and free. At what point, the crucial 

question recurs, does ‘accommodation’, made so as to keep the organisation afloat 

and still talking, become a fatal letting-go of those very intellectual ideals which the 

organisation was set up to exemplify and serve.  

 

In this respect there is an interesting feature of such organisations—I mean 

organisations which have these two characteristics in common apart from being big: 

that they have to do with intellectual and artistic matters, and that they, are exposed to 

political forces. This feature is the existence inside the organisations themselves of an 

assumed moral litmus paper—a group of people felt to be free from the pressures of 

ideologies but shrewd, the highly-skilled practitioners of a difficult mystery. Onto 

such a group there tends to be fathered the job of judging how well the organisation is 

living up to its own high purposes. They are regarded as the godlike but shrewd 

communal eye within, the trapped spectators. That they are technicians is felt to 

ensure that their judgments will be not only intelligent but honest. They are straight 

men: they have stayed out of the main rat race. In large international organisations 

this role is given to the interpreters who sit in their glass-fronted sound-proof boxes 

hour after hour and day after day, interpreting unemotionally whatever comes up 

through the wires from the debating floor. ‘Even the interpreters were impressed’ is 

one of the highest forms of praise about a speaker. It is felt to be not simply praise for 

skill or virtuosity: it suggests that, since the interpreters are assumed to be unerringly 

able to recognise humbug when they see it, they are impressed only by virtues proper 

to the place and its ideals. The translators, who are not even seen behind glass but 

work wholly in the background, are felt to have similar powers.  

 

Much the same role is played by the sound engineers in radio and the cameramen in 

television, and is expressed in such phrases as ‘even the engineers were listening 

hard,’ or, the best test for a television comedy show, ‘even the cameramen were 

laughing.’ The cameramen and the engineers, like the interpreters, might well, after 

all, have been bored stiff: the implication is that they usually are, even though they go 

n turning in a good professional job; they have to look and listen for hours on end 

without making any personal interventions; they are the Tiresiases of the 

organisations, who foresee and suffer all. If they, then, are impressed by a certain 

performance, who else could fail to be? Of course, there is something ritualistic and 

mythical about these attributions: they tell you much more about the pressures within 

the institutions which engender the myths than about the critical abilities of sound 

engineers or cameramen or interpreters, shrewd though they all may be.  

 

The stresses of working in an international organisation come, I’ve argued, partly 

from the delicacy of your relations to member states, but, more deeply, from the 

difficulty of making contact in a context which has no cultural coherence. No doubt 

some people will think the difficulties exaggerated. Surely, they will ask, there are 

international communities already—for instance, of scientists? I do not think so. 

There are certainly some groups who know each other across national boundaries— 

groups of scientists and other specialists. They know each other as scientists and 

specialists. They form international, professional sub-cultures. But these are relatively 
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thin and two-dimensional cultures. They have common international professional 

languages: outside that, they get along well enough at what one might call the level of 

international acquaintanceship.  

 

The gains from international work can include larger perspectives, a chance to reduce 

some of your parochialism, a sharper sense of other cultures and of your own, and a 

sharper sense, too, of the need to find common ground for speaking across cultures 

and without benefit of a sustaining shared society. Presumably, more and more people 

are going to find themselves in situations like that. Whatever else they achieve, 

today’s international organisations, in all their weaknesses, their doubts and 

limitations, are testing the ways in which we can be genuine, speak straight, be in 

touch without the adventitious help of ‘belonging’ by birth, without benefit of shared 

jokes, silences or gestures. So that when even today you meet one or two individuals 

about whom only a fool or knave would deny that they have remained real, kept their 

integrity, you realise even more plainly than before how worth-while an effort it all is. 


