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Towards Global Cultural Governance: An Analysis of the Evolution of
UNESCO’s Cultural Policy

Chen Nick' Xiao Bo®
(1. Journalism and Communications Studies, Kwantlen Polytechnic University,
Vancouver V3W 2M8, Canada;
2. National Institute of Cultural Development, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430072, P.R. China)

Abstract: Cultural governance is not only an important component and method of national
governance but also a core issue and consensus basis of global governance. Why and how was global
cultural governance established? How to put forward its core ideas and main topics? The United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has functioned as a key
platform for understanding these questions. As an epitome and international platform of global
cultural governance, UNESCO has been exploring and practicing cultural governance for more than

70 years. It provides the historical background and serves as an important international forum for
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understanding, studying, and promoting global cultural governance. UNESCO’ s cultural policy,
since its establishment, can be divided into three stages. They include the foundational period when
culture is used for promote peace and knowledge circulation, the expansion period when culture is
used for promoting decolonization, and the flourishing period when cultural diversity is promoted. In
the first stage, UNESCO’s cultural governance primarily focused on “culture promoting peace and
knowledge circulation” , with the goal of advancing peace and human rights through dialogues and
cooperation among countries in the post-war reconstruction process. In the second stage, as the
decolonization movement unfolded on a global scale, and under the influence of the demands of
“third world” member states, the focus of UNESCO’ s cultural policy has shifted to “culture
promoting decolonization” in order to protect the rights of developing countries to independent
cultural development. Over the past 30 years, in its attempt to establish a framework of global
cultural governance, UNESCO has incorporated culture into the UN’ s sustainable development
framework. This framework consists of three central agendas. They include “culture driving
sustainable development” , “culture enabling sustainable development” , and the pursuit of the
intrinsic values of “culture”. Under this framework, on the one hand, culture is regarded by
UNESCO as an important means of development in promoting the sustainable goals in social,
economic, and environmental dimensions, and on the other hand, culture and its values are regarded
as an important foundation and driving force for all sustainable development projects and they
profoundly influence all aspects of social development. In addition, UNESCO believes that culture
should not only be the means and foundation of development, but also the ultimate goal of
development itself, as all development should aim at achieving human beings’ diversified pursuits of
moral, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual lives. In UNESCO’ s historical process of facilitating
global governance, the elements of cultural governance have been gradually established. The
organization has formed frameworks of cultural governance, constantly developed the depth and
breath of its understandings of culture, enriched its governance subjects, and diversified its content
and methods. Currently, UNESCQO’s governance elements and cultural policies echo each other and
jointly promote the evolution and maturity of global cultural governance. On the new journey in the
new era , China can learn from the experience and lessons from UNESCO through its years of
practice, improve the national cultural governance system, actively participate in global cultural

governance, and contribute China’s wisdom and strength to solving global problems.
Keywords: Global cultural governance; UNESCO; Cultural policy; Policy evolution
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