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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis researches the United Nations institutional discourse in the 65th UN General 

Debate: how the members of the UN talk in and about the UN, and how such discourse in turn 

collectively reproduce what the UN is and/or should be.  The primary data used for the study are 

the political speeches delivered by the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, the President of the 

65th session of the General Assembly Joseph Deiss, as well as the heads of states and 

governments of UN Member States, at the 65th General Debate during 23-30 September 2010.  

The study uses an integrated theoretical and methodological approach, informed by the scholars 

of the ethnography of speaking, literary and social theories, cognitive psychology, and critical 

discourse analysis.  Political speeches here are understood as both the means and the outcome of 

socialization among state leaders and the UN officials, in their practice of membership to the 

“family of nations.”  Through their contextual and textual analyses, the study demonstrates how 

some of the most representational political speeches of today’s international relations – while 

often arguing contested agenda – together shape the institutional reality of the UN in which they 

take place.  In conclusion, the study argues that a critical approach to interpret political speeches 

will benefit the public audience in better understanding the UN as an institution and in 

strengthening and refining their “voice” as members of the international community. 
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Chapter I  
Introduction 

 

1. Abstract 

This thesis studies the institutional discourse of the United Nations through an 

examination of the 65th United Nations General Debate, i.e. the annual high-level meeting held 

at the UN General Assembly during 23-30 September 2010.  It investigates how different 

members of the UN talk in and about the UN in conforming and contested ways in order to 

strategically present and map their preferred “world,” and how such dynamic discursive practice 

in turn collectively reproduces what the UN is or should be, by negotiating its membership, 

power structure, and competing principles.  The theme of the 65th General Debate “Reaffirming 

the central role of the United Nations in global governance” was found to be particularly relevant 

for the focus of the present study, as it directly addressed the dynamic institutional reality of the 

UN in the context of changing international political relations.  The primary data used for the 

study are 30 political speeches delivered at the 65th General Debate by the UN Secretary-

General Ban Ki-moon, the President of the 65th session of the UN General Assembly Joseph 

Deiss, as well as the heads of states and governments, and other high-level representatives of the 

UN Member States.  The study uses an integrated theoretical and methodological approach 

informed by the scholars of the ethnography of speaking, literary and social theories, cognitive 

psychology, and critical discourse analysis.  The speeches here are understood as both the means 

and the outcome of socialization among state leaders and the UN officials, in their practice of 

membership to the “family of nations.”  Through their contextual and textual analyses, the study 

demonstrates how some of the most representational political speeches of today’s international 

relations – while often arguing contested agenda – together shape the institutional reality of the 



 2 

UN in which they take place.  More specifically, it delineates the General Debate as an evolving 

discourse space, in which: (1) a set of shared basic assumptions of all the players are repeatedly 

affirmed to maintain the UN’s institutional core, while (2) differing attitudes and messages 

among different players are contested and/or echoed to challenge its more dynamic periphery.  In 

conclusion, the study argues that a critical approach to interpret political speeches will benefit 

the public audience in better understanding the UN as an institution and in strengthening and 

refining their “voice” (Hirschman 1970) as members of the international community. 

 

2. Why study the UN?   

Since its foundation in 1945, the UN has been the central intergovernmental machinery to 

facilitate communication and collaboration among nations across the globe.  With its 

membership growing from 51 to 193 countries, the international problems addressed by the UN 

have become increasingly diverse and intricate: from an early focus on national security to a 

more recent one on human security; from economic advancement to sustainability; from 

decolonization to tolerance for diversity, etc.1  As resolutions and conventions accumulated in 

the UN to tackle these international challenges, so did the academic work on the organization, 

covering virtually every discipline of the social sciences.  

 So, what is the UN?  On one hand, there is a rich body of studies in the fields of political 

science and international relations addressing the question of “what the UN is.”  However, most 

of them focus on the history or political, economic, and sociocultural doing of the UN, rather 

than the talking behind the doing (Barhr 1992; Heinbecker & Goff 2005; Mingst & Karns 2007; 
                                                
1 The concept of human security was first introduced in the United Nations Development Programme’s Human 
Development Report 1994 (http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr1994/).  It proposes a shift in focus of global 
security agenda, from territorial security sustained by arms to people’s security sustained by development, and 
identifies challenges in the areas of economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community, and political 
securities.	  
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Mazower 2009; Murphy 1993; Puchala 2005; Roberts & Kingsbury 1988; Weiss, et al. 

2007).  This is especially significant because most of the UN’s actions throughout its history 

have been carried out through the use of language.  On the other hand, many sociolinguistic 

studies have been carried out on institutional communication, especially by those featuring the 

approaches of critical discourse analysis (Fairclough & Wodak 1997).  However, most of these 

studies have focused on corporate organizations (Deetz 1992; Linde 2001, 2008; Mumby 1987; 

Mumby & Clair 1997; Mumby & Stohl 1991), educational institutions (Hicks 1995; Luke 1995), 

health institutions (Ten Hove 1991; Heritage & Maynard 2006), legal institutions (Atkinson & 

Drew 1979; Heritage & Clayman 2010:173-199), and national to international politics outside of 

the UN context (Anchimbe 2008; Bengio 1998; Chang & Mehan 2006; Chilton 2004; Lazar 

2001; Lazar & Lazar 2008; Opeidi 2007; Pujante & Morales-Lopez 2008; Wodak & De Cillia 

2007; Williams 2003). 

One major exception to this scholarly trend to overlook the UN discourse is the work of 

Donahue and Prosser (1997).  In the book, Diplomatic Discourse: International Conflict at the 

United Nations – Addresses and Analysis, Donahue and Prosser introduce a variety of theoretical 

and methodological frameworks that are used in discourse and rhetorical analyses, and apply 

them to an eclectic body of addresses delivered by the representatives of UN Member States in 

the General Debates, Security Council meetings, and other UN meetings as well as the responses 

to these speeches by the international media.  The majority of the speeches analyzed in this book 

were, however, delivered between 1945 and 1970 (i.e. the first 25 years of the UN history), and 

the rest from up to the mid-1990s.  As a result, they as a whole are limited to represent the 

international politics during the Cold War.  Furthermore, while authors extensively list the 

national and regional political agendas that were implied and/or exercised in and out of these 
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speeches, little attention is paid to their collective reflection and construction of the institutional 

identity of the UN.  Finally, being formatted as a textbook for a course in communication studies, 

the book lacks (or avoids) a conclusive remark in regard to what was exactly carried out by all 

these analyses. 

Consequently, few studies so far have directly addressed the institutional identity of the 

contemporary UN from a discourse approach, and this is the 'gap' which I hope to address 

through my study.  The present study follows the social constructivist view of institutions as a 

discursive product – as described by Fairclough & Wodak (1997), Mumby (2000), Mumby & 

Clair (1997), Phillips et al. (2004), etc. – to illustrate the reciprocal relationship between social 

action (discourse) and social structure (perceived reality) shaping each other.  It argues that 

institutional discourse is both the means and the outcome of a dynamic, intersubjective process 

of institutional reproduction, in which members of the institution constantly redefine its 

underlying principles, power relations among individuals and sub-groups, shared memory, etc.  

They can do this by either conforming to and thus reaffirming the hitherto-established 

institutional conventions, or challenging such conventions to provoke a potential institutional 

change. 

The UN General Debate provides a unique discourse space in which the state 

representatives and the UN officials, as part of their exercise of the membership to the UN, 

strategically lay out political speeches in order to legitimize their political claims against one 

another.  This, in turn, reinforces and naturalizes some of the core, fundamental principles of the 

organization, while marking the periphery, i.e. contestation between these principles.  The 

discourse examined in this study represents the dynamic equilibrium sought between the unity 
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and diversity of the international community, which has been the very institutional reality of the 

UN from its inception and will direct its institutional reform in the future. 

This study – by shedding light on the invisible yet important discursive reality of the UN 

– will hopefully provide a foothold for the readers to better understand this hardworking 

international organization, which, despite the often justified criticisms it faces today, is still 

largely considered indispensable to the world.  Furthermore, I hope that the theoretical and 

methodological grounds for the critical studies of institutional discourse in general will facilitate 

the search for effective social changes and organizational reforms. 

 

3. Project Overview 

The literature review for this study consists of two parts.  In Chapter II, some seminal 

works in the fields of anthropology, institutional theory and discourse analysis are introduced to 

conceptualize institutions as discursive constructions.  Institutional discourse here is 

characterized as simultaneously shaping and being shaped by the members’ perception of 

institutional reality, i.e. a co-constructed meaning system governing their collective identities as 

the institutional constituents, their prescriptive behaviors and interrelationships, and their 

appropriation of institutional being and doing.  Following the approach of critical discourse 

analysis (CDA), the chapter further argues that discourse functions to mediate the power 

relations among individuals and groups in their negotiation of such shared meaning system, 

yielding institutional creation, reproduction, and/or change.  Chapter III discusses the Charter 

and other foundational texts underlying the contemporary UN institutional discourse and reviews 

the relevant works in the fields of history, international relations, and communication studies to 

outline the context for the 65th General Debate.  
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In Chapter IV, the methodologies featured in the study are explained in details, pertaining 

to the data collection, frameworks applied for the preliminary and primary analyses, and 

motivation for their use.  It is in the institutional texts produced at the 65th General Debate that 

the present study aims to collect the discursive evidence of institutional conventions and realities 

being created, reinforced, questioned, and/or contested.  Following the particulars of the data, an 

ethnographic approach to communication proposed by Hymes (1974) will be adapted for the 

preliminary analysis of the ritualized speech event of the UN General Debate.  The chapter then 

discusses the methodological framework for positioning and storytelling, which is used for the 

primary analysis of political speech texts.  Here, positioning theory proposed by Van 

Langenhove & Harre (1999) and elaborated by Moghaddam et al. (2003, 2008), and the narrative 

studies on institutional communication contributed by Mumby (1987), Czarniawska (1998), and 

Linde (2008), are integrated so as to capture what the representatives of the UN and its Member 

States are doing in their speeches.  More specifically, the analysis focuses on how the speakers 

perform what I call discursive mapping of different actors of international community, and how 

they dramatize and legitimatize their preferred institutional realities by indexing well-established 

principles and familiar storylines in seeking acceptance by the intended audience. 

Analysis Method Frameworks integrated 

Preliminary Analysis: 
Ethnographic 
Analysis  

Participant 
Observation, Text and 
Video Analysis 

• SPEAKING Model (Dell Hymes) 
• Institutional Interaction (John Heritage & 

Steven Clayman) 
• Dramaturgy (Erving Goffman) 

Primary Analysis: 
Positioning-
Narrative Analysis  

Text Analysis 

• Positioning Theory (Luk van Langenhove & 
Rom Harre, Sui-Lan Tan & Fathali 
Moghaddam, etc.) 

• Institutional Narrative (Charlotte Linde, 
Denis Mumby, etc.) 
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Chapter V provides details of the findings from the preliminary ethnographic analysis.  

Nine communicative components adapted from Hymes’ SPEAKING model will be examined in 

the speech events of the 65th General Debate, from which I will draw a tentative conclusion 

illustrating the multilayered discourse of the 65th General Debate.  Chapter VI discusses the 

findings from the primary positioning-narrative analysis.  The analysis will focus on the speakers’ 

use of specific linguistic devices for mapping of membership to the international community, i.e. 

how different actors are constellated as part of the UN and other multinational groups.  Particular 

attention will be paid to personal pronouns as well as national and regional references that are 

used to define and negotiate intergroup relations, and also to intertextual references that are used 

as part of national and international narratives, in which such intergroup positions are embedded.   

Informed by the findings from the previous chapters, the concluding Chapter VII 

delineates the 65th UN General Debate as a double-layered discourse space, in which:  (1) a set 

of shared basic understanding of all the players is exposed and thus maintained, while (2) 

differing attitudes and messages among different players are contested and/or echoed through the 

means of language.  This concluding chapter also discusses some shortcomings in the present 

study and implications for future research. 
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Chapter II  
Institutions as Discursive Construction 

 

1. Introduction 

This chapter will review the basic assumptions underlying the present study, highlighting 

the works in the field of anthropology, sociology, organizational communication, and critical 

discourse analysis.  First, I argue that discourse as a dynamic social practice yields collective 

construction of a shared meaning-system, through which we experience the world in certain 

ways.  Institutions are viewed here as discursively constructed and mediated social reality, which 

simultaneously constrain and facilitate their members’ behaviors and interactions.  Second, I 

follow the approach of critical discourse analysis to argue that institutional discourse, in 

particular, mediates the political power dynamics among the members and the represented social 

groups.   

 

2. Institutions as Discursive Construction 

The present study bases its argument on the premise that the function of language, i.e. 

what is done by what is said, can only be understood by taking into account the context in which 

the language is used (as argued by, among others, Gumperz 1982, and Duranti & Goodwin 1992).  

Accordingly, the meaning of any communicative action is intersubjectively established among 

those who are involved as speakers and/or hearers in the ongoing interaction.  Furthermore, 

meanings of individual actions in the course of an interaction are not isolated but are critically 

interdependent and thus subject to change due to different interpretations and responses.2  It is 

                                                
2 Pioneering works in the field of Conversation Analysis (CA) have shown ample examples of local 
interdependence in ongoing conversations.  See, amongst others, Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson (1974) on turn-
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through the accumulation of numerous new and repeated social exchanges with one another that 

we establish a shared web of meaning-system through which we come to experience and make 

sense of the world (Vygotsky 1978).  This is in alignment with what Clifford Geertz (1973:3-30) 

described in his semiotic concept of culture.  In his words, culture is “a historically transmitted 

pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in 

symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge 

about and their attitudes toward life” (89).  Culture that is shared by any social groupings, e.g. 

from families to schools to church communities to political parties to nations, is thus a dynamic 

entity.  It shapes and constrains the behavior of its members by prescribing the meanings to their 

actual and potential actions, while at the same time, is constantly recreated by the ways in which 

its members act and interact with one another to renegotiate the meanings of such actions.  

Moghaddam (2002) also supports this argument by introducing his notion of “carriers,” i.e. 

means by which people collectively construct, propagate, sustain, and also transform the 

meaning system. 

Formal institutions such as corporations, universities, courts, and nations, unlike other 

social groupings such as families and neighborhoods that are rather spontaneously formed 

through direct interpersonal relationships, are typically characterized by deliberate purposes for 

their creation, naturalized stabilizing principles (Douglas 1987) for their long-term sustainment, 

and sets of formal and informal rules conditioning behaviors of the members and their 

                                                                                                                                                       
taking, Schegloff (1968) and Schegloff & Sacks (1973) on sequential organizations including adjacency pairs (e.g. 
question and answer), and Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks (1977) on conversational repair. Building on these findings, 
scholars of sociology and linguistic anthropology also argued the co-constructed nature of social exchange, among 
which are the works of Goffman (1976) on replies and responses and Ochs & Schieffelin (1983) on conversational 
topics. 	  
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interrelationships (North 1991).3  Accordingly, institutional communication is usually 

accompanied by specific sets of goals, constraints and asymmetries, which together shape the 

context of interactions involving the members of the institution (Heritage 1997; Heritage & 

Clayman 2010) – this point will be elaborated in Chapter IV.  Through repeated socialization of 

this nature, individuals and groups of individuals “institutionalize” themselves, i.e. to think and 

behave in somewhat regulated, similar ways to coordinate their actions in pursuing collective 

tasks.  Institutions, once established as such self-policing mechanism of shared meanings and 

conventionalized practices, can potentially connect a large number of individuals who are not in 

direct contact with one another, e.g. in remote places and across generations, and maintain a 

cohesive social reality contextualizing their social actions and related identities as the members.   

 Occasionally, however, members challenge prevailing institutional conventions in 

seeking change in the social structure.  Critical discourse analysts Norman Fairclough and Ruth 

Wodak (1997:258) explain this process as follows: 

[A] discursive event is shaped by situations, institutions, social structures, but it also shapes them.   
To put the same point in a different way, discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially shaped: it 
constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships between 
people and groups of people.  It is constitutive both in the sense that it helps to sustain and 
reproduce the social status quo, and in the sense that it contributes to transforming it.  
 

Institution viewed in this way is a dynamic discursive construction shaping and shaped by the 

social practices of its members (also see Fairhurst & Putnam 2004; Luke 1995; Mumby 1987, 

2000; Mumby & Clair 1997; Phillips 2004).  The present study applies this social constructivist 

view of institutions as a discursive product to the organization of the United Nations, and 

investigates the dynamic and reciprocal relationship between its institutional discourse among 
                                                
3 Formal institutions here are defined by sets of openly codified and widely accepted rules and procedures that are 
delivered by an authority in a top-down manner and shape the interactional behaviors of their members (Helmke & 
Levitsky, 2004:727), e.g. laws, constitutions, charters, contracts, official guidelines and rulebooks.  It should be 
noted, however, that the distinction between formal and informal institutions is a blurry one and that most formal 
institutions operate with both formal and informal rules (e.g. customs, tacit agreements, unwritten expectations 
about ‘how much the rules can be bent,’ etc. that are shared by the members).	  
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the members and the corresponding institutional reality, which may be constraining or enacted 

by such discourse. 

 While discourse can widely refer to any communicative action establishing social 

relations among individuals and groups (e.g. verbal and non-verbal communicative cues 

exchanged in face-to-face interactions, rituals, narratives, metaphors, humors, dress codes, visual 

publicities, music, etc.), the present study focuses on the text analysis of the UN discourse for 

two reasons.  First, following the argument of Phillips (2004:638), the study defines production, 

dissemination, and consumption of institutional text (spoken or written) as the primary means of 

discursive construction of institutions, in the sense that text allows the thoughts and actions of 

individuals in a local, transitory context to transcend to the global, cumulative fabric of 

institutional discourse across time and space (see also Luke 1995:13-21).  Second, the 

institutional discourse of the UN is markedly text-heavy.  As will be argued in the following 

chapter, the vast majority of UN actions are mediated by text with which the members prescribe, 

negotiate, record, and disseminate their collective decision-making processes in the organization. 

 

3. Power and Politics in Institutional Discourse 

 Another important aspect of critical discourse studies concerns the issue of power.4  As 

Mumby & Clair (1997:182-183) describe:  

Critical discourse studies see organizations not simply as social collectives where shared meaning is 
produced, but rather as sites of struggle where different groups compete to shape the social reality of 
organizations in ways that serve their own interests. (…) As with economic resources, symbolic 
resources are not distributed equally amongst the various competing organizational interest groups.  
Those organizational groups with more economic power are generally able to wield more power 
through various discursive and symbolic means.  (…) The critical perspective on organization 
discourse is concerned not only with examining the relationship between discourse and power, but 

                                                
4 The present study is particularly interested in the critical approach to investigate the mutually constructing 
relationship among institution, discourse, and power.  See Mumby (2000) for a more comprehensive literature 
review of different theoretical perspectives in the studies of communication and organizational power.	  
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also with addressing the inequalities that are produced, maintained, and reproduced as a result of this 
relationship.  
 

Viewed in this way, institutional power is not a possession of certain individuals or other forms 

of prefixed, structural phenomena.  Rather, it is necessarily a dialectic entity, situated in an 

ideologically-grounded “struggle over meaning” (Mumby 2000:595) among the members.  

Different members assert and contest their respective “preferred institutional realities” which 

legitimatize their own political, economic, and other social interests over those of others 

(Mumby 1987, 2000, 2004; Mumby & Stohl 1991; Van Dijk 1996, 2001, 2005).   

Articulation of power-mediated interests by different members of an institution is always 

political, in the sense that it crucially contributes to one’s control or influence over the minds of 

others in the process of – what is perceived as – a ‘collective’ decision-making (Mumby 2000; 

Van Dijk, 1996, 2001).  When discourse tactfully appropriates the biased access to and control 

over resources favoring a particular group, it can neutralize alternative or oppositional views (i.e. 

dominance).  It can further achieve what Gramsci (1971) called hegemony, in which the interests 

of different groups articulated by the dominant group are actively taken up by the subordinate 

groups as a relatively fixed, ‘taken-for-granted’ state of affairs (Mumby 2000:587-598; Van Dijk 

2005:729).   

Once such dominant power relations are established and naturalized, discourse among 

individuals and groups in an institution in turn exhibits asymmetry, which generally conforms to 

the accepted bias in their access to resources.  In interpersonal interactions, this is observed in the 

dominant individuals’ control over the floor of conversation (i.e. by predominantly influencing in 

what should be the topic of talk, whose turn it is to speak, when to start and finish the talk, what 

is and is not appropriate to say, etc.) and the outcome of their interaction (i.e. who has the final 

say and what happens as a result of it), as seen in teacher-student or doctor-patient interactions 
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(Luke 1995; Ten Hove 1991).  At an intergroup level, ideologies play a key role in the creation, 

propagation and reification of such power dynamics by facilitating in-group cooperation and 

cohesion while polarizing intergroup relations (Mumby 2000:597-601; Van Dijk 2005:728-

730).5   It is often the dominant group that sets the tone and format of institutional talk that 

naturalizes the group’s dominance over its subordinate members.  

One of the most prevalent characteristics of such ideologically-grounded political 

discourse is the “combined strategy of positive self-representation and negative other-

representation” (Van Dijk 2005:734), as often observed in the nationalist war propaganda and 

immigration politics.  As will be shown in the present study (in Chapter V), such categorization 

of in-group and out-group results in a typical “us” and “them” talk, which deemphasize 

intragroup diversity and facilitate in-group harmony and solidarity, while emphasizing 

differences across groups and evoking intergroup competition and conflict. 

Power that seems static as such, however, is yet never absolute; dominant discourse may 

be resisted and potentially transformed by the subordinate groups or newcomers over time.  In 

fact, the role of discourse in mediating power relations becomes particularly salient in the wake 

of organizational crisis or potential social change since, “[a]t such times, dominant 

interpretations are challenged and taken-for-grated meanings are problematized” (Mumby 

2000:595).  Discourse thus functions not just to represent existing power relations, but 

essentially to construct, sustain, challenge, and/or transform them and shape the corresponding 

social reality.6 

 

                                                
5 The present study follows Van Dijk’s definition of ideologies as “the axiomatic basis for the social representation 
of a group,” which “control the individual discourses and other social practices of group members” (Van Dijk 2005: 
730).  At the same time, it is through such discourses of individuals within and across groups that ideologies are 
expressed, compared, and formulated into relatively stable cognitive resources of different groups. 
6 Ten Have (1991) also makes similar remarks in his study of asymmetry in doctor-patient interaction.	  
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4. Summary 

This chapter characterized institutional discourse as both the means and the outcome of 

the intersubjective process of institutional reproduction, in which members of an institution 

constantly redefine its underlying principles, power relations among individuals and sub-groups, 

their shared memory, etc.  The members can do this by either conforming to and thus reaffirming 

the hitherto-established institutional conventions (which is likely to be favored by the dominant 

group or the coalitional majority), or challenging such conventions to provoke a potential 

institutional change.  The following chapter first briefly reviews the political and discursive 

origin of the United Nations, examining its early institutional texts, and then provides an 

overview of the 65th UN General Debate as a discourse space, which harnesses the mutually-

determining relationship between its members’ social agency and the complex social reality of 

the organization. 
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Chapter III 
UN Institutional Discourse 

 

1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to contextualize the UN General Debate as a discourse space through 

which we can observe the dynamic reproduction of the organization’s institutional reality.  The 

first section summarizes the sociopolitical phenomena of the emergence of nation-states and 

international relations, which formed the basis of international organizations such as the UN.  

The following section discusses some discursive characteristics of early UN documents (i.e. the 

reference to states as collective actors, ambiguity, and intertextuality), which reflect the past 

institutional discourse of the UN and guide that of today.  I then elaborate on the question of 

UN’s identity.  Next, reviewing the work of scholars of political science and practitioners in 

international organizations on the post-Cold War international relations surrounding the UN, I 

outline its contemporary institutional discourse.  The final section provides an overview of what 

has become the dynamic discourse space of the UN General Debate, and discusses its symbolic 

as well as pragmatic representation of the UN as a “world forum.” 

 

2. Rise of Internationalism 

Political consciousness for internationalism, that is, intergroup relations based on the 

sovereign state as a basic social unit, can be traced back to 17th century Western Europe, 

represented by the Peace of Westphalia in 1648.  In the following centuries, the “dual revolutions” 

(Hobsbawm 1996) in France and England integrated nation-state politics and a capitalist 

economy into a model of modernity, which was then widely exported around the world through 

colonialism and post-colonial relations.  While states were defined by physical qualities such as 
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territory, military force and groups of individuals pursuing the political agenda for the 

represented population (i.e. parliament and government), they were also accompanied by the 

socially constructed, abstract qualities of nations, i.e. collectively “imagined” communities 

(Anderson 1983) of the people who identify with their fellow nationals.  As early as the late 19th 

century, European intellectuals such as Ernst Renan argued that nationhood was something that 

existed beyond hitherto-recognized human groupings, as a spiritual principle of solidarity based 

on a shared history (i.e. selective set of past experiences leading to a present-day consent to live 

together), which binds people of differing ethnic origins, languages, religions, geographic 

localities, etc.  In fact, Renan (1882/1990:11) wrote, “the essence of a nation is that all 

individuals have many things in common, and also that they have forgotten many things  [that 

may make them different].” 

The default assumption of mutual respect to sovereignty (i.e. territorial independence and 

non-intervention in domestic affairs), however, was repeatedly breached in the international 

relations up to the first half of the 20th century.  Only after the two World Wars, when the 

imperial notion of sovereignty and fascist blocks were defeated, did nation-state politics gain a 

relative coherence and stability in the world, which led to global governance through the channel 

of the United Nations in the past 65 years.  This is of course not to say that nation-state 

governance is universal; it remains a new and fragile concept in many parts of the world 

(especially in former colonies).  This is illustrated by the frequent examples of so-called failed 

states such as Afghanistan and Somalia, as well as the sub-nationalisms struggling to coexist in a 

single state as in the cases of Belgium and UK.7  

                                                
7 Roberts and Kingsbury, in their classic study of the UN United Nations, Divided World (1993), elaborate this point 
and argue that the very title of the institution “United Nations” is misleading in the sense that it presumes a default, 
unquestioned nationhood in each of its members, which are in reality states that are often found in their struggle for 
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Still, by and large we live in the world of self-enforcing internationalism today.  Our 

mobility and voice in the society are compartmentalized and regulated by state and national 

boundaries, within which we identify Self, who are members of the in-group, in contrast to those 

who belong to the other side of the borders (i.e. members of the out-group or Other).  Since 

nation-states can only be defined in relation to other nation-states, such us vs. them dialectic is 

inherent in all forms of interstate/national relations, as well as in domestic majority/minority 

politics (though in a more covert manner).8  We exercise internationalism by symbolic actions of 

communicating nations.  Such communication is salient in special occasions forecasting a 

national future e.g. wars, political campaigns, presidential speeches, etc. Nevertheless it also 

takes place, as argued by Michael Billig (1995), in our everyday life e.g. Olympics and other 

international sports events, the use of stamps and bank notes, etc.  It is here again that our 

collective and continuous remembering and forgetting take place to build and maintain a nation 

as “a daily plebiscite (Renan 1882/1990:19),” whether voluntarily or coercively, consciously or 

unconsciously, successfully or not so successfully.  At its highlight is the machinery of the 

United Nations, legitimizing and naturalizing the very notion of nation-statehood for us by its 

institutional being and doing, and by providing a unique discourse space for nations to talk about 

nations. 

 

3. Foundation of the UN and the “UN Text” 

WE THE PEOPLES OF THE UNITED NATIONS DETERMINED 
• to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought 

untold sorrow to mankind, and 

                                                                                                                                                       
‘nation-building.’  In their words: “[i]ndeed, ‘Divided States’ might be a brutally accurate if uninspiring 
characterization [of the UN]” (20). 
8 In fact, one of the strongest force to consolidate national identity is xenophobia (i.e. fear of the Other), as pointed 
out by Kurt W. Deutsch (1969:3): “Nation (…) is a group of persons united by a common error about their ancestry 
and a common dislike of their neighbors.” 
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• to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the 
equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small, and 

• to establish conditions under which justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties and 
other sources of international law can be maintained, and 

• to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom, 

AND FOR THESE ENDS 
• to practice tolerance and live together in peace with one another as good neighbours, and 
• to unite our strength to maintain international peace and security, and 
• to ensure, by the acceptance of principles and the institution of methods, that armed force shall not 

be used, save in the common interest, and 
• to employ international machinery for the promotion of the economic and social advancement of all 

peoples, 

HAVE RESOLVED TO COMBINE OUR EFFORTS TO ACCOMPLISH THESE AIMS 
Accordingly, our respective Governments, through representatives assembled in the city of San 
Francisco, who have exhibited their full powers found to be in good and due form, have agreed to the 
present Charter of the United Nations and do hereby establish an international organization to be known 
as the United Nations. 

(Preamble, the United Nations Charter) 
 

  On the 26th of June 1945, representatives of 50 countries signed the Charter in San 

Francisco to establish a new international organization.9  The unanimous acceptance of the 

United Nations Charter symbolized an enormous aspiration and common interests of the 

international community to end war, keep peace, and promote human rights and economic and 

social advancement for all peoples – beyond the selfish national interests that twice tore up the 

world.  Behind the confident smiles and firm handshakes, however, the politicians of the day 

were already painfully aware of the challenges ahead for the newborn organization.  The UN was 

to seek political legitimacy and a role for itself amid the power politics of the Cold War, as well 

as between former colonial powers and newly emerging nations.  The organization also faced the 

                                                
9 The UN Charter is structured into the Preamble followed by 19 chapters consisting of 111 articles.  It sets the 
objectives and principles of the organization and provides the structures and functions of different organs (i.e. 
General Assembly, Security Council, Economic and Social Council, Trusteeship Council, Secretariat, and 
International Court of Justice, etc.) responsible for pursuing actions in respective areas of UN’s work.  These include 
collective security maintenance, economic and social development, promotion of human rights, decolonization, law 
and justice, organizational administration, and so on.  There have been a few amendments made to the Charter since 
its entry into force on October 24, 1945, in order to accommodate the growing membership of the organization: to 
expand the membership of the Security Council and the Economic and Social Council, and to set procedures for a 
general conference for the future review of Charter.	  
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new threat of nuclear weapons and the renewed dilemma concerning minority rights (Mazower 

2009). 

  Born with the institution of the UN was also the language of the UN, as the Charter 

provided not only the legal premises of the organization but also its discursive foundation. It is in 

fact in the text of the Charter and other early UN documents (e.g. the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and Genocide Convention10) that we find the already complicated institutional 

reality of the organization.  The text is highly diplomatic to say the least; it is full of ambiguities 

(discussed below) and “noisy silences” (Linde 2008:214).  Moreover, these documents are only 

selectively invoked in practice, i.e. by chapters or articles, often resulting in a debate over which 

principle should yield to another – as in the case of state sovereignty versus humanitarian 

intervention.  Thus, the institutional discourse of the UN from its inception already represented 

both the harmony and dissonance of the world, and the delicate balance between which the 

organization has continuously sought to the present day.   

  In the following, three particularly relevant characteristics of these early UN texts and the 

resultant institutional discourse will be addressed in some detail: (1) institutional membership 

assuming states as collective actors; (2) role of ambiguity in the text and its use; and (3) 

intertextuality. 

 

a). State as a Collective Actor 

 In reading the Charter text, one must be reminded that the very structure of the UN 

readily overlooks the complexity inherent in defining states and nations. Even though the 

                                                
10	  The text of the Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide was adopted by the 
United Nations General Assembly on December 9, 1948.  It established an internationally recognized, legal 
definition for the term “genocide,” and became a primary source of legal reference in prosecution of mass killings 
and other interethnic atrocities, as in the cases of Rwanda and Former Yugoslavia.	  
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Preamble begins with the phrase “We the peoples of the United Nations,” the UN is an 

international organization whose membership is based on sovereign states, as stated in the 

Article 2 of the Charter (Weiss et al. 2007:lii).  As a result, people without state (e.g. 

Palestinian refugees) are still not fully represented at the UN.  And those represented are 

recognized by the units of nation-states – or states with varying levels of national and sub-

national characteristics, as discussed above – i.e. as collective actors.  

 The complexity inherent in identifying state as a collective actor is well captured in the 

words of Dedaic (2003:17):  

Identification of state as actor (…) has been an important element in any approach to a state-generated 
discourse.  Such attribution guides the analyst towards the examination of a collective as actor, rather 
than individuals whose intentions, means and ways have psychological grounding.  Collective actors 
have collective dynamics, often erratic and rarely predictable.  Most important, a collective actor uses 
language to communicate, inter-collectively as well as intra-collectively.  Comparison between the 
two simultaneous planes of communication often yields interesting dichotomies that emphasize 
linguistic control over membership and identities.  

 
Thus a state is a dynamic, contested entity in itself, defined in terms of its intra- as well as 

inter-collective discourses in a struggling search for a coherent nation.  In seeking one voice 

and one vote from each of its Member States, however, the structure of the UN readily 

downplays the diversity within nation-states while emphasizing the differences across them.  

Establishing state sovereignty as the basis of the organization has caused a permanent 

dilemma between international and domestic interests of the UN Member States – an 

important point to be addressed throughout the later chapters. 

 

b). Ambiguity 

 Another important characteristic of the UN Charter is the ambiguity in its language.  Of 

course, ambiguity is inherent in any form of language use, as its meaning can only be 

established intersubjectively i.e. in the perception of people who communicate via that 
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language, taking into account the context in which it is used (Scollon & Scollon 2001:6-12).  

Yet the language of politics in particular is often intentionally ambiguous to serve the 

political interest of its users (Chilton 2004; Green 1987; Orwell 1946).  For example, what 

constitutes a “threat to, or breach of the peace, or act of aggression” (Article 39) is not 

specified in the Charter, and thus open to the interpretation of the Member States (here 

especially concerning those part of the Security Council) in a given geopolitical context.  Not 

every case on the table is considered a clear-cut breach of “international” peace as the Iraqi 

invasion of Kuwait in 1990 (which met an unequivocal and unanimous condemnation in the 

UN).  Understandably, the Security Council has a history of erratic and often internally 

contested decisions as to what it determines “necessary to maintain and restore the 

international peace and security” (Article 39).  

 Ambiguity, however, is not only a compromised and often lightweight consensus in the 

language of politics.  Scholars and politicians have pointed out that deliberate ambiguity in 

the Charter and other foundational UN documents have allowed for their improvisation and 

adaptation by Member State representatives and officials in responding to unforeseen future 

contexts.11  Peacekeeping, for example, is a uniquely-UN development, which was not in the 

Charter but has evolved over the struggle by the Member States and UN officials in seeking 

effective implementation of Chapters VI and VII of the Charter concerning the international 

security.12  As a result, what “keeping peace” entails has become a wide variety of activities, 

                                                
11 Boutros Boutros-Ghali, a former UN Secretary-General, “suggested that the [UN] Charter should be open to 
interpretation because it can ‘hold fast to principle but also adapt to new conditions’” (Lang, 2007:272).  Also see 
Ruys (2010) on the evolving interpretation of the Article 51 of the UN Charter, Sloan (1989) and Schwindt (2000) 
on the constitutional approach to the UN Charter, Schrijver (2006) on a comprehensive review of how the UN 
Charter has been dynamically interpreted since its entry into force, and Beitz (2009) on open-ended, functional 
definition of human rights deriving from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other human rights law.	  
12	  Dag Hammarskjöld, the second Secretary-General, wittily described peacekeeping as “Chapter six and a half” 
(Weiss et al. 2007: 34).	  
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from the traditional interposition to monitor ceasefires to more controversial disarmament 

and demobilization of forces, human rights verification, in-state election monitoring, training 

of local civilian police force, political consultation for state (re)building, and even a quasi-

military intervention. (Morphet 1993; Mingst & Karns 2007:93-115; Weis et al., 2007:27-

93).  

 A similar argument can be made in regard to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

another foundational document of the UN adopted in December of 1948.  Although the 

Declaration materialized in the shared interest of the Big Three (i.e. Britain, the US, and the 

USSR) to mask their inconvenient politics over minority rights (Mazower 2004), it still 

provided strong language for many states – especially newly decolonized small powers – and 

external activists such as NGOs, academics, and international law experts to advocate human 

rights as a universal value in an unprecedented manner.  As a result, it set the foundation for 

a series of legal and political frameworks (Andreassen 2009; Farer & Gaer 1993), including 

two international covenants for economic, social and cultural rights and for civil and political 

rights, core international conventions calling for the rights of children, women, peoples with 

disabilities, etc., the post-WWII constitutions of many (especially decolonized) states, the 

European Court of Human Rights, and the UN Human Rights Council.  

Ambiguity thus can be a catalyst for both constricting and expanding political discourse.  

At its inception ambiguous text is often used to seek rough consensus or to condone details, 

but it may later on allow for new interpretations and changes in direction of talk referring to 

the text.  This brings us to the next point. 

 

c). Intertextuality 
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 Another important characteristic of the language that appear in the Charter (especially in 

its Preamble) and other foundational documents of the UN is the intertextual ties between 

them and the present-day UN texts, such as the political speeches under this study.  Both the 

text of these documents and the context in which they were delivered to the international 

community at the inception of the organization have been formative elements for the 

institutional narrative and other stabilizing principles (Douglass, 1987:48) of the UN.  

Throughout the post-WWII history, the UN officials and state representatives have made 

frequent reference to these early UN texts so as corroborate their immediate political claims 

as well as to reproduce the overall institutional conventions.  

 According to Mikhail Bakhtin’s broad sense of dialogue (i.e. dialogue in the first sense), 

every utterance, i.e. language in use, is embedded in “a complex web of dialogic 

interrelations with other utterances” (Zappen 2000:12) and can be perceived as a response to 

an utterance in the past and at the same time anticipates responses in the future, even though 

such utterances may occur at different time and space in different situations.13  The context 

framing an utterance is therefore necessarily influenced by its author (i.e. present speaker or 

writer) as well as the author(s) of the past text to whom the author responds, and shapes the 

context for the future responses along with the future authors (Fairclough 1992:101-105; 

Morson & Emerson 1990:130-139).  Viewed in this way, no word is original and no word 

will ever be final, and the meaning of a word will never be fixed, as it will continuously 

evolve through the layer of contexts in which it is used and reused. 

 In particular, when one makes a deliberate reference in his/her utterance to a text 

produced in the past by someone else, it becomes a double-voiced discourse (i.e. dialogue in 

                                                
13 See Morson & Emerson (1990:130-145) for further reference to Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue in the first sense. 	  
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the second sense).14  In such discourse, the speaker attempts to make use of another’s words 

to support his/her own point, by inviting his/her listener(s) to hear the voice of someone else, 

yet in the context he/she chooses to provide for its quoted occurrence.  The speaker can 

achieve this by: (1) echoing another’s voice with the same line of argument, intention, and/or 

attitude and reinforcing the common evaluative point (i.e. Bakhtin’s notion of unidirectional 

double-voicing), or (2) contradicting another’s voice by mocking his/her wording and thus 

refuting his/her point (i.e. Bakhtin’s notion of varidirectional double-voicing).15   

 Such rhetorical technique of using the events of the past for the speaker’s present purpose 

is in alignment with what Charlotte Linde describes as “working the past” (2008:3) in the 

process of institutional reproduction.  The present speaker, by citing and/or quoting the past 

stories produced by others and offering parallel or contrasting evaluation for the event in 

his/her present version of the narrative, can effectively make the institution’s paradigmatic 

narrative to side with his/her own personal – or, in case of the UN Member State 

representatives, national – narrative.  In other words, a text that makes reference to other 

texts – especially the canonical texts of an institution – is more likely to influence the overall 

institutional discourse in which it is produced (Fairclough 1992), because “it evokes 

understanding and meanings that are more broadly grounded” (Phillips 2004:644), whether it 

                                                
14 See Morson & Emerson (1990:146-159) for further reference to Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue in the second sense, 
and its distinction from that in the first sense.	  
15 Because the present study is primarily interested in the present speakers’ intentions in their strategic framing of 
the quoted speech, the reference to Bakhtin’s double-voicing here is focused on what he explains as passive double-
voiced discourse, in which the author quoting another’s words is assumed to have successfully gained control over 
his/her predecessor’s intention.  In contrast, in what Bakhtin calls active double-voiced discourse, “the other's words 
actively influence the author's speech, forcing it to alter itself accordingly under their influence and initiative" 
(Morson & Emerson 1990:197).  However, these classifications - between unidirectional and varidirectional double-
voiced discourses and between passive and active double-voiced discourses – do not represent absolute dichotomy 
but rather are the two ends of continuum (Morson & Emerson 1990:150, 155).  In practice, such classification is 
often found blurry, for the relationship between the semantic intentions of the present and past author(s) in any 
double-voiced discourse can only be perceived subjectively by the audience and/or the analyst of the text.	  
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parallels or ‘re-accentuates’ (i.e. by irony or parody) the original text.  This point will be 

further elaborated on as part of the analysis of the present study (see Chapter VI). 

 

4. Who is the UN? 

  One major challenge in understanding the UN discourse is the fundamental question of 

who the UN is.  When we say, “the UN is helping people in Haiti,” “the UN has failed in the 

Middle East,” or “the UN is promoting human rights,” to whom are we really referring as the UN 

(or do we even think of specific individuals)?  Weiss et al. (2007:lii-lvii) provide a nice overview 

illustrating the complexity of this question.  At the most fundamental level, the UN is literally the 

“united nations” – its membership is based on the state as a collective actor represented by one 

authority.  All the executive decisions of the organization and resources to support such 

decisions come from the Member States.  At another level, the UN is its staff, i.e. some 80,000 

international civil servants working for the UN Common System.16  The UN Secretary-General, 

who administers the organization and also acts as a mediator among Member States, represents 

this level of the UN.  Besides these major actors, there could also be third or fourth levels of the 

UN, which incorporate the media, external interest groups such as NGOs, civil societies, 

corporate organizations, etc., and even the general public. 

  This multilayered institutional identity in turn results in difficulty seeking accountability 

for UN action; when one says “the UN has failed in the Middle East,” aside from the validity of 

the statement, who exactly is accused of being responsible for the failure is not clear.  

Furthermore, when one refers to “the UN” in his/her statement, the specific individuals he/she is 

thinking of may be significantly different from those in the minds of the people who hear and 

                                                
16	  United Nations Chief Executive Board for Coordination 2011 Annual Report 
(http://www.unsceb.org/ceb/stats/hr/ps/years/2011) 
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respond to the statement.  While all institutions are subjective constructions and their raison 

d'être varies in the perception of different individuals, the fact that the UN readily pertains to 

multiple representational faces, of whom are often in disagreement with one another, manifests a 

contested and ambivalent identity, resulting in a highly dynamic identity discourse in and out of 

the organization. 

 

5. International Politics surrounding the UN in the post-Cold War years and the 21st 
Century 

 
a). The UN in Post-Cold War Years: 1988-2000 

 Since the end of the Cold War, the UN has been on a rollercoaster ride seeking 

legitimacy in guiding the international political scene.  As the world anxiously witnessed the 

collapse of the USSR, the UN, following the long years of submitting to political dominance 

by the “two elephants” (i.e. the US and USSR), seemed to be once again receiving 

widespread support to play a central role in facilitating international cooperation.  With 

regards to collective security maintenance, unprecedented cooperation among the five 

permanent Member States of the Security Council resulted in an expansive use of the Chapter 

VII provisions (referring to enforcement measures) and substantially more UN-authorized 

military operations, most notably in the collective intervention in response to the Iraqi 

invasion of Kuwait in 1990 (Mingst & Karns 2007:86-115; Weiss et al., 2007:45-88).  

Between 1988 and 1995, the number of new peacekeeping operations doubled the thirteen 

operations dispatched in the previous forty years of UN peacekeeping history, with an over-

sevenfold increase in manpower.17  Similarly, UN-backed economic and diplomatic 

                                                
17 The post-Cold War era of peacekeeping demonstrated a significant increase in their total manpower contributed 
by the Member States – from some 10,000 troops in 1990 to over 75,000 by June 1993 (United Nations Department 
of Peacekeeping Operation: http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors_archive.shtml 
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sanctions, while used only twice during the Cold War (i.e. against South Rhodesia in 1965 

and South Africa in 1977), targeted over a dozen states and non-state authorities in the 

decade following 1990. 

 The UN’s active engagement in security interventions, however, hit several hard walls in 

the mid-1990s, causing Member State officials and the public to doubt the organization’s 

capacity to serve as an effective channel for peace enforcement and whether or not their 

national capital (i.e. tax money and human life) should be invested in such interventions.  

The anticlimactic withdrawal of the operation in Somalia (UNOSOM II) and the failures in 

Rwanda (UNAMIR) and Srebrenica (UNPROFOR) to prevent genocides highlighted the 

difficulties and inadequacies of the UN in coping with a spate of intrastate and civil wars in 

the post-Cold War world.  The political will of the world to support UN peace operations 

froze; the total strength of peacekeeping forces provided by the Member States dropped 

dramatically from late 1995 to early 2000, from over 65,000 troops to as low as 12,000.  The 

UN Secretariat itself also admitted its dysfunctions in these incidents and issued a series of 

recommendations in the 2000 Brahimi Report to improve the quality and accountability of 

future peacekeeping operations.  

 

b). The UN in the 21st Century: 2001-2010 

 The attacks of September 11, 2001, followed by the US-led collective military 

interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, has brought a new set of security concerns to the 

international community, including: the controversy over “anticipatory self-defense” (or 

preventive intervention); intensifying threats posed by non-state actors such as ethnic militias 

                                                                                                                                                       
and	  http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/documents/chart.pdf, accessed July 27, 2011).  Their mandates also 
expanded to humanitarian assistance, electoral monitoring and other state building assistance, etc., on top of the 
traditional military observation. 
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and terrorist organizations; and proliferation of weapons among these groups (Dhanapala 

2005; Farer 2005; Krause 2005; Mingst & Karns, 2007:83-128; Weiss et al. 2007:95-129).  

Amid the political rupture created by the “war on terror” and the changing international 

economic order represented by the emergence of the G20, the UN has once again been 

recognized as an essential legitimatizing tool in the competition among nations to persuade 

the world’s masses (Moghaddam & Kavulich 2008).   

 In parallel with the escalating debate over the UN’s role in guiding renewed global 

security affairs, the demand increased – from both the supporters and critics of the 

organization – for a reform of its structure and function.  Although the technicalities of the 

organizational reform are still controversial in many parts, especially where an amendment of 

the Charter is necessary (e.g. the Security Council reform), some attempts to restore and 

strengthen the UN’s legitimacy and competence in global governance have taken place.  

These include: the former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s initiative to consolidate the 

Secretariat and halt corruptions; the establishment of the Peacebuilding Commission as one 

visible outcome of the 2004 High-level Panel Report on Threats, Challenges and Change; 

and increased involvement of NGOs, corporations, and other external organizations in 

economic and social agenda, as illustrated in the frameworks of the Millenium Development 

Goals and the new Human Rights Council.18  

 Notably, despite the adamant political divide in its membership and the persistent 

criticism on its structural inefficiency, the UN is still considered vital in proclaiming moral 

                                                
18 The High-level Threat Panel was established by Kofi Annan in November 2003 and mandated to examine the 
changing threats and challenges for international security and recommend the areas of potential reform of the UN to 
enhance the contribution of collective action in addressing such threats.  The executive summary of the report is 
available at: http://www.un.org/secureworld/brochure.pdf (accessed May 1, 2011).  For further details about the UN 
reform, see: Bertrand (1993), Heinbecker & Goff (2005), Mingst & Karns (2007:43-51, 239-259), Weiss, et al. 
(2007:95-129). 
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standards for international cooperation and conferring collective legitimacy (Claude 1966) in 

state actions (Mingst & Karns 2007; Roberts & Kingsbury 1993; Weiss et al. 2007).  Thus 

the organization today is facing – rather than an existential threat – a series of dilemmas over 

how to redefine itself to cope with an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world, 

which yet continues to operate largely on the basis of nation-state categories.  

 

c). The UN Discourse in 2011 

 Informed by the above-described political milieu, the present study argues that the 

institutional discourse of the UN in the 21st century is undergoing its historically dynamic 

phase, reflecting the fast-changing political power relations in the international community, 

i.e. from the US-led Western dominance of the post-Cold War decade to the new century 

foreseeing a multi-polar world with the emergence of China and other growing economies of 

the global South.  Amid such shifts in gravity, dominant and hitherto-naturalized 

interpretations set by the Western hegemony (Puchala 2005) may be openly challenged and 

problematized, and new interpretations emerge as contested national agenda of different 

Member States are integrated and legitimatized in their claims for the institutional change 

and reform.  In response, the UN officials seek to reinstate the organization’s central role in 

navigating the changing world through addressing uncertainties, promoting dialogue, and 

negotiating divergent national interests in search of common values and objectives – all on a 

tightrope.  Recalling the argument of Mumby (2000) from the previous chapter, the present 

study aims to delineate the role of discourse in controlling meanings and mediating power 

relations among these different players of the UN and thereby shaping its organizational 
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reform.  Specifically, I conduct contextual and textual analyses of formal political speeches 

delivered during the 65th General Debate in September 2011. 

 

6. UN General Debate as a Unique Institutional Discourse Space 

As argued in the previous chapter, the present study follows the social constructivist view 

of institutions as a discursive product to illustrate a dynamic and mutually-determining 

relationship between social action (discourse) and social structure (perceived reality).  The vast 

majority of business at the UN, while at times resorting directly to the use of force and economic 

sanctions, is carried out by the use of language i.e. diplomacy.  All the decisions calling for “UN 

action,” including the most aggressive interventions such as collective military actions, are based 

on resolutions and statements that are discussed, written, read, voted on, and signed by the 

Member State representatives and UN officials through a series of formal and informal meetings.  

Here, the UN as an institution talks not only to “get the job done” i.e. to negotiate and finalize 

collective decisions for its organized actions, but also to maintain its institutional self, i.e. to 

justify and/or contest the power relations of individual members in the process of such decision-

making. 

The institutional discourse of the UN occurs in many places with diverse domains: in 

informal and confidential consultations behind the closed doors of the Security Council; in the 

annual reports of the Secretary-General; in lecture tours of the New York Headquarters 

conducted for the public visitors; in meetings between the staff and locally contracted truck 

drivers of the WFP in South Sudan; in press conferences following important resolutions; and so 

on.  These differing regions of institutional discourse encompass different distribution of what 

Goffman (1959) described as front stage and back stage activities, as well as the blurry practices 
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in between.  Through these activities, members of the institution seek to maintain the public face 

of the institution before their audience (e.g. clients, mass media, etc.), while accumulating expert 

knowledge and negotiating interpersonal relations in the more specialized, internal circles of 

communication (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 19-24).  For the present study, the General Debate, 

which opened the 65th annual session of the General Assembly at the UN Headquarters, was 

chosen as a unique discourse space because of its symbolic and pragmatic representation of the 

organization as a “world forum,” as elaborated below.   

First, The General Assembly is the only place in the UN where “the principle of equal 

sovereignty of all its members” (Article 2 of the UN Charter) is maintained and exercised, with 

one vote and one voice from each country.  In particular, the highest to near-highest delegates of 

these Member States, including many heads of states and governments, typically attend the 

annual conference of General Debate, thereby bringing in their national representations directly 

into the discourse (rather than ambassadors indirectly representing the nation on behalf of their 

president or minister).   

Second, unlike most regular, topic-specific sessions attended by ambassadorial or sub-

ambassadorial delegates, speakers at the General Debates address a broad range of international 

problems with respect to an overarching theme.  This allows for the speakers to structure their 

talk rather freely, in accordance to what they want their audience to perceive as reality.  

Furthermore, as noted earlier, the proposed theme of the 65th General Debate was “Reaffirming 

the central role of the United Nations in global governance.”  The theme thus turned out to be 

particularly relevant for the present study, for it directly addressed the institutional identity and 
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reality of the UN reflecting the above-mentioned changing international politics of the 21st 

century, and invites discussions on institutional future and reform.19 

Finally, due to the concurrent presence of so many world leaders, media coverage of 

political speeches during the General Debate is among the highest of all UN meetings and other 

international conferences.  This not only makes the discourse space of the General Debate a 

highly visible and audible part of the UN to the public, but also shapes the politicians’ talks 

according to the response they seek in their nearby and remote audience (a point to be further 

discussed in the following chapters). 

 

7. Summary 

This chapter provided a multidisciplinary literature review, drawing on history, political 

science, and discourse studies to outline the institutional context for the contemporary discourse 

of the UN in general, and the General Debate in particular.  The institutional texts of the UN 

from the very origin of the organization have reflected and mediated the power relations within 

the international community.  Even today, the accumulation of such texts as a whole shapes the 

political reality of the world as perceived by its members.  Amid vast changes in political power 

dynamics and the ensuing new security and humanitarian challenges that the world faces, the 

organization continues its struggle to maintain a fine balance between international unity and 

diversity – mostly through its talking.  Especially, because of its highly formalized attendance 

and procedure, as well as its spectacle feeding the attention of the media and the international 

public, the General Debate serves as the central discourse space in which the institutional reality 

of the UN is publicly reproduced.  The next chapter discusses in detail the data and the 

                                                
19 The theme of General Debate is traditionally proposed by the newly elected President of the General Assembly.  
For the 65th General Deabate, it was the President of the 65th session of the General Assembly, Joseph Deiss.	  
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methodologies that are featured in the present study in order to analyze the text and context of 

the General Debate. 
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Chapter IV 
Methodologies 

 

1. Introduction 

 This chapter provides the details of the data collected for the present study and discusses 

the methodologies employed in its analysis.  First, different types of data collected during the 

65th UN General Debate are listed, along with the criteria used for selecting the 30 specific 

speeches for the analysis.  Following the description of the data, methodology for the preliminary 

ethnographic analysis, which is adapted from Dell Hymes’s (1974) SPEAKING model, is 

discussed, drawing on the theoretical frameworks of John Heritage and Ervin Goffman.  The last 

section explains in detail the methodology featured for the primary analysis concerning the 

speakers’ use of strategic positioning.  Here, a particular attention is paid to the disciplinary 

background of positioning theory (Harre and van Langenhove 1999), its application to intergroup 

relations and political discourse in institutions, and the critical role narrative plays in positioning. 

 

2. Data 

a). Types of Data 

 The primary data used in this research are: 

i). Selected official written statements provided by the permanent missions of UN 

Member States for the speeches of their respective representatives (e.g. presidents and 

ministers), and official written statements provided by the UN Secretariat for the 

speeches of the UN Secretary-General and the 65th President of General Assembly. 
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ii). The corresponding videotaped footage of the above-selected speeches delivered by 

the state and UN representatives.20  

iii). My own notes from the participant observation of the 65th General Debate, dating to 

the 23th through the 29th of September 2011. 

 

b). The list of selected 30 speeches in order of delivery 

1. UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon  

2. President of the 65th Session of the General Assembly, Joseph Deiss (opening speech 

for the General Debate) 

3. Minister of External Relations of Brazil, Celso Luiz Nunes Amorim 

4. President of the United States, Barack Obama 

5. Premier of the State Council of China, Wen Jiabao  

6. President of Turkey, Abdullah Gül 

7. Prime Minister of Canada, Stephen Harper 

8. President of Iran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 

9. President of Iraq, Jalal Talabani 

10. Deputy Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Nicholas Clegg 

11. President of Nigeria, Goodluck Ebele Jonathan 

12. Prime Minister of Japan, Naoto Kan 

13. President of Liberia, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf 

                                                
20 Note that all the written statements prepared in advance of the General Debate instructed to “check against 
delivery.”  Therefore, when a speech at its delivery deviated from the text of the corresponding written 
statement, the text transcribed from the spoken speech – or, in case when the speech was delivered in a 
language other than English, its official English interpretation provided by the United Nations interpreter – was 
used for the analysis.  The only exception was the speech of India, for which the text of the prepared written 
statement was analyzed because the speaker (S.M. Krishna) at the inception of his speech specifically requested 
that the prepared text be taken on regard. 
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14. President of Columbia, Juan Manuel Santos Calderón 

15. President of Haiti, René Garcia Préval 

16. President of Rwanda, Paul Kagame 

17. President of the Transitional Federal Government of Somalia, Sheikh Sharif Sheikh 

Ahmed 

18. Vice-Chancellor of Germany, Guido Westerwelle 

19. Minister of Foreign Affairs of Australia, Kevin Rudd 

20. President of Timor-Leste, José Ramos-Horta 

21. Minister of International Relations and Cooperation of South Africa, Maite Nkoana-

Mashabane 

22. Vice-President of Sudan, Ali Osman Mohamed Taha 

23. Minister of Foreign and European Affairs of France, Bernard Kouchner 

24. Minister of Foreign Affairs of Afghanistan, Zalmai Rassoul 

25. Minister of Defense of Zambia, Kalombo Mwansa 

26. Deputy Prime Minister of Israel, Avigdor Liberman 

27. Minister of Foreign Affairs of Myanmar, Nyan Win 

28. Minister of External Affairs of India, S.M. Krishna 

29. Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Pak 

Kil Yon 

30. Chairman of the Delegation of Russian Federation, Vitaly Churkin 

 

c). Criteria for the selection of Member State speeches  



 37 

 Besides the speeches of the two UN representatives (i.e. the Secretary-General and the 

President of the General Assembly), I chose, after weighing a number of factors, the 

remaining 28 speeches delivered by the representatives of Member States for an in-depth 

textual analysis.  The states selected intentionally range from influential political players to 

small and struggling states with limited economic capacities and/or political might.  The 

selection also took into account distributions in geography, the size of national economy 

(based on the country’s Growth National Product), population, territorial range, and, in case 

of former colonies, their former authorizing countries. 

• The permanent members of the Security Council: China, France, Russia, the United 

Kingdom (UK), and the United States (US) 

• Regional players, i.e. leading and/or emerging economies of the world with 

substantial political influence over regional politics: Australia, Brazil, Canada, 

Germany, India, Japan, Nigeria, South Africa, and Turkey 

• Countries facing long-term conflicts and/or security concerns (many are on the 

agenda of the Security Council): Afghanistan*, Colombia, the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (DPRK), Myanmar, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Somalia*, and Sudan* 

• Least developed countries (LDCs): Haiti, Liberia, Rwanda, Timor-Leste, and Zambia 

*Also LDCs. 

 

3. Preliminary Analysis 

 The preliminary analysis aims to define the UN General Debate as a discourse space, 

using the adapted SPEAKING model originally introduced by Dell Hymes (1974).  According to 

Hymes’ ethnographic approach to communication, the situational and cultural context of a given 
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speech event can be analyzed by identifying different communicative components that together 

shape the conventions for the language use appropriate for the event in concern.  He defined 

sixteen communicative components and categorized them into eight mnemonic symbols of 

SPEAKING, i.e. setting and scene, participants, ends, act sequence, key, instrumentalities, norms, 

and genre.  For the present study, the SPEAKING model is applied in order to contextualize the 

smaller speech event of the delivery of individual political speeches within a larger speech 

situation of the UN General Debate. 

 Furthermore, the present study adapts the SPEAKING model in order to incorporate 

contemporary inputs such as the presence of mass media and the complex and institution-specific 

constraints intrinsic to the particular discourse of the General Debate (as opposed to other types 

of political speech delivery, e.g. parliamentary debates).  Two useful theoretical frameworks are 

introduced below to complement Hymes’ model and better outline the General Debate as a 

dynamic institutional discourse: one is John Heritage’s work on institutional talk, and the other is 

Erving Goffman’s work on dramaturgy.  While they hail from differing schools of thought, these 

two scholars recognize social interaction as both means and outcome of an intersubjective 

process of co-constructing a larger social meaning-system, through which one identifies 

him/herself, negotiates his/her relationships with others, and experiences his/her world.  More 

specifically, Heritage and Goffman base their arguments on the following premises: (1) locally-

managed discursive elements of an ongoing discourse simultaneously shape and are shaped by 

the global context in which the discourse takes place, and (2) by analyzing such local discursive 

elements, researchers can inquire into the mutually-determining relationships between social 

action (discourse) and social structure (perceived reality).  Together, these two approaches 

provide insights into the pre-established expectations and conventions of the UN General Debate, 
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drawing on which the participants attribute their potential and actual social actions to certain 

kinds of motives and attitudes.   

 

a). John Heritage and Conversation Analysis of Institutional Interaction 

 One influential methodological framework for studying institutional discourse was 

established in the school of conversation analysis (CA).  Building upon Goffman’s (1983) 

notion of interactional order and Garfinkel’s (1967) project of ethnomethodology, early 

works of CA (e.g. Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson 1974; Schegloff 1968; Schegloff & Sacks 

1973; Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks 1977) examined naturally-occurring social interactions to 

delineate how basic units and sequences of social actions are produced and recognized by the 

participants (Heritage & Clayman 2010).  While initially focused on ordinary conversations 

among family members and friends, the scope of CA later expanded to cover a wide range of 

empirical data, including interactions occurring in social institutions such as classrooms, 

clinics, courtrooms, job interviews, parliamentary debates, etc. 

 Conversation analysts John Heritage and Steven Clayman argue that institutional 

interactions differ from ordinary conversations, for the former involves reduction and 

specialization of the latter “in the range of interactional practices deployed by the 

participants” and “in the context they can be deployed in” (Heritage & Clayman 2010:17). 

While a full definition of institutional talk is beyond the scope of this study, there are some 

basic elements that characterize such talk, and participants appear to be aware of these 

distinct features when orienting themselves to the institutional business at hand.  Specifically, 

institutional interaction (1) is goal-oriented and often assumes “institution-relevant identities” 

for participants, (2) “involves special constraints on what will be treated as allowable 
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contributions to the business at hand,” and (3) is “associated with inferential frameworks and 

procedures that are” institution-specific (Heritage 1997:163; Heritage & Clayman 2010:34). 

 The political discourse of the UN General Debate is shaped by many such institution-

specific purposes, customs and constraints.  As a result, like in other institutions, there are 

substantial ‘unspoken’ expectations about who is entitled to talk about what and how, when 

and where, which are established and naturalized through repeated practices.  After all, world 

leaders have been gathering at the General Assembly Hall every September to discuss 

pressing international problems for the last 65 years.   

 Here, one of the most profoundly institutionalized, naturalized, and thus unquestioned 

conventions is that the speakers are considered to be representatives of their respective states, 

or, in case of the UN Secretary-General, the UN staff.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

it is a Charter principle of the UN to define its membership on the basis of state sovereignty, 

i.e. state as a collective actor.  Especially in the highly formalized speech event of the 

General Debate, state representatives are by default accepted to be speaking on behalf of the 

entire population group in their respective countries – even if they are dictators or only voted 

in by 51% of the population.  Importantly, it is not the case that their representations are 

universally accepted; in fact there are often protesters just outside the General Assembly Hall 

condemning some of these leaders for failing to represent their true constituencies.  However, 

it should be noted that the General Debate is by and large not considered a proper discourse 

space to doubt the legitimacy of state representation, as the Assembly seeks to maintain a 

baseline of mutual respect among its participants. 

 Nevertheless, these expectations shaping a given institutional interaction are not fixed; 

they are at times challenged, accidentally or deliberately, and can change the norms and 
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conventions of the discourse space. For instance, the recommended time slot for each country 

to deliver its speech in the General Debate is fifteen to twenty minutes, in order to allow for 

the equal representation of all the Member States in the General Assembly.  Yet many 

speakers surpass this time limit by claiming to have a different opinion of how long their 

country’s speech should be.  The legendary example of this was Fidel Castro, whose record-

setting address of 4 hours and 29 minutes on September 26, 1960 (Guinness World Records), 

naturally made it easier for many who spoke in the following years to lengthen their own 

speeches.  Thus identities of the participants in the interaction, their communicative actions, 

and global and local contexts of the interaction all feed off each other to discursively 

construct – and reconstruct – the institution itself.21  It is this dynamic tri-polar mechanism 

that enables the UN is to be “talked into being” (Heritage 1984:90; Heritage & Clayman 

2010:20-33) and maintains its life in the sphere of public discourse.   

 

b). Erving Goffman’s Dramaturgy 

 Another useful framework for studying the General Debate is the dramaturgic analysis of 

public discourse introduced by sociologist Erving Goffman.  Applying the approach 

described in his book, Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), each speaker giving a 

political speech at the UN can be perceived as performing in front of a set of audience, where 

his/her goal is to achieve the acceptance by the audience of who he/she wishes to convey as 

self, and to control their response to his/her act.  Goffman (1959:3) explains that such control 

is “achieved largely by influencing the definition of situation which the others come to 

formulate, and he [the speaker] can influence this definition by expressing himself in such a 

                                                
21 Note that, at a more local level, this tri-polar mechanism finds its counterpart in the positioning triad, which is 
used in the primary analysis.	  
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way as to give them the kind of impression that will lead them to act voluntarily in 

accordance with his plan.”  This definition of “the situation,” i.e. what comes to be perceived 

as happening in a given discourse, however, is a co-product of all the participants in the 

interaction including the audience, who may accept or challenge the speaker’s perspective.   

Public discourse of the UN such as the General Debate is always collectively shaped by 

different sets of participants.  While the representatives of Member States and the UN 

officials may be the only ones present in the room directly addressing one another, they are 

always conscious of their audience as including the media and who is ‘behind the camera,’ 

e.g. voters back in their home country.  Accordingly, there are often two levels of audience 

assumed in the public discourse of the UN: those who are sharing the immediate floor of 

conversation, and those who, while not physically present, have a media-mediated 

presence.22  These visible and invisible listeners together influence what the speakers say (i.e. 

locution), what they want to do by saying what they say (i.e. illocution), and what they 

achieve in the reaction of their target audiences (i.e. perlocution).23 

 Furthermore, the UN has long been seen as a continuous “theater for standard-setting and 

myth-making” (Roberts & Kingsbury 1993:21) within international relations, which 

anticipates a more peaceful, prosperous world at the end of the day’s drama.  Bauman (1990) 

also underscores this reflexive nature of performing verbal communication before an 

                                                
22 It should be noted that the media here is recognized not only as a logistic mediator of speech texts between 
politicians and the public, but also as a ‘recontextualizer’ of the political speeches to interpret and reproduce the 
original text in its own way and disseminate certain political message for public consumption.  This more proactive 
role of the media as a disseminator of political text outside of the General Assembly Hall is, however, not the focus 
of the present study, for the study concentrates on the ‘raw’ texts produced by the actual members of the institution 
(i.e. the UN officials and the Member States representatives) and aims to encourage the international public to take a 
self-initiated, critical approach to interpret such original texts before media manipulates and feeds them in a ‘cooked’ 
form.  Hence, for the purpose of this study, i.e. for the analysis of the discourse space of the General Debate, the 
presence of media is characterized here by its anticipatory influence on the politicians’ speech performances per se, 
and not its postproduction of those speeches. 
23	  Refer to Austin (1962) and Searle (1976) for further accounts on locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary 
forces of speech acts.	  
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audience.  For him, formal political addresses (such as those in the present study) are 

essentially a form of verbal art that extracts text from one context (decontextualization) and 

exposes it to another (recontextualization).  Through this process of entextualization,  

[p]erformance puts the act of speaking on display – objectifies it, lifts it to a degree from its 
interactional setting and opens it to scrutiny by an audience. Performance heightens awareness of the 
act of speaking and licenses the audience to evaluate the skill and effectiveness of the performer’s 
accomplishment.  (Bauman 1990:73) 
 

Accordingly, when making addresses in the UN General Debate, politicians are readily 

expected by their audience to act (i.e. idealize their views on themselves and the situation in 

which they assume significant parts) on what Goffman (1959:110) described as the front 

stage, while reserving their motives for the back stage.24  Yet, regardless of how honest or 

contrived a speech, as Goffman notes, what makes it successful staging that wins the hearts 

and minds of the target audience is the same communicative technique in the speaker to 

strategically convey his/her preferred self and the situation in which he/she is found in 

relation to others. 

 

 Inspired by the aforementioned frameworks, the preliminary analysis depicts the speech 

event of the political speech delivery at the General Debate by examining the following 

communicative components: 

• Scene: “the time and place of a speech act and, in general, to the physical 

circumstances” (Hymes, 1974:55). 

• Setting:  “physiological” and/or “cultural definition” of the scene (55-56).  This may 

include the level of formality and the institutional implication of the event. 

                                                
24	  The present study is primarily concerned with the talk that is taking place in what Goffman (1959) calls the front 
stage, where the performer and the intended audience are both present with an expectation of the performance to be 
officially carried out without disruption, rather than in the back stage or side stage.	  
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• Participants: speakers and the various layers of visible and invisible audiences. 

Within the context of the present study, the distinction is made between the officially 

recognized addressees and other hearers (54-56). 

• Ends: explicit and implicit purposes of the speech event, as recognized by the 

participants, as well as the notable immediate outcome of the event (56-57).25 

• Act sequence: message form and content specifying what is done by what is said (i.e. 

speech act), as well as the exchange of these speech acts that define the order of the 

event, i.e. how it begins, proceeds, and ends (54-55). 

• Key: “tone, manner, or spirit” used in the speech acts composing the event (57). 

• Instrumentalities: styles (such as linguistic register) and mechanical medium of 

speech (58-60). 

• Norms: Social conventions governing actions and reactions of participants at the 

event.  Norms may derive from similar repeated practices in the speech communities, 

and/or from the specific rules and expectations formally set by the institution in 

which the event takes place (60-61).  One of the foremost goals of this study is to 

articulate what are some of the UN’s most prominent institutional norms that shape 

the expectations for, and interpretations of, the speeches delivered in the General 

Debate. 

• Genre: a thematic categorization of the speech event and/or speech acts involved (61-

62). 

                                                
25 The outcome of the speech event here refers to what was observable in the data collected for the study, within the 
temporal and spatial limitation of the General Assembly Hall during the designated debate hours.	  
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For the purpose of distinguishing what typifies the speech event from accidental or deliberate 

deviations from the established norms, all 30 speeches were comparatively analyzed against the 

nine factors listed above. 

 

4. Primary Analysis 

 Building on the above ethnographic analysis, an in-depth textual analysis of the collected 

30 speeches (1) examines how different speakers project the intergroup power dynamics among 

the members of the United Nations, and (2) contests their respective “realities” within the UN as 

well as the corresponding international relations outside of the General Assembly Hall.  Each 

speaker here is understood as performing a discursive mapping of the world in his/her speech, by 

which he/she positions different individual and/or collective actors of the international 

community (including him/herself), in accordance with his/her preferred distribution of power 

and morality.  In this speech strategy of mapping, speakers are in control not only of the selective 

representation of certain actors and events in the world, but also of selective references to the 

world itself.  This is because “the use of language in political discourse can be seen as a form of 

competition among political actors wishing to promote, to have accepted, their own particular 

‘world’” (Chilton, 2004:50) – or, in this case, the institutional reality of united or divided 

nations.  

 

a). Positioning Theory 

 Positioning theory was first introduced by Davies and Harre (1990) and has been further 

elaborated by Harre and van Langenhove (1999), Tan and Moghaddam (1999), Harre and 

Moghaddam (2003), Moghaddam and Kavulich  (2008), etc.  The concept of positioning 
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complements the preceding theories of social interactions introduced by Vygotsky (in what 

he described as “psychological symbiosis”), Goffman (in his reference to “face work”), and 

Tajfel & Turner (in their social identity theory), through pointing to the dynamic, successive, 

and power-mediated nature of unfolding social events (Tan & Moghaddam 1999; Harre & 

Moghaddam 2003).  According to Harre and Moghaddam (2003:4), positions “exist as 

patterns of beliefs in the members of a relatively coherent speech community.”26  In the 

words of the authors, positions are defined as “a loose set of rights and duties that limit the 

possibilities of action” (5), implying what is socially possible to be said or done in the given 

context of an ongoing interaction.27  At the most fundamental level of discourse, positions 

associated with the right to speak and the right to hear have profound influence in the 

participants’ negotiation of the speaker-hearer relationship as well as the outcome of the talk, 

i.e. who gets to be heard in the end (Tan & Moghaddam 2003:184). 

Positions form part of what Harre and van Langenhove (1999) proposed as the 

positioning triad (Figure 1), in which positions, speech and other social acts, and storyline 

mutually determine one another in unfolding social events.  According to their framework, 

positioning refers to the discursive construction of a storyline, in which the speaker assigns 

temporal ‘roles’ for themselves and others. Such storylines “make a person’s actions 

intelligible and relatively determinate as social acts” (Hare & van Langenhove 1999:16).  

Positions are “ephemeral, disputable, and changeable” (Moghaddam & Harre 2003:140).  In 
                                                
26 This study assumes	  Hymes (1974:51)’s definition of speech community as “a community sharing the knowledge 
of rules for conduct and interpretation of speech.”  Formal institutions such as the United Nations that are typically 
bound by official documents (e.g. charters, statutes, laws, resolutions, etc.) codifying the rules for conduct and 
implication of speech in their institutional events are thus characterized as speech communities. 
27	  It should be noted that positioning theory is only concerned with the analysis at the level of acts (Harre & Slocum 
2003), which are socially established meaning of actions and not actions themselves.  Geertz (1973:6-7) articulates 
this distinction in his reference to the “thick description” of culture, in which he borrows from the classic example 
by Gilbert Ryle that compares the social act of wink with an involuntary twitch.  While both are the same physical 
action of closing one’s eye momentarily, only when so intended and/or interpreted as a wink does the action gain a 
communicative function of act, whose social meaning can be established, negotiated, and analyzed.	  



 47 

an ongoing conversation, participants constantly position and reposition one another by co-

constructing storylines through an exchange of speech and other social acts that make sense 

of such positions. 

 

Figure 1 Positioning Triad (Harre and van Langenhove 1999) 

In institutional discourse, positioning provides an excellent communication tool for 

institutional members to negotiate power relations and strategically set forth their preferred 

institutional reality.  By positioning, speakers aim to (1) establish and promote certain power 

relations between themselves and others, and (2) control the talk in progress and its outcome.  

This is typically achieved by positive Self-positioning associated with higher authority or 

moral standard (e.g. as ‘superior,’ ‘faithful,’ ‘responsible,’ ‘trustworthy,’ etc.) accompanied 

by negative Other-positioning (e.g. as ‘inferior,’ ‘disrespectful,’ ‘untrustworthy,’ 

‘belligerent,’ etc.) (Harre & Slocum 2003; Moghaddam & Kavulich 2008; Tan & 

Moghaddam 1999). 

 

b). Intergroup Positioning 

 Mutually Determining 
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At the intergroup level, as will be demonstrated in the present study, positioning can 

establish the basis of group memberships for individual and collective actors (i.e. who may or 

may not belong to which group), and can propel certain relationships between these groups 

(Tan & Moghaddam 1999).  According to Tan and Moghaddam (1999:183-184), intergroup 

positioning can be achieved largely through the use of linguistic devices including: 

i). Reference by pronouns (e.g. “I,” “we,” “they,” “us,” “them,” “you,” etc.) and group 

names (e.g. “the UN,” state names, names of state representatives, “Africa,” “the 

West,”  “the South,”  “developed countries,” etc.) 

ii). Group affiliation and disaffiliation (e.g. “as part of the EU,” “like other developing 

countries,” etc.) 

iii). Embedding group positions in preferred storylines through the use of rhetorical 

devices.  Here, factors influencing the stories that people tell about their groups in 

relation to other groups may include: the local context in which the encounter and 

storytelling takes place; past relations between the groups in contact; the particular 

issues and events that are likely to be indexed and discussed in the ongoing 

interaction; and moral evaluations brought into the interpretation of what’s told, etc.  

In turn these storylines “make different positions available for speakers to take up or 

challenge” (184). 

Through the use of these linguistic devices, speakers position groups, thereby associating 

their members with certain sets of rights, duties, and obligations that differentiate them from 

other groups, for which different sets of rights, duties, and obligations are assumed.   

Note that positioning can be performed explicitly or implicitly.  Since positions are 

dynamically and interdependently defined, an explicit positioning of oneself with a high 
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moral standard (e.g. an open, democratic government) is often accompanied by an implicit 

(or sometimes another explicit) counter-positioning of someone else at a lower, 

disadvantaged moral standard (e.g. a closed, oppressive authority).  Similarly, positioning 

someone as a member of a group (e.g. developing countries) may imply counter positions of 

others who are outside the group and/or exist as part of another group (e.g. developed 

countries).   

 

c). Representatives and Mediators 

Tan and Moghaddam (1999) identify two important roles in intergroup positioning: 

representatives and mediators.  A group representative is someone who exercises “the 

claimed and/or socially ascribed right and duty to ‘speak on behalf of’” the group (185).  All 

the state representatives whose speeches are analyzed in this study are institutionally 

assumed to speak in the voice of their respective states as collective actors.  Their words at 

the UN are likely to be taken as the collective will and commitment of the people in the 

corresponding Member State, rather than as personal statement.  Similarly, the Secretary-

General of the UN assumes the representational role for the organization’s staff body.   

Positions, however, are dynamic entities and thus can be emphasized or deemphasized. 

Sometimes these state representatives dissociate their representational role in order to take up 

the more personal position of a competent politician or diplomat.  Also, as discussed in the 

previous section, these speakers’ representational position is internally disputable by the 

members of the group who claim to be “misrepresented.”  For example, while the 

institutional norm of the UN tends to leave the question of state representation to be 
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answered domestically, it also presumes the representative positions of each speaker to be 

temporary. 

Mediators in intergroup relations are explicitly and formally positioned to be objective 

and impartial so as to bring together contesting parties.  At the UN, the Secretary-General 

generally assumes the position of political mediator among the Member States.  The 

President of the General Assembly assumes a similar position in the speech event of General 

Debate.  Mediators who establish their position as ‘trustworthy’ and ‘fair’ often exercise 

more power to control the proceeding and outcome of discourse than do the groups in contact.  

Thus mediators usually try to position themselves favorably to the parties in contact, in order 

to offer and have accepted new storylines, which can reconfigure the relative positions of the 

groups to one another.  Mediators may suggest new and more positive readings for the 

motives and actions of opposing groups, instead of relying upon the prevailing, old, and 

possibly hostile readings (185-186).28 

 

d). Power of Narrative 

What effectively stabilizes positions that are fluid in their nature is a compelling storyline 

or conventional narrative, in which peoples’ positions can be embedded and naturalized, and 

their actions can be identified as particular social acts.  Scholars of institutional and 

organizational communication studies have long recognized the importance of narrative in 

social negotiation, especially for its capacity in sense-making and memory-building (see 

                                                
28 The position of mediators is, however, also subject to the influence of others – in particular the power majorities 
in the intergroup relations.  In the UN, the Secretary-General’s credential depends on support by the majority of the 
international community.  However, some powerful Member States such as the permanent members of the Security 
Council, which can veto the resolutions regarding the situation that he and his office mediates, often have influence 
over who will serve as mediator in particular international conflicts or disputes, and how the mediator will behave in 
negotiating with the parties involved.	  
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Czarniawska 1998; Linde 2001, 2008; Mumby 1987; and Williams 2003).  These studies 

underline the role of narrative in reproducing (i.e. simultaneously expressing as well as 

constituting) the institutional/organizational reality, which can take the form of collective 

identity, ideology, or power structure, among others.  

Speakers strategically shape their stories by selectively attaching meanings to the past 

events and packaging them together into a coherent whole for their present purpose (Linde 

2001, 2008).  Good stories are easy to follow; they are reasonable, memorable, touching, and 

sharable.  They provide a context for a new, seemingly extraordinary event to be explained 

and understood as something relevant and even ordinary within the hitherto-established 

cultural conventions (Bruner 1990).  Stories of such qualities can manipulate the cognitive 

response of the audience in their perception of the relationship between the narrated world 

(i.e. Goffman’s notion of “make-believe,” 1974) and the world in which the story is told (i.e. 

“reality”).  In other words, narrative provides a useful tool for intentionally blurring the 

boundaries between fiction and fact, so as to build and showcase one’s subjective social 

reality as if it were objective, categorical state of affairs.  Accordingly, what makes up 

people’s memory – especially collective memory such as that of institutions – is often the 

“reality” shaped by the mixture of well-crafted, pervasive, and at times cacophonous 

storylines. 

Tan and Moghaddam (1999) emphasize the importance of narrative in intergroup 

positioning analysis.  They argue that histories of intergroup relations and of respective 

groups are “not fixed, objective narratives, but are collaboratively produced and ever-

changing storylines, seen from particular positions” (187).  Furthermore, “[t]he major issues 

in intergroup behavior, such as justice, discrimination and collective rights and obligations” 
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and “the stability or change brought about in minority-majority relations” all depend on the 

power of narrative, i.e. “certain storylines being accepted or rejected” (193). 

  

e). Positioning-Narrative Analysis 

The text analysis of the political speeches in this study will focus on how the speakers at 

the UN General Debate map – through strategic positioning – different actors (including 

themselves) in their story-world, which is tied to the real world of international relations.  

The analysis also will examine how the speakers assign different positions, with associated 

sets of specific rights and duties, to the actors.  Particular attention is paid to: 

i). Self-other positioning: how the speakers define and categorize their in-groups and 

out-groups as part of international community, and affiliate and/or disaffiliate specific 

actors from these groups (e.g. ‘us versus them,’ ‘friends versus adversaries,’ 

‘cooperative and faithful members of international community versus trouble makers,’ 

etc.)   

ii). UN positioning: How the speakers position the United Nations as an institution, and 

its relationship to their self-other positioning of individuals and nations. 

iii). Narratives/storylines featured by the speakers in order to propel a context that ‘makes 

sense of’ (i.e. makes understandable and relevant) their positioning.  As argued in the 

previous chapter, the analysis here will focus on intertextuality: how the speakers 

index the fundamental principles or key ideologies of the United Nations– which are 

historically grounded, widely recognized and supported, and thus largely 

incontestable – by making reference to the previous texts of the institution.   
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The analysis aims to establish that (1) the speakers, through their strategic positioning, define 

and naturalize their preferred institutional reality, in which their political agenda can be 

justified, and that (2) narratives are used to effectively depict such institutional reality.29 

 

5. Summary 

 This chapter provided detailed explanations for the data and methodologies used in the 

present study.  A total of 30 political speeches delivered by the UN officials and the Member 

State representatives were carefully selected for the purpose of contextual and textual analyses to 

portray the discourse space of the 65th General Debate.  The preliminary analysis – building on 

the scholarly findings in ethnography, conversation analysis, and sociology – applies the adapted 

SPEAKING model to the observed delivery of these speeches, in order to identify different 

communicative components that contextualize the speech event in which these speeches took 

place.  The primary analysis then examines the text of the selected 30 speeches, in order to 

identify the speakers’ use of strategic positioning.  The analysis aims to elaborate on how 

speakers establish and disseminate their preferred institutional reality for the UN, in which their 

political agenda, as well as moral and/or power advantage over others, can be legitimized and 

naturalized.  Particular attention is paid to the speakers’ positioning of Self-Other relationship 

                                                
29 Inevitably each of these speeches made by state representatives can be situated within the context of the particular 
country’s political discourse.  For example, the address by Barack Obama can be analyzed within the trajectories of 
history, language conventions, and political situations unique to the United States.  He may be responding to the 
previous political speeches in the US political discourse, such as the speech delivered by his predecessor George W. 
Bush.  In this sense, each speech can be situated along different contextual trajectories and thus deserves a research 
in its own right (in fact, much of this is done in the studies of national political discourse).   

Instead of focusing on such nation-specific axes, however, the present study looks at these speeches together, in a 
comparative manner, as reflected in the discourse space of the UN General Debate.  These speeches were delivered 
at the same time in the same place, under the same institutional constraints of the UN.  They shared much in 
common, yet they vary considerably and meaningfully.  What can be revealed by this comparative approach is 
precisely the boundaries defining how much the different members of the institution must respect and conform to 
one another, and how much they can compete and contest against one another.  Such dynamics in turn can delineate 
the profile of the international organization, as both the producer and product of its institutional discourse.	  
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and of the UN as an institution, in addition to the ways in which they index different institutional 

narratives to embed these positions.  In the following two chapters, the results and findings of 

these two analyses will be discussed in detail. 
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Chapter V 
Preliminary Analysis:  

Ethnographic Analysis of General Debate as a Speech Event 
 

1. Introduction 

 This chapter discusses the result of the preliminary analysis, in which the adapted 

SPEAKING model (Hymes 1974) was applied to the performances and texts of 30 speeches 

delivered during the 65th General Debate.  I elaborate on the nine communicative components of 

the speech event – scene, setting, participants, ends, act sequence, key, instrumentalities, norms, 

and genre – in this order, and follow with a discussion integrating the findings to contextualize 

the General Debate as a discourse space.  Finally, a tentative conclusion on the multilayered 

purposes sought by different participants in the event is introduced to guide the primary textual 

analysis, which is discussed in the following chapter. 

 

2. Findings 

a). Scene 

Time: 23-25 and 27-29 of September 2011, between 9 a.m. and 10 p.m., during scheduled 

plenary meeting hours of the 65th General Debate. 

Place:  General Assembly Hall of the United Nations Headquarters in New York City.  It is 

the largest meeting room of the UN Headquarters opened in 1952 to hold plenary 

meetings of the General Assembly.  The hall occupies the second, third, and fourth 

floors of the General Assembly Building and has a seating capacity of 1,898.  The 

architectural design of the hall represents the principle of equality among the 

organization’s member countries; each member state is assigned a set of six seats and 



 56 

their locations in the room rotate annually according to a lottery.  All the speeches 

under study were delivered from the raised speaker’s podium located in front of the 

rostrum – which seats the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (or the Deputy 

Secretary-General Asha-Rose Migiro), the 65th General Assembly President Joseph 

Deiss (or one of the 21 Vice Presidents), and the Under Secretary-General of General 

Assembly and Conference Management Muhammad Shaaban (or his alternative) – 

facing the delegations of then 192 UN Member States as well as other observers, 

guests, and media representatives.30 

 

b). Setting 

This 65th General Debate marked the opening of the 65th annual session of the UN 

General Assembly.  As argued in Chapter III, the event simultaneously reflected and 

reproduced the default representation of what the United Nations was – the “world forum” in 

which the leaders of nation-states respectfully spoke in the name of their represented 

collectives to negotiate international peace and prosperity.  As has been the case annually, the 

event assumed and exhibited the highest degree of formality, attendance, and media coverage 

out of all General Assembly meetings. 

 

c). Participants 

Speakers: Official speakers in the event included the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 

the 65th General Assembly President Joseph Deiss, representatives of the 192 UN 

Member States and two UN Permanent Observers, Holy See and Palestine.  

                                                
30 South Sudan became the 193rd Member State of the UN in July 2011.	  
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Amongst the representatives of Member States were over 90 heads of states and 

governments and some 80 deputy- or vice-heads and ministerial level delegates.31  

It is important to realize that political speeches scripted for formal addresses, such 

as those delivered here, generally assume a complex “production format” 

(Goffman, 1981:144-146).  While the speakers are fully accredited for their 

capacity as animators and principals, their speech texts are most likely authored by 

multiple people (i.e. speech writers, the politician/speaker, his/her advisers, etc.). 

Addressees: In the most literal and stylistic sense, most representatives of the UN 

Member States assumed the General Assembly President as their primary 

addressee, along with the Secretary-General and high-level delegates of other 

Member States.32  Frequently used appellations included “Mr. President,” “the 

Secretary-General,” “Heads of states and governments,” “Excellencies,” 

“distinguished delegates,” “fellow delegates,” “fellow colleagues,” “ladies and 

gentlemen,” etc.  In contrast, those delivered by the Secretary-General and 

President Joseph Deiss himself primarily addressed “Excellencies” and “ladies and 

gentlemen.”  These addresses seem to be performing at least two pragmatic 

functions: (1) to follow and reinforce the established institutional convention of 

formality and representational nature of the international discourse, and (2) to 

punctuate the speech (e.g. topic shift, emphasis, etc.).   

Hearers: Although not addressed directly, the presence of others participating in the event as 

the audience, both inside and outside the General Assembly Hall, was assumed.  

These hearers included: UN staff members, representatives of observers and other 

                                                
31 See Appendix B for the complete speakers list of the 65th General Debate.	  
32 The only exception of the selectively analyzed 28 delegate speeches was Canada.	  
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affiliated organizations, mass media, and the international public at the receiving 

end of news coverage of the event.   

 

While every speaker was granted the right to speak, the corresponding duty to listen was 

absent.  Not everyone was present to listen to all the speeches and, throughout the event, 

there were delegates, UN staff members, and media personnel who were constantly moving 

in and out of the General Assembly Hall.  In this sense, the norm governing the speaker-

hearer relationship of the event was by default asymmetrical and unstable.  This seemed to be 

largely due to other concurrent events that took place in the UN Headquarters, including 

bilateral meetings among the Member State representatives and between the Member State 

representatives and the high-level UN officials, as well as meetings called by other UN 

bodies including the Security Council.  There was also a tendency for the level of attendance 

to shift over the course of the day and throughout the General Debate.  Attendance level was 

generally higher in the morning and declined towards the end of the day.  Also, given that the 

Member State representatives were listed to speak in order of their diplomatic ranks (i.e. first 

heads of state, then heads of government, then deputy heads of state/government, ministerial 

representatives, permanent representatives heading countries’ local missions to the UN, etc.), 

the average daily attendance was higher in the first days of the event but decreased 

significantly in the second week. 

In some speeches, however, there seemed to be more political motives for the presence 

and/or absence of the audience.  For instance, the speeches by the Secretary-General and the 

General Assembly President were fully attended, understandably since they were the hosts of 

the event and both spoke at the opening of the first day.  In addition, the assembly hall was 
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packed, with audience members seated and standing, during the speech of the US President 

Barack Obama, presumably due to the political importance of the US in international 

relations as well as his high level of media coverage and the resulting public recognition of 

him as the head of host country.  In contrast, there were cases in which some delegates 

renounced speakers by explicitly deserting their expected role as the addressee.  A salient 

example was the address by the Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.  In the midst of 

his speech referring to the terrorist attacks of September 11th, the entire delegation of a 

number of Western countries including the US, UK, France, Germany, etc. walked out of the 

assembly hall, thereby unilaterally disengaging themselves from the ongoing speech event.  

 

d). Ends 

There was an explicit and incontestable purpose in the General Debate, which was – at 

least verbally – supported in all the speeches analyzed: to facilitate the negotiations between 

the UN Member States in seeking collective solutions to international problems related to 

peace and security, economic and social development, and human rights.  Especially relevant 

here is the aforementioned theme of this particular General Debate: to reaffirm the central 

role of the United Nations in global governance.  

There were, however, layers of subsidiary purposes that were not enunciated but were 

reasonably assumed in these speeches: to successfully portray oneself according to his/her 

political interest, both international and domestic, and to control the outcome of discourse.  

This is where the power dynamics of institution enters into the picture.  As argued in Chapter 

II, the institutional discourse can be perceived as a struggle over dominant meaning, which 

constitutes and/or reinforces the speaker’s preferred institutional reality.  This in turn 
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legitimizes and naturalizes his/her access to some institutional resources over others.  In this 

sense, each of the Member States speeches was intended to win both the international and 

domestic rivalries, by: (a) establishing the country’s higher moral ground as a responsible 

and faithful member of the international community (over other countries), and (b) 

promoting the speaker’s personal capacity as a reliable national leader (over other domestic 

competitors).33  As for the Secretary-General and the President of the General Assembly, 

they were trying to establish themselves as reliable mediators and facilitators of the 

international discourse to mitigate competition and promote cooperation.   

 

e). Act Sequence 

The act sequence of the General Debate was highly ritualized, in the sense that most 

events occurred as planned or within the range of expectations derived from the experience 

of previous years.  The overall proceedings of the event were markedly similar to those of the 

63rd and 62nd General Debates.34  

The message form used throughout the event was a series of uninterrupted monologues of 

combined narratives and appeals, sprinkled with direct and indirect quotes from influential 

UN documents, former political addresses, religious texts, literary works, etc.  Besides the 

frequent use of address forms such as “Mr. President” and “Ladies and Gentlemen,” 

metalinguistic expressions such as “let me repeat myself,” “let me be clear once more,” and 

“let me remind everyone,” were used to punctuate the speeches and reengage the audience.  

                                                
33 In case of the speeches delivered by vice/deputy heads of states or governments, foreign ministers and other 
representatives who were not the actual heads of countries, they typically spoke in support of their heads or 
administrations.	  
34 Note that the author also attended the 63rd General Debate (which took place during 23-29 September 2008) as 
well as the 62nd General Debate (which took place during 25 September – 3 October 2007) at the UN Headquarters, 
with conditions similar to those during the 65th General Debate in allowing for participant observation.	  
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In the audience, the primary message forms used were silence (with minor private side 

conversations that were readily regarded as ‘off-record’) and applause observed at the end of 

each speech as well as occasionally in the middle of speeches. 

The recommended length of each statement for the General Debate was 20 minutes or 

less, and 24 of the 30 speeches analyzed in the present study respected this range.  The 

shortest of these was delivered by the Rwandan President Paul Kagame; it lasted 8 minutes 

and 9 seconds.  Of the 6 speeches that exceeded 20 minutes, the longest speech was that of 

the Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; it lasted 33 minutes and 38 seconds.  

It should be noted that the vast majority of the speech texts had been prepared in advance 

of the event, with the important exception of those exchanged while exercising the right of 

reply.  Since a list of the speakers was published at the beginning of each day of the General 

Debate, the participants were assumed to be aware of who would be speaking and in what 

order.  Written texts of the statements were also prepared in advance, but were made 

available to the audience only at the commencement of each speech.  Each of these written 

speeches, however, instructed the reader to “check against delivery” on its front page, 

indicating that there could be some divergence between the written text and the verbal speech 

delivered, and that the actual verbal speech would be the one to be officially recorded.  This 

seemed to allow some leeway for the speakers to deviate and improvise from the prepared 

speech.   

Comparing the written statements with the video recordings of the actual speeches 

delivered, the majority of the speeches exhibited either no changes or only minor changes.35  

                                                
35 It should be noted that these comparisons were only possible with 27 of the selected 30 speeches for which 
prepared written statements were made available in English.  Haiti and Sudan only provided the written statements 
in French and Arabic, respectively, and France provided an unofficial transcript following the delivery of the speech.  
In addition, simultaneous interpretation should also be considered as a factor resulting in some of these changes.  
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Barring false starts, cut-off words and sentences followed by repetitions, non-lexical speech 

markers (e.g. “uh” and “hmm”) and other obvious speech repairs, 11 out of the 27 selected 

speeches that were checked against delivery strictly followed the prepared written statements.  

Of the rest, 9 speeches involved minimal changes, i.e. rephrasing and addition or subtraction 

of up to a few sentences over the entire speech.  These changes did not radically alter the 

illocutionary force of the original written texts either.   

However, in the remaining 7 speeches delivered by the representatives of Turkey, Iran, 

Nigeria, Somalia, Timor-Leste, South Africa, and India, major deviations from the prepared 

written statements were observed.  Some of these seemed to have resulted from the fact that 

the most up-to-date written texts were simply not available in time for the audience.  

Somalia’s speech, for instance, was radically expanded from the written statement circulated 

to the audience, but the speaker was, according to the video, still reading from numerous 

added texts from the document in his hand.  In some other cases, the speakers made clearly 

off-the-cuff remarks that restructured their prepared speeches and, in some cases, made meta-

discursive reference to doing so.  The representatives of Timor-Leste and India, at the start of 

their speeches, acknowledged that they were going to skip some paragraphs of the prepared 

texts in the interest of time.  In the case of India, the Foreign Minister Krishna even requested 

that the prepared written statement be taken “on regard,” i.e. to be considered as the official 

‘on the record’ text instead of what he verbally delivered.  Yet in other cases, impromptu 

deviations seemed to serve more specific political interests of the speakers.  Iranian President 

Ahmadinejad, for example, inserted several clauses and full sentences, which escalated his 

remarks antagonizing the US or the Western countries as the Other. Australian Foreign 

                                                                                                                                                       
For the speeches delivered in languages other than English, the text analysis relied on the English interpretation of 
the original speech.  Appendix C provides the list of languages used in the selected thirty speeches and the degree of 
deviation in the delivered speech from the prepared written statements.	  
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Minister Rudd, in contrast, omitted a whole sentence that requested continuous and possibly 

enhanced sanctions against Iran and DPRK regarding their nuclear issues, presumably to 

curb aggression against these two countries and other influential players with political ties to 

them.  These politically ‘marked’ deviations from the written statements, especially when 

referring to controversial topics or specific political actions of states, seemed to reveal the 

most dynamic end of the UN’s discourse.  At such an institutional periphery, interpretations 

of motives and attitudes associated with specific communicative choices (i.e. to say or not to 

say) are not strictly conventionalized but rather open–ended.  In other words, there seemed to 

be a great deal of latitude for “struggle over meaning” (Mumby 2000:595). 

 

f). Key 

The most prevalent tone of speech maintained throughout the event was official, 

confident, earnest, and eager, as is customary and expected for any political address.  While 

the majority of the speech was delivered in a respectful manner, at times the speakers used an 

offensive tone condemning specific events and actions taken within the international 

community.  It should be noted that such political criticisms were often accompanied by 

sarcasm and explicit as well as implicit accusations of who was to be blamed.  This point will 

be further elaborated in the following chapter. 

 

g). Instrumentalities 

In the General Assembly Hall, all of the original speeches were amplified via a 

microphone and simultaneous interpretations were made available in the six official 

languages of the UN (Arabic, Mandarin Chinese, English, French, Russian, and Spanish).  
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Beyond the General Assembly Hall, the speeches were video-recorded and streamed live on 

the UN TV as well as on the UN’s official website.  Major international news media agencies 

were accredited for their journalistic coverage of the event including photographing and 

video-recordings of speeches for their own editing and broadcasting.  In addition, the 

prepared written statements distributed in the General Assembly Hall or sent by the 

permanent missions of the Member States were made available on the UN’s website 

following the delivery of each speech.  Together, these rich instrumentalities resulted in a 

highly media-mediated and multimodal discourse in the General Debate. 

 

h). Norms 

The central norm governing the event was the representational nature of the speakers.  As 

argued previously, this norm had been so scrupulously established that it was taken for 

granted.  Since state sovereignty consisted the basis of the membership to the UN and thus 

granted the speakers’ right to participate in the very discourse of the General Debate, no one 

at any moment throughout the event questioned the speakers’ full representation of the 

corresponding nation-state (or, in case of the Secretary-General, of the United Nations 

Secretariat).  Each country as a collective was represented by one person with one voice, 

regardless of any controversy that may surround such representation outside the speech 

event.36  The most typical enactment of such representation was the personification of states, 

which appeared in virtually every speech, as in: “America is waging a more effective fight 

                                                
36 Even Palestine, a non-state observer of the UN, was represented by President Abbas of the Palestinian National 
Authority, who assumed the full representation of Palestinian people.  Note that, by doing so, the UN or the 
international community as a whole implicitly disregarded Hamas as a representative of Palestine in the General 
Debate. 
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against Al Qaeda,” “Brazil, like other developing countries, has done its part,” and “China 

values friendship and also sticks to principles.”  

There was also a virtually universal respect for the fundamental principles of the UN such 

as international peace, equal sovereignty, human rights, economic and social development, 

and humanitarian aid, expressed throughout the speeches analyzed.  Many speeches also 

made explicit reference to the UN’s foundation in 1945 and/or its Charter, and advocated the 

essential role of the UN in defending and promoting these ideals.  While many of the 

speakers may have done so as lip service, no speech openly contested these so-established 

common international values.  There were, however, varying degrees to which some of these 

principles were emphasized over others in different speeches: a point to be further discussed 

in the following chapter. 

Another important norm, which was maintained across the speeches of the Member State 

representatives, was the contrast between explicit internationality and implicit locality in 

their political appeals.  In order to achieve the dual purpose of successfully presenting one’s 

political self to different target audiences (as mentioned in the above Ends section), their 

speeches explicitly addressed a global audience (i.e. the UN officials and delegates of other 

countries), while implicitly addressing domestic audiences.37  For instance, a number of 

speeches were delivered in the official languages of the respective Member States (e.g. 

Japanese for Japan, German for Germany, Korean for the Republic of Korea and DPRK, 

Ukrainian for Ukraine etc.), which were not the more internationalized official languages of 

the United Nations.  This would have made little sense if they were not intended to reach 

                                                
37	  Note that delivery of the speeches and their message – in whole or part, as intended or otherwise – to these remote 
audiences heavily relied on the media coverage of the event.  Speakers’ awareness for such media-mediated 
discourse as part of the General Debate must have contributed to how their speeches were prepared and delivered.  
While not the focus of the present study, the presence of media should therefore be recognized here as another 
important institutional norm. 	  
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their respective domestic audiences.38  Also, the representatives occasionally self-identified 

themselves as competent and reliable national leaders by listing their accomplishments after 

such phrase as “Since I took office,” “Achievements of my government include,” etc., to 

boost their political credibility and reliability as national leaders.  Naturally, the very setting 

of the General Debate (see the above Setting section) and its predominantly international 

participant configuration mitigated such nationally-directed appeals (compared with what 

they might have been in a more domestic political discourse), which in turn resulted in the 

more implicit locality sought in these speeches. 

 
i). Genre 

The predominant genre of speech used in the General Debate was political address, i.e. 

carefully prepared formal monologues by politicians and diplomats representing the voice of 

different institutions (such as the UN or the governments of respective countries) addressing 

an open-ended public audience.  Sprinkled throughout these speeches, however, were a 

variety of speech genres including personal anecdotes, institutional narratives, jokes, 

citations of poems, religious prayers, canonical international documents such as the UN 

Charter, and previous speeches by famous and well-respected political figures. 

 

3. Discussion 

 From the analysis above, the General Debate can be characterized by at least two layers 

of discourse.  First, it was a highly ritualized and widely publicized political discourse, in which 

the speakers were readily assumed to be performing to win the hearts and minds of their target 

                                                
38	  It is also possible that some of these speakers did not feel comfortable enough to deliver their speeches in one of 
the six official languages of the UN.  In either event, however, it corroborates that these speakers preferred 
appearing eloquent in their native languages that would reach their domestic audience, to sounding inarticulate in a 
foreign tongue that would reach a broader international audience.	  
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audience by presenting and having accepted the speakers’ preferred selves and the social reality 

that justifies their political appeals.  The event exhibited a highest level of formality and received 

an extraordinary media attention, since there is no other international conference in which so 

many heads of states and governments gather for an open debate.  Expectations for an 

extensively media-mediated and multimodal (i.e. interpreted/translated into different languages, 

printed, videotaped, and edited) discourse seemed to have shaped the speeches under analysis, as 

will be discussed below.   

 Second, the General Debate was an institutional discourse, in which the institutional 

identity of the 65-year-old United Nations was collectively reproduced.  Participants negotiated 

the UN’s multilayered representation and membership, reaffirmed its founding principles, 

defined new challenges and areas in need of institutional reform, and debated what role the 

organization should play in order to maintain its relevance in the international community.  As 

will be elaborated further in Chapter VI, present throughout these two layers of discourses is an 

ideology-driven and power-mediated struggle over the shared meaning that constructs and 

naturalizes the respective speakers’ preferred political and institutional reality. 

 Pertaining to the participants of the event, it is important to point out the dilemma of local 

versus international discourse.  While the speeches of the representatives of UN Member States 

openly addressed their international audience (i.e. the delegates of other countries), it was also 

reasonably assumed that they were shaped by the speakers’ domestic audiences, especially voters 

and supporters back home.  This in turn seemed to have an effect on other communicative 

components of the event, including the very purpose of the event as well as the institutional norm 

governing the contents of these speeches and manner of their delivery.   
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 At this point I have reached two tentative conclusions regarding the purpose and the 

immediate outcome of the event: (1) there was an explicitly stated common purpose, among 

participants, of promoting international harmony, and, at the same time, implicitly assumed 

individual purposes of competing over different institutional realities, and as a result (2) the 

whole speech situation likely reproduced the dynamic equilibrium between the united and 

divided nations.  In other words, speeches of the Member State representatives aimed at 

persuading their target audiences – immediate and remote – to accept the speaker or his/her 

administration as a competent and reliable leader and/or partner, and to support his/her tenure 

and political agenda over those of his/her international and domestic rivals.   

 In the midst of such competing international and domestic political discourses, the UN 

seemed to struggle to maintain its international relevance.  The very theme of the 65th General 

Debate (note the phrase “reaffirming”) suggests that the organization’s central role was being 

contested or questioned in public view in 2010, 65 years after its foundation.  Hence the 

overarching purpose and most realistically projected outcome of the 65th General Debate was the 

reproduction of dynamic equilibrium between unity and diversity of the international 

community, in which the United Nations as an institution has always found its raison d’être. 

 

4. Summary 

 This chapter discussed the findings of the preliminary analysis of the selected 30 

speeches that were delivered during the 65th General Debate.  The nine communicative 

components adapted from Hymes’ SPEAKING model were closely examined to delineate the 

General Debate as a multilayered discourse space.  Political and discursive conventions unique to 

the UN were observed to set trends throughout the speech events, shaping the speakers’ 
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expectations and actions, and the ways in which their actions were interpreted by others.  At the 

same time, the speakers appeared to strategically exploit such conventions in order to control the 

outcome of the speech event, i.e. to propel their respective political standings and agenda and to 

construct the institutional reality that justified them.  As a result, the General Debate as a speech 

situation served to maintain a dynamic equilibrium between a set of polarized purposes for its 

participants: to negotiate collective international good, while struggling for domestic political 

interests.  In the next chapter, this tentative conclusion is examined against the findings of the 

primary analysis pertaining to the positioning strategies used in these 30 speeches. 
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Chapter VI 
Primary Analysis:  

Positioning-Narrative Analysis of Selected Speech Texts 
 

1. Introduction 

 This chapter discusses the findings of the primary analysis, which examined the texts of 

the selected 30 speeches from the 65th UN General Debate in order to delineate the speakers’ use 

of strategic intergroup positioning.  Following the tentative conclusion drawn in the last chapter, 

the analysis focuses on how the discourse of the General Debate simultaneously reflects and 

constructs the institutional reality of the UN – contrasting its universally respected core and the 

contested periphery.  Particular attention is paid to the speakers’ mapping of the international 

community, i.e. how different actors are constellated both in relation to one another and as part 

of the UN and other multinational groups.  First, a brief quantitative analysis examines general 

tendencies in the use of specific communicative devices that yield intergroup positioning across 

the 30 speeches, and reveals the most commonly used group categories.  Second, an in-depth text 

analysis delineates individual practices of mapping in the selected 28 speech excerpts.  The 

findings of these analyses are further discussed to reveal the patterns of intergroup positioning in 

the 65th General Debate. 

 

2. Scope of the Positioning-Narrative Analysis 

 Drawing on the tentative conclusion from the last chapter, the findings below contrast the 

positioning strategies used by the speakers, who participated simultaneously in two layers of 

discourses at the 65th General Debate.  One was a relatively uniform discourse, which reiterated 

the universally respected institutional core of the UN, i.e. the purposes and principles enshrined 
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in the UN Charter and other fundamental documents of the organization, such as mutual respect 

to equal sovereignty, international peace, economic and social development, and promotion of 

universal human rights. 

 The other was a more dynamic discourse, which contested different social realities 

defining the UN’s institutional periphery, and reflected a rising call for institutional reform.  

Points of dispute in such discourse included the controversy over humanitarian intervention, 

nuclear safety, the Security Council reform, and priorities in international development.  This 

discourse represented the talk in which the power dynamics of the international community 

surfaced to call into question the institution’s contending conventions.  Recall the varying 

degrees to which different institutional conventions were emphasized while others were 

downplayed in the speeches under analysis (see the Norm section of Chapter V).  It was in the 

discourse carving out the rough periphery of the institution that the speakers sought to justify and 

propagate their own political interest over that of their competitors, by having their agenda 

accepted in the name of one established institutional convention over another. 

 Informed by the above, the positioning-narrative analysis here aims to illustrate different 

ways in which the speakers index these conventions grounded in the past discourse of the UN in 

order to map their world, thereby reflecting, negotiating, and reproducing their preferred 

institutional realities.  Mapping here refers to the speakers’ strategic positioning of different 

actors of the international community – including themselves – in relation to one another and as 

part of the UN and the other multinational groups.  

 In the following, two sets of analysis identify the specific discursive devices used in the 

65th General Debate to yield mapping, and how they are combined in individual instances of 

speech to invite the audience into the speakers’ preferred institutional reality, in which their 
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political interests and claims are justified and normalized.  Following the arguments of Tan and 

Moghaddam (1999) in Chapter IV, these analyses focus on the speakers’ intergroup positioning 

through: (1) reference by pronouns and group names, (2) group affiliations and disaffiliations, 

and (3) embedding group positions into a preferred narrative with use of rhetorical devices 

including intertextuality.   

 First, a quantitative analysis examines the texts of the 30 speeches to identify the 

distribution of: personal pronouns and their references; group affiliations/disaffiliations (here, 

especially to states, the United Nations and its subsidiary bodies, and other commonly mentioned 

multinational and non-state groups); and intertextual references.  The result of this analysis 

reveals a set of discursive devices used by the 30 speakers in their mapping, as well as the most 

common in-groups and out-groups yielded through such mapping.   

 The subsequent qualitative analysis examines 28 selected speech excerpts that clearly 

illustrate the concept of mapping.  The analysis delineates how the speakers tactfully combine 

the discursive devices, which are identified in the qualitative analysis, to establish different 

positions and their interrelations as part of narratives portraying their preferred international 

reality.  These speech excerpts contrast the UN’s institutional core and periphery: the discourse 

of unity echoing the UN’s key principles and ideologies; and the discourse of division over 

controversial political topics exposing the contested political interests of the UN Member States. 

 

3. Findings I: Quantitative Analysis of Communicative Devices used in Mapping 

  This quantitative analysis reveals the General Debate as an intergroup discourse, in which 

the speakers negotiate group boundaries and relations within and across groups.  Throughout the 

texts of the 30 speeches, the speakers repeatedly drew, smudged, and redrew lines between their 
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preferred in-group and out-group, in order to map a preferred constellation of international actors 

in support of their political claim.   

  To navigate the search for prominent examples of mapping, the analysis identifies a set of 

communicative devices that were frequently used in intergroup positioning.  Specifically, the 

texts of the 30 speeches are checked against the occurrence of: (1) the speakers’ use of pronouns 

“we,” “us,” “I,” “me,” “you” (for addressing the audience), and “they/them” (for addressing 

international actors); (2) their reference to countries of their own as well as others and to 

prominent national political figures; (3) their reference to the UN and its subsidiary bodies; (4) 

intertextual references to the political remarks of prominent national figures as well as to past 

UN documents; and (5) other multinational and non-state groups with which speakers affiliated 

or disaffiliated themselves.  The findings of this quantitative analysis are then used to sketch out 

common in-group and out-group references, so as to guide the subsequent qualitative analysis in 

identifying the intergroup positions that were established and/or challenged in these speeches. 

 

a). Pronoun use 

 Overall, use of the first-person plural pronouns “we” and, to a lesser extent, “us,” 

dominated the texts of most speeches, with the notable exception of the DPRK.39  “We” 

appeared a total of 837 times in the delivered text of the 30 speeches, and as many as 81 

times in a single speech (that of the United States).  It was also found that the referential 

bases of "we" were differentiated within and across speeches.  Notably, occurrences of the 

exclusive “we” (i.e. the speaker and others outside of the General Assembly hall, such as the 

                                                
39	  Although the limited evidence in the present study can only suggest, this may be attributed to the DPRK 
representative Pak’s deliberate avoidance of, or masked discomfort in, equating Kim Jong-il (whom he represents) 
with others, including the population of his own country.	  
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speaker’s fellow nationals, his/her governments and delegations, multinational groups, etc.) 

were much more prevalent than those of the inclusive “we” (i.e. the speaker and the world 

leaders at the General Assembly Hall).  Especially common was the use of “we” referring to 

the nation of the speaker, which accounted for more than half (424 times) of the total 

appearances of “we.”  Predictably, references to such national “we” only appeared in the 

speeches of the Member State delegates and never in those of the UN officials, reflecting 

their respective institutional representations.  In contrast, the two UN officials were among 

the few speakers who frequently used the inclusive “we” to address their immediate 

audience.  This indicates the difference between the target audiences of the UN officials and 

of the Member State representatives in general.  While the former sought a dialogue with the 

world leaders inside the General Assembly, the latter was likely more interested in being 

heard outside the auditorium, where their respective in-groups were found.  There were also 

frequent occurrences of the all-encompassing “we” referring to the entire international 

community, which appeared across many speeches (149 times).  This “we” seemed to blur 

the wall between inside and outside of the General Assembly Hall, making the talk accessible 

to everyone. 

 Since these speeches had been carefully written and revised before their delivery, it is 

reasonable to assume that most if not all of these different occurrences of “we” were 

intentional, including the ones that were rather ambiguous in their reference.  Their 

distribution clearly substantiates the speakers’ awareness of the media-mediated nature of the 

General Debate discourse and their political aims to influence the audience beyond the 

General Assembly Hall. 
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  The second most common sets of pronouns found in the analyzed speech texts were the 

first-person singular pronouns “I” and “me,” although their appearances varied across the 

speeches.  Since all the 30 speakers under analysis were speaking in the capacity of ‘a 

representative,’ their deviational self-references to “I/me” from the standard “we/us” were 

likely triggered by a strategic necessity.  For example, heads of state and government in 

general used more first-person singular pronouns compared to the delegates of secondary 

ranks (e.g. deputy- and vice-heads, ministers, and ambassadors), presumably due to their 

political interest in ‘shining’ in their personal capacities as national leaders and taking credit 

for specific actions.40  Also, as will be elaborated below, some speakers, including the 

General Assembly President Joseph Deiss and the US President Barack Obama, strategically 

distributed “we/us” and “I/me” in the same section of speeches, so as to solidify their 

respective desired positions and intergroup dynamics.   

 

b). National references 

 References to national Self and Other were largely restricted to the speeches of the 

Member State representatives.  While the UN Secretary-General referred to a number of 

countries and regions in the world where the organization had extensive political and/or 

humanitarian assistance on the ground, he limited addressing their political agency.  Besides 

Sudan, Iraq, and DPRK, which he mapped as actors anticipating specific political actions, 

references made to countries were neutral and geographic, as in “In Afghanistan” and “the 

people of Somalia.”  The General Assembly President did not mention a single national 

entity in his speech.  Restrained mapping of state actors in the speeches of these UN officials 

                                                
40 A notable exception to this trend was the French foreign minister Kouchner, in whose speech “I/me” appeared 28 
times.  This seemed to be due to Kouchner’s rather unique positioning of self as both the current French foreign 
minister and the previous UN-representative for Kosovo, among other capacities.	  



 76 

reflects their own communicative interest in reinforcing impartiality of their position as 

mediators.   

 In contrast, representatives of the Member States made abundant reference to their own 

countries.  Roughly 70% of these references (i.e. 514 of 725 references to national Self and 

347 of 491 reference to national Other) were made by simply naming states, and the rest 

were more specific references to populations, governments, delegation members, military 

forces, political initiatives, etc.  This highlights the speakers’ reliance on and preference for 

positioning states as abstract, collective actors, and the function of such reference to 

simultaneously reflect and reinforce the very institutional norm of the UN, whose 

membership is based on state sovereignty.  As will be argued below, these national 

references were essential to the intergroup positioning of Self and Other by the Member State 

representatives, especially in their discourse of controversial political topics outlining the 

UN’s institutional periphery.  

 

c). UN references 

 Nearly all speeches made reference to some form of the UN (with the notable exception 

of Israel, which primarily focused on its own national narrative and only mapped regional 

political actors).  More than half of these references were made to the organization itself, but 

some were made to its main organs such as the General Assembly and the Security Council, 

as well as to the Secretary-General and other UN entities.  The frequency of reference to the 

UN varied across speeches, with those of Australia and South Africa containing the highest 

frequencies.  As will be elaborated in the following qualitative analysis, the UN references 

were typically made to emphasize the speakers’ self-affiliation with the organization as the 
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supranational moral authority and, especially in the speeches of the Member State 

representatives, to catalyze Self-Other positioning. 

 

d). Intertextual references 

 The speakers’ intertextual references were made in three categories: (1) to the past text of 

national Self, (2) to the past text of national Other, and (3) to the UN texts.  In several 

speeches, the Member State representatives indexed remarks of the influential national 

figures to enhance their national narratives through what Bakhtin called unidirectional 

double-voicing (Morson and Emerson 1990).  For example, Iranian President Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad referred to a renowned Persian poet, and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu referred to a Jewish prophet, both leveraging the quotes of their respective 

ancestries to boost national dignity grounded in shared history.  Foreign ministers of South 

Africa and India quoted more recent national figures of international acclaim (i.e. Nelson 

Mandela, Mahatma Gandhi, and Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru), thereby justifying the moral 

authority of the current national governments.   

 References to the text of national Other were found in only three occasions, but they all 

catalyzed bold political acts.  The only reported speech of national Other was made by the 

US President Barack Obama, who cited both Israeli and Palestinian leaders as part of his 

narrative of the Middle East peace negotiations.  The direct speeches of both parties appeared 

to legitimate Obama’s self-claimed position as an impartial and independent mediator, 

masking the US’s widely-perceived national interest in support of Israel.  The other two 

references to the remarks of national Other were made by the representatives of the UK and 

Timor-Leste, both in critical response to the remarks made by the Iranian President 
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Ahmadinejad on the first day of the General Debate (Bakhtin’s notion of varidirectional 

double-voicing). 

 Intertextual references to the key documents and past texts of the UN were much more 

frequently compared to national texts.  These references were mainly aimed at giving weight 

to their ephemeral political claim by equating it with the more stabilized, collective voice of 

the organization.  In particular, the UN Charter and Millennium Development Goals were 

mentioned in 14 and 20 out of the 30 selected speeches, respectively.  Direct and indirect 

speeches from the preambles of the Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

key resolutions of the General Assembly, as well as quotes of the former UN Secretary-

General appeared in a total of 6 speeches. 

 Furthermore, the US President Obama and Indian Foreign Minister S.M. Krishna 

tactically combined the national and the UN intertexts in their speeches to yield positive Self-

positioning of their countries as morally-superior, loyal members of the organization.  These 

intertextual references were part of among the most effective examples of mapping, details of 

which are discussed in the following qualitative analysis.  

 

e). Commonly referenced in-groups and out-groups  

 Along with the above quantitative analysis, the selected 30 speeches were also checked 

against the speakers’ references to different multinational groups and non-state groups.41  

Groups indexed included: regional organizations and other multinational categories (e.g. 

European Union, African countries, developed and developing countries, etc.); non-state 

entities such as terrorist groups and rebel movements; as well as the entire or “majority of” 
                                                
41 The findings of this part of analysis were impossible to quantify, as individual references did not correspond to 
specific verbal variables such as pronouns or national names.  Rather, many of these references were rather abstract, 
as in “the rich world” and “the tyrannical governments.”	  	  	  	  	  



 79 

the international community.  While less common compared to personal pronouns or 

references to specific nations and to the UN, these group references were helpful in 

identifying the general tendencies in the speakers’ positioning of in-groups and out-groups.  

 

 Integrating the findings from the above sections a) through e), the table below 

summarizes the most common in-group and out-group references used in the 30 speeches.42   

Speakers In-groups (“we/us”) Out-groups (“they/them”) 
UN Officials 
 

 

• World leaders inside the 
General Assembly Hall 

• The entire international 
community 

• The UN and its staff 

• Abstract other: “forces that 
would divide us” 

• Specific other: other 
international actors that may 
marginalize the UN (e.g. G20) 

Member State 
representatives 

• Fellow nationals in the 
speakers’ own counties 

• Countries with amicable 
diplomatic relationship. Often 
identified as “neighbors,” 
“friends,” “allies,” etc. 

• Countries identified as ‘victims’ 
in need of help: e.g. Haiti, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, least 
developed countries, etc. 

• Regional multinational groups 
(the EU, the AU, Arab states, 
Latina America, etc.) 

• Majority of the international 
community: “most countries,” 
“the majority of the countries”  

• G8, G20 
• Developing countries 
• Decolonized countries 

• Specific countries subject to 
negative Other-positioning.  
Common references included 
Iran, the US, the DPRK, Israel, 
etc. 

• Widely-recognized terrorist and 
rebel groups: Al-Qaeda, 
Taliban, Hezbollah, Al-
Shabaab, FARC, etc.  

• Abstract references to groups 
positioned as immoral and/or 
evil: e.g. “terrorist groups,” 
“religious extremists,” and 
“tyrannical governments” 

• Developed countries: “the rich 
world,” “powers” 

• Former colonial powers, i.e. the 
West 

 
By mapping these groups, the speakers simultaneously constructed, reinforced, or challenged the 

power dynamics amongst international actors, negotiating the Self and Other (or in-group and 

                                                
42	  Refer	  to	  the Appendix D for a more detailed breakdown of intergroup references made in each speech.	  
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out-group) relations.  In the following section, an in-depth qualitative text analysis examines 28 

excerpts, which were identified as prominent examples of mapping.   

 

4. Findings II: Qualitative Analysis of Relevant Speech Excerpts 

 This qualitative analysis illustrates how the speakers combine a range of communicative 

devices, identified in the previous quantitative analysis, to carry out intergroup positioning in 

individual instances.  Specifically, reflecting the function of the Positioning Triad (see Chapter 

IV), the analysis elaborates on how the speakers: (1) indexed past and ongoing events of national 

or international significance, as well as the associated political texts, to build narratives that 

portray their preferred institutional reality of the UN; (2) established different intergroup 

positions as part of such narratives; and (3) associated these positions with differing sets of 

rights, duties, and obligations, which together attach meanings to their political acts. 

 Informed by the tentative conclusion from Chapter V, the analysis juxtaposes two types 

of the UN’s institutional discourse – its core and periphery.  The former refers to a relatively 

uniform discourse reinforcing the international relevance of the UN and its key ideologies, 

characterized by the speakers’ strong self-affiliation with the organization.  The latter refers to a 

‘noisier’ discourse over controversial political topics exposing the divided views and interests of 

the UN Member States, characterized by dichotomous Self-Other positioning.   

 In the first section, the analysis focuses on the speakers’ positioning of the UN in relation 

to Self in order to depict the organization’s discursive core.  This section is further divided to 

contrast: (1) the UN officials’ all-inclusive “us” positioning, which encompasses all the Member 

States as equal constituents of the UN; and (2) the Member State representatives’ more selective 
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“us” positioning, which still recognizes the UN as an all-inclusive body but highlights the moral 

superiority of the speakers’ national Self over the remaining members. 

 The subsequent analysis of the UN’s periphery delineates prominent examples of Self-

Other positioning by the Member State representatives in their remarks concerning five topics: 

(1) nuclear safety, (2) world economy, (3) humanitarian intervention, (4) regional politics, and 

(5) domestic politics.  The first three represent highly controversial political topics.  They were 

identified as the prioritized agenda of the UN reform, to which speakers made frequent 

references.  At the same time, they are complex issues, which reflect unequal power dynamics in 

the international community and for which different blocs of the Member States have conflicting 

sets of situations and interests at stake.  To justify their respective political claims for these 

issues, the Member State representatives exploited different narratives, in which they positively 

Self-positioned their own respective countries as possessing a moral superiority and as part of the 

international majority, while demoralizing and isolating their political rivals as Other.  The 

remaining two subtopics, i.e. regional politics and domestic politics, represent variations from 

the default convention of the UN discourse based on the principle of state sovereignty, i.e. the 

communicative unit of one state with one voice.  While in different manners, they each bring 

about layers of complexity to the speakers’ positioning of Self: as a region, as a state, and as a 

political actor within a state.  

 

a). Institutional Core: the UN positioning 

Numerous pieces of evidence were collected in the text analysis of the 30 speeches to 

illustrate the mutual understanding and respect among the speakers for the institutional 

relevance of the UN.  The UN was positioned as the defender and proclaimer of common 
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international values, with both the authority and responsibility to solve world problems. 

Specifically, such positioning acts were carried out by speakers’ reference to: (1) the 

founding narrative of the UN, (2) fundamental documents of the UN such as the Charter and 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, (3) global challenges facing the international 

community as a whole, and (4) nationally important historical events related to the UN.  

While much of these may have been given as lip service, no speaker straight contested or 

disparaged the UN as an institution or its fundamental principles supported in the Charter.  

 

i). Speeches of the UN officials: the all-inclusive “us” 

Predictably, the two UN officials (i.e. the Secretary-General and the President of the 

General Assembly) utilized abundant communicative strategies in their speeches to yield an 

august position of the UN unifying the international community.  The most prominent 

strategy was the all-inclusive “us” positioning of all the Member States under the auspice of 

the UN.  In the below excerpt, the Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon begins his whole speech 

with a direct quote from the Preamble of the UN Charter: “We – the peoples of the United 

Nations.”  This intertextuality instantly provides Ban with the parallel double-voice of those 

who signed and backed the Charter at the foundation of the organization as well as many 

others who upheld its principles since then, and solidifies Ban’s position as the present 

‘defender’ and ‘interpreter’ of the Charter. 

 Excerpt #143: 
We – the peoples of the United Nations- are bound by certain sacred duties and obligations. To care 
for the welfare of others. To resolve conflicts peacefully.  To act in the world with empathy and 
understanding. To practice tolerance and mutual respect as a bedrock principle of civilization. Today, 
we are being tested. Social inequalities are growing – among nations and within. And we see a new 
politics at work — a politics of polarization.  We hear the language of hate – false divisions between 

                                                
43All the bolding and underlining of texts in the speech excerpts are done by the author to help the reader follow 
what is discussed in the analysis.	  
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“them” and “us” – those who insist on “their way” or “no way.”  Amid such uncertainty – so much 
confusion of purpose – we naturally seek a moral compass. At the UN, we find the proper path in 
community – global common cause, mutual responsibility for a destiny we share. Ladies and 
Gentlemen, this is the soul of global governance, the theme of this General Assembly.  A collective 
stand –principled and pragmatic –against forces that would divide us. And that is why the United 
Nations remains the indispensable global institution for the 21st-century.As we gather today, in 
solidarity, let us recognize: This is a season for pulling together, for consolidating progress, for 
putting our shoulder to the wheel and delivering results.  Real results – for people most in need – as 
only the UN can do. (UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon) 
 

The pronoun “we” in this excerpt accordingly refers to an all-inclusive “us,” all the UN 

Member States representatives who gathered with “certain duties and obligations” to uphold 

the foundational principles of the organization.  In turn, Ban’s position as a mediator is 

established by reaching out and speaking equally to all of them.  He further fortifies the 

unified position of international community by the next remark: “Today, we are being tested” 

(line 4).  This prompts a questions of by whom or against what “we” are being tested.  To 

give a hint on what may be the source of such challenge, Ban makes a meta-discursive 

reference to the dichotomous positioning of “them” and “us” (lines 4-6), which are – as will 

be elaborated later in this chapter – so pervasive in the discourse of the General Debate.  By 

mocking the talk that incites further division in the international community, Ban repositions 

the world back into the all-inclusive “us.”  To support this repositioning, he dramatizes his 

storyline in which the international community as a whole is “tested” by “forces that would 

divide us” (line 10).  In effect, this abstract Other-positioning of an external threat solidifies 

the counter-positions of collective Self, i.e. all the Member States and their leaders addressed 

in Ban’s speech.  

 He then refers directly to the UN’s identity as “the indispensable global institution of the 

21st century” (lines 10-11) to maintain solidarity of the international community.  

Throughout this narrative, Ban reiterates the position of the all-inclusive “us” in the UN as a 

heroic protagonist to serve for the common good of the world.  Note his lexical choice 
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supporting this storyline: an extensive use of the pronoun “we,” “community,” “common 

goal,” “mutual responsibility,” “destiny we share,” “solidarity,” “collective stand,” “pulling 

together,” and “putting our shoulder to the wheel.”   

 Joseph Deiss, the President of the 65th session of General Assembly, similarly positions 

the UN as a relevant international body to address world challenges, by underscoring its 

near-universal membership (lines 1-3 below).  He, however, speaks more specifically of the 

“danger,” i.e. other actors that may marginalize the UN, such as the G20. 

Excerpt #2: 
The United Nations has unique legitimacy to play a central role. With its 192 Member States, our 
General Assembly is a near-universal body and reflects the diversity of situations and interests at 
stake. (…) there is a danger that the United Nations could be marginalized as other actors emerge 
on the international scene. The United Nations has been criticized for not being effective or 
efficient enough. Determining urgent action through a more restricted forum can seem easier and 
more expeditious. This much should be clear: the point is not to deny the role of such entities as the 
Group of Twenty. The economic and financial crisis has highlighted the importance of a rapid and 
coordinated response. However, there is a vital and pressing need to bridge the efforts of different 
actors. The mechanisms for communication, consultation and cooperation between those entities 
and other States must be improved. Only the United Nations and its General Assembly can do 
so. (GA President: Joseph Deiss) 

While explicitly avoiding direct rivalry against the G20 (lines 6-7) with the negation “the 

point is not to deny the role of,” Deiss refers to a unique role of the UN and its General 

Assembly to bridge “different actors” across the international community, including the G20.  

By doing so, he attempts to establish a moral high ground for the UN over other international 

groupings with less universal representations.  Use of universality as the basis of the UN’s 

legitimacy is also reflected in Deiss’ differentiated reference to the UN organs.  While he 

refers to the General Assembly (where the universal membership of the organization is 

practiced) seven times over the course of his speech, organs with limited participation such 

as the Security Council and Human Rights Council are mentioned only once. 

 Another notable linguistic strategy featured in Deiss’ speech is his frequent use of the 

pronoun “you” in addressing the world leaders in the audience.  This highlights the 
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aforementioned multidimensional identities within the UN: the UN as an operational 

instrument headed by the Secretary-General on one hand, and the UN as a forum for its 

Member States, which are responsible to bring life to the former by making collective 

decisions and providing resources, on the other.  Through a tactful use of the pronouns 

“you,” “I,” and “us” in the below excerpt, Deiss simultaneously reflects and fortifies the 

officially assigned institutional position as the new President of the General Assembly, i.e. a 

navigator of discussions among the Member States. 

Excerpt #3: 
(…) it is up to you, the Member States, to make the United Nations a strong instrument that can 
take centre stage in confronting global challenges. (…)  In the course of the general debate, I invite 
you to share your views on inclusive global governance. Numerous issues await urgent action. 
Numerous wars, disasters and tragedies have persisted for too long to allow any delay. The world 
expects us to be more effective in uniting around actions that enjoy universal endorsement and 
commitment.(GA President: Joseph Deiss) 

First, “you,” the leaders of the Member States, are explicitly positioned as responsible for 

building a stronger and more effective UN, invited by “I,” the speaker, to participate in 

inclusive global governance (lines 1-3).  This “you” and “I” positioning establishes a 

dialogical relationship between Deiss as a chairperson and the Member State representatives 

as participants of talk, in which the speaker’s expectations for the Member States to 

cooperate in order to tackle “numerous wars, disasters, and tragedies” are justified and 

naturalized.  Then, by bringing a third party “the world” into the picture, the speaker 

repositions both “you” and “I” as “us” with a common responsibility “to be more effective 

and uniting” in the view of the international public.  In turn, “the world” is Other-positioned 

as a ‘judge’ or ‘client,’ whom “us” are expected to serve and satisfy.  In effect, this 

repositioning further solidifies the inclusive and cooperative relationship (or expectations 

thereof) between the speaker and Member States representatives bound by common 

obligations.   
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 In addition to the two UN officials, French Foreign Minister, Bernard Kouchner, also 

positions the international community as all-inclusive “us” through a meta-discursive 

reference.  In the below excerpt, he mocks the Self-Other dichotomy dividing the 

international community, in a similar manner as the Secretary-General’s earlier remarks: 

“But which others? There are no others.” (lines 2-3).  He then reiterates the position of all-

inclusive “us,” i.e. all the Member States represented in the General Assembly, and calls for 

their collective action.  

Excerpt #4: 
Certainly, to remedy the great imbalances and injustices that undermine our planet’s security and 
development, we must continue to hope that we can count on others.  But which others?  There are 
no others. We are all here; all the nations of the world are represented at the United Nations 
General Assembly. We must just decide, together, to act.  (France: Bernard Kouchner) 

 
It is important to note that Kouchner’s explicit denial of the position of Other was a marked 

exception among the speeches of the Member State representatives, since most of them, as 

will be shown below, mobilized extensive positioning of Other.44 

 

ii). Speeches of the Member State representatives: “we” the nation with the UN 

In the speeches of the Member State representatives, reverent references to the UN were 

almost always accompanied by positive Self-positioning of the speakers’ own countries as 

faithful and reliable members of the international community.  The speakers also used the 

UN as part of their narrative so as to position themselves and their administrations as moral 

superiors to their international and domestic rivals.  Their political stances and actions 

reflecting the respective national interests were often justified in the name of ‘universal’ 

values and principles set under the auspice of the UN. 

                                                
44 This may be again due to Kouchner’s multilayered profile as a current representative of the French government 
and a former high-level UN official.	  
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Two factors appeared to function as particularly important solidifiers of these positive 

national positions: collective institutional memory and intertextuality.  Founding membership 

to the UN was often emphasized, as if the longer a state’s membership to the institution, the 

more superior and stable its position in the organization.  Positions of well-known national 

figures who upheld the UN’s core values (i.e. Douglas’ “stabilizing principles” for the 

institution) were also used to legitimize and solidify the positions of current national players 

(Linde’s concept of “working the past”).  In particular, direct and indirect quotes of past texts 

and speeches were used in parallel evaluation to reinforce the speakers’ aligned position of 

moral authority (Bakhtin’s notion of unidirectional double-voicing). 

In the following, I will elaborate on several excerpts of the analyzed speeches to highlight 

these findings.  In the first two excerpts, the representatives of Australia and Canada 

emphasize their respective countries’ longstanding commitment as the founding members of 

the UN, in order to justify their national political interests in serving on the Security Council. 

Excerpt #5: 
Australia is a founding member of the United Nations. We've been active in this institution for the 
last 65 years. We are also a candidate for the Security Council for 2013-2014.  We've contributed 
65,000 of our number to 52 different peacekeeping missions across the world. We remain active in 
several such peace operations today, including in Cyprus, Sudan, Timor-Leste and Afghanistan. 
(…) Australia is the 12th largest source of funding for the UN budget. Australia pays in full and on 
time. We always seek to do that which we say. Australia wants to be part of the solution to the 
many challenges which the international community now faces - not just point to the problems. 
Australia believes in the power of creative ideas and active diplomacy to solve long- standing 
international problems. Australia values good international citizenship. It is for these reasons that 
Australia has been committed to the United Nations since the beginning. (Australia: Kevin Rudd) 

Note the abundant repetition of the subject noun “Australia” and the pronoun “we” (here 

clearly referring to Australia as a nation).  While the speech focuses on establishing Australia 

as a ‘good student’ or a faithful and reliable member of the organization, this explicit positive 

Self-positioning also yields an implicit counter-position of the inferior Other, i.e. countries 

that are not as ‘good’ as Australia (and therefore not as suited to serve on the Security 
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Council).  

 For example, by positioning Australia as a substantial troop contributor for the UN-

endorsed peace operations, the countries to which these troops were sent are counter-

positioned as ‘victims’ (lines 2-4).  Note that the speaker here carefully avoids giving 

political agency to these ‘victim’ countries.  In contrast to Australia, which is personified as 

an active national agent, Cyprus, Sudan, Timor-Leste, and Afghanistan are only passively 

mapped as places in which Australians are helping the people in need.  Implicit Other-

positioning of ‘helpless victim’ (who cannot help themselves), as exemplified here, was a 

popular communicative strategy used in the speeches under analysis.  It appeared to function 

as an important pretext for the protagonists’ act of ‘helping,’ especially when military 

intervention was involved.   

 Similarly, by positioning Australia as an on-time payer of the UN budget, late payers 

with large outstanding contributions are counter-positioned as ‘irresponsible.’  Here again, 

however, the speaker avoids further identification of these counter-positions, thereby 

spotlighting Australia amongst faceless others. 

 In the below excerpt of Canadian speech, the UN’s foundation narrative is used to 

position Canada as a loyal Member State, which endorsed the Charter of the organization and 

thereafter upheld its core values and principles to the present day.  Intertextual reference to 

the UN Charter, especially to the purposes and principles of the organization listed in its 

preamble, yield unidirectional double-voicing and align the UN values with what the speaker 

present as Canadian values (lines 4-9).  This in turn legitimizes the position of Canada as a 

country that deserves and will excel in the seat of the Security Council.  

Excerpt #6: 
It has now been more than 65 years since the nations of the world, exhausted - and in some cases 
devastated - by years of war, established the United Nations. Canada was one of those nations.(…) 
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Today, the Canadian people continue to believe in this purpose and continue to strive to live by the 
principles that would make it possible. Such principles are enshrined in the charter of this 
organization: That same UN Charter endorsed with happiness and hope by a former Canadian 
government, on that auspicious June day in San Francisco in 1945.These foundational beliefs 
recognize the sovereign equality of countries. They remind us of the obligation to settle disputes 
peacefully. And, they demand we seek justice, and uphold the human rights of all people. These are 
values that Canadians hold dear. (…) This Assembly should know that Canada is eligible to serve 
on the Security Council.  If we are elected, we will be ready to serve. And, if called upon to serve 
on the Security Council we shall be informed by these ideals and strive to further them, just as we 
have striven to implement Security Council resolutions. (Canada: Stephen Harper) 

 
 Unlike the earlier Australian speech excerpt, which was filled with the subjects 

“Australia” and “we,” Canada as a collective actor here is defined in multiple ways: as 

“Canada” as a nation, as “Canadian people” or “Canadians,” as a former government, as well 

as with pronouns “we” and “us.”  In particular, the references to the plural Self (i.e. 

“Canadian people” “Canadians” and “we”) are used here with speech acts to “believe,” “hold 

dear,” and “strive,” all of which present strong emotional commitment.  Canadian strategy 

thus establishes its preferred Self-position in a rather abstract, belief-based manner.  This 

again contrasts with the Australian approach of fact-based corroboration of its position. 

The next two excerpts highlight the function of intertextuality in similar positive 

positioning of national Self aligned with the UN position.  In the following speech excerpt of 

the US President Obama, an extensive use of intertextual reference yields a parallel 

evaluation of the UN and the US positions to respect universal human rights.   

Excerpt #7: 
One of the first actions of this General Assembly was to adopt a Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights in 1948. That Declaration begins by stating that, "recognition of the inherent dignity 
and o f the equal and inalienable rights o f all members o f the human family is the foundation of 
freedom, justice, and peace in the world."  The idea is a simple one – that freedom, justice and peace 
for the world must begin with freedom, justice, and peace in the lives of individual human beings. 
For the United States, this is a matter of moral and pragmatic necessity. As Robert Kennedy said, 
"the individual man, the child of God, is the touchstone of value, and all society, groups, the state, 
exist for his benefit." So we stand up for universal values because it is the right thing to do. But we 
also know from experience that those who defend these values for their people have been our 
closest friends and allies, while those who have denied those rights -- whether terrorist groups or 
tyrannical governments -- have chosen to be our adversaries. (US: Barack Obama) 
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First, Obama cites the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a fundamental document of 

the UN (lines 2-4), and rephrases the quote in his own words (lines 4-6).  He then explicitly 

states the US’ position as both proclaimer and practitioner of universal human rights (lines 6-

7).  Note the interesting lexical choice here of “necessity” (line 6): by emphasizing the 

nation’s obligation to respect human rights, Obama carefully evades appearing egotistic in 

claiming freedom.  Finally, he quotes a reputable American politician Robert Kennedy, again 

paraphrasing the same claim (lines 6-8).  Through this ‘sandwich’ strategy employing the 

layered intertexts, Obama positions himself as the current American President in alignment 

with the world leaders in 1948 and Robert Kennedy.  In doing so, Obama establishes a 

collective position of moral majority “we” (line 8), in which he and the US take part with 

“our closest friends and allies,” against “our adversaries.”  As will be elaborated later in this 

chapter, this kind of intergroup positioning, which yields a stark Self-Other dichotomy, is a 

common and effective mapping strategy used in arguments over controversial topics. 

 In the next excerpt, the Foreign Minister of South Africa	  Nkoana-Mashabane quotes both 

the General Assembly President Joseph Deiss and Nelson Mandela, resonating their words 

with her government’s own position in support of the UN’s centrality and multilateral 

policies in international relations. 

Excerpt #8: 
The theme of the 65th session of the General Assembly on "reaffirming the central role of the 
United Nations in global governance" resonates with what our global citizen, Nelson Mandela, 
said about this body on the occasion of its 50th anniversary, that: "The United Nations has to 
reassess its role, redefine its profile and reshape its structures. It should truly reflect the diversity of 
our universe and ensure equity among the nations in the exercise of power within the system of 
international relations in general, and the Security Council, in particular”.  My delegation supports 
the choice of this theme and we wish to reiterate our belief in the centrality of the United Nations 
and the system of multilateralism.(…) South Africa is committed to working with other member 
states to achieve the full potential of the United Nations in addressing the urgent challenges facing 
the international community (…).(South Africa: Maite Nkoana-Mashabane) 
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Here again, parallel intertextual reference to the acclaimed national hero Mandela is used to 

solidify the positive Self-position of South Africa as a faithful and cooperative player in the 

international community. 

 For India, its modern nationhood began concurrently with the foundation of the United 

Nations. The below excerpt shows how the country’s Foreign Minister Krishna combines the 

historical narratives of the UN and India to map them into a unified moral position in 

pursuing the same political ideals.   

Excerpt #9: 
Sixty-five years ago, the United Nations was created to save succeeding generations from the 
scourge of war, to affirm faith in fundamental rights, to establish conditions under which respect for 
international law can be maintained and to promote social progress and better standards of life in 
larger freedom. These aims enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations continue to remain as 
valid today as they were when the United Nations was founded. (…) India was among the original 
signatories of the UN Charter in 1945. We have, at every step thereafter, done what we could to 
strengthen this great endeavor that represents the aspirations of all humanity.  Speaking in 1948, 
Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, India's first Prime Minister, said that the "fundamental principles 
which the UN is based are the right principles. We believe in those fundamental principles and want 
to help the organization in following these principles."  The Government and the more than 
billion people of India have stood this commitment. (India: S. M. Krishna) 

 The first part is a typical foundational narrative of the UN, in which direct reference to 

the Charter and abundant quotes from its Preamble (lines 1-4) are used to yield parallel 

evaluation of the UN values then and now.  The speaker then refers to India’s founding 

membership to the UN and quotes the country’s first Prime Minister Nehru  (lines 8-10), in 

order to underscore India’s commitment to support the organization from the onset of its 

national history.  Through this dual use of intertextuality, Krishna weaves in the institutional 

memories of the UN and India to effectively solidify the country’s position as a loyal 

member of the organization with moral superiority.  Note the specific reference to “the 

Government and the more than one billion people in India” at the end (lines 10-11) – in 

replacement of the pronoun “we” – giving face to the protagonists of India’s national 
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narrative today and crediting them for continuously upholding their shared commitment to 

the UN. 

 What about countries with less history of being UN Member States?  In terms of 

institutional positioning, these countries do not have access to the foundational narrative or 

the related early documents of the UN in the same way the founding Member States do.  

Thus they may have to rely on alternative narratives.  Japanese Prime Minister Naoto Kan, 

for example, uses the national narrative of atomic bomb in order to claim the country’s 

enhanced position in the Security Council. 

Excerpt #10: 
The United Nations is the only universal international organization with the goal of promoting 
world peace and prosperity. Ensuring a functional UN that is capable of effectively addressing 
diverse global issues is of the utmost importance. (…) For the UN to perform effectively towards 
resolving global challenges, the role of the Security Council is particularly important. And for the 
Security Council to be effective, it needs to have legitimacy, by reflecting the current realities of the 
international community. In that regard, reform of the Security Council is indispensable. I believe 
that Japan, as the only country that has ever suffered the devastation of atomic bombings and as a 
country that does not possess nuclear weapons, is well-suited to play a role in the Security Council 
in the 21st century. I wish to express once again, at this General Assembly, Japan’s determined 
aspiration to take on further responsibilities for international peace and security as a permanent 
member of the Security Council. (Japan: Naoto Kan) 
 

First, the UN’s indispensability in addressing world affairs is reiterated (lines 1-2), and the 

importance of maintaining its effectiveness is used as a rationale for the speaker’s call for the 

Security Council reform.  Rather than referring to the UN’s foundation (in which Japan was 

labeled as an “enemy state”), Kan here indexes a powerful narrative of atomic bombing, 

which positions Japan as a unique ‘victim’ with moral responsibility and authority to 

advocate nuclear disarmament.  Note the negation emphasizing Japan’s non-nuclear status 

(line 8), which in turn implicitly counter-positions the current permanent members of the 

Security Council – all of which are confirmed nuclear weapon states – as potential 

‘perpetrators’ and thus morally inferior to Japan.  In effect, Japan’s aspiration to the 

Council’s permanent membership is justified. 
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 Nigerian President Goodluck Ebele Johnson uses another powerful regional narrative of 

self-determination as the basis to claim his country’s international legitimacy.  At the onset 

of his speech, he refers to the history of decolonization of Africa, in which Nigeria is a heroic 

protagonist. 

Excerpt #11: 
This session coincides with the 50th Anniversary of the Independence of many African countries 
including Nigeria. It is true that the UN played an important role in the acceleration of 
decolonization, in part through the passage of many resolutions supporting the rights of colonies to 
self-determination. The independence and subsequent admission of many of these countries into 
the UN has greatly enhanced the organization's legitimacy thereby advancing the noble goals of 
the UN Charter. Nigeria was one of the countries to emerge from colonialism in 1960 into a whole 
new world of independence and sovereignty, to take on the task of nation-building, and to play the 
international role that destiny had conferred on it. (Nigeria: Goodluck Ebele Jonathan) 

 
The UN here is positioned as a defender of the right to self-determination that accelerated 

decolonization of countries including Nigeria.  In turn, Nigeria is Self-positioned as a former 

victim of colonialism, which transformed into a newly independent nation to bring greater 

legitimacy to the UN.  

 The narrative of decolonization, which automatically prompts the preceding chapter of 

colonization, touches upon the shared history of many UN Member States.  It embeds 

dichotomous positions of the shameful former colonial powers that are today largely 

categorized as the West and/or developed countries on one hand, and their victims, many of 

which after celebrating their independence are still struggling in the developing world, on the 

other.  Through numerous telling and retelling at national, regional, and international levels, 

the narrative is collectively owned and shaped by different international actors who struggle 

for better moral standing in today’s political discourse.  

 

b). Institutional Periphery: “us” versus “them” positioning 
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In response to the theme of the 65th General Debate, there was a uniform call for 

institutional reform of the UN amongst the speakers.  However, the specifics of how the 

change should be brought about varied significantly across the Member States.  References to 

controversial topics in light of reform highlighted the Member State representatives’ 

communicative strategies to portray different and often contesting social realities, in which 

they sought to defend their positions of moral superiority and in-group majority against 

Other. 

The most prominent strategy found to this end was positive Self-positioning and negative 

Other-positioning, which were often used in combination to establish an intergroup 

dichotomy of “us” versus “them.”  Specifically, positive Self-positioning was often achieved 

through in-group positioning of one’s own nation or government with: (1) moral “majority” 

of the international community, (2) multinational coalitions including regional groups (e.g. 

European Union, Latin America and Caribbean countries, etc.) and countries of similar 

economic status (e.g. G8, G20, etc.), and (3) countries in need of help (especially developing 

countries and those struck by natural disasters).  Negative Other-positioning, on the other 

hand, was carried out by: (1) isolating particular actors/countries, (2) affiliating the target 

actors/countries with security and/or moral threats, such as terrorist activities and extremist 

religious groups, and (3) accusing powerful developed countries (especially with those with 

colonialist history) of being responsible for current inequality and other problems of the 

world.  The following speech excerpts from different Member States will illustrate these 

Self-Other positioning strategies, which employ a variety of rather subjective narratives on 

contested international agendas. 
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i). Nuclear safety and disarmament 

Global policy on nuclear safety and disarmament was one of the most popular and highly 

contested topics at the 65th General Debate.  On one hand, it is a well-known fact that tens of 

thousands of nuclear warheads have been accumulated in a small number of powerful 

countries, including all five permanent members of the Security Council.  On the other hand, 

there is a growing security concern that nuclear weapons may proliferate in certain countries 

and regions of the world that are associated with terrorist acts.   

In the below excerpt, the US President Obama uses the narrative of Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT) to position Iran as a black sheep of the international community.  

Excerpt #12: 
As part of our efforts on non-proliferation, I offered the Islamic Republic of Iran an extended 
hand last year, and underscored that it has both rights and responsibilities as a member of the 
international community. I also said — in this hall – that Iran must be held accountable if it failed to 
meet those responsibilities. That is what we have done. Iran is the only party to the NPT that cannot 
demonstrate the peaceful intentions of its nuclear program, and those actions have consequences. 
Through UN Security Council Resolution 1929, we made it clear that international law is not an 
empty promise.  Now let me be clear once more: the United States and the international 
community seek a resolution to our differences with Iran, and the door remains open to diplomacy 
should Iran choose to walk through it. But the Iranian government must demonstrate a clear and 
credible commitment, and confirm to the world the peaceful intent of its nuclear program. (US: 
Barack Obama) 
 

Note the speaker’s strategic distribution of first-person pronouns here.  First, Obama uses the 

singular pronoun “I” to take credits as a politician and a representative of the US, who has 

recognized both rights and duties of Iran in regards with its nuclear energy program (lines 1-

3).  He also quotes his own remarks from the previous year, thereby emphasizing the patient, 

consistent, and publicly noted position of himself, as well as the US as a moral player trying 

to resolve the issue (line 3-4).  Then, he switches to the plural pronoun “we” (line 4) in order 

to align himself with the international majority against Iran, which is in turn positioned in 

isolation as “the only party to the NPT that cannot demonstrate the peaceful intentions of its 

nuclear program” (lines 4-5).  
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 Obama’s narrative of NPT continues to revolve around the Security Council sanctions 

against Iran.  Here, Iran is accused of not meeting the international criteria to demonstrate its 

intent for safe use of nuclear energy.  Without dramatizing Iran's quality as a danger or evil 

(which his predecessor may have done), Obama carefully lays his argument, using the UN-

stamped resolution as a basis to justify the position of the US and its allies in addressing 

Iran's duties before its rights (lines 6-10).  By doing so, he implicitly defends the counter-

position of the US, which has the majority of the world’s nuclear weapons but is fulfilling the 

duties as defined by NPT and thus can enjoy the right to its nuclear programs. 

 In the next excerpt, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad introduces a radically 

different narrative of NPT to reposition the US and Iran in relation to the rest of the 

international community, which is in essence counter parallel to Obama’s positioning.  

Excerpt #13: 
Nuclear energy is clean and cheap and a heavenly gift which is amongst the most suitable alternatives 
to cut the pollutions emanating from fossil fuels.  The Non- Proliferation Treaty (NPT) allows all 
member States to use nuclear energy without limits and the International Atomic Energy 
Agency is mandated to provide member States with technical and legal support.  The nuclear bomb 
is the worst inhumane weapon and which must totally be eliminated. The NPT prohibits its 
development and stockpiling and calls for nuclear disarmament.  Nonetheless, note what some of 
the permanent members of the Security Council and nuclear bomb holders have done: they 
have equated nuclear energy with the nuclear bomb, and have distanced this energy from the reach of 
most of nations by establishing monopolies and pressuring the IAEA. While at the same time, they 
have continued to maintain, expand and upgrade their own nuclear arsenals. You may have heard 
that in the current year the US administration has asked for $80 billion to upkeep its nuclear 
bombs alone. (Iran: Mahmoud Ahmadinejad) 
 

Ahmadinejad’s narrative celebrates nuclear energy as “heavenly gift” and focuses on its 

merit over cost.  Found here is a typical example of Linde’s “noisy silence;” detriments of 

nuclear energy such as its long-term waste management issue and potential for radioactive 

contamination are deliberately removed from the picture (lines 1-2).  His following reference 

to the NPT and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is used to legitimize Iran's 
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right to nuclear energy, while its duty to comply with the IAEA's guidelines and requests is 

downplayed (lines 2-4).   

 Ahmadinejad then turns the table against the earlier US statement. Speaking on behalf of 

the “most of nations” (line 9) seeking access to nuclear energy, he positions the US along 

with other nuclear weapon states as the troublemaking Other, who abused their power to 

monopolize the world’s nuclear energy while investing in nuclear armament (lines 6-10).  In 

parallel to Obama’s earlier remarks, the Other’s duties (here to disarm nuclear weapons) are 

emphasized over rights.  Also, note the careful positioning of the IAEA, which is an UN 

agency, as a ‘victim’ under the pressure of these powerful countries (i.e. not as part of the 

Other).  This highlights the strategic importance in establishing strong moral and collective 

support for any national representative when defending his/her own national interest over a 

controversial international agenda.  Both the US and Iranian representatives here sought 

affiliations with a supranational moral authority (the IAEA) and an international numerical 

majority to form a stable in-group, which in turn made it easier to demoralize and isolate the 

position of Other.  

 

ii). Global economy 

 Another common topic of controversy was the global response to increasing economic 

disparity.  While the international community was in agreement for universal participation to 

promote economic and social development (as illustrated by the Millennium Development 

Goals), evaluations on how different countries are fulfilling their respective commitment to 

development varied significantly across the speeches of the Member States.  Especially, the 

world in 2010 was still largely suffering from the global economic crisis, which was 
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triggered by the collapse of the Wall Street financial institutions in 2008.  Accordingly, the 

speakers’ references to this topic were often emotional, and critical of those who were 

accused as responsible for the crisis (i.e. the US or the Wall Street) as well as those who put 

their national interests before their collective duty to stabilize the world economy (i.e. 

countries with protectionist policies, developed countries that cut off foreign aids, etc.) 

 Self-Other positioning dichotomizing the developing and developed countries was among 

the most pervasive intergroup positioning strategies used in the 65th General Debate.  

Representatives of developed countries focused on positive Self-positioning of their own 

states as generous and reliable partners performing supererogatory duties of helping others, 

by boasting about the records of their development aid and humanitarian assistance provided 

for developing countries.  The below speech excerpt of German foreign minister, Guido 

Westerwelle, is a typical example.  It features a classic narrative of a hero in rescue of 

victims. 

Excerpt #14: 
The German Government assists when people anywhere in the world are struck by natural 
disasters and emergencies.  But a country's conscience is to be found in its citizens' hearts. I'm proud 
that my fellow Germans donate so generously at times of greatest need. (…)When the tsunami 
devastated coastlines around the Indian Ocean, when the Haiti earthquake destroyed the work of 
decades, or just recently, when the horrific floods in Pakistan left havoc in their wake, we Germans 
shared the victims' pain and helped in the most heartfelt way possible. (Germany: Guido 
Westerwelle) 
 

Notice an unusual intrastate positioning of German nation here: “I” (the speaker) as a 

representative of German government addresses “my fellow Germans,” as in-group equals 

(lines 1-3).  This remark emphasizes the national solidarity and democratic representation of 

the German government.  Haiti and Pakistan, on the other hand, are referred without political 

agency.  Rather, the speaker maps these countries simply as places where people are in need 

of help (of Germany), thereby effectively positioning them as ‘helpless victims.’ 
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 Speakers of developing countries, in contrast, actively employed negative Other-

positioning of developed countries as selfish players preying on developing countries, and 

counter-positioned themselves as hardworking victims with strong political agency.  In this 

intergroup dynamic, development aids and other forms of assistance from developed 

countries were categorized as part of their duties to pay off their unfair advantage from past 

exploitations.  In turn, developing countries’ right to compensation was emphasized.  

Moreover, some representatives of developing countries mocked the dichotomous 

categorization between the world’s rich and poor that they indexed themselves, and called for 

justice of repositioning. 

 In the next three speech excerpts, representatives of the least developed countries, 

Myanmar, Haiti, and Rwanda, exemplify the negative Other-positioning of developed 

countries.  In the first excerpt below, the Foreign Minister of Myanmar Nyan Win introduces 

the typical intergroup dichotomy between the developed Other and developing Self.  Here, 

developed countries' duties and obligations to assist developing countries, and developing 

countries' rights to develop themselves, are legitimized and naturalized through a narrative of 

the Millennium Development Goals (lines 1-4).   

Excerpt #15: 
We, therefore, wish to emphasize here that indiscriminate fulfillment of developed countries to 
their official development assistance (ODA) commitments, increased investment flows, market 
access and resolution of debt problems are essential to enable the developing countries to realize 
the MDGs targets. It is about time that the unjust economic coercive measures and trade embargos 
that are hampering the attainment of MDGs and development of the developing countries hurting 
the people be removed. We are pleased to inform that despite challenges, Myanmar has made 
certain progress in achieving most of the eight MDGs in varying degrees, especially in such as 
poverty alleviation, food security and promotion of education and health. (Myanmar: Nyan Win) 

Interestingly, by speaking for an unidentified number of developing countries as part of this 

narrative, Myanmar’s national interest in having the current economic sanctions against the 

country lifted is morally justified (line 4-6).  Silenced, here, are the varying political 
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situations of individual countries and their foreign relations, which prompted different sets of 

sanctions against them.  Instead, the narrative simplistically attributes economic sanctions as 

a whole to the reluctance of developed countries to fulfill their commitment to development.  

Nyan Win then Self-positions Myanmar as a good student of development by underscoring 

its progress despite challenges (lines 6-8). 

 In the next excerpt, Haitian president, Rene Garcia Préval, attributes the lack of progress 

in global development agenda to developed countries, positioning them as irresponsible 

members of the international community who are failing to fulfill their financial commitment 

(lines 2-5). 

Excerpt #16: 
While significant progress has been made in the right direction, five years before 2015 there is still a 
long road to travel, and this is because of the developed countries not fully living up to the 
financial commitments made for the Millennium Goals. (…) What am I to say about the fact that 
the ODA, Official Development Assistance, continues to fall when in 2005 the developed 
countries committed to doubling the amount by 2010? (…)  Globalization began centuries ago with 
colonization, and importation of the African captives who were to work as slaves in sugar cane and 
coffee plantations, where the product would then be exported to the West or the North. That 
globalization which began then needs to be reinvented.  (…) So are poor people still going to have 
to pay for the waste, unbridled appetite for energy of their wealthy brethren? Are the poor people 
going to have to give up on their efforts to improve their standard of living in order to feed the 
consumer frenzy of the so-called developed countries? (Haiti: Rene ́ Garcia Pre ́val) 
 

The position of developed countries is further deprecated in the historical narrative of 

globalization, which is punctuated by colonization and trans-Atlantic slave trade (lines 5-7).  

Moreover, the speaker mocks this dichotomous positioning based on the North-South divide, 

and calls for globalization to “be reinvented,” suggesting an alternative storyline in which 

countries are to be justly repositioned.  Note the series of rhetorical questions (lines 3-5 & 8-

11) used here in support of this repositioning.  Préval also differentiates the ways in which he 

identifies these two groups.  While always giving personal reference to the Self (as in 

“African captives” and “poor people”), he keeps to more abstract references to the Other (as 

in “the West or the North” and “so-called developed countries”).  This again seems to reflect 
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the speaker’s rejection to yield to the existing unfair categorizations. 

 Rwandan president Paul Kagame also denigrates the dichotomy between the powerful 

and powerless of the world and problematizes it as a threat to the ideals of the UN.   

Excerpt #17: 
[I[t has become clear that the UN has evolved into a two-tier organisation, reflecting a world that 
seems to be divided into two major categories: one with inherent laudable values, rights and liberties, 
and another that needs to be taught and coached on these values.  My country and many in the 
developing world seem to fall in that second category. Not only marginalised and disenfranchised; 
we are also considered chronic violators of our own human rights. The implication is that the UN 
holds a certain standard for some countries, and another for others - especially on international issues 
where every single member should be treated equally under the law. In my view, a debate between 
these two categories urgently needs to take place within the United Nations membership so as to 
regain the noble founding ideals of the organisation. No entity is better placed than our common 
United Nations to bring equality and respect, despite disparities in economic status. (Rwanda: Paul 
Kagame) 
 

Kagame begins his narrative with a third-person narrative (“it has become clear that…”), 

thereby rather forcibly naturalizing the intergroup positions of the UN member states, which 

are “divided” between those “with inherent laudable values, rights and liberties” and those 

that must “be taught and coached on these values,” presumably by the former.  The former 

refers to developed countries, and the latter to developing countries including Rwanda.  He 

then mocks the ascribed position of developing countries as “chronic violators of our own 

human rights,” and repositions the two groups with a reversed moral scale, as powerful 

abusers of the UN system (‘them’) on one hand, and innocent poor victims that are treated 

unfairly (‘us’) on the other.  This very remark, however, suggests that the speaker is purposed 

to countercharge the accusations made by several international organizations against the 

current Rwandan government and its army for committing human rights violations.  Note 

that, while Kagame criticizes the UN for having double standard, he does not position the 

organization itself as the Other.  Rather, the UN is positioned as a moral authority under 

pressure, which must “regain” its founding ideals and maintain equality for all its Member 

States. 
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 In the case of rapidly industrializing economies such as Brazil and China, communicative 

strategies focused on establishing and having accepted their unique transitional position as 

reliable leaders of the developing countries.  In the below excerpt, Brazilian Foreign Minister 

Celso Luiz Nunes Amorim carefully maps Brazil’s new position of an emerging economy 

with moral authority in the international community. 

Excerpt #18: 
The financial crisis of 2008 accelerated change in global economic governance. The G-20 replaced 
the G-8 as the primary forum for deliberation on economic issues. The G-20 was a step forward. 
(…) But the developed countries have not demonstrated the necessary commitment to global 
economic stability. They continue to let themselves be guided by parochial interests. (…) After all, 
poor countries are the greatest victims of the narrow and selfish view that still prevails in 
international trade. (…) Another major challenge we face is achieving a global, comprehensive and 
ambitious agreement on climate change.  In order to move forward in this matter, countries must 
stop hiding behind each other. Brazil, like other developing countries, has done its part. But in 
Copenhagen, several delegations, especially from the rich world, sought excuses to elude their 
moral and political obligations. They forgot that, with Nature, one cannot negotiate. (Brazil: Celso 
Luiz Nunes Amorim) 
 

The narratives of financial crisis and climate change here are used as the basis for in-group 

positioning of developing countries and out-group positioning of developed countries.  

Amorim first emphasizes the increasing legitimacy of the G-20, in which Brazil holds a 

strong regional voice, as a new forum to moderate international economy instead of the G-8.  

Then, he accuses developed countries of prioritizing domestic interests over committing 

themselves to stabilizing global economy, thereby implicitly counter-positioning the 

remaining (i.e. non-G-8) G-20 members, including Brazil, as more responsible players.  Note 

the linguistic devices used for the negative Other-positioning of developed countries 

throughout the excerpt, including the use of the pronoun “they” (line 4 and 10) and the 

hostile personification of these countries such as “let[ting] themselves to be guided by 

parochial interests” (line 4) and “hiding behind each other” (lines 7-8).  Furthermore, he 

refers to “poor countries” as the victims of such egoism of developed countries (lines 4-6). 

With this remark, emerging economies like Brazil are again implicitly counter-positioned as 
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a sympathizer and a potential savior of the disadvantaged.  These positions are further 

solidified in the second narrative of climate change, in which he clearly positions Brazil as 

part of the developing countries group (line 8) and further reproaches developed countries for 

evading their moral and political obligations (lines 7-10).  

 In effect, Amorim maps a tripartite international relationship among rather simplistic, but 

familiar, personalities to complete a hero’s narrative: an enemy, a victim, and a hero.  On one 

hand, there are selfish and irresponsible developed countries that are chasing their own 

national interests.  On the other hand, there are ‘helpless’ poor countries at the mercy of 

developed countries.45  In between, Brazil is effectively positioned as a responsible emerging 

economy with both the capacity and willingness to support other developing countries, while 

speaking up on their behalf to admonish developed countries.  

 Chinese premier Wen Jiabao also employs a similar strategy by positioning China as a 

key advocate for the developing world.  In doing so, he also defends China’s national 

interests. 

Excerpt #19: 
In the course of development, China will continue to take it as its own duty to promote the 
common progress and prosperity of mankind. We will seek and expand converging interests with 
other countries. China's development will not harm anyone or pose a threat to anyone. There were 
powers who sought hegemony once they grew strong. China will never follow in their footsteps. 
China values friendship and also sticks to principles. It firmly upholds its national core interests. 
When it comes to sovereignty, national unity and territorial integrity, China will not yield or 
compromise. China will continue to firmly support the leading role of the United Nations in 
international affairs. We will, as always, abide by the UN Charter and fulfill in good faith our 
obligations under international conventions. We will intensify cooperation with fellow developing 
countries, and support their greater say in international affairs. We will remain forever a good 
partner and brother of developing countries.  (PRC: Wen Jiabao) 

 
In the above narrative of international development, Wen first addresses China’s duty to 

respect and cooperate with other countries (lines 1-3).  Then he refers to the negative 

                                                
45	  Refer back to the remarks on the earlier speech excerpt of Australia (Excerpt #4) for the implicit characterization 
of ‘victim’ countries as passive and powerless. 
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example of “powers who sought hegemony once they grew strong” (line 4), thereby out-

group positioning the former colonial powers (e.g. the developed countries of the West 

and/or Japan).  This in turn sets up an effective rhetoric to counter-position China as a moral 

and friendly international member (lines 4-5).  The strong negation “never,” as well as the 

pronoun “they/their,” both function to dissociate China from former colonialist countries, 

thereby yielding the dichotomous positions of Self and Other (line 4).   

 Wen then defends specific international principles that are essential for China’s national 

interest, i.e. “sovereignty, national unity, and territorial integrity” (lines 5-6). The use of 

negation to yield or compromise (lines 6-7) reflects the speaker’s concern for controversies 

over these principles surrounding China (i.e. the principle of humanitarian intervention 

crashing with the principle of sovereignty, intra-state separatist movements, and territorial 

disputes) and his desire to raise counterarguments.  The obstinate tone of these nationalist 

remarks, however, is immediately mitigated by another deferential positioning of China as a 

faithful supporter of the UN, which in turn is positioned as the international moral and legal 

authority (lines 7-9).  In effect, this sandwiching strategy – i.e. inserting the assertive claim 

for China’s national rights between the humble remarks underscoring the country’s 

international obligations – naturalizes China’s position as a responsible international player 

who in turn deserves to enjoy its rights.  

 Finally, Wen explicitly positions China as “a good partner and brother of developing 

countries” to advocate their greater say in the international community (lines 9-11).  Note an 

interesting lexical choice here for “remain forever” (line 10), which implies the speaker’s 

attempt to offset the external anxiety for China’s future behavior as an emerging economy.  

This in-group positioning of developing countries again counter-positions developed 
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countries, which presumably are to “remain forever” as the Other.  In essence, China 

throughout this excerpt is positioned by what it is not and what it does or will not do. This 

seems to reflect the speaker’s aim to counteract some of the undesirable external expectations 

and anxiety for the country’s future by mapping its markedly new position as a reliable 

frontrunner of the developing world that does not assimilate into the developed world. 

 

iii). Sovereignty vs. humanitarian intervention 

 While the question of how much the UN should step into internal affairs of the member 

states has been contested since the beginning of the organizational history, it has become 

considerably more difficult for the Security Council to weigh state sovereignty against 

humanitarian intervention, with over 80 intrastate and other civil wars erupting since the end 

of the Cold War.  Drawing on the lessons learned from the genocides in Rwanda and 

Srebrenica in the 1990s, the importance of humanitarian intervention to prevent mass 

atrocities was recognized by the UN as part of the international community’s Responsibility 

to Protect (R2P).46  The concept of R2P has since been promoted by some states of Western 

liberal democracies.  However, practical application of this initiative is often found in direct 

contestation with the sovereignty of the state in concern, and has consequently faced 

oppositions from Russia, China, as well as many of the former colonies of the Western states 

on the basis of the non-intervention principle.  The stark difference between the responses of 

the Security Council to the security crises in Libya and Syria in the recent years illustrates the 

fragile nature of the R2P in the context of real world politics.  The following three excerpts 

by the representatives of France, the DPRK, and Sudan illustrate the contested positioning of 

                                                
46 Refer to the items 138 and 139 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome document (UN-A/60/L.1) for the detailed 
description of the Responsibility to Protect: http://www.who.int/hiv/universalaccess2010/worldsummit.pdf 
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these countries in relation to the UN, with which the speakers try to justify one principle over 

the other.  

 In the below excerpt, French Foreign Minister Kouchner claims that human rights and 

protection of civilians should provide the basis of all UN actions.  While avoiding the direct 

reference to the potential crash between the principles of sovereignty and human rights, he 

characterizes the principle of human rights as the basis for measuring the UN’s success (lines 

3-5) and as “the only criteria for judgment that matters and which will be the impact of our 

actions on reality” (lines 10-11).  Thus it is implied that, in Kouchner’s view, protection of 

civilians based on the principle of human rights may occasionally override the principle of 

state sovereignty. 

Excerpt #20: 
The respect for the universal values and principles of human rights provides the basis on which the 
UN’s action must be built. Our ambition to develop a world order based on the universal respect for 
human dignity was and always will be at the heart of French diplomacy. (…) Today, the success of 
the UN must firstly be judged in light of its contribution to the protection of civilians. That’s the 
main area in which we should focus our requirements. Massacres and rapes are committed everyday 
throughout the world, in Somalia, in Darfur, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, including in 
the regions where peacekeeping forces are deployed.  We can no longer be satisfied with just 
counting the victims when massive crimes are committed. (…) Human rights, the protection of 
civilians, international justice, these are not hollow concepts and principles for us. They are firstly 
and above all, for France, the principles of action and the only criteria for judgment that matters and 
which will be the impact of our actions on reality. (France: Bernard Kouchner)  

Throughout the excerpt, Kouchner makes alternating references to France and the UN, 

discussing the importance of human rights agenda for both, thereby characterizing the 

country’s national interest as internationally grounded.  This in turn legitimizes France’ 

position as a champion of the noble international ideal of “universal respect for human 

dignity,” and as a sympathizer for the victims in other countries whose governments failed to 

uphold the same human rights standard as France (i.e. Somalia, Sudan, and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo). 
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 The next excerpt from the speech of the North Korean representative Pak Kil Yon 

provides the opposite argument.  Having long faced international criticism toward its 

authoritarian governance, national interest of the DPRK is presumably invested in the 

principle of sovereignty rather than respect for human rights. 

Excerpt #21: 
The most important meaning of the UN foundation is the establishment of the principle of 
sovereign equality in international relations, on which all states in this globe, large and small, have 
been able to join their efforts for peace and development.  The history of the UN spanning 65 years 
is the history of continued challenges to the purposes and principles of the UN Charter.  Power 
logic and power politics that negate sovereign equality still remain in sight in international relations 
even today after the turn of a century (….) Despicable trickery attempts to overthrow other 
countries' socio-political systems have become ever more rampant. The signboard of "human rights 
protection" and institutional mechanism of the UN General Assembly are abused to this end.  
Denying the rights of other countries to choose their own systems constitutes itself the violation of 
human rights of their people.  The DPRK is one of those victimized countries. (DPRK: Pak Kil 
Yon) 

 
Pak starts off his speech by stating, as if a matter of fact, that the establishment of the 

principle of sovereign equality was “the most important meaning of the UN foundation” 

(lines 1-3).  Here, the DPRK’s national agenda to counter foreign interventions is justified in 

the name of the UN Charter principle.  Pak then strategically lays out the institutional 

narrative of the UN as “the history of continued challenges to the purposes and principles of 

the UN Charter” (lines 3-4), there by mapping the negative position of Other, who have 

negated sovereignty of DPRK.47  

 Furthermore, Pak mocks the rhetoric of “human rights protection” as a pretext used to 

abuse “rights of countries to choose their own systems,” and explicitly positions the DPRK 

as a victim of such abuse (lines 7-10).  Through the parallel evaluation of the DPRK’s 

national challenge to defend its sovereignty and the UN’s institutional challenge to defend its 

Charter principles, the speaker solidifies the dichotomy between the DPRK and the UN 

                                                
47 Although not specified, the US, Japan, and other Western countries currently posing economic sanctions against 
DPRK, as well as South Korea with which DPRK has been involved in border security incidents, are some of the 
implied Other in this scenario.	  
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which are in-group positioned as the noble defender of sovereignty on one side, and the 

aggressive out-group countries which seek to undermine the moral authority of the UN and 

the DPRK, on the other. 

 Sudan is another country under the Western-lead accusation of large-scale human rights 

violations.  There has been an International Criminal Court (ICC) arrest warrant for Sudanese 

president Omar Al-Bashir since 2009.  In the below excerpt, the country’s Vice President Ali 

Othman Muhammad Taha attempts to undermine the ICC’s position of moral and legal 

authority in the interest of rejecting charges for the war crimes committed in the Darfur 

region of Sudan since 2003.  His reference to the ICC begins by discursively contesting the 

very existential basis of the ICC: “what is called the International Criminal Court” (line 3). 

Excerpt #22: 
We are committed to combat impunity, which is part and parcel of the principle of justice, which 
does not admit the politicization and selectivity.  However, selectivity and politicization were 
prevalent in what is called the International Criminal Court, which has become a tool to break the 
will of people and to impose on them.  We have all witnessed how steps were made in Haigue to 
subject a country not a party to the Statute to its powers to jurisdiction, which made the rules of 
international law a victim of crude political intervention. (…)  The involvement of the ICC becomes 
a direct threat to the peaceful settlement expected by the country.  Therefore, we reject completely 
this intervention, which has no place in international law and logic, and the policy, any justifications. 
We appreciate the positions of the African Union and the other regional bodies to which Sudan 
belong, and the committed countries, to the rules of international law which condemned the so called 
the claims of the ICC. (Sudan: Ali Othman Muhammad Taha) 
 

He then seeks international support in positioning the ICC as an abuser of international 

justice system posing threat to peaceful settlement of conflict in Sudan (lines 4-7).  On the 

other hand, Taha strategically positions Sudan as a whole nation (i.e. not the individual 

government officials and military commanders who have been accused for committing war 

crimes) as a collective victim of unfair legal treatment and political intervention.  In doing so, 

he obscures the intrastate power dynamics between powerful offenders mobilizing organized 

violence and powerless civilian victims within the country.  Note the repeated use of the 

collective pronoun “we” throughout the excerpt to support this uniform national position.  
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Furthermore, Taha introduces an additional position of the African Union (AU) to the 

dichotomous relationship between Sudan and the ICC.  By in-group positioning the AU as a 

reliable moral authority in support of Sudan, Taha attempts to Self-position Sudan as part of 

the morally-superior international majority, while undermining the institutional relevance of 

the ICC. 

 

iv). Regional politics 

 As shown in the last example of Sudan, for many countries, regional groups in which 

they take part appeared to provide useful platforms to proclaim collective political interests 

and influences.  References to regional groups such as “the European Union,” “Africa,” and 

“Arab States” were used to position a unified in-group (regional members), which implicitly 

counter-positioned the out-group (those belonging to other regions).  Preference for regional 

positioning reflects the speakers’ belief that collective voice of a region, no matter how 

internally contradicted, is easier to defend and justify compared to a voice of single state.48  

The speech excerpts of the UK, Colombia, and Zambia below demonstrate examples of such 

regional positioning as well as the countries’ own Self-positioning as a regional leader and a 

good team player.   

 In the first excerpt, the Britain’s Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg Self-positions the 

UK as a long-term supporter of the UN and advocates its reform (lines 1-2).  He then 

positions the European Union as an able and responsible international organization to 

promote development agenda of the UN, and asks for a greater international recognition of 

the EU’s contribution (lines 2-4).  
                                                
48 At the same time, however, one runs the risk of blurring the unique identity of his/her home country by 
positioning it within a group as ‘one of them.’  As a result, regional positions were often accompanied by positive 
Self-positioning of the speaker’s country of representation as a regional leader or a notable contributor.  	  
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Excerpt #23: 
The UK will always champion the UN. (…) But let us be frank. Without a radical overhaul, the UN 
will not provide the leadership the world seeks from it, and needs from it. It is also important that 
the vital role of the European Union in promoting development and prosperity can be adequately 
represented in this Assembly. (…) Right now, Pakistan faces a humanitarian disaster of 
unimaginable proportions. As the Secretary-General has said, this is the largest disaster in the 
UN's 65-year history. So we must ensure that the UN's appeal is properly funded to cover both 
humanitarian relief and reconstruction. (…) I am very proud, as the representative of an EU 
member state, that the EU has recently shown real leadership in promising to look at improving 
trade access for Pakistan in response to the disaster. I very much hope that others can follow suit. 
(UK: Nick Clegg) 
 

Positioning Pakistan as a victim, the speaker next sets up a hero’s narrative, in which 

assistance to the flood-hit country is given a momentous humanitarian priority.  Through an 

explicit self-affiliation of the UK to the EU (lines 7-8), the speaker praises the region’s 

leadership in supporting Pakistan’s recovery as a model to be followed by “others” (line 9), 

thereby mapping the European position of moral superiority and political capability over 

other regions. Also note the speaker’s use of the pronoun “I” (line 7 and 9), which adds a 

personal and humble tone to mitigate the otherwise narcissistic narrative.  

 In the next excerpt, Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos Calderón calls attention to 

the growing potential of Latin America, highlighting its emerging economic markets and 

political will to resolve international problems.  Here, Latin America as a whole region is 

positioned as the protagonist of a human growth narrative: starting off as a vulnerable and 

inexperienced child and later growing into a stable and competent adult who can help others.  

Note the strong speech act personifying the whole region with a free will: “Latin America 

can and wants to be part of the solution” (lines 2-3). 

Excerpt #24: 
Latin American nations are beginning to take on a global leadership role in economic, 
environmental, security-related and development issues. (…) Latin America can and wants to be 
part of the solution.  (…) When the XXI century began, Latin America and the Caribbean were 
just starring their path towards integration into the global economy.  Today, ten years later, with 
political and economic stability, with agricultural, energy and environmental potentials, I want to 
send a message to the other nations of our region. The world's eyes are on us. Now, is time for us 
to open our own eyes, to overcome any persisting difference, and to think big.  If we do so, and 
based on what has been said before, we can declare with one voice, just as I am doing today, at the 
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dawn of the second decade of the third millennium: This is Latin America's decade, a decade in 
which we can grow and advance, but first and foremost serve our peoples and the wellbeing of 
mankind. (Colombia: Juan Manuel Santos Calderón) 

Throughout the excerpt, Santos switches between the first-person pronouns “I” (the speaker 

himself as the representative of Colombia) and “we” (neighboring nations of Latin America 

and the Caribbean) to establish an intraregional dialogue, thereby positioning Colombia and 

the other countries of the region as a united multinational in-group “with one voice” 

advancing together.  Of course, what Santos acknowledges but wants to underplay with this 

enthusiastic in-group positioning is the persisting regional conflicts and disputes, which pose 

a threat to the political stability of Latin America.  In effect, Santos’ remarks here projects 

Colombia’s political leadership in unifying the region as well as Latin America’s leadership 

over other regions in the coming decade. 

 Finally, the below speech excerpt of Zambian Minister Kalombo Mwansa highlights the 

regional unity of Africa and its collective position to demand an increased African 

representation in the Security Council as part of the UN reform. 

Excerpt #25: 
On the reform of the United Nations, in particular the Security Council, Zambia reaffirms its 
support for the African position as espoused in the Ezulwini Consensus and the Sirte Declaration 
to be granted among others, not less than two permanent seats with all the prerogatives and 
privileges including the right of veto and, an additional two non-permanent seats. Africa is the only 
continent without permanent seats and yet it has the second largest membership of the United 
Nations. Granting Africa permanent seats will redress this historical injustice. (Zambia: Kalombo 
Mwansa) 

Through an explicit in-group position of Africa, Mwansa defends Zambia’s national interest 

in serving on the Security Council.  Note his specific requests for both permanent and non-

permanent seats designated for African countries (lines 3-4), which would secure an 

increased representation for minor regional players like Zambia (as the permanent seats are 

more likely to be assumed by more powerful countries like South Africa and Nigeria).  The 

regional position of strong political demand is then justified by the current injustice 
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stemming from the past (lines 4-6).  Note that even the slightest reference to the colonial 

history of Africa ("historical justice"), which again is a very powerful narrative, is effectively 

used here to strengthen the position of Africa to deserve more recognition and participation 

in the UN against the implicitly accused Other (the West). 

 

v). Domestic politics 

 While the hitherto-mentioned communicative strategies employed rather one-dimensional 

positions of collective national Self or Other, reference of many Member State 

representatives to their domestic political situations revealed more complex and nuanced 

intergroup relations within states.  These intrastate references were often accompanied by a 

strong positive Self-positioning of the country’s current political leadership.  Specifically, 

such positioning emphasized the governments’ capacity to simultaneously: (1) acknowledge 

diverse political voices within the country and resolve pending domestic problems through 

the intrastate discourse, and (2) maintain a consistent and competent external face of the 

country and negotiate its national interests in the interstate discourse with the rest of the 

international community.  

 Liberian President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, foreseeing the national elections in 2011 in the 

excerpt below, refers to the transitioning political system of the country and positions the 

Liberian people with independent political agency to choose their government. 

Excerpt #26: 
The root cause of civil crisis in Liberia has been the consistent failure of democratic transitions 
which would usher in governments elected by the people.  With the support of the United Nations, 
multi-party democratic elections were held in 2005 following the end of the civil crisis. In keeping 
with our Constitution, once again the Liberian people will exercise the right of choice as we are to 
hold elections in 2011.  The 2011 elections will mark a groundbreaking turning point. It will complete 
Liberia's transition to full constitutional rule and participatory democracy. This will be the true test 
of Liberia's progress on the road to development and its defining moment, (…)  I wish to state 
categorically that my government is completely and fully committed to this objective, and we call 
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on the international community to stay with Liberia on this last stretch.  (Liberia: Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf) 

Here, Sirleaf builds on a narrative introduced earlier in the speech of Liberia’s national 

reconciliation, in which the country has emerged from a brutal civil war, is slowly 

recovering, and is to transition into a full-fledged democracy.  In this timeline, she describes 

the upcoming elections as “a groundbreaking turning point” and “true test of Liberia’s 

progress” and calls for international and national attention and support to realize their 

successful completion.  By referring to the Liberian people’s political “right of choice” (line 

4), Sirleaf readily recognizes intrastate diversity of Liberian state, in which she claims the 

position of her government’s competent leadership (lines 7-8).  This positioning serves both 

the collective and personal political interests of the speaker, i.e. to boost Liberia’s national 

credibility in the international community as a peace-loving, democratic state, as well as her 

personal credibility as a trustworthy and committed politician. 

 While employing a similar narrative of national reconciliation, Colombian President 

Santos still struggles to speak of the domestic political complexity of his country in such a 

relaxed manner.  Representing the government that has long resisted the threat of guerrilla 

groups in Colombia, he establishes a clear Self and Other dichotomy between the evil drug-

traffickers and “terrorist groups” on one hand, and the moral government and its forces 

protecting “our people” from the offenders on the other. 

Excerpt #27: 
We have hit hard the mafias that control this business, including guerrilla groups that have become 
true drug cartels.  We will continue to combat them relentlessly and without pause. We will spare 
no effort. Just yesterday, precisely from this city, I announced to the world the news of the death of 
the main military head of FARC, in an operation impeccably conducted by our Armed Forces. 
This is the most important and decisive blow that has been struck against this terrorist group in its 
history, and we hope it will bring us closer to peace. We want to achieve peace, either by reason or 
by force. And we will achieve it, so that we can dedicate and focus all our energies and efforts to 
achieving development and prosperity for our people. In the fight against drug trafficking we have 
lost many of our best soldiers and policemen, many of our best leaders, our best judges and 
our best journalists.  But this blood has not been shed in vain. From a failed State in which 
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violent actors, financed by drug trafficking, had bent our democracy, today we look at the world 
from a thriving democracy that takes off towards democratic prosperity, prosperity for all. 
(Colombia: Juan Manuel Santos Calderón) 
 

The noisy silence here is the fact that the rebel groups like FARC also consist of Colombian 

people who are claiming their fight against the government force on the basis of protecting 

the Colombian poor.  Note that the victims associated with the state (e.g. soldiers, policemen, 

judges, etc.) are treated as “best” humans who shed blood, while the death of the FARC 

commander is referred metaphorically as a “blow” against the terrorist group, without a 

mention of human suffering.  Rather, his death is justified as a necessary step towards peace 

as part of the narrative of Colombia to achieve democratic prosperity. 

 In the last speech excerpt, Afghan Foreign Minister Zalmai Rassoul illustrates another 

example of complex domestic political discourse.  He starts off by positioning Afghan people 

as victims of undeserved violence by “those who menace the life of well-being of our 

people.”  Following this, however, he emphasizes the importance of achieving sustainable 

peace in the country through dialogue.  Rassoul positions Afghan President Karzai as a 

responsible leader who has taken initiatives to reconcile peace in the country, and justifies 

the government’s decision to convene the Peace Jirga, reaching out to the Taliban leaders. 

Excerpt #28: 
Though our fight against those who menace the life and well-being of our people will continue 
unabated, we recognize that the success of our efforts for development and prosperity depends 
largely on our ability to achieve sustainable peace in our country.  With this objective in mind, the 
Afghan Government convened a "Consultative Peace Jirga" in May of this year. The Jirga fulfilled 
President Karzai's promise to consult and engage all Afghans in peace-building initiatives. (…) 
The Consultative Peace Jirga agreed on a framework to encourage the rank and file of the Taliban 
to end violence and to join a reconciliation and reintegration process. It defined the conditions for a 
peace dialogue with Taliban leaders, and endorsed the establishment of a Peace Commission to 
oversee the reintegration of armed opposition fighters, who renounce violence, resume civilian life, 
accept our constitution, and embrace our democracy. (Afghanistan: Zalmai Rassoul) 

Unlike the representatives of some Western countries who positioned Taliban as a 

permanently evil “terrorist group” along with Al Qaeda, Rassoul here introduces a more fluid 
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and nuanced position of Taliban, especially of its leadership.  Though not in a friendly 

manner, they are in-grouped to certain degree as fellow Afghans, i.e. as a partner of dialogue 

necessary for the peace process of the country.  Rassoul differentiates the rank and file of 

Taliban from its leadership, and plot them into respective scenarios with reasonable future 

paths and roles to play towards peace, rather than positioning the whole group as a collective 

evil with no place in the peaceful ending to the story. 

 

5. Discussion 

  The findings elaborated above revealed several notable patterns of intergroup positioning 

strategies, which were used by the UN officials and the Member State representatives at the 65th 

General Debate.  Noticeably, all speakers attempted to present and have accepted their preferred 

institutional realities of the UN through discursive mapping of different international actors in 

relation to one another.  However, there were differences in the specific communicative 

strategies employed by the two groups of speakers, which in turn reflected the polarity in their 

discursive motives.  While the UN officials maintained an inclusive discourse, the Member State 

representatives used their speech to map differences.   

  With the notable exception of the French foreign minister, the two UN officials, i.e. the 

Secretary-General and the General Assembly President, were virtually the only speakers who 

genuinely reproduced the core institutional discourse of the UN.  The UN officials, through their 

frequent references to the inclusive “we,” addressed the Member State representatives who 

gathered inside the General Assembly Hall as their primary audience.  Through repeated 

positioning and repositioning, they reiterated their preferred institutional reality of the all-

inclusive “us,” i.e. all the Member States positioned as equals, bound by the same sets of rights 
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and duties to pursue collective political agenda.  Also, their references to specific countries were 

kept to a minimum, likely in order to meet their expected institutional positions as impartial 

mediators.  These findings together underscore that the UN officials’ ultimate political interest 

was to sustain and enhance the institutional relevance of the UN as the primary discursive 

channel for international cooperation.   

  The specific linguistic devices used to establish and solidify the universal in-group 

position of “us” included: narrative reference to the foundation of the UN, intertextual reference 

to the UN Charter, lexical devices enhancing in-group solidarity and common destiny, and meta-

discursive mocking the “us” versus “them” positioning (i.e. Bakhtin’s notion of varidirectional 

double-voicing).  In addition, the UN officials also positioned an external pressure to the 

Organization as their primary (and only) Other, which in turn would keep “us” together.  For 

instance, the Secretary-General Ban referred explicitly to “the forces that would divide us” 

against which “we are being tested,” while General Assembly President Deiss made an implicit 

reference to the international public as the ‘judge’ monitoring “us” the world leaders.  

  The speeches of the Member State representatives, on the other hand, were 

predominantly shaped by their respective national interests.  Intergroup positions dichotomizing 

positive Self and negative Other prevailed in their mapping.  Despite the UN officials’ effort to 

engage these national leaders into an inclusive dialogue, these Member State representatives 

were more interested in addressing the audience beyond the General Assembly.  Their 

overwhelming references to the national “we” indicated that their target audiences were, in fact, 

their domestic populations.  Also, in the speeches of the Member State representatives, not only 

the UN’s institutional narratives but also various national and regional narratives (e.g. of 

decolonization, civil wars, etc.) were employed to map different actors who together composed 
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the speakers’ desired social reality.  The mapping patterns of these Member State representatives 

were, however, tactically differentiated between their discourses referring to the UN’s 

institutional core and the periphery.   

  When referring to the UN’s institutional core, the Member State representatives 

positioned their national Self in strong affiliation with the UN as the moral authority, thereby 

establishing the speakers’ own countries as faithful and reliable members of the international 

community.  Historical references to collective institutional memory (especially the UN’s 

foundational narrative) and intertextual references aligning the speakers’ national values with the 

UN’s values were found to be especially effective devices for this mapping.  Note that such 

positive positioning of national Self, although only implicitly here, counter-positioned other 

countries as mediocre or inferior. 

  The national leaders’ references to the UN’s institutional periphery escalated the scale of 

dichotomy in the Self-Other positioning, and made the negative position of Other more explicit.  

These positions were often embedded in rather simplistic but familiar narratives, and were 

identified as heroes (Self), friends (in-group), victims (in-group), enemies (Other/out-group), 

etc.49  In contrast to the all-inclusive “us” positioning for which collective duties were stressed 

over rights, Self-Other positioning selectively highlighted the rights of the Self to certain 

resources and actions on the one hand, and the obligations of the Other to comply with 

international laws or to compensate the regretful past on the other.   

  Furthermore, in such “them” versus “us” positioning, the speakers typically sought to 

affiliate themselves with the institutions of moral authority as well as numerical majority, 

thereby attempting to depreciate the Other by depriving both its morality and popularity.  

                                                
49 A notable exception was these speakers’ references to intrastate politics, in which more nuanced intergroup 
positions were introduced 
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Occasionally, a third position of ‘helpless victim’ was introduced to further contrast and fortify 

the positions of positive-Self (sympathizer and/or savior of the victim) and negative-Other 

(aggressor against the victim).  As presupposed, contestations between the Self and Other 

positions became most salient in the discourses reproducing the institutional periphery of the 

UN, e.g. topics of controversy including nuclear safety, development, the Security Council 

reform, humanitarian intervention, etc.   

  Regarding the institutional position of the UN, virtually all the 30 speeches under 

analysis made respectful reference to the UN, and positioned it as a supranational moral 

authority and/or an indispensable institution in addressing global problems.  However, its 

impartiality was often questioned (especially when it comes to the agenda of the Security 

Council), and calls for the institutional reform were scattered throughout the General Debate.  

Many speakers including the President of the General Assembly voiced their concern that the 

UN may be marginalized or will lose its international relevance without a radical overhaul.  In 

particular, when discussing the above-mentioned ‘hot’ topics, Member State representatives 

often positioned the UN as a victim whose institutional legitimacy was being undermined by the 

Other.  Even when referring to its institutional core (e.g. the foundation narrative which is rarely 

contested), competitions among the Member States seeking more superior and stable positions 

over others were still present.  In short, even in what is supposed to be the most international 

forum of the UN General Debate, nationalist discourse dividing “us” and “them” predominated 

the all-inclusive “us” position claimed by the UN officials. 

  Interestingly, even though the indexed identities of actors varied significantly from 

speech to speech, the basic sets of communicative strategies and the constellations of mapped 

positions used for the Self-Other positioning remained surprisingly consistent.  Recall the 
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symmetrical mapping methods used between Obama and Ahmadinejad in their Self-Other 

positioning over the nuclear safety agenda.  In other words, different Member States may be 

arguing contesting points on differing ideological grounds, but still with the same rule set, i.e. the 

very discourse conventions of the UN shaping and shaped by the ways in which nations talk 

about nations.   

  

6. Summary 

  This chapter discussed the findings of the primary positioning-narrative analysis of the 

selected 30 speeches delivered at the 65th General Debate.  First, a brief quantitative analysis 

examined the entire texts of the 30 speeches, looking for a set of specific communicative devices 

used in intergroup positioning.  The findings of this analysis were then used to guide the 

subsequent qualitative analysis in identifying and further elaborating on the individual instances 

of mapping, i.e. strategic positioning of different international actors in relation to one another as 

well as their membership to the UN and other international groups.  Second, 28 speech excerpts 

were selected and analyzed in greater detail to delineate the individual processes of intergroup 

positioning, in which different communicative devices are combined to create and propagate the 

speakers’ preferred institutional realities.  Finally, compiling the findings of the excerpt analysis, 

discursive mappings of the UN officials and the Member State representatives were contrasted 

and the patterns characterizing their strategic positioning were discussed. 
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Chapter VII 
Conclusion 

 

1. Overview 

  The present paper researched the institutional discourse of the United Nations through the 

ways in which its members talked in and about the UN at the 65th General Debate in September 

2010.  Discourse throughout the study was considered as both the medium and outcome of a 

dynamic, intersubjective process of institutional reproduction, in which members of the 

institution collectively maintain their membership, interpersonal and intergroup power dynamics, 

shared memory, formal rules and informal conventions that characterize the institution, and so 

on.  

  The study applied this social constructivist view of an institution as a discursive product 

to the United Nations.  In turn, the organization’s institutional text of the past and present were 

critically analyzed as discursive evidence of institutional conventions and realities that are being 

created, propagated, deliberated, and modified.  As described in Chapter III, the UN offers a 

unique discourse space, in which nation-states as collective actors practice and negotiate their 

identities in relation to one another, through often deliberately ambiguous (i.e. “diplomatic”) 

language.  The General Debate, in particular, is characterized by its both symbolic and pragmatic 

representation of the organization as a “world forum,” where the UN’s discourse is brought to its 

most universal, dramatic, and far-reaching ends. 

  The study used an integrated methodological approach to analyze a set of 30 speeches 

delivered at the 65th General Debate.  The preliminary ethnographic analysis examined the 

General Debate as a speech event.  In this analysis, Hymes’s (1974) SPEAKING model was 

enhanced by the theoretical frameworks of Heritage (1997, 2010) and Goffman (1959), which 
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provided insights into the institution-specific discourse conventions and the media-mediated, 

dramaturgical nature of the General Debate.  The analysis delineated a dynamic, multilayered 

discourse of the General Debate, in which the speakers reaffirmed some of the key ideologies of 

the UN to collectively maintain its institutional core, while challenging the more controversial 

institutional periphery to provoke reform in the interest of their respective political agenda.  

  Informed by the preliminary analysis, the primary textual analysis examined what I call 

strategic mapping of the speakers, i.e. how different actors are constellated in relation to one 

another and as part of the UN and other multinational groups.  The analysis combined qualitative 

and qualitative analyses.  The former identified a set of specific discursive devices most 

commonly used in the 65th General Debate to yield mapping, and the latter examined how they 

were combined in the 28 speech excerpts to portray the speakers’ preferred institutional reality, 

in which their political interests were legitimized and naturalized.  The analysis revealed the 

patterns in the use of the speakers’ strategic intergroup positioning referring to the institutional 

core and periphery of the UN.   

 

2. Key findings 

  The most important finding of the present thesis was that analytical evidence uniformly 

supported the mutually-determining relationship between the UN’s institutional discourse and 

the corresponding institutional reality.  First, the contextual analysis of the 65th General Debate 

as a speech event identified some of the UN-specific discourse conventions that loosely govern 

the local communicative exchange by attaching certain meanings to the speakers’ ongoing and 

potential communicative acts.  Second, the quantitative textual analysis of the 30 speeches 

revealed a range of locally managed discursive devices that were used in the speakers’ strategic 



 122 

intergroup positioning of different social actors in relation to one another.  Finally, the qualitative 

textual analysis of the 28 speech excerpts delineated how the speakers combined such 

communicative devices in the context of an ongoing political speech to present and justify their 

preferred institutional reality of the UN. 

  These analyses together characterized the 65th General debate as a dynamic, multilayered 

discourse space, which juxtaposes the UN’s institutional core and periphery, i.e. the most stable 

and the most dynamic ends of the institutional reproduction.  Specifically, at the UN’s discursive 

core, a set of shared political ideologies corresponding to the institution’s stabilizing principles 

are collectively reinforced by virtually all the members.  At its periphery, in contrast, differing 

attitudes and motives among different players are contested, representing the power-mediated 

struggle over the shared meaning that constructs and naturalizes the respective speakers’ 

preferred political reality.  

  The two groups of institutional representations studied here, i.e. the UN officials and the 

Member State representatives, exhibited radically different discourse strategies reflecting their 

respective political motives invested in the General Debate.  While the UN officials promoted 

the discourse of unity to justify collective international values and principles over nationalist 

policies, the larger number of Member States representatives defended their respective national 

interests through the dichotomous discourse of Self and Other.  This fundamental clash in the 

worldviews of the institutional members resulted in a seemingly chaotic discourse – at least on 

ideological grounds. 

  Interestingly, however, the structure of discourse was much more consistent compared to 

the messy substance of the discourse.  Basic sets of communicative strategies used in intergroup 

positioning and the resulting constellation of positions, which yielded the Self-Other relations, 
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were found in parallel across most speeches.  This seemed to reflect the persistent influence of 

the underlying discourse conventions of the UN, which shape and are shaped by the ways in 

which nations talk about nations.   

 

3. Implications 

  The UN discourse space as a whole lacks coherence (in the semantic sense as argued by 

van Dijk 1977) at its dialogic level.  Contestation between the Member States often leads to 

ambivalence and inefficiency, both of which are popular criticisms of the UN.  In fact, the 

mandate of the UN has been contested since its origin, despite its widely-supported foundation 

myth.  The UN as a collective of nations has always talked in multiple voices.  The idea from its 

inception has been that much of the realization of its goals (i.e. promoting international security, 

economic and social development, and human rights) is in the hands of the Member States, 

which are generally motivated by their respective national interests over collective international 

agenda. 

  Nevertheless, there are larger discursive conventions as well as distribution patterns of 

the speakers’ use of certain communicative devices that maintain the structural consistency of 

the UN discourse.  In the present study, I demonstrated how some of the most representational 

political speeches of today’s international discourse were strategically manufactured to map the 

speakers’ preferred institutional reality, in which a set of actors was called in to promote certain 

political values and arguments while hiding and/or desensitizing others.  The constellations of 

positions yielded through various stances of mapping across the speeches were surprisingly 

similar to one another.  As was ironically described by the Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 

divisions of “us” and “them” prevailed throughout the speeches of the General Debate.  In fact, 
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the communicative toolkit to map the world through such positive Self-representation and 

negative Other-representation – recall the pronouns, intertextual references, and narratives – 

seemed to prove functional regardless of who was speaking. 

  Such structural coherences stabilizing the UN’s institutional discourse seem to reflect a 

certain level of international consensus to collective legitimacy (Claude 1966) among the 

Member States.  In essence, the UN is revealed as a platform of face negotiations for countries, 

where the discursive norm of internationalism reinforces nationalism.  At the end of the day, it is 

in the UN-endorsed internationality that makes it possible for nations to maintain their unified 

national identity discourse (which downplays their minority and other intrastate discourse), and 

to articulate and justify their national interests in the name of collective good.  At the same time, 

it is important to note that the UN can only find its institutional relevance in the discourse 

mediating collective national interests of its member states. 

 

4. Shortcomings  

Shortcomings of this study that must be stated in disclaimer include the following. 

• Limited data types and quantity: The General Debate represented an integral part of the 

UN’s discourse space, but it is important to remember that there are many other 

occasions in which the organization talks.  The Security Council, for example, may reveal 

a different set of discourse conventions than the ones observed in the General Assembly.  

In addition, time constraints limited the number of speeches that could be examined in 

this study.  

• Limited language access: The analysis of the speeches originally delivered in languages 

other than English had to rely on interpretations, which amalgamated the data both in 
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terms of the production format (Goffman 1981) of the speech and in terms of possible 

decisions regarding relevant lexical and/or syntactic choices in the interpreted speech.  

• Limited access to intertexts: Besides the reported speeches and obvious textual references 

to the UN documents, it was difficult to examine the presence (or absence) of additional 

intertextual references.  For instance, politicians often purposely repeat their key phrases 

and messages in the speeches over time and space (e.g. think about how many times 

Obama said “make no mistake”).  Furthermore, the rich political discourse of the 

international community as a whole is an evolving source of primary texts, which can be 

indexed by any future speakers to echo and/or satirize.  By making intertextual references, 

speakers seek to personalize their language of politics, which is really inherently 

communal (recall Bakhtin’s broad sense of dialogue, as explained in Chapter III).  It is 

thus reasonable to assume that at least some speakers were reusing part of their own 

remarks as well as remarks of others from previous speech events.  While it was 

impossible to do justice to the full complexity of intertexuality present in the UN 

discourse, this study showed that members deliberately made use of intertextual 

references as part of their strategic positioning.  

 

5. Final remarks 

  A critical approach to political discourse underscores the role of a semiotic (or critical) 

reader (Eco 1990) of political speeches, as opposed to semantic reader.  A semiotic reader pays 

attention not only to the content of the speeches (i.e. actual political issues laid out on the UN 

table by world leaders), but also to the linguistic strategies that the speakers use to produce a 

naïve “Model Reader.” 
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  As international political discourse has become more intricate and media-mediated, the 

public has been distanced from the central discourse of the UN.  The present study, against this 

trend, promotes a critical reading of political speeches using the UN discourse as data, which, 

despite providing a rich resource for political discourse analysis, to date has not achieved 

sufficient academic attention.  The critical reading, as exemplified in this study, can equip 

individuals to position themselves as independent of the speakers’ staging, rather than to accept 

the role of a naïve audience that politicians ascribe them to be.  In this sense, a semiotic approach 

to interpret political discourse will arguably benefit the international public by strengthening and 

refining their “voice” (here in the sense argued by Hirschman50) over current and future political 

affairs, and facilitate a more participatory and integrated international community. 

  

                                                
50	  In his book Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970), Albert Hirschman defines “voice” as an attempt of a member of an 
organization or a social system to “change [and improve or repair], rather than to escape from, an objectionable state 
of affairs” through means of individual or collective communication such as petitions, appeals, and other types of 
“action and protests, including those that are meant to mobilize public opinion.”	  
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Appendix A: 
UN 65th General Debate Duration of the Selected 30 Speeches 

     

  Speaker Duration  
Recommended time slot:  
Up to 20 minutes 

1 UNSG 14:35   
2 GA President 9:15  Keys: 
3 Brazil 16:09  Speeches that exceeded 20 minutes 
4 US 32:05  Speeches shorter than 10 minutes 
5 China 11:53   
6 Turkey 20:58   
7 Canada 14:56   
8 Iran 33:38   
9 Iraq 13:52   

10 UK 16:22   
11 Nigeria 14:38   
12 Japan 20:24   
13 Liberia 16:49   
14 Colombia 22:37   
15 Haiti 19:27   
16 Rwanda 8:09   
17 Somalia 19:59   
18 Germany 13:14   
19 Australia 21:39   
20 Timor-Leste 18:37   
21 South Africa 16:20   
22 Sudan 19:42   
23 France 16:45   
24 Afghanistan 12:09   
25 Zambia 10:35   
26 Israel 11:09   
27 Myanmar 13:49   
28 India 17:00   
29 DPRK 12:44   

30 Russia 13:36   
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Appendix B: 
UN 65th General Debate List of Speakers and Affiliations 
 

  
M/
F Speaker Representation Title 

Date of 
Speech 

1 M Ban Ki-moon UN Secretariat Secretary-General, UN 9/23/10 

2 M Joseph Deiss UN GA 
President of the 65th Session of 
the UN GA 9/23/10 

3 M Celso Luiz Nunes Amorim Brazil Minister of External Relations 9/23/10 
4 F Doris Leuthart Switzerland President 9/23/10 
5 M Barack Obama USA President 9/23/10 
6 M Bingu Wa Mutharika Malawi President 9/23/10 
7 F Laura Chinchilla Miranda Costa Rica President 9/23/10 
8 M Mahinda Rajapaksa Sri Lanka President 9/23/10 
9 M Abdullah Gül Turkey President 9/23/10 

10 M 
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al-
Thani Qatar Emir 9/23/10 

11 M Mwai Kibaki Kenya President 9/23/10 
12 M Emomali Rahmon Tajikistan President 9/23/10 
13 M Alan García Pérez Peru President 9/23/10 
14 M Viktor Yanukovych Ukraine President 9/23/10 
15 M Wen Jiabao China Premier of the State Council 9/23/10 
16 M Stephen Harper Canada Prime Minister 9/23/10 
17 M Mikheil Saakashvili Georgia President 9/23/10 
18 M Mahmoud Ahmadinejad Iran (Islamic Republic of)  President 9/23/10 
19 M Ivan Gašparovič Slovakia President 9/23/10 
20 M Abdullah II Bin Al Hussein Jordan King 9/23/10 

21 M Joseph Kabila Kabange 
Democratic Republic of 
the Congo President 9/23/10 

22 M Ilham Heydar oglu Aliyev Azerbaijan President 9/23/10 
23 M Ricardo Martinelli Berrocal Panama President 9/23/10 
24 M Paul Biya Cameroon President 9/23/10 
25 M Sebastián Piñera Echenique Chile President 9/23/10 
26 M Bamir Topi Albania President 9/23/10 
27 M Leonel Fernández Reyna Dominican Republic President 9/23/10 
28 F Dalia Grybauskaité Lithuania President 9/23/10 

29 M Evo Morales Ayma 
Bolivia (Plurinational State 
of) President 9/23/10 

30 M Ernest Bai Koroma Sierra Leone President 9/23/10 
31 M Jalal Talabani Iraq President 9/23/10 

32 M 
Lieutenant-General Salou 
Djibo Niger 

President of the Supreme Council 
for Restoration of Democracy 9/23/10 

33 M Steven Vanackere Belgium 

Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Institutional Reform 9/23/10 
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34 M Jean-Marie Ehouzou Benin Special Envoy of the President 9/23/10 
35 M Pál Schmitt Hungary President 9/24/10 
36 F Cristina Fernández Argentina President 9/24/10 
37 M Nicholas Clegg UK Prime Minister 9/24/10 
38 M Ali Bongo Ondimba Gabon President 9/24/10 
39 M General Michel Sleiman Lebanon President 9/24/10 
40 M Abdoulaye Wade Senegal President 9/24/10 
41 F Tarja Halonen Finland President 9/24/10 
42 M Johnson Toribiong Palau President 9/24/10 
43 M Dimitris Christofias Cyprus President 9/24/10 
44 M Goodluck Ebele Jonathan Nigeria President 9/24/10 

45 M 
Sheikh Naser Al-Mohammad 
Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah Kuwait Prime Minister 9/24/10 

46 M Naoto Kan Japan Prime Minister 9/24/10 
47 M Jean Asselborn Luxembourg Deputy Prime Minister 9/24/10 
48 F Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf Liberia President 9/24/10 
49 M Juan Manuel Santos Calderón Colombia President 9/24/10 
50 M Robert Mugabe Zimbabwe President 9/24/10 
51 M René Garcia Préval Haiti President 9/24/10 
52 M Paul Kagame Rwanda President 9/24/10 
53 M Hifikepunye Pohamba Namibia President 9/24/10 
54 M Bharrat Jagdeo Guyana President 9/24/10 
55 M Ahmed Abdallah Sambi Comoros President 9/24/10 

56 M 
Carlos Mauricio Funes 
Cartagena El Salvador President 9/24/10 

57 M Toomas Hendrik Ilves Estonia President 9/24/10 
58 M Benigno Aquino III Philippines President 9/24/10 
59 M Filip Vujanović Montenegro President 9/24/10 
60 M Yoweri Kaguta Museveni Uganda President 9/24/10 

61 M Choummaly Sayasone 
Lao People's Democratic 
Republic President 9/24/10 

62 M Marcus Stephen Nauru President 9/24/10 
63 M Valdis Zatlers Latvia President 9/24/10 
64 M Gjorge Ivanov FYR of Macedonia President 9/24/10 
65 M Gilbert Fossoun Houngbo Togo Prime Minister 9/24/10 
66 M Emil Boc Romania Prime Minister 9/24/10 
67 M Stephenson King Saint Lucia Prime Minister 9/24/10 
68 M Murray McCully New Zealand Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/24/10 

69 M Össur Skarphéðinsson Iceland 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
External Trade 9/24/10 

70 M Basile Ikouebe Congo 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Cooperation 9/24/10 
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71 M Mario Canahuati Honduras 
Secretary of State for Foreign 
Affairs 9/24/10 

? M Nguyen Minh Triet  Viet Nam President 9/24/10 
72 M Jurelang Zedkaia Marshal Islands President 9/25/10 

73 M 
Nicholas Joseph Orville 
Liverpool Dominica President 9/25/10 

74 M Mswati III Swaziland King 9/25/10 
75 M Boris Tadić Serbia President 9/25/10 
76 M Desiré Delano Bouterse Suriname President 9/25/10 
77 M Malam Bacai Sanhá Guinea-Bissau President 9/25/10 

78 M Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed Somalia 
President of the Transitional 
Federal Government 9/25/10 

79 M Haris Silajdžić Bosnia and Herzegovina Chairman of the Presidency 9/25/10 
80 M Borut Pahor Slovenia Prime Minister 9/25/10 
81 M José Socrates Portugal Prime Minister 9/25/10 
82 M Jan Peter Balkenende Netherlands Prime Minister 9/25/10 

83 M Mahmoud Abbas Palestine 
President of the Palestinian 
National Authority 9/25/10 

84 M 
Moulaye Ould Mohamed 
Laghdaf Mauritania Prime Minister 9/25/10 

85 M Guido Westerwelle Germany 
Vice-Chancellor and Minister for 
Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 

86 M Ahmed Abdoul Gheit Egypt Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 
87 M Prince Saud Al-Faisal Saudi Arabia Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 
88 M Kevin Rudd Australia Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 
89 M Kanat Saudabayev Kazakhstan Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 
90 M José Ramos-Horta Timor-Leste President 9/25/10 
91 M Václav Klaus Czech Republic President 9/25/10 
92 M Anote Tong Kiribati President 9/25/10 
93 M Gervais Rufyikiri Burundi Second Vice President 9/25/10 

94 M Alik L. Alik 
Micronesia (Federated 
States of) Vice President 9/25/10 

95 F Sheikh Hasina Bangladesh Prime Minister 9/25/10 
96 M Franco Frattini Italy Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 

97 M 
Miguel Angel Moratinos 
Cuyaube Spain 

Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Cooperation 9/25/10 

98 M Michael Spindelegger Austria 
Federal Minister for European and 
International Affairs 9/25/10 

99 F Maite Nkoana-Mashabane South Africa 
Minister of International Relations 
and Cooperation 9/25/10 

100 M Edward Nalbandian Armenia Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/25/10 

101 M Shin Kak-Soo Republic of Korea 
Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade 9/25/10 

102 M Lenín Moreno Garcés Ecuador Vice-President 9/26/10 

103 M 
Lieutenant-General Mompati 
Merafhe Botswana Vice-President 9/27/10 
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104 M Mohamed Waheed Maldives Vice-President 9/27/10 

105 M Mizengo Pinda 
United Republic of 
Tanzania Prime Minister 9/27/10 

106 M Ali Osman Mohamed Taha Sudan Vice-President 9/27/10 
107 M Orette Bruce Golding Jamaica Prime Minister 9/27/10 

108 M 
Dato’ Sri Mohd Najib Bin Tun 
Haji Abdul Razak Malaysia Prime Minister 9/27/10 

109 M 
Commodore Josaia 
Bainimarama Fiji Prime Minister 9/27/10 

110 M Pakalitha Bethuel Mosisili Lesotho Prime Minister 9/27/10 
111 M Tuilaepa Sailele Malielegaoi Samoa Prime Minister 9/27/10 

112 F Antonella Mularoni San Marino 
Minister for Foreign and Political 
Affairs 9/27/10 

113 M Abbas El Fassi Morocco Prime Minister 9/27/10 

114 M Sam Condor Saint Kitts and Nevis 
Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 

115 M Bernard Kouchner France 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
European Affairs 9/27/10 

116 M Mourad Medelci Algeria Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 
117 M Ruslan Kazakbaev Kyrgyzstan Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 

118 M 
Shaikh Khalid Bin Ahmed Al 
Khalifa Bahrain Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 

119 M Bruno Rodríguez Parrilla Cuba Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 
120 M Jean-Paul Adam Seychelles Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 
121 M Sir Michael Somare Papua New Guinea Prime Minister 9/27/10 
122 M Batbold Sukhbaatar Mongolia Prime Minister 9/27/10 

123 M Winston Baldwin Spencer Antigua and Barbuda 
Prime Minister and Minister of 
Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 

124 M Jaume Bartumeu Cassany Andorra Head of Government 9/27/10 
125 M Edward Natapei Vanuatu Prime Minister 9/27/10 
126 M Tillman Thomas Grenada Prime Minister 9/27/10 
127 F Kamla Persad-Bissessar Trinidad and Tobago Prime Minister 9/27/10 
128 F Jadranka Kosor Croatia Prime Minister 9/27/10 
129 M Zalmai Rassoul Afghanistan Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 
130 M Samuel Santos López Nicaragua Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 

131 M Peter Shanel Agovaka Solomon Islands 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
External Trade 9/27/10 

132 M Micheál Martin Ireland Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/27/10 

133 M Mamadou Tangara Gambia 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
International Cooperation and 
Gambians Abroad 9/27/10 

134 M Manuel Salvador dos Ramos Sao Tome and Principe 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
Communications 9/27/10 

135 M General Antoine Gambi Central African Republic 

Minister for Foreign Affairs, 
Regional Integration, and of the 
Francophonie 9/27/10 

136 M Prince Mohamed Bolkiah Brunei Darussalam 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade 9/27/10 
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137 M Oldemiro Marques Balói Mozambique 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
Cooperation 9/27/10 

138 M Bhim Bahadur Rawal Nepal Minister for Home Affairs 9/27/10 

139 M Kalombo Mwansa Zambia 
Special Envoy of the President and 
Minister of Defense 9/27/10 

140 M Tonio Borg Malta 
Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

141 M Abubakr Al-Qirbi Yemen Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

142 M Avigdor Liberman Israel 
Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

143 M Hor Namhong Cambodia 

Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
International Cooperation 9/28/10 

144 M Theodore Brent Symonette Bahamas 

Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Immigration 9/28/10 

145 M Nyan Win Myanmar Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 
146 M George Yeo Singapore Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 
147 M Walid Al-Moualem Syrian Arab Republic Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 
148 M Muhammad Mumuni Ghana Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

149 M 
Makhdoom Shah Mehmood 
Qureshi Pakistan Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

150 M Dimitris Droutsas Greece Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

151 M Arvin Boolell Mauritius 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Regional Integration and 
International Trade 9/28/10 

152 M Nickolay Mladenov Bulgaria Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 
153 M Osman Mohammed Saleh Eritrea Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

154 M Pastor Micha Ondo Bile Equitorial Guinea 

Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
International Cooperation and 
Francophonie 9/28/10 

155 M Musa Abdussalam Kousa Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 

Secretary of the General People’s 
Committee for Foreign Liaison 
and International Cooperation 9/28/10 

156 M 
Sayyid Badr bin Hamad Al-
Busaidi Oman 

Secretary-General of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

157 F Aurelia Frick Liechtenstein Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 
158 M Kamel Morjane Tunisia Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 
159 M R.M. Marty Natalegawa Indonesia Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

160 M 
Sheikh Abdullah Bin Zayed 
Al-Nahyan United Arab Emirates Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

161 M Moussa Faki Mahamat Chad Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/28/10 

162 F 
Maxine Pamela Ometa 
McClean Barbados 

Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Foreign Trade 9/28/10 

163 M Moctar Ouane Mali 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
International Cooperation 9/28/10 

164 M Sergei Aleinik Belarus 
Deputy Minister for Foreign 
Affairs 9/28/10 

165 M George Rebelo Chicoti Angola 
Secretary of State for External 
Relations 9/28/10 
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166 M Claude Heller Mexico Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 
167 M Carsten Staur Denmark Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 
168 M Michel Kafando Burkina Faso Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 
169 M Afelee Pita Tuvalu Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 
170 M Marten Grunditz Sweden Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 
171 M Gert Rosenthal Guatemala Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 
172 M Antonio Pedro Monteiro Lima Cape Verde Chairman of the Delegation 9/28/10 

173 M Wilfred Elrington Belize 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Foreign Trade 9/29/10 

174 M S. M. Krishna India Minister for External Affairs 9/29/10 
175 M Luis Leonardo Almagro Urguay Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/29/10 

176 M Jean-Marie Kacou Gervais Côte d'Ivoire 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
African Integration 9/29/10 

177 M Seyoum Mesfin Ethiopia Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/29/10 
178 M Héctor Lacognata Paraguay Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/29/10 
179 M Kasit Piromya Thailand Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/29/10 

180 M 
Archbishop Dominique 
Mamberti Holy See (Vatican) Secretary for Relations with States 9/29/10 

181 M Bakary Fofana Guinea Minister for Foreign Affairs 9/29/10 
182 M Daw Penjo Bhutan Foreign Secretary 9/29/10 
183 M Pak Kil Yon DPRK (North Korea) Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs 9/29/10 
184 M Vitaly Churkin Russian Federation Chairman of the Delegation 9/29/10 
185 M Alexandru Cujba Republic of Moldova Chairman of the Delegation 9/29/10 
186 F Isabelle Picco Monaco Chairperson of the Delegation 9/29/10 
187 M Sonatane Taumoepeau-Tupou Tonga Chairman of the Delegation 9/29/10 

188 M Camillo Gonsalves 
Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines Chairman of the Delegation 9/29/10 

189 M Jorge Valero Briceño 
Venezuela (Bolivarian 
Republic of) Chairman of the Delegation 9/29/10 

190 F Tine Mørch Smith Norway Deputy Permanent Representative 9/29/10 
191 M Witold Sobkow Poland Chairman of the Delegation 9/29/10 

192 M Joseph Deiss UN GA 
President of the 65th Session of 
the UN GA 9/29/10 

 
Keys: 
UN Officials 
Permanent Observers 
Data incomplete/missing 
 
Total # of heads of states/governments 94  (including Palestine) 
Total # of vice/deputy heads & ministers 78  (including Holy See) 
Total # of female speakers 15  
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Appendix C: 
UN 65th General Debate Language Use in the Selected 30 Speeches 
 

  Speaker 
Original language of 
delivery 

Written English statement 
provided at delivery 

Deviation from the written 
statement 

1 UNSG English Yes Minimum 
2 GA President French Yes Minimum 
3 Brazil Portuguese Yes None 
4 US English Yes Minor 
5 China Chinese Mandarin Yes None 
6 Turkey English Yes Major 
7 Canada French/English Yes Minor 
8 Iran Farsi Yes Major 
9 Iraq Arabic Yes Minimum 

10 UK English Yes None 
11 Nigeria English Yes Major 
12 Japan Japanese Yes None 
13 Liberia English Yes Minor 
14 Columbia Spanish Yes Minimum 
15 Haiti French No N/A 
16 Rwanda English Yes None 
17 Somalia Somali Yes Major 
18 Germany German Yes None 
19 Australia English Yes Major 
20 Timor-Leste English Yes Major 
21 South Africa English Yes Minimum 
22 Sudan Arabic No N/A 
23 France French No N/A 
24 Afghanistan English Yes None 
25 Zambia English Yes Minor 
26 Israel English Yes None 
27 Myanmar Burmese Yes None 
28 India English Yes Major/None* 
29 DPRK Korean Yes None 

30 Russia Russian Yes None 
 
Keys: Speeches in language other than English for which the analysis relied on interpretation.   

 
Speeches for which written English statements were not prepared and therefore were not checked against 
delivery.   

 
 

*Speaker requested in the beginning of the speech that prepared text be taken on regard.  Thus text analysis 
was conducted on the written statement. 

  
 

 
Degrees of deviation: 
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None Only repairs and/or few word changes in interpretations. 
Minimum Addition, deletion, and/or replacement of a few words. 
Minor Addition, deletion, and/or replacement of clauses and up to a few sentences. 
Major Addition, deletion, and/or replacement of several sentences or paragraphs. 
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Appendix D: 
UN 65th General Debate Use of Pronouns & Institutional Reference in Selected 30 Speeches 
 

  Speaker 

  Pronoun Use 

  We/Us 

I/ 
Me 

You 
(pl.) 
Audi
ence 

They/ 
Them 

National 
title 

We 
(nation) 

We 
(UN) 

We 
(world 
leaders) 

We 
(multi-
national 
group) 

We 
(govt/ 
deleg
ation) 

We 
(int'l 
comm
unity) 

We 
(other/ 
unspec
ified) 

We 
(total) Us 

1 UNSG     18 10     13 4 45 4 6 2 2 

2 
GA 
President       14         14 2 7 6 3 

3 Brazil FM 22         8 2 32 1 3 2 10 
4 US President 33   25 1 5 5 12 81 16 22 3 6 
5 China PM 25           8 33 1 2 3 1 
6 Turkey President 25   2     12 4 43 5 10 2 3 
7 Canada PM 31         4 4 39 4 8 5 1 
8 Iran President 5         3 3 11 1 13 4 13 
9 Iraq President 14           2 16 1 1 3 1 

10 UK 
Deputy 
PM 17         24 6 47 5 7     

11 Nigeria President 14     2   1 6 23 1 14 1   
12 Japan PM 7   5     1   13 1 20 3   
13 Liberia President 37     1   2   40   8 3 2 
14 Colombia President 21     9 12 1 4 47 5 20 1 1 
15 Haiti President 6   4     5 1 16 4 15 1 3 
16 Rwanda President 5   1 1   5   12 2 2 1   

17 Somalia 

President 
(Transitio
nal) 4       1 6 2 13 2 12 1 6 

18 Germany FM 22 1 2     3 2 30 3 3 3 1 
19 Australia FM 15 1 10 1   23   50 3 4   3 

20 
Timor-
Leste President 23   5   3 1 5 37 8 28 3 3 

21 
South 
Africa FM 11   4   2 1 1 19 9 3 1 3 

22 Sudan 
Vide 
President 2       20   7 29 3 6 1 3 

23 France FM   2 15     19 2 38 7 28 10 2 

24 
Afghanist
an FM 7   1   6 2 3 19 1 6   2 

25 Zambia M 4       4 1   9 4 4   1 

26 Israel 
Deputy 
PM /FM 8     4 2   4 18   8 1   

27 Myanmar FM 13       5 1 1 20 2 4     
28 India FM 21     2   3 1 27 2 3 1 1 
29 DPRK Vice FM 2             2   2 1 2 
30 Russia PR 8     1   5   14 2     2 
  TOTAL   424 22 98 22 60 149 84 837 99 269 62 75 
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  Speaker 

  National References 

  National Self 

Mention of 
National 

Figures (Self) National Other 

Mention of 
National 

Figures (Other) 

National 
title 

State
/ 
coun
try 

Nati
on/ 
peop
le 

Govt/ 
force/ 
policy 

Total Cur
rent 

Pas
t 

Qu
otes 

State
/ 
coun
try 

Nati
on/ 
peop
le 

Govt/ 
force/ 
policy 

Total Cur
rent 

Pas
t 

Qu
otes 

1 UNSG                 11 6 1 18   1   

2 
GA 
President                       0       

3 Brazil FM 17 4 3 24 7 2 1 27 7 2 36 1     
4 US President 15 5 1 21 2 1 1 31 24 6 61 5   2 
5 China PM 42 7   49             0       
6 Turkey President 10 1   11       20 5 1 26 1     
7 Canada PM 14 8 9 31       7 2 1 10       
8 Iran President 14   2 16   1 1 11 8 15 34       
9 Iraq President 40 11 8 59       4 3 2 9       

10 UK 
Deputy 
PM 11   3 14       20 2 1 23 2   1 

11 Nigeria President 18 2 3 23 2 3         0 2     
12 Japan PM 45   3 48       17 1 2 20       
13 Liberia President 20 4 2 26       7 4 1 12 4     
14 Colombia President 15 7 3 25   1   5 2   7 1     
15 Haiti President 12 12 1 25   2   10 1   11       
16 Rwanda President 5     5             0       

17 Somalia 

President 
(Transitio
nal) 20 6 13 39       6     6       

18 Germany FM 15 2 4 21       14 1 2 17       
19 Australia FM 44 2 1 47 1 1   30   3 33 2 1   

20 
Timor-
Leste President 14 7 1 22     1 19 5 3 27 15   1 

21 
South 
Africa FM 11 2 2 15   1 1 12 5   17 1     

22 Sudan 
Vide 
President 18 8 7 33       7 2   9 1 1   

23 France FM 10   1 11 2   2 10 3   13 2     

24 
Afghanist
an FM 21 18 5 44 2     9 1 3 13       

25 Zambia M 19   7 26 1     4 2   6 1 1   

26 Israel 
Deputy 
PM /FM 10 4 1 15 2 6 1 17 4   21 1 2   

27 Myanmar FM 14 1 3 18       3     3       

28 India FM 20 2 5 27   3 3 13 1   14       
29 DPRK Vice FM 10 2 6 18 1 1   6   4 10       
30 Russia PR 10   2 12 2     27 4 4 35 1     

  TOTAL   514 115 96 725 22 22 11 347 93 51 491 40 6 4 
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  Speaker 

  UN 
  

UN 
Proper 

UN Bodies 
UN 

Total 

UN Documents 

National title GA SC SG Other Charter 
UD
HR MDGs Other Quotes 

1 UNSG   8 1 1   2 12 1   1   1 

2 
GA 
President   12 7 1   4 24 1   1     

3 Brazil FM 2 1 2   1 6     1     
4 US President 8 2 1   4 15   1     1 
5 China PM 3         3 1         
6 Turkey President 7 1 5 2 2 17       1   
7 Canada PM 11 1 3 2   17 3   1     
8 Iran President 11 6 4 2 4 27           
9 Iraq President 2 1 5 3 1 12 2         

10 UK Deputy PM 14 4 1 1 3 23 1 1       
11 Nigeria President 14   3 1 3 21 2   4     
12 Japan PM 1 5 8 4 4 22     5     
13 Liberia President 7 1   1 3 12 1   8     
14 Colombia President 5 4 3   4 16 1   1     
15 Haiti President 1 2     3 6     5     
16 Rwanda President 16 1       17           

17 Somalia 
President 
(Transitional) 7 3 1 1   12           

18 Germany FM 7   2 1   10     1     
19 Australia FM 28 7 3 3 3 44     3   1 

20 
Timor-
Leste President 4 5 3     12     1     

21 
South 
Africa FM 28 5 8   1 42 2   1 2 2 

22 Sudan 
Vide 
President 6 1 3 4 7 21     4 1   

23 France FM 14 1   1 1 17     2 3 1 

24 
Afghanista
n FM 4 2   1 1 8     4     

25 Zambia M 11 2 2 3 1 19     4     

26 Israel 
Deputy PM 
/FM           0           

27 Myanmar FM 11 2 3   1 17 1   6     
28 India FM 15 3 6 1 6 31 2   1 3 1 
29 DPRK Vice FM 13 5 3     21 1     3   
30 Russia PR 18 4 11   5 38 2   3     
  TOTAL   288 77 82 31 64 542 21 2 57 13 7 



 139 

 

  Speaker 

  Intergroup Relations 
  In-group Out-group 
National title 

1 UNSG   
World leaders, international community 
as all-inclusive “us,” the UN & its staff “Forces that would divide us” 

2 
GA 
President   

World leaders, the GA, the UN 
international community as all-inclusive 
“us” 

“Other actors” that may marginalize the UN 
(e.g. G20) 

3 Brazil FM 
Developing “poor” countries, emerging 
countries, “neighbors and partners” 

“Developed countries,” “traditional 
players,” “permanent members (of SC)” 

4 US President 
World leaders, US & its “closest friends 
and allies,” international community 

Iran, “extremists,” “terrorist groups,” 
especially Taliban & Al-Qaeda, “tyrannical 
governments” of DPRK, DR Congo, former 
Argentine 

5 China PM “Fellow developing countries” 

“Developed countries,” “powers who 
sought hegemony once they grew strong” 
(West/ Japan?) 

6 Turkey President 

Developing countries, Afghanistan, 
neighboring Balkan countries esp. 
Turkish Cypriots, EU  

Nuclear countries, developed powerful 
countries & their "reckless financial 
institutions,” Israel, Greece (implicit) 

7 Canada PM G8, G20 

“Those who prey on (week and poor),” 
countries with protectionist & extreme 
nationalist policies 

8 Iran President 
God, Brazil & Turkey, Palestine, Africa, 
Latin America, decolonized countries 

“The West,” “colonialists,” Capitalist 
countries, “nuclear weapon holders,” “some 
of the permanent members of SC” (US, UK, 
& France?), Israel (referred solely as 
“Zionist regime”) 

9 Iraq President 
Arab & Muslim neighbors, Iran, Iraqi 
refugees, Palestine, Kuwait 

Former regime, current extremists & 
terrorist groups in Iraq, US (as equal-level 
partner), Israel? 

10 UK Deputy PM EU, US, France Iran 

11 Nigeria President 

Decolonized countries, Africa, US & 
Obama, ECOWAS (regional partners of 
West Africa) 

Former colonial powers (= western Europe), 
companies producing & trading small arms 

12 Japan PM 

Developing countries, Africa, Small 
island states, Afghanistan (as 
beneficiaries of Japan's assistance), US 
(as a key international partner) DPRK 

13 Liberia President 
African countries, countries with good 
governance & respect to human rights 

Non-state rebels, “extremists,” “terrorists” 
of Somalia 

14 Colombia President 

Latin America & Caribbean countries, 
developing countries, Haiti, Mexico, 
Afghanistan 

“Terrorist groups,” “guerrilla groups,” & 
drug traffickers in Colombia such as FARC, 
“industrialized nations,” “some countries” 
legalizing drugs (Netherlands?) 

15 Haiti President 

Developing countries, poor people, 
countries of the South, Latin America & 
Caribbean 

Developed countries, the North and the 
West,  
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16 Rwanda President Developing countries, Africa 
“The powerful” developed countries 
abusing the UN system 

17 Somalia 
President 
(Transitional) 

International community, “friends” of 
Somalia that can help the country such as 
Uganda, Burundi, “brotherly” Arab 
countries, AU, US & UK 

Al-Shabaab & Al-Qaeda, “terrorists,” 
“pirates,” Hizbul-Islam, former colonial 
powers (implicit) 

18 Germany FM 

European Union, international 
community, countries Germany is 
assisting Iran 

19 Australia FM 

Asia-Pacific region (esp. small island 
states) & partners e.g. Japan, Afghanistan; 
US, G20 

Iran, DPRK, terrorist groups including Al 
Qaeda, nuclear states that have not signed 
CTBT 

20 
Timor-
Leste President 

“God the Almighty and the Merciful,” 
“fellow Asian" countries & leaders, 
developing countries, Cuba,, Australia & 
New Zealand, Malaysia & Portugal, 
Hamas, Hezbollah & Taliban (as popular 
movement, not "terrorists") 

“the rich & powerful,” developed countries, 
“US and Europe,” Ahmadinejad,   

21 
South 
Africa FM 

Africa, the global South, developing 
countries, former colonies, Cuba, Western 
Sahara, Palestine,  

No explicit Othering but counter-positioned 
global north & west, former colonial 
powers, US, Israel, Morocco (implicit) 

22 Sudan 
Vide 
President 

Developing countries (especially LDCs 
and highly-indebted countries), African 
countries, Arab countries, Palestine, 
People of south of Sudan 

Developed countries, ICC, Israel, People of 
Darfur 

23 France FM 
UN & its staff body, international 
community as all-inclusive "us,” ICC 

"There are no others,” Countries that don't 
support R2P agenda (implicit) - traditional 
players like Russia & China? 

24 
Afghanist
an FM 

“Military allies” (NATO), all Afghans 
including Taliban, regional partners 
(Pakistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan),   

"Terrorists and militants" w/ specific 
reference Al Qaeda, "certain state and non-
state actors" providing for extremist & 
terrorist groups 

25 Zambia M 
Developing countries, African countries, 
Zimbabwe, Cuba 

The US & the west (former colonizers), 
developed countries (counter-positioning) 

26 Israel 
Deputy PM 
/FM Jewish people 

Palestinians, Arab and Muslim states, 
Terrorist organizations (Hamas, Islamic 
Jihad & Hezbollah), Iran 

27 Myanmar FM 
Developing countries, ASEAN (regional 
partners of Southeast Asia) Developed countries 

28 India FM 

Developing countries & the global South 
(esp. LCDs, small island states, & Africa), 
Asian neighbours 

Developed countries/“donors,” Pakistan as 
the sponsor of terrorism, terrorist groups 

29 DPRK Vice FM 

Developing countries, countries of Non-
Aligned Movement, Koreans as unified 
population (of both DPRK and ROK) 

The US (as a state), South Korean 
authorities 

30 Russia PR 

Countries that make unilateral decisions 
for sanctions and military interventions 
(US & largely the West?), Israel, 
“extremists and terrorists linked to Al-
Qaeda” 

US (as a partner), Cuba, Iran (neutral), 
Afghanistan,  
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