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I n our present world international organizations are often
confronted with contradictory perceptions. Either they are seen
as powerful managers of what is described as “globalization”. Or,
they appear as paper tigers, not being capable of resisting almighty economic actors and their projects, and to defend rights
and resources of the less powerful players. Or, they are accused of
being mere instruments of hegemonic – often western – nation
states, thus not at all as representatives of “global governance”
but rather of “empire”. These discussions and contradictions are
rooted deeply in the histories of 19th century empires, of 20th
century decolonization, of the Cold War and they have been
fueled through more recent debates about the reform of the UN
system and the emergence and failure of “global governance”.
Hence, it is both of academic and of political importance to
more thoroughly investigate their histories and trajectories and
to inquire into questions such as: Where do the values and norms
international organisations aim
to promote and enforce come
from? Which effects did decolonization and the emergence of
many new nation states in the
course of the 20th century have

for the role which international organizations play in a global
world? Which kind of people work in international organizations and how do they shape their activities?
It is this kind of questions Klaas Dykmann addresses in his
recent book, which demonstrates on the one hand, how the
emergence of international organizations in the 19th century
was deeply intertwined with the history of western empires and
their civilizing missions. On the other hand, he argues, decolonization opened new spaces of action for formerly subjected people(s) which co-produced the normative order of international
organizations. With a particular view on one of the big players
in the arena – the World Health Organization – he investigates
institutional trajectories as well as individual biographies of the
people working in and shaping the outlook of the organization.
The “civilizing mission” of the WHO has dramatically shaped
many lives across the globe since the beginnings of its existence
and it has received particular attention and criticism not only in
the most recent Ebola or HIV crises in Africa or with regard to
global vaccination or breast feeding campaigns. Klaas Dykman
can offer us an insight into the mechanisms inside the organization, helping us to better understand how the universal norms
emerge which shape many individual fates.

Klaas Dykmann:
Internationale Organisationen und ihre Zivilisierungsbestrebungen.
Die Geschichte der Weltgesundheitsorganisation.
Berlin et al.: Lit, 2017.

The discussant

The author
Dr. Klaas Dykmann is historian and
political scientist specialising in
international organisations, interAmerican and European foreign relations,
global human rights and the international
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Main Station (Hauptbahnhof) towards the west part of the city
centre across from Thomaskirche, or take public transport (bus 89,
tram 9, stop “Thomaskirche”).
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