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Abstract. This article deals with the intricacies of UN discourse, examining its 

role in global diplomacy. We explore how the United Nations, a linchpin of 

international relations, utilizes various forms of discourse to shape perceptions, 

navigate power dynamics, and promote human rights. By analyzing UN context, key 

actors, and power structures, we reveal the nuanced interplay of language, rhetoric, and 

diplomacy within the UN. This article highlights the influence of powerful nations, the 

use of veto power, and the soft power of discourse in shaping international outcomes. 

Human rights, a central UN focus, are scrutinized for their dependence on effective 

discourse. Through case studies, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

and climate change agreements, we dissect the language and strategies that drive UN 

initiatives. Looking ahead, we consider the future of UN discourse in an evolving global 

landscape, emphasizing its enduring importance in international relations. 

Keywords: Discourse analysis, speech acts, language and diplomacy, 

pragmatics. 

Introduction.  

The United Nations (UN), conceived in the aftermath of World War II, embodies 

the apex of global diplomacy and cooperation. Within the hallowed chambers of the 

UN, diplomats, statesmen, and representatives partake in an intricate exchange of 

discourse, often termed "UN discourse." This discourse transcends mere words; it 

possesses the power to forge peace, confront crises, and champion human rights on a 

global scale. 

This article undertakes a comprehensive exploration of the nuanced domain of 

UN discourse, delving into its intricate power dynamics, its profound influence on 

international perceptions, and its far-reaching implications for the realm of international 

relations. Anchored in historical context, we examine the diverse array of actors 

participating in UN discourse, illuminating its centrality in shaping the tapestry of 

global affairs. 

UN Discourse Analysis: Shaping International Perceptions through Linguistic 

Lens 
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UN discourse, in the realm of international relations, is a multifaceted and 

intricate domain where the power of words, their nuances, and the art of persuasive 

rhetoric come to the fore. To embark on a comprehensive discourse analysis of the 

United Nations (UN), it is essential to first define UN discourse and outline its various 

forms. UN discourse encompasses a rich tapestry of linguistic expressions, including 

official speeches, resolutions, reports, and various textual artifacts, serving as the 

primary means through which diplomacy, negotiation, and decision-making are 

conducted on the global stage (Fairclough, 1992). These linguistic artifacts, often 

released to the public domain, form the backbone of the UN's communicative 

engagement with the world, embodying the organization's principles, objectives, and 

policies. 

At the heart of UN discourse lie a myriad of actors who wield linguistic power 

to influence international perceptions and actions. Key among these actors are the 

member states themselves, each representing their national interests and agendas. 

Member states engage in discourse by presenting their official positions through 

speeches, statements, and resolutions. The United Nations, being a mosaic of diverse 

nations, becomes a stage where linguistic negotiations between states unfold, ultimately 

shaping the course of international relations (Barnett, 2011). 

Furthermore, the role of the Secretary-General, as a central figure in UN 

discourse, cannot be understated. The Secretary-General acts as the organization's chief 

diplomat, often delivering influential speeches and reports that reflect the UN's 

collective stance on global issues (Coulthard, 2010). The linguistic choices made by the 

Secretary-General carry substantial weight, resonating with states, NGOs, and the 

global community. 

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) constitute another critical facet of UN 

discourse. These entities, representing various interest groups and advocacy networks, 

actively participate in UN meetings, conferences, and forums (Tarrow, 1994). Their 

linguistic contributions through reports, statements, and lobbying efforts have the 

potential to shape and sway international policy discussions. The linguistic strategies 

employed by NGOs, often driven by humanitarian, environmental, or human rights 

concerns, significantly impact the direction of discourse and policy formation within 

the UN (Maia, 2011). 

From a linguistic perspective, UN discourse operates as a mechanism through 

which international perceptions are constructed and actions are catalyzed. The language 

used in official speeches, reports, and resolutions plays a pivotal role in framing issues, 
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defining problems, and proposing solutions. Linguistic choices, such as metaphors, 

framing, and rhetoric, can influence how the international community interprets crises, 

conflicts, and global challenges (Hansen, 2006). For instance, the use of metaphors like 

"war on terror" can evoke specific emotional responses and policy directions, 

highlighting the power of discourse in shaping the global agenda (Chilton, 2004). 

Moreover, UN discourse serves as a reflection of the organization's core values 

and principles, projecting an image of diplomatic professionalism, cooperation, and 

multilateralism (Tsilipakos, 2012). The linguistic style and tone employed in UN 

discourse are crafted to convey a sense of neutrality and inclusivity, promoting 

cooperation among nations. 

UN Discourse and Human Rights: Shaping Global Values Through 

Diplomatic Language 

The United Nations (UN) has long been at the forefront of addressing human 

rights issues through the power of discourse, underscoring the organization's 

commitment to upholding the fundamental rights and dignity of all individuals 

(Donnelly, 2013). UN discourse plays a pivotal role in shaping international 

perceptions and mobilizing action on human rights concerns. One of the most potent 

tools in this endeavor is the issuance of UN resolutions and declarations. These 

linguistic artifacts carry significant weight, signaling the collective stance of the 

international community on human rights issues (Franck, 1990). For instance, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) stands as a beacon of global human 

rights norms, shaping the discourse on human rights since its adoption in 1948. UN 

resolutions and declarations serve as powerful instruments of discourse that influence 

how human rights are framed and prioritized on the global stage (Hafner-Burton & 

Tsutsui, 2005). 

The impact of UN resolutions and declarations on human rights situations in 

different regions is substantial. These pronouncements not only set international 

standards but also exert pressure on governments and actors involved in human rights 

violations (Koh, 1997). For example, the United Nations Security Council's resolutions 

condemning human rights abuses in conflict zones have led to changes in the behavior 

of state and non-state actors (Lu 

ck, 1998). Moreover, UN discourse has played a crucial role in mobilizing 

international support for humanitarian interventions, with resolutions often serving as 

a moral and legal basis for intervention (Bellamy, 2009). However, it is essential to 

recognize that the effectiveness of UN discourse in addressing human rights issues 



1-TOM, 10-SON 

 79 

varies across regions and contexts (Sikkink, 1996). In some cases, UN resolutions have 

led to positive changes and accountability, while in others, they face resistance and non-

compliance (Ratner, 2001). 

Nevertheless, the UN faces controversies and challenges in addressing human 

rights through discourse. One of the primary challenges is the tension between 

universality and cultural relativism (Sen, 1999). Balancing the promotion of universal 

human rights principles with respect for cultural diversity remains a complex task, and 

debates often arise about whether certain rights are culturally specific or universal 

(Ignatieff, 2001). Additionally, the politicization of human rights discourse within the 

UN poses a significant obstacle. Member states may use human rights as a tool for 

political manipulation, leading to the selective application of human rights standards 

(Acharya, 2004). The Security Council's veto power, for instance, can hinder effective 

action in cases where powerful states have strategic interests at stake (Ratner, 1998). 

Case Studies in UN Discourse: Unpacking Language, Rhetoric, and 

Diplomatic Precision 

Exploring specific instances of UN discourse offers an opportunity to dissect the 

nuances of linguistic strategies and their profound impacts. One such exemplary case 

is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted in 1948. The UDHR's 

eloquent use of language, with phrases like "inherent dignity" and "inalienable rights," 

employed a rhetoric imbued with moral weight and universality (Donnelly, 2013). This 

carefully chosen terminology aimed to transcend cultural and political barriers, 

resonating deeply with a diverse global audience. The enduring influence of the UDHR 

on human rights advocacy underscores the transformative potential of meticulously 

crafted UN discourse. 

Turning to the realm of climate change agreements, the Paris Agreement of 2015 

serves as a prime example of innovative diplomatic strategies embedded in UN 

discourse. In the lead-up to the Paris negotiations, the discourse prominently featured 

the concept of "nationally determined contributions" (NDCs). This terminology 

allowed each nation to autonomously define its emissions reduction targets, fostering a 

sense of ownership and shared responsibility (Bodansky, 2016). The careful choice of 

diplomatic terminology, such as "bottom-up" and "common but differentiated 

responsibilities," facilitated consensus among a diverse array of nations. The Paris 

Agreement's historic adoption symbolized the tangible outcomes achievable through 

skillful UN discourse when addressing the intricate and pressing challenge of climate 

change. 
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Furthermore, the realm of peacekeeping missions provides illuminating insights 

into the practical impacts of UN discourse. Take, for instance, the UN Mission in 

Kosovo (UNMIK), where the linguistic components of UN discourse played a pivotal 

role. UNMIK's discourse emphasized the necessity for international intervention to 

reestablish "peace and security" through dialogue, reconciliation, and negotiation 

(Luck, 1998). This precise choice of diplomatic terminology aimed to strike a delicate 

balance between conflicting parties and avoid escalating tensions. Despite the 

multifaceted challenges encountered by peacekeeping missions, the power of such 

discourse remains indispensable in the UN's endeavors to mitigate conflicts and 

preserve global peace and security. 

These cases underscore the notion that UN discourse extends far beyond mere 

words; it functions as a diplomatic instrument that can yield profound and lasting 

consequences. The outcomes and effects of these instances of UN discourse encompass 

not only international policy but also the attitudes, behaviors, and cooperation of states 

and non-state actors. These cases serve as vivid illustrations of the enduring power of 

UN discourse in addressing intricate global issues, shaping international perceptions, 

and fostering collaboration on a global scale. 
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