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Editorial

Scientist, peace campaigner, poet – Federico 
Mayor Zaragoza was all of these things. Born 
in Barcelona in 1934, he was Director-Gen-
eral of UNESCO from 1987 to 1999, during 
which time he launched several initiatives 
promoting education for peace, human rights 
and scientific diplomacy, which have helped 
to shape the direction of the Organization to 
this day. 

A scientist by training, specialising in brain 
metabolism, he began his career as a profes-
sor of biochemistry at the Faculty of Pharma-
cy of the University of Granada, then at the 
Autonomous University of Madrid. An ardent 
advocate of international scientific coopera-
tion, he was also one of the major architects 
of the conference that led to the ambitious 
SESAME project, the synchrotron located in 
Jordan, often called the ‘CERN of the Middle 
East’, which has become a model of scientific 
diplomacy. 

As Undersecretary of State for Education and 
Science (1974-1975) in the Spanish Govern-
ment, he joined UNESCO in 1978 as Deputy 
Director-General, before becoming its Direc-
tor-General from 1987 to 1993. During his two 
terms of office, he worked tirelessly to pro-
mote the ‘Culture of Peace’ through a series 
of initiatives in favour of education in human 
rights and tolerance, paving the way for the 
Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity 
(2001) and the Convention on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Ex-
pressions (2005). As head of the Fundación 
Cultura de Paz (Foundation for a Culture of 
Peace), which he created in 2002, he contin-
ued his work to promote dialogue and toler-
ance.

Finally, as a man of letters, he was the author 
of numerous essays and seven collections 
of poetry that extended his thinking and the 
commitment he demonstrated throughout 
his life, cclebrated by this selection of articles 
published in The UNESCO Courier.  

Audrey Azoulay
Director-General of UNESCO
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Federico Mayor Zaragoza, Deputy Director-General of UNESCO (1978).

© UNESCO



5A new ethical outlook (May 1988)  |



6  |  The UNESCO Courier • Special issue • March 2025
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9

UNESCO Director-General Federico Mayor presenting the Simón Bolívar Prize 
to Václav Havel, President of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic (1990).

 The World Decade for Cultural Development (November 1988)  |
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11Interview with Federico Mayor, Director-General of UNESCO (November 1991)  |
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13Interview with Federico Mayor, Director-General of UNESCO (November 1991)  |

François Mitterrand, President of France, and Federico Mayor at the opening session 
of the Paris Conference on the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (1989).
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Federico Mayor with the 1991 Félix Houphouët-Boigny Peace Prize laureates, 
Nelson Mandela and Frederik de Klerk (1992).

© UNESCO / Michel Claude.
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Federico Mayor and French sculptor César, at the presentation
of original artworks to UNESCO, marking the creation of the 
International Foundation for Artistic Creation (FICA), aimed at 
establishing work grants for young artists (1988).

© UNESCO/Inez Forbes
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19Towards education for all (May 1993)  |

Federico Mayor, Director-General of UNESCO, at the launch of the National Plan 
for the Development of Adult Education in Honduras (1988).

© UNESCO/ Dominique Roger
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Federico Mayor with Malian scientist Cheick Modibo Diarra, 
appointed as UNESCO Goodwill Ambassador (1998).
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23The price of peace (January 1994)  |
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Federico Mayor and singer Barbara Hendricks on the occasion
of the concert held for the IUCN's 40th anniversary (1988)

© UNESCO



25Woman (September 1995)  |

A literary man,
Federico Mayor 
was the author 
of seven poetry 
collections.
This text, entitled Woman,
is one of the poems he wrote
and published in the Courier
in September 1995, Women:
one half of heaven.
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27The rights of future generations (March 1996)  |
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29Living in tomorrow's cities (September 1996)  |
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31UNESCO at work: peace, development and democracy (December 1997)  |
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Federico Mayor with UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan (1998).
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© UNESCO / GI Jacques, Montreal.

Federico Mayor Zaragoza, UNESCO Director-General (1996).
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