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Arts Diplomacy: The Neglected Aspect of 
Cultural Diplomacy

John Brown

“Why doesn’t your embassy sponsor more exhibits and concerts?”
“!e French, the Germans, the Japanese, other countries: they organize 

artistic events—why don’t you have as many as they do?”
“Doesn’t your government have any interest in showing American art 

abroad?”  
Such are the questions that host country nationals constantly peppered 

me with in my twenty-some years practicing public diplomacy during 
the Cold War and its aftermath in eastern Europe.  !is essay is an effort 
to answer their questions, which I am rephrasing in two ways: (1) Why 
does the U.S. government’s cultural diplomacy neglect the presentation of 
American art abroad, which I am calling, in this essay, “arts diplomacy”? 
(2) Is arts diplomacy important, and should the U.S. government support 
it?

But first, an attempt at definitions.  By art, I mean the high arts: 
painting, music, literature, architecture.  Whether certain works of high 
art should be considered universally accepted artistic achievements is, 
I would suggest, intrinsic to their even being considered “high art.” Of 
course, it is on occasion hard to distinguish between high and low art 
or “popular culture.” But most of us do sense a difference between, say, 
a classic American film (you name it) and a television commercial for 
beer, even if they are not as unconnected as some purists might think.  
Finally, when I write about cultural diplomacy, I am focusing on the U.S. 
government’s support of it, although I am aware that much “cultural 
diplomacy” can take place without government involvement.

!e title is adapted from Charles Frankel, !e Neglected Aspect of Foreign Affairs: 
American Educational and Cultural Policy Abroad (Washington: Brookings Institution, 
1966).  I thank all the colleagues who were kind enough to read earlier versions of this 
paper and made many valuable suggestions.  
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I.
While serving in communist and post-communist eastern Europe, where 
culture, as in some other parts of the world, is perhaps more important 
than politics, I quickly became aware that not only the intelligentsia, 
but  people from all walks of life —mostly patrons in the open access 
United States Information Service (USIS) libraries that existed in this 
period—could not understand why the United States government, 
representing the most powerful and richest country in the world, did so 
little to promote its art overseas.  To be sure, the users of our libraries were 
impressed by these facilities’ bright, inviting, “American” atmosphere and 
their resources, especially current magazines.  But the popularity of the 
libraries could not overcome the widespread view among many segments 
of the local populations that the United States, unlike other industrialized 
countries, did not make presentations of its artistic achievements a 
priority of its foreign relations.  !e USIS libraries were not quite, in the 
view of those who frequented them, “cultural centers.”  I was often asked 
by their patrons, for example, why the libraries, though they covered 
subjects like economics and politics, had such small collections of belles 
lettres, especially contemporary American literature.  In Poland in the late 
1980s—when I was serving in Krakow, by many Poles considered the 
country’s cultural capital—the requests for such volumes were so frequent 
that I felt compelled to buy these books myself rather than expect (or even 
hope) the United States Information Agency (USIA), my home agency, 
to pouch them to the post, despite the existence of a regional librarian 
responsible for these matters.  So, during rare motorcar trips to Berlin to 
purchase necessary consumer items (then considered capitalist luxuries in 
Poland), I would raid the fiction section, perhaps too indiscriminately, of 
the U.S. Army book store in that city and, safe in my diplomatic immunity, 
triumphantly bring the literary goodies across the Iron Curtain, with no 
questions asked by border guards.1  

As my personal experience with USIA during the Cold War suggests, 
a neglected aspect of our cultural diplomacy—at least as our foreign 
interlocutors see it—has been the poverty, both quantitative and 
qualitative, of its artistic dimension.2  !is judgment is echoed today by 
the recent report of the Advisory Committee on Cultural Diplomacy, 
Cultural Diplomacy: !e Linchpin of Public Diplomacy (2005), in which we 
learn the following from the committee’s fact finding mission to Muscat, 
Cairo, and London:

A theme emerged from a luncheon in Muscat with members of the Omani Fine 
Arts Society, which we would hear throughout our travels: the need for more 
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exchanges of actors, animators, artists, directors, writers, state technicians, and 
Web designers. …

At the National Cultural Center [in Cairo], a dazzling $60 million complex 
of theaters, music halls, exhibition spaces, and offices built for the Egyptian 
people by the Japanese government, we saw the results of cultural diplomacy: 700 
performances a year, attended by 300,000 people, each of whom, in some small 
corner of his or her mind, remembers the benefactors of the space in which they 
take such pleasure. …

“You reach the people through art and culture,” said an official [from the 
U.S. Embassy in Cairo].  But our cultural presence in this country no longer 
exists.  !e French Cultural Ministry can give you a monthly calendar.  We can’t 
do anything, because we don’t know when anything will happen.3

II.
!e neglect of arts diplomacy by the U.S. government reflects certain 
long-term traits of the American national character: it is puritanical, 
democratic, void of a national culture, yet it influences the world through 
its mass entertainment.4  It is, of course, an oversimplification to reduce 
America’s national character to being “puritanical.”  But it is undeniable, 
as the respected art historian Lloyd Goodrich noted, that in America, 
thanks to “a survival from our pioneer and puritan past,” art has been 
“considered a luxury and non-essential—an attitude that still persists.”5   
Hard work, not arts appreciation, is the Puritan’s priority, even if he did 
tolerate church music.6 

A second element in our national character that makes our government 
historically disinclined towards arts diplomacy is the political—specifically, 
democratic—nature of American society, for which culture—specifically, 
the high arts—is far less important as a means of national self definition 
than in countries with older, more established cultures in continental 
Europe or Asia (France and China immediately come to mind).7  To 
be sure, from its very first days the Republic included citizens who had 
an admiration for the finer things in life (John Adams and !omas 
Jefferson among them), and by the end of the nineteenth century wealthy 
American industrialists were well on their way to accumulating great 
art collections.8  But, despite this minority interest in the high arts, it 
was not artistic achievements or standards, but universal political ideals 
stressing the dignity of the common man, which made the United States 
what Americans consider it to be: “democratic,” not “cultured.”  “We the 
people” see little need for a unique national high culture that should be 
promoted at home or abroad; as Sumner Welles, the under secretary of 
state during the Franklin D. Roosevelt Administration, remarked, “!e 
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concept of an ‘official culture’ is alien to us.”9  We are e pluribus unum, 
as reading Tocqueville’s Democracy in America suggests, by our sense of 
belonging to a community or communities, often local, ephemeral ones 
that do not have the range, permanence, or country-wide magnetism of a 
state-supported “national culture.” !is is true today more than ever.  “We 
live in a multicultural nation, and no scholar would think of writing as 
confidently about a single ‘American mind’ or ‘American culture’ as did 
the postwar historians,” Professor David S. Brown recently noted.10

But if we Americans, like the British, do not feel we have a national 
culture that should be promoted abroad as France did with its mission 
civilisatrice or Germany with its Kultur, we certainly have a superficially 
ever-changing popular culture that has seduced (some critics of cultural 
imperialism would say violated) the world since World War I: our B-films, 
pop music, fashion, best-sellers.11  !is culture—essentially entertainment 
or “relaxation” that provides biological rather than aesthetic satisfaction—
is the product of the profit-seeking private sector, and its global expansion 
provides intellectual ammunition to American citizens, both inside and 
outside of government, who see no reason to promote arts diplomacy 
abroad at the taxpayer’s expense.  !e planetary dominance of Hollywood—
while increasingly under challenge—is a third long-term reason why the 
American government neglects arts diplomacy.12

III.
In the twentieth century, the United States fought three great wars: World 
War I, World War II, and the Cold War.  !ese global conflagrations were 
the first total wars in history, and involved entire populations. In their 
efforts to be victorious, governments turned to all possible means at their 
disposal to wage what they saw as a life-and-death struggle.  Among the 
many tools they saw available was art.

!is was especially true for World War II and the Cold War.  Even 
before these wars began, totalitarian aggressor states made extensive 
use of art as propaganda.13  Faced with this challenging situation, the 
United States government felt compelled—contrary to its national 
traditions—to present and promote American art abroad in order to 
counteract its enemies’ aesthetic offensive.  !is use of arts diplomacy 
can be divided into two periods.14  !e first is pre- and post-World War 
II, 1938–1947; and the second is the Cold War, 1948–1991.  While, 
during these periods, arts diplomacy played a role in U.S. foreign policy, 
Washington continued to neglect it for two main reasons: first, many 
in the government and among the public at large continued to view the 
promotion of high art abroad as useless, if not suspicious; and, second, 
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even when arts diplomacy was reluctantly used, it was only a small, if not 
negligible, part of America’s overall international efforts. 

By the late 1930s, the Roosevelt Administration, eager to establish a 
“Good Neighbor” relationship with Latin America, had become concerned 
with the growing impact of the Axis powers’ cultural propaganda south of 
the border.  It was in direct response to this perceived threat, rather than 
from a tradition-defined desire to engage the government in arts promotion 
abroad, that the State Department’s Division of Cultural Relations was 
established in 1938, making the United States “the last major power to 
enter formally the field of cultural diplomacy.”15  !e Departmental Order 
of July 28 of that year establishing the division noted that among its goals 
was “cooperation in the field of music, art, literature and other intellectual 
and cultural attainments.”16  But, as the historian Frank Ninkovich 
points out, “[w]ith an extremely small staff, and with congressional 
appropriations providing for operations only in Latin America, the new 
division was given little to do … the State Department’s plans for artistic 
promotion, largely because of budgetary priorities, provided for little 
more than the encouragement of private initiatives.”17  It was not until 
1941 that the division, thanks to a bureaucratic arrangement with the 
Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA), created in 
July 1940, helped organize exhibits in Latin America.  !e OIAA was led 
by the activist Nelson Rockefeller, a wealthy art patron whose eagerness 
to get things done in the artistic field right away contrasted with the 
cautious, scholarly bureaucrats in the State Department who pursued 
“mutual understanding” through academic exchanges, in their view the 
longer term the better.  

!anks to Rocky’s drive and determination, the OIAA exhibits 
drew some 200,000 people, but among their 300 paintings were some 
condemned by members of Congress as “outrageous” and “freakish” 
because of their nonrepresentational nature—reactions which, needless 
to say, did not help the cause of displaying American art abroad under 
government sponsorship.18

As the war progressed, the Division of Cultural Relations—and, to a 
lesser extent, the OIAA, which was more active in organizing artistic events 
until its arts and music programs were turned over to the Department 
of State in 1943—was greatly overshadowed by the Office of War 
Information (OWI), founded in 1942.19  Among the many activities in 
OWI’s portfolio were fast media operations such as the Voice of America.  
While it did not use the word “propaganda” as an official description of 
its work, the OWI was in fact the far more benign American version of 
Goebbels’s infamous Ministry of Propaganda.  !e use of high culture as a 
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tool of influence was not among OWI’s priorities, although it established 
libraries abroad under the USIS logo that stayed open after the war (and 
that the United States Information Agency, established in 1953, took over 
during the Cold War). !e OWI was abolished in 1945.  

!e Division of Cultural Relations, under various designations and 
organizational schemes, survived for some thirty years after World War II 
in a minor, almost invisible role at the State Department.  In 1978, having 
acquired the perhaps unfair reputation of being the last refuge for Foreign 
Service officers who could not quite make it in the political or economic 
career paths at the State Department, it was consolidated into the United 
States Information Agency, after a brief moment of prominence during 
the artistically inclined Kennedy Administration, when it was renamed 
the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs.  

!roughout its petite histoire, the Cultural Division, or CU as it 
came to be known, justified its existence primarily through its premier 
educational exchange, the prestigious Fulbright Program (established 
almost single-handedly in 1946 by the internationalist Senator from 
Arkansas of that name, a former Rhodes scholar, as Public Law 79-584).  
CU was at heart an education-focused facilitator of exchanges, and the 
word “culture” (in the sense of high art) to characterize it was a misnomer, 
although during the Cold War its responsibilities included some artistic 
presentations such as jazz concerts.  To its credit, it always sought to 
protect its important educational programs, which brought thousands of 
distinguished foreigners to the United States, from being turned into base 
propaganda.  But as a vehicle for displaying American art abroad it was 
enormously limited.  Art simply did not “educate” enough for it to be 
CU’s true vocation.20 

In the postwar period, the State Department’s limitations in handling 
arts programs overseas is best illustrated by the cultural fiasco known as 
Advancing American Art, an exhibit that was the brainchild of William 
Benton, assistant secretary of state for public affairs in the late 1940s.21  
Benton, a Yale-educated advertising man and art collector (a “culture 
mulcher,” in the words of Drew Pearson),22 hoped that the display of 
American art abroad would offset the foreign perception that Americans 
are “a materialistic, money-mad race without interest in art and without 
appreciation of artists and music.”23  As part of Benton’s cultural initiative, 
in 1946 the State Department bought, at the cost of $49,000, seventy-
nine paintings with the intention of displaying them abroad.  As Louis 
Menand points out, “very few of the paintings were abstract, but most 
were identifiably modern: naturalist, expressionist, painterly.  !e State 
Department wanted the world to know that the United States was not 
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just a nation of cars, chewing gum, and Hollywood movies.”24  Among the 
artists represented were Philip Evergood, Arthur Dove, Stuart Davis, Max 
Weber, John Marin, Ben Shahn, and Marsden Hartley. 

!e collection was well received in Europe (the last stop was 
Czechoslovakia), but when the American media and the Congress got 
hold of what it was actually displaying, all hell broke loose back in the 
USA.  !e show had already been criticized by the conservative American 
Artists Professional League (in a communication to the State Department) 
as “strongly marked with the radicalism of the new trends in American 
art” and “not indigenous to our soil.”25  Following a February 1947 Look 
Magazine article reproducing some of the exhibit’s items under the headline 
“Your Money Bought !ese Pictures,” the Hearst press attacked the exhibit 
mercilessly, with other media loudly and merrily joining along.26

President Truman took part in the public uproar, noting that Look 
magazine had shown examples of (in his term) “ham-and-eggs art.”27  In 
a letter to Secretary of State George C. Marshall, the chairman of the 
House Appropriations Committee wrote that “the paintings are a travesty 
upon art,” adding that “[t]hey were evidently gotten up by people whose 
object was apparently to, (1) To make the United States appear ridiculous 
in the eyes of foreign countries, and to (2) Establish ill-will towards 
the United States.”28  Truman, an amateur landscape painter, informed 
Benton, in a note that became public, that modern art was “merely the 
vaporings of half-baked lazy people.”29  Congressional inquiries into the 
artists’ background ensued, and the names of nearly one third of the forty-
seven artists were found to be in the files of the House Un-American 
Activities Committee, with three of them reportedly Communist Party 
members.  Faced with this scandal, Secretary Marshall instructed that the 
exhibit be called back and its contents were sold as war surplus.  As Louis 
Menand notes, “Marshall announced that no taxpayer money would be 
spent on modern art again, and the State Department issued a directive 
that no artist suspected of being a Communist or fellow-traveler could be 
exhibited at government expense.”30  

Not long after the Advancing American Art opera buffa, and as the 
Cold War was heating up with the Soviet propaganda offensive in Europe, 
Congress—now greatly concerned about the perils of communism—
passed the U.S. Information and Educational Exchanges Act (1948), 
which, in the words of Frank Ninkovich, has become the “basic charter” 
for these activities since.31  Given the fiasco with the Advancing American 
Art exhibit, it is not surprising that “the word ‘cultural’—an unappealing 
idea to the House—was dropped from its title, and the word ‘educational’ 
was substituted in its place.”32  As was the case with the Fulbright legislation 
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of 1946, the Smith-Mundt Act—heavily weighed toward information 
programs and security— hardly mentions “cultural” and “the arts.”  

IV. 
With this kind of meager legal authority for the promotion of American 
high art abroad, the U.S. government became haphazardly and often 
reluctantly involved, as the Cold War unfolded in its zigzag fashion, in 
promoting American high culture overseas, largely in reaction to what 
it perceived as Soviet cultural attacks showcasing the USSR’s artistic 
achievements, mostly in classical ballet and music.  “Cultural,” however, 
did not entirely vanish from the vocabulary of American foreign policy.  
In 1958, the U.S. government signed a “cultural” agreement with the 
USSR, but the agreement focused on educational exchanges.33  In 1961, 
during the administration of John F. Kennedy (a White House interest in 
high culture is what helps set JFK’s tenure apart from other presidencies 
in American history), an act consolidating various exchanges, the 
Fulbright-Hays Act (Public Law 87-256), was passed by Congress under 
the title of the Mutual Educational and Cultural Exchanges Act.34  But 
this occasional resurfacing of the “cultural” label during various periods 
of the Cold War did not mean that the U.S. government had overcome 
its traditional discomfort with using the arts as a tool of foreign policy.  
Indeed, Kennedy’s appointee to the new post of assistant secretary of 
state for educational and cultural affairs, Philip H. Coombs, had this 
to say about his uneasiness regarding “cultural” as a way to describe his 
operations:

It is, for one, even more ambiguous in English than the word “educational,” 
meaning for some the fine and performing arts alone; and meaning for others, 
among them the sociologists, all the folkways, techniques and values of a given 
society.  Secondly, the term “cultural relations” has long been used to connote an 
aspect of diplomacy practiced by European nations which is considerably narrower 
in outlook than the educational component … and I should like to differentiate 
the two. Finally, there is the unhappy fact that in our society this excellent word 
“culture” is in some quarters its own worst enemy, as anyone will agree who 
has ever sought funds for “cultural affairs” from a congressional appropriations 
committee.  !ere are still those who find it a less than manly word and deride the 
notion that anything wearing the label could possibly have important bearing on 
the serious business of foreign policy.  (Even the British have their troubles with 
it. !e London Times in 1934 congratulated the founders of the British Council 
for avoiding “culture” in its title. It was a word, the Times observed, which “comes 
clumsily and shyly off the Englishman’s tongue.”)35
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Despite the State Department’s reservations about culture as a tool of 
foreign policy, a small minority of officials, together with their allies in the 
private sector, were of the strong opinion that high American art could 
play an important role in foreign policy, and particularly in winning the 
hearts and minds of the intelligentsia in Cold War Europe.  Among these 
true believers, as recent studies have pointed out, were cultivated elitist 
agents in the Central Intelligence Agency, who for some fifteen years from 
the early 1950s to the mid-1960s covertly used agency funds to promote 
American high culture abroad supposedly without the Congress knowing 
about it.36  !is considerable CIA support was not limited to the display 
of avant-garde exhibitions with paintings by groundbreaking artists like 
Jackson Pollock, but to music and literature as well.  !e CIA’s secretly-
underwritten high-brow operations were facilitated in large part by the 
agency’s front organization, the Congress for Cultural Freedom, many 
of whose distinguished members, intellectuals from Western Europe and 
the United States, later claimed they had no idea their freedom-loving 
organization was subsidized by art-admiring agents well connected with 
eastern establishment types like Nelson Rockefeller.  !e credo of these 
culture vultures is perhaps best summarized by the Cold War guru George 
Kennan, who noted that “[t]his country has no Ministry of Culture, and 
the CIA was obliged to do what it could to try to fill this gap.  It should 
be praised for having done so.”37  But the CIA’s game—it is not unfair to 
call it that—was up by 1967, when its covertly funded arts diplomacy was 
disclosed by the media and then liquidated by Congress, thereby leading 
to the continuing neglect of cultural diplomacy.  

While important, the role of the CIA in arts diplomacy should 
not, however, be unduly emphasized.  By the time of the Eisenhower 
Administration, the government was involved in the overt support 
of artistic presentations abroad, again not because it was continuing a 
tradition of government involvement in the arts that never really existed, 
but because it felt it had to respond to the Soviets at every level of the 
Cold War struggle.  But, taken as a whole, these activities were a limited, 
if not miniscule, percentage of the U.S. government’s far more extensive 
hearts-and-minds overseas campaign.38  On several occasions, they led 
to controversy, confirming the assumption of cautious foreign-affairs 
bureaucrats that arts diplomacy was a hot potato that was far more trouble 
than it was worth.  Take, as an example, the art exhibition that was part of 
the biggest and most important U.S. government–organized fairs during 
the Cold War, the 400,000 square-foot American National Exhibition that 
opened in Moscow’s Sokolniki Park in the summer of 1959, a blockbuster 
that displayed everything from a typical American kitchen to a RAMAC 
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“electronic brain” computer that was contributed by IBM.  In the words 
of historian Walter Hixson:

… the proposed art exhibition at Sokolniki aroused a storm of controversy.  !e 
selection of paintings to be exhibited, chosen by a committee of distinguished 
artists and museum directors, included examples of modern art, which many 
Americans found objectionable and unrepresentative of popular tastes … Various 
officials, including Nixon [whose “kitchen debate” with Khrushchev at the fair 
made history] suggested withdrawing the art exhibit entirely from the Moscow 
fair.39

A solution to the artistic dilemma was finally found: the number 
of items to be displayed was increased with (in the words of a U.S. 
government official) “some good examples of nineteenth century art.”40  
“!e additional paintings,” Hixson points out, “helped mollify critics on 
the eve of the opening of the exhibition.”41  

As for the jazz concerts that the State Department’s CU organized, 
they too faced difficulties that limited their quantity, as Penny M. Von 
Eschen suggests in her Satchmo Blows up the World: Jazz Ambassadors 
Play the Cold War.42  !is artistic program was criticized by Congress 
throughout its existence, and the State Department “often tried to shield 
the integrationist agenda of the tours—their core diplomatic message—
from conservative audiences at home.”43  !e musicians themselves 
realized the irony of representing a country that discriminated against 
blacks at home: “Forget Moscow,” said Louis Armstrong. “When do we 
play in New Orleans?”44  State Department officials overseas, meanwhile, 
were often ill at ease with the bons vivants, often uncontrollable 
performers.  !omas W. Simons, who went on to be a high official in 
the State Department, had as one of his first assignments traveling as an 
escort officer with the Duke Ellington tour of the Middle East in 1963; 
he concluded the following about the performance of the free-wheeling 
musicians:

Band members continued to feel that they would rather play for the “people,” 
for the men in the streets who clustered around tea-shop radios.  More rationally, 
they believed that the lower classes, even if unimportant politically, were more 
worthy of exposure to good Western music than the prestige audiences for whom 
they played.45

Von Eschen notes that “Simons’ ultimate assessment of the tour—that 
groups of this size and trips of this length were inefficient in reaching 
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target audiences and achieving desired effects—seems to have been taken 
seriously, since there would be a hiatus in such tours.”46 

Simons’ “we’re not in the culture business” attitude was (and still 
is) shared by many in government, including members of the former 
United States Information Agency, which was created in the Eisenhower 
Administration as an anti-Soviet propaganda/information machine, 
not as a promoter of American arts abroad.  USIA, though it managed 
overseas American libraries (most of them shut down in the 1990s) and 
organized some exhibits and art-related events throughout its forty-
six years of often-controversial existence, remained basically true to its 
original, very nonartistic mission, as adopted by the President and the 
National Security Council in October 1953: “!e purpose of the U.S. 
Information Agency shall be to submit to peoples of other nations by 
means of communications techniques that the objectives and policies of 
the United States are in harmony with and will advance their legitimate 
aspirations for freedom, progress and peace.”47  

Perhaps USIA’s greatest contribution to promoting American art 
abroad—almost by accident—were the multi-decade jazz programs of 
Willis Conover over the Voice of America (which was part of the agency 
during the Cold War). Willis, while loved and admired abroad, remained 
a lowly independent contractor throughout his forty years of association 
with VOA (1955–1996), an odd man out and subject to the “grumblings 
in Congress about wasting taxpayers’ money by broadcasting frivolous 
music” who “had his share of run-ins with Voice of America officials over 
the years but never backed down.”48  At home, he was virtually unknown, 
due to the Smith-Mundt Act, which bans the dissemination of U.S. 
government–supported information products (including radio broadcasts) 
inside the United States.  

As the twentieth century progressed, and tensions with the USSR 
declined, USIA’s work was increasingly described as “public diplomacy,” a 
term coined in the mid-1960s by Edmund Gullion of the Fletcher School 
of Diplomacy as an acceptable way of describing propaganda.49  “Public 
diplomacy” is seen today as having educational and cultural components, 
and to some, “cultural diplomacy” is even a subset of “public diplomacy.”  
In the case of USIA, however, its most important, “bottom line” function 
was always propaganda, an activity that was prioritized during the 
Reagan years, when Charles Z. Wick—the president’s close Hollywood 
acquaintance—was director for eight years, persuading Congress to give 
his agency money for fast media projects like WorldNet television and 
anti-Soviet disinformation initiatives (as well as educational exchanges).50  
To be sure, funding was obtained for cultural projects as well, such as the 
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Artistic Ambassador program, but Wick’s focus was on creating a movie 
image of America with Ronald Reagan as the Leader of the Free World 
fighting the Evil Empire.  High art had little to do with promoting the 
Gipper, the star of so many B-movies.  

!e end of the Cold War—a propaganda struggle par excellence, in the 
eyes of Washington power brokers—meant the end of USIA. Much to the 
trepidation of its employees, who did not want to lose their agency’s relative 
bureaucratic independence, it was consolidated into the State Department 
late in the Clinton Administration.  In what can best be described as 
a funeral oration, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright diplomatically 
called the USIA (which she helped abolish) “the most effective anti-
propaganda institution on the face of the earth.”51  !e advancement of 
American art did play a small role in USIA’s “anti-propaganda” activities, 
but, all things considered, it was indeed a minor one.52  

!is historical judgment finds some confirmation in a statement 
by a leading expert in American studies, the Austrian scholar Reinhold 
Wagnleitner, who writes that in the Cold War, 

all of [the] activities in the area of information vigorously promoted the image 
of a powerful America but failed to achieve what from the point of view of 
the European elites should have been one of the central tasks of U.S. cultural 
diplomacy: to convince the former enemies (and, to be sure, also the Allies) that 
the United States had become a nation with a flourishing “serious” culture.53  

V.
Given the historical neglect of arts diplomacy—even during the Cold 
War with its near total mobilization of American resources to combat 
communism—it is not surprising to read the following from the above-
cited report from the Advisory Committee on Cultural Diplomacy, 
Cultural Diplomacy: !e Linchpin of Public Diplomacy:  

With the end of the Cold War and the subsequent abolishment of the U.S. 
Information Agency (USIA) in 1999, official American cultural presence abroad 
was significantly reduced; cultural programming was slashed even before the 
dispersal of USIA personnel through the U.S. Department of State (DOS) 
destroyed the institutional memory necessary for the maintenance of cultural ties. 
What remains is an ad hoc congeries of programs, administered largely though the 
Bureau of Education and Cultural Affairs (ECA) at DOS, with a reduced budget 
and staff, a diminished position in the hierarchy of diplomatic values, and a vision 
of cultural diplomacy incommensurate with American ideals and foreign policy 
objectives.54  
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Few diplomats have better described the post-USIA paucity of U.S. 
government arts-related programs than Cynthia Schneider, a Georgetown 
University art historian who was ambassador to !e Netherlands during 
the Clinton Administration.  In 2000, she was a prominent participant in 
a high-powered White House conference on cultural diplomacy that, she 
admits, brought much highfalutin talk but no results: “!e conference 
did not stem the tide of reduced funding, nor did it validate cultural 
diplomacy within the State Department ethos.”55  Ambassador Schneider 
writes the following about her field experience:  

Anecdotal evidence further attests to the gradual diminution in importance of 
cultural programs and those who promoted them.  When I first spoke with my 
Public Affairs officer in August 1998, soon after I assumed the position of US 
Ambassador to the Netherlands, she proudly told me, “We (the public affairs 
section) don’t do culture, we do policy.”  When I explained that with 150 other 
people doing policy, I wanted the public affairs division to concentrate on cultural 
diplomacy, she looked disappointed and confused. Her rejection of cultural 
diplomacy as a viable undertaking reflected the toll taken by years of demands for 
quantifiable results, with no compensatory appreciation for the longterm value 
added of increased understanding and relationship building.56

!e most recent report on public diplomacy, the Government 
Accountability Office’s (GAO) very critical “U.S. Public Diplomacy: State 
Department Efforts Lack Certain Communication Elements and Face 
Persistent Challenges,” ignores the absence of the arts in public diplomacy 
programs.57  !is omission, by the very critics of current public diplomacy, 
reflects a defining characteristic of public diplomacy itself: its neglect of arts 
diplomacy.  !e testimony is silent about the few new (and low impact) cultural 
programs that have been undertaken in recent years, such as CultureConnect 
and the Ambassador’s Fund for Cultural Preservation.  It does, almost as 
an afterthought, mention the “American Corners” established in this new 
century, which Ambassador Schneider describes as “pockets of America 
placed inside local libraries and cultural institutions [that] offer access to the 
Internet, plus videos, CDs, and books about the U.S.”58  While these Corners 
(cheap substitutes for the memorable USIS centers shut down after the Cold 
War) can play a valuable role, I know from my own experience as a Cultural 
Affairs officer in Russia—where the Corners program began—that they often 
disappointed people by their limited, modest scale and available resources, 
including ones pertaining to high art.  Not always directly expressed, but 
nevertheless often made clear by tactful insinuation, the reaction of many 
Russians to the Corners was: Is that all America has to offer?  



84   America’s Dialogue with the World

VI.  
So why is America’s neglected arts diplomacy important?59  I answer 
this question with the assumption that arts diplomacy can do only 
so much, and that it will not automatically win the world over to the 
United States.  It can provide no quick fixes for America’s “image” abroad, 
nor will it suddenly move the needle of global public opinion in favor 
of the United States, as if humankind were a sort of Frankenstein that 
will suddenly come to life if sufficiently invigorated by strong shocks of 
U.S.-provided cultural electricity.  Arts diplomacy will not instantly lead 
foreign consumers to drink Diet Coke (especially where local populations 
are starving) or eat additional pounds of American frozen chicken in 
countries with great culinary traditions.  Nor is it self-evident (Platonic 
assumption of well-meaning culture vultures notwithstanding) that art 
(when “ethically” appropriate for the mind) will necessarily lead to virtue 
abroad as we Americans see it—for example, to less anti-Americanism in 
countries that “hate us.”60  Finally, it would be hard to justify government-
supported arts diplomacy as a great American tradition (which it was not 
and still is not) or by its past “triumphs” in the Cold War (which were few 
and far between).  

So I approach the question of justifying the need for arts diplomacy 
modestly, with the full realization that for many in America it is a superfluous 
enterprise, and that for the few who do support it, it is (in the words of 
Frank Ninkovich apropos of public diplomacy as a whole) essentially an 
“act of faith.”61  I am also aware my justifications may disappoint those 
who, in their understandable and well-intentioned eagerness to obtain 
congressional funding for arts diplomacy, make claims about it that are 
not, in my view, always logically or historically sustainable.  

Having said that, three reasons stand out for the U.S. government to 
engage in arts diplomacy:  

Arts diplomacy is a response to the desires of overseas publics.  
America, for all its faults (and nobody’s perfect) continues to fascinate 
the world.  !ere is a strong desire overseas to know more about our 
country, even in this age of the Internet and instant communications. 
Foreign audiences, proud in many cases of their own high culture, expect 
the U.S. government (not just the American private sector) to expose 
them to American cultural achievements.  Arts diplomacy, when subtly 
but visibly sponsored by the U.S. government and its embassies abroad, is 
an answer to this desire: it is a gentle (yet official) gesture showing that we, 
through our government, are interested in others, that we want to share 
our lasting artistic accomplishments with the rest of our small planet.  !is 
may sound mushy to some, but as a foreign policy tool, arts diplomacy is 
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certainly cheaper—and far better for the American image—than bombing 
Baghdad.

Arts diplomacy provides a context for American culture.  Arts 
diplomacy, when not turned into a base propaganda tool, suggests that 
American culture is of infinite variety.  Without necessarily downgrading 
American popular culture, arts diplomacy demonstrates that it is only one 
part of that great ongoing experiment, the United States.  While it may 
not have a “message,” as information programs do, or “educational goals,” 
as exchanges do, arts diplomacy helps present America as a complex 
and multidimensional country that cannot be reduced to slogans or 
simplifications.62  In a word, it shows that America is human.  

Finally, arts diplomacy provides audiences with unique and 
memorable experiences.  It is all but impossible to describe the aesthetic 
experience, which is a highly individual matter.  But for many, a work 
of art is a form of revelation, of illumination.  Art creates powerful 
impressions that are often remembered forever.  At the very least, arts 
diplomacy can make people abroad associate America with the kind of 
unique moments that make our lives worth living.63 
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