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Over the past decade, overa ll funding for U. S . govern m en t - s pon-
s ored cultu ral and edu cati onal programs abroad fell by over 33 per-
cen t. Al t h ou gh the Un i ted States has largely dismantled the
app a ratus of c u l tu ral dipl om acy built up du ring the Cold Wa r,
Sept. 11 and its afterm ath have ch a ll en ged the wi s dom of t h at
m ove. The story of h ow cutbacks in cultu ral dipl om acy have left
the Un i ted States ill - prep a red to deal with rising anti -
Americanism has been largely missed by the American press.

“Arts & Mi n d s : A Con feren ce on Cu l tu ral Di pl om acy amid
Gl obal Ten s i on s,” was held on April 14-15, 2003 at the Colu m bi a
Un ivers i ty Gradu ate Sch ool of Jou rnalism to put a needed spot-
l i ght on cultu ral dipl om acy’s history, vi a bi l i ty and pros pec ts. Th e
even t, s pon s ored by the Nati onal Arts Jou rnalism Progra m , Arts
In tern ati onal and the Cen ter for Arts and Cu l tu re, brou gh t
toget h er prom i n ent U. S . and forei gn dipl om ats, h i s tori a n s,
a rti s ts, a rts ad m i n i s trators and jou rn a l i s ts. An au d i en ce of over
300 people ex pl ored how new cultu ral programs might pl ay a rol e
in recas ting the U. S . i m a ge and prom ote intern ati onal under-
s ta n d i n g. The con feren ce also probed the ef f i cacy of Am eri ca n
c u l tu ral dipl om acy du ring its Cold War heyday and high l i gh ted
the cultu ral dipl om acy ca m p a i gns now being wa ged by forei gn
n ati ons with a vi ew towa rd drawing lessons for U. S . pol i cy.
Special at ten ti on was paid to the out l ook for U. S . c u l tu ral dipl o-
m atic initi atives in the Islamic worl d.

Du ring the Cold Wa r, the U. S . govern m ent flooded mu ch of
the world with Am eri can orch e s tras, da n ce trou pe s, a rts ex h i bi ts
and jazz perform a n ce s. An inten s ive operati on to covert ly su pport
s ti ll more cultu ral and intell ec tual ac tivi ty abroad was backed by

the Cen tral In tell i gen ce Agen cy. On ce the com munist thre at
wa n ed after 1991; h owever, U. S . c u l tu ral initi atives abroad were
s everely cut back . In 1999, the Un i ted States In form ati on Agen cy,
wh i ch had been re s pon s i ble for many of the non - covert ef forts,
was folded into the State Department.

“While it would be com pl etely inappropri ate for su ch [covert ]
s pon s orship to ta ke pl ace today, it is useful to recogn i ze that pro-
m oti on of the Am eri can cultu re was con s i dered vi tal to the sec u-
ri ty of the Un i ted State s,” Hel ena Kane Fi n n , a sen i or forei gn
s ervi ce of f i cer, said in the con feren ce’s opening pre s en tati on . “In
an era wh en this gre at city of New York has been the vi c tim of a
horrific act of terrorism, perpetrated by extremists willing to cause
the de aths of t h ousands of c ivilians in the name of s ome distorted
rel i gi ous ideol ogy, it is clear that cultu ral dipl om acy is very mu ch
in the sec u ri ty interest of the Un i ted State s. We must reen ter the
battlefield of ideas with every bit as much determination as we did
during the Cold War.”

The Bush administration’s efforts to improve America’s global
s tanding in the wa ke of the Sept. 11 at tacks were cri ti c i zed by many
con feren ce spe a kers as failed moves bas ed on a misu n ders tanding of
anti-American sentiment and its genesis. The administration’s
campaign was directed by Under Secretary of State for Public
Di pl om acy Ch a rl ot te Beers, a form er leading advertising exec utive.
Just a few weeks before the conference took place, in March of
2 0 0 3 , Beers re s i gn ed her pos t, c i ting health re as on s. In the year and
a half she spent at the State Department, Beers helped p roduce
vi deos, p a m ph l ets, book l ets and ot h er materials that prom oted the
vi ew of the Un i ted States as a pl ace hos p i ta ble to all religions.

M
O U NTING CONCERN A BO UT Am eri ca’s image abroad has

foc u s ed new at ten ti on on the use of a rt and cultu re as a dipl o-

m atic tool . Reviving the official depl oym ent of c u l tu re to

boost receptivi ty to Am eri can va lues has been the su bj ect of

recent debate, with the ch a i rman of the House Com m i t tee on In tern ati on a l

Rel ati ons as k i n g, “How is it that the cou n try that inven ted Hollywood and

Madison Avenue has allowed such a destructive and parodied image of itself?”
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The State Dep a rtm ent decl i n ed to send a repre s en tative to
pre s ent its latest plans for cultu ral initi atives at the con feren ce,
c i ting the war in Iraq and recent pers on n el ch a n ges within the
Bu re au of Edu cati onal and Cu l tu ral Af f a i rs foll owing the re s i gn a-
ti on of Un der Sec reta ry Beers. Two form er U. S . a m bas s adors,
Felix Roh atyn and Cynthia Sch n ei der, as well as form er State
Dep a rtm ent Spokesman Hodding Ca rter, and form er U. S .
Cu l tu ral Af f a i rs Of f i cer John Brown , j oi n ed form er As s i s ta n t
Secretary of State Helena Finn in addressing the conference.

“Arts & Mi n d s” open ed just days after U. S . m i l i ta ry troop s
en tered Ba gh dad and forced the regime of Iraqi leader Sad da m
Hu s s ein to coll ap s e. Wh en she spoke, Fi n n , on leave from the for-
ei gn servi ce as a fell ow at the Council on Forei gn Rel ati on s,
s tre s s ed that “we have a very seri ous job to do wh en mu ch of t h e
world vi ews our liberati on of Iraq as an occ u p ati on and qu e s ti on s
the legitimacy of the war.”

The depth of a n ti p at hy to U. S . power was dem on s trated by
An d rew Kohut, d i rec tor of The Pew Re s e a rch Cen ter for the
People and the Pre s s, who pre s en ted polling re su l ts showing a
plu m m eting decline in pos i tive at ti tu des towa rd the Un i ted State s
a m ong citi zens not on ly of u n derdevel oped nati ons but also of
pros perous cou n tries wh i ch have been Was h i n g ton’s trad i ti on a l
a ll i e s. Kohut said that in many cases this drop was direc t ly rel ated
to Am eri can policies towa rd the Is rael i - Pa l e s tinian con f l i c t,
a l t h ou gh he also cited con trad i c tory polling re su l ts that indicated
people around the world em brace things Am eri can and at the
same time dec ry the influ en ce of the Un i ted States in their live s.
Cu l tu ral dipl om acy could on ly have a marginal ef fect in improvi n g
America’s standing internationally, in Kohut’s view.

But Ri ch a rd Bu ll i et, a Colu m bia Un ivers i ty historian of Is l a m ,
obj ec ted that it was erron eous to think that hos ti l i ty in the Mu s l i m
world could be eras ed by short - term pol i cy ch a n ge s, and that
deeper forces were involved. And in re s ponse to Kohut’s as s erti on
t h at cultu ral dipl om acy could have on ly marginal impac t, ot h er
s pe a kers like Jos hua Mu ravchik of the Am eri can En terpri s e
In s ti tute insisted that the Un i ted States would sti ll be well advi s ed
to revi ta l i ze cultu ral programming abroad, devoting far more
re s ou rces to this area and devel oping the manpower needed to
wage what he called a “war of ideas.”

Ma ny con feren ce spe a kers urged not on ly the pre s en tati on of a
broader ra n ge of Am eri can cultu ral ach i evem en ts abroad than is
c u rren t ly conveyed throu gh com m ercial ch a n n el s, but also em ph a-
s i zed the need for Am eri cans to learn more about ot h er cultu re s,
m ost nota bly those of the Islamic worl d. “We have a very difficult
time selling a message to an au d i en ce wh ere we don’t unders ta n d
wh at is motivating the au d i en ce,” said Bu ll i et. He and ot h er
s pe a kers de s c ri bed Am eri can dipl om ats as often poorly equ i pped
to deal with cultu ral mat ters, and said that even those forei gn

s ervi ce of f i cers possessing a profound knowl ed ge of regi onal cul-
tures are thwarted from effective use of their expertise.

While many speakers attached considerable importance to cul-
tu ral dipl om acy as a two - way street, con feren ce parti c i p a n ts
bemoaned the erection of new hurdles to true exchange, with U.S.
i m m i grati on aut h ori ties having made it exceed i n gly difficult in
recent months for forei gn arti s ts to obtain vi s as to come to
America for performances and other cultural presentations.

It was also su gge s ted that Was h i n g ton underta ke incre as ed
ef forts at cultu ral pre s ervati on abroad. By helping forei gn cultu re s
pre s erve their monu m en ts and arti f ac ts, the Un i ted States cou l d
dem on s trate its re s pect for ot h er civi l i zati ons and simu l ta n eou s ly
a f f i rm its own va lues like esteem for divers i ty and the free flow 
of i de as. This re s pect for ot h er civi l i zati ons was in scant evi den ce
just days before the con feren ce bega n , wh en U. S . forces did
n othing to halt looting of the Nati onal Mu s eum in Ba gh dad,
a l t h ou gh the Am eri can army took pains to sec u re the Ira q i
Mi n i s try of Petrol eu m .

Conference attendees told the meeting that they had strongly
warned the Defense Department about the possibility of such pil-
laging before the war and cited the theft of thousands of objects
from museums and archaeological sites after the first Persian Gulf
War in 1991. The failure of American troops to protect the
museum resulted in a cultural calamity that the United States
should make every effort to rectify, the conference was told. In the
weeks following the conference, the U.S. government pledged its
su pport for ef forts to recover looted artwork s, and Am eri can inve s-
tigators in Iraq subsequently recovered hundreds of artifacts and
tens of t h ousands of a n c i ent manu s c ri pts ta ken from the mu s eu m .

The lack of m i l i ta ry planning that might have halted the looti n g
in Ba gh dad, in the vi ew of m a ny con feren ce parti c i p a n ts, went hand
in hand with the U. S . govern m en t’s failu re to accord appropri ate
s i gn i f i ca n ce to the role of c u l tu re in pu blic life. This corre s pon ded as
well to a long held Am eri can avers i on towa rd govern m ent involve-
m ent in the arts that is in con trast to the prevailing at ti tu des wi t h i n
m a ny forei gn nati on s. In the con feren ce’s keyn ote ad d re s s, the ch o-
reograph er Trisha Brown said that, while in Fra n ce her work has
been va lu ed for over 30 ye a rs in the form of s tate - su pported su b s i-
dies and com m i s s i on s, in the Un i ted States her da n ce com p a ny was
s tru ggling for its very su rviva l .

A panel of h i s torians traced and analyzed the use of c u l tu ra l
d i pl om acy over ti m e, i n cluding the cre ati on in 1938 of a divi s i on
of c u l tu ral rel ati ons in the State Dep a rtm ent amid con s i dera bl e
Am eri can ambiva l en ce about su ch an en de avor. Also ex pl ored
were the CIA’s covert funding of the Con gress for Cu l tu ra l
Freedom and the State Dep a rtm en t’s use of Af ri ca n - Am eri ca n
musicians as unofficial U. S . envoys at a time wh en these mu s i c i a n s’
c ivil ri gh ts were under at tack at hom e. Vol ker Bergh a h n , t h e
Colu m bia Un ivers i ty historian who moderated the panel , reca ll ed
the important role of m a j or fou n dati ons in prom oting cultu ra l
ven tu res abroad. But fou n dati on involvem ent in this area now
s eems a relic of the pas t, according to NAJP Deputy Di rec tor
András Szántó, who said his re s e a rch for the Cen ter for Arts and
Cu l tu re had found that of the 50 largest private ph i l a n t h ropies in
Am eri ca , less than 0.2 percent of t h eir com bi n ed funding goes to
this are a . An d, within the 50 largest fou n dati on s, the cultu ra l
exch a n ge programs ta rgeted at the Mi d dle East add up to less than

the price of a decent one-bedroom apartment in New York City.
It is in the Mi d dle East and in ot h er parts of the world wi t h

l a rge Islamic popu l ati ons wh ere the Un i ted States faces an ep i c
ch a ll en ge from funda m en ta l i s ts vi ol en t ly oppos ed to Am eri ca n
power. The con feren ce con s i dered wh et h er gre ater ef forts to convey
a more nu a n ced image of Am eri can cultu re might help re ach you n g
people and moderates in Islamic nati on s, and wei gh ed the pitf a lls in
using cultu ral initi atives in soc i eties wh ere the Un i ted States is a
l i gh tning rod for su ch deep anger and re s en tm en t.

Bert Kl ei n m a n , a veteran of com m ercial radio who now serve s
as sen i or managing con su l tant to the U. S . - backed Radio Sawa ,
ex pl a i n ed that stati on’s ef forts to use We s tern and Ara bic pop
music to lu re young listen ers to news pre s en ted from Was h i n g ton’s
pers pec tive. The stati on ta rgets an au d i en ce under the age of 3 0 ,
and Kl einman said that in Jorda n , for ex a m pl e, 90 percent of
people between 17 to 28 ye a rs of a ge listen to it. Con te s ting the
s i gn i f i ca n ce of su ch figure s, Georgetown Un ivers i ty Profe s s or of
Arab Studies Sa m er Sh eh ata cou n tered that many listen ers tune in
to Radio Sawa’s music but tune out its news content.

Recent con gre s s i onal approval of l egi s l ati on to provi de over $60
m i ll i on to cre ate a satell i te tel evi s i on ch a n n el aimed at Ara b
vi ewers was lau ded by Kl ei n m a n , while Sh eh ata term ed it “a n
i n c red i ble was te of re s ou rce s” wh i ch could be bet ter spent on cul-
tural and educational exchange.

David Denby, film critic for The New Yorker, argued that in the
Islamic world “this cou n try must look like a nigh tclub that never
cl os e s, a kind of f l e s h ly infern o, wh i ch obvi ou s ly at trac ts som e
people and repels them in equal measu re.” But he ad ded that on ly
the most com m erc i a l i zed as pec ts of U. S . c u l tu re were known and
that more Americans should go abroad to help bring foreign audi-
en ces a more acc u rate image. “We do it,” Den by said, “n ot by
boas ting or ex h orti n g, and certa i n ly not by pre s en ting them with a
pre - proce s s ed film with smiling Am eri cans or branding ou rs elve s,
but by showing up, by Am eri cans showing up—a fri en dly,
decently informed American, by standing on his own two feet.”

The long-term nature of the project to alter America’s image
among Muslims was stressed by screenwriter John Romano and
other speakers. “It’s an embattled voyage that we embark upon,”
requiring recognition that we face “otherness” abroad, said
Rom a n o. “Wh at we’re talking about here is not the family of m a n .”

Al t h ou gh most forei gn cou n tries have nati onal ministries of
c u l tu re and rega rd protec ti on of t h eir arti s tic heri ta ge as a pu bl i c
re s pon s i bi l i ty, Am eri cans have been wa ry of su ch bu re au c rati c
con trol . Well before the Un i ted States began to depl oy cultu re as
an instru m ent of power abroad, Eu ropean powers like Germ a ny,
Bri tain and Fra n ce had become old hands at cultu ral dipl om acy.
Ma ny forei gn govern m en ts con ti nue to ac tively su pport the show-
casing of t h eir nati onal cultu ral ach i evem en ts as an integral part of
t h eir dipl om atic strategy. Thus anot h er key con feren ce panel was
devoted to su rveying the ac tivi ties of i n s ti tuti ons like the Goet h e
In s ti tut, the Bri tish Council and the Mex i can Cu l tu ral In s ti tute s,
and also inclu ded the leading official Fren ch and Dutch cultu ra l
representatives in the United States.

The rel ative indepen den ce of a gencies like the Bri tish Cou n c i l
and Goethe In s ti tut from their nati onal forei gn ministries accord s
t h em gre ater receptivi ty with forei gn au d i en ce s. Sep a rating the
operati on of c u l tu ral initi atives abroad from the dipl om atic corp s

was also prefera ble for re as ons of profe s s i onalism and ef f i c i en cy,
said Jeanne Wi k l er, the gen eral direc tor for cultu ral affairs at the
Con su l ate Gen eral of the Net h erlands in New York . However, con-
tras ting the trend among Eu ropean nati ons to dista n ce cultu ra l
d i pl om acy from forei gn ministry con trol , Mex i can Con sul Gen era l
Artu ro Sa rukhan said that his govern m en t, l ed by Pre s i den t
Vi n cen te Fox , bel i eved that making cultu ral prom oti on a part of
forei gn pol i cy helps open up Mex i co to gre ater scruti ny from abroad
and thereby prom otes dem oc ratic ch a n ge within Mex i co its el f.

In anot h er con trast to Am eri can pol i cy, Fren ch Cu l tu ra l
Cou n s el or Je a n - Rene Gehan stre s s ed that Fra n ce strives to pro-
m ote cultu ral programming abroad that is not su pported throu gh
regular com m ercial ch a n n el s. “We re a lly try to proj ect an image
that people won’t get just by the market,” said Gehan.

In the day’s final panel , two U. S . a m bas s adors who have
rega rded cultu re as an important as pect of repre s en ting thei r
cou n try abroad ta l ked of i n n ovative ways to use the arts for dipl o-
m atic en d s. Felix Roh atyn , who repre s en ted the Un i ted States in
Fra n ce, and Cynthia Sch n ei der, the form er U. S . envoy to the
Net h erl a n d s, s poke about the va lue of u n dertaking cultu ral initi a-
tives to promote U.S. interests.

But Pu l i t zer Pri ze - winning novelist Ri ch a rd Ford, who has fre-
qu en t ly lec tu red abroad under State Dep a rtm ent au s p i ce s, cau-
ti on ed in the final session that arti s ts are involved in art rat h er
than statecraft. “Rather than do the state’s business,” he said, “I do
l i teratu re’s bu s i n e s s.” He noted that he had recen t ly tu rn ed down a
State Dep a rtm ent request for him to travel to Latin Am eri ca “pro-
m oting Am eri can va lu e s.” Su ch a ph ras e, Ford said, was “the lan-
g u a ge of bu re au c racy … of bu m pti ous statec ra ft—a language ... I
simply don’t speak.”

Th rou gh out the con feren ce, a nu m ber of con c rete proposals to
s i gn i f i ca n t ly revive cultu ral dipl om acy were put forwa rd. Th ey
i n clu ded reopening Am eri can libra ries and cultu ral cen ters abroad,
ree s ta blishing the Un i ted States In form ati on Agen cy as an en ti ty
i n depen dent of State Dep a rtm ent con trol and expanding exch a n ge
programs and initi atives to bring forei gn ers to the Un i ted State s
on of f i c i a lly spon s ored vi s i ts. Peter Awn , an ex pert on Islam who is
also dean of Colu m bia Un ivers i ty’s Sch ool of Gen eral Stu d i e s,
advocated incre as ed U. S . edu cati onal ef forts that ta rgeted stu den ts
in secon da ry sch ools abroad rat h er than at the univers i ty level in
order to re ach the largest pos s i ble au d i en ce of young peopl e.
S c reenwri ter John Romano propos ed incre as ed ex ports of the be s t
of Hollywood cinema as well as the cre ati on of a Fu l bri gh t
exchange program for filmmaking.

All of these proposals would requ i re major incre ases in govern-
m ent ex pen d i tu re s. For Con gress to approve su ch funds, mu ch
m ore must be underta ken to su s tain broad pu blic su pport for cul-
tural initiatives at home as well as abroad.

In pu blishing this tra n s c ri pt of the con feren ce, the Nati onal Arts
Journalism Program, the Center for Arts and Culture and Arts
International acknowledge the support of Columbia University,
The Pew Charitable Trusts, The Doris Duke Charitable
Foundation, The Rockefeller Foundation and the Consulate
Gen eral of the Net h erl a n d s.

Mi ch ael Z. Wi s e, 2002-03 NAJP Re s e a rch Fell ow, and con tri buti n g
ed i tor, Arch i tec tu re
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People around the world embrace
things American and at the 
same time decry the influence of
the United States in their lives.




