




Department’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs (1953), and the 
U.S. Information Agency (USIA, also begun in 1953). 
 
The cultural offensive waged by these agencies had both an elite and a 
popular dimension. And outside these agencies, a key element in 
reaching Western elites was the Congress for Cultural Freedom, an 
international organization that pretended to be privately funded but was 
in fact funded covertly (more or less) by the Central Intelligence Agency. 
The Congress for Cultural Freedom’s goal was to enlist both American 
and foreign intellectuals to counter Soviet influence through scholarly 
conferences, arts festivals, and opinion journals such as Preuves in 
France, Encounter in England, and Quadrant in Australia. Looking back, 
one is struck by the importance all parties placed on these and other 
unapologetically elite-oriented efforts. 
 
Yet one is also struck by the importance of American popular culture. It is 
hard to see how the contest for popular opinion could have been won 
without such vibrant and alluring cinematic products as Singin’ in the 
Rain (1952), On the Waterfront (1954), Twelve Angry Men (1957), Some 
Like It Hot (1959), and The Apartment (1960). But as the Canadian writer 
Matthew Fraser notes, the original World War I–era pact between 
Hollywood and Washington contained an important proviso: “Hollywood 
studios were obliged to export movies that portrayed American life and 
values in a positive manner.” Through the early years of the Cold War, 
especially during the Korean War, Hollywood continued to make patriotic 
and anticommunist films. But this explicit cooperation ended with 
Senator Joseph McCarthy’s attacks on communists and fellow travelers in 
the film industry. And by 1968, during the Vietnam War, only a throwback 
like John Wayne would even think of holding up Hollywood’s end of the 
bargain. 
 
Yet Washington never stopped boosting the export of films. In part this 
was simply good business. But the government also agreed with the 
sentiment expressed in a 1948 State Department memo: “American 
motion pictures, as ambassadors of good will—at no cost to the American 
taxpayers—interpret the American way of life to all the nations of the 
world, which may be invaluable from a political, cultural, and commercial 
point of view.” 
 
That same sentiment led the State Department to value popular music, 
too. Building on the wartime popularity of the Armed Forces Radio 
Network, the VOA began in 1955 to beam jazz (“the music of freedom,” 
program host Willis Conover called it) to a regular audience of 100 million 
listeners worldwide, 30 million of them in the Soviet bloc. The Russian 
novelist Vassily Aksyonov recalls thinking of these broadcasts as 



“America’s secret weapon number one . . . a kind of golden glow over the 
horizon.” During those same years, the USIA sought to counter Soviet 
criticism of American race relations by sponsoring wildly successful tours 
by jazz masters such as Sidney Bechet, Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, 
and Dizzy Gillespie. The tours revealed a dissident strain in American 
popular culture, as when Armstrong, during his 1960 African tour, 
refused to play before segregated audiences. Former USIA officer Wilson 
P. Dizard recalls how, in Southern Rhodesia, “the great ‘Satchmo’ 
attracted an audience of 75,000 whites and blacks, seated next to each 
other in a large football stadium. Striding across the stage to play his first 
number, he looked out at the crowd and said, ‘It’s nice to see this.’” 
 
The countercultural tone of much popular culture in the late 1960s and 
1970s might have led one to think that the government’s willingness to 
use it as propaganda would fade. But it did not. In 1978, the State 
Department was prepared to send Joan Baez, the Beach Boys, and Santana 
to a Soviet-American rock festival in Leningrad. The agreement to do so 
foundered, but its larger purpose succeeded: America’s counterculture 
became the Soviet Union’s. Long before Václav Havel talked about making 
Frank Zappa minister of culture in the post-communist Czech Republic, 
the State Department assumed that, in the testimony of one Russian 
observer, “rock ‘n’ roll was the . . . cultural dynamite that blew up the 
Iron Curtain.” 
 
Yet all was not well in the 1970s. American popular culture had invaded 
Western Europe to such an extent that many intellectuals and activists 
joined the Soviet-led campaign, waged through UNESCO, to oppose “U.S. 



grew steadily, until in 1989 it stood at an all-time high of $882 million, 
almost double what it had been in 1981. But with unprecedented support 
came unprecedented control. Cultural officers in the field were urged to 
“stay on message,” and at one point Walter Cronkite and David Brinkley 
were placed on a list of speakers deemed too unreliable to represent the 
nation abroad. 
 
This close coordination between policy and the agencies of cultural 
diplomacy may have helped to bring down the Berlin Wall. But it also 
made those agencies vulnerable after victory had been declared. In the 
1990s, Congress began making drastic cuts. At the end of the decade, in 
1999, the USIA was folded into the State Department, and by 2000, 
American libraries and cultural centers from Vienna to Ankara, Belgrade 
to Islamabad, had closed their doors. Looking back on this period, the 
U.S. House of Representatives Advisory Group on Public Diplomacy for 
the Arab and Muslim World reported, in 2003, that “staffing for public 
diplomacy programs dropped 35 percent, and funding, adjusted for 
inflation, fell 25 percent.” Many critics have noted that the State 
Department, with its institutional instinct to avoid controversy and 
promote U.S. policy, is not the best overseer of cultural diplomacy. 
 
Meanwhile, the export of popular culture burgeoned. This was hardly 
surprising, given the opening of vast new markets in Eastern Europe, 
Russia, the Middle East, Asia, and elsewhere. But the numbers are 
staggering. The Yale Center for the Study of Globalization reports that 
between 1986 and 2000, the fees (in constant 2000 dollars) from exports 
of filmed and taped entertainment went from $1.68 billion to $8.85 
billion—an increase of 426 percent. 
 
But if the numbers are staggering, the content is sobering. The 1980s 
and ’90s were decades when many Americans expressed concern about 
the degradation of popular culture. Conservatives led campaigns against 
offensive song lyrics and Internet porn; liberal Democrats lobbied for a 
Federal Communications Commission crackdown on violent movies and 
racist video games; and millions of parents struggled to protect their kids 
from what they saw as a socially irresponsible entertainment industry. 
And to judge by a Pew Research Center survey released in April 2005, 
these worries have not abated: “Roughly six-in-ten [Americans] say they 
are very concerned over what children see or hear on TV (61%), in music 
lyrics (61%), video games (60%) and movies (56%).” 
 
We can discern a troubling pattern in the decades before September 11, 
2001. On the one hand, efforts to build awareness of the best in 
American culture, society, and institutions had their funding slashed. On 





 
Let us begin by clearing our minds of any lingering romantic notions of 
Cold War broadcasting. Are there millions of Arabs and Muslims out there 
who, like Vassily Aksyonov, need only twirl their radio dials to encounter 
and fall in love with the golden glow that is America? Not really. It’s true 



American and European classics (including jazz) with Arab classics. 
Include intelligent but unpretentious commentary by Arabic speakers who 
understand their own musical idioms as well as those of the West. Do not 
exclude religious music (that would be impossible), but at all costs avoid 
proselytizing. Focus on sending out beautiful and unusual sounds. 
 
• Support a spoken poetry program, in both English and (more important) 
Arabic. It’s hard for Americans to appreciate the central position of poetry 
in Arabic culture, but as William Rugh notes in a study of Arab media, 
newspapers and electronic media have long presented it to mass 
audiences. 
 
• Invest in endangered antiquities abroad. The model here is the Getty 
Conservation Institute, whose efforts in Asia and Latin America have 
helped build a positive image for the Getty in a world not inclined to trust 
institutions founded on American oil wealth. The U.S. government, along 
with the British Museum and American individuals and private 
organizations, has been working to repair damages to ancient sites 
resulting from war and occupation in Iraq, but much more could be done. 
 
• TV is a tougher field in which to make a mark, because it is more 
competitive. But here again, the best strategy may be to cut against the 
commercial grain with high-quality shows that present the high culture 
not just of America but also of the countries of reception. It might take a 
while for audiences to catch on. But in the meantime, such programs 
would help to neutralize critics who insist that Americans have no high 
culture—and that we’re out to destroy the high culture of others. 
 
• Launch a people-to-people exchange between young Americans 
involved in Christian media and their Muslim counterparts overseas. The 
existence of such counterparts is not in doubt. Consider Amr Khalid, a 
36-year-old Egyptian television personality who has made himself one of 
the most sought-after Islamic speakers in the Arab world by emulating 
American televangelists. Indeed, his Ramadan program has been carried 
on LBC, the Christian Lebanese network. Or consider Sami Yusuf, the 
British-born singer whose uplifting video clips provide a popular 
alternative to the usual sex-kitten fare. His strategy of airing religious-
music clips on mainstream Arab satellite music channels rather than on 
Islamic religious channels parallels precisely that of the younger 
generation of American musicians who have moved out of the “ghetto,” 
as they call it, of contemporary Christian music. 
 
One obstacle to the sort of people-to-people exchange proposed here 
would be the injunction against anything resembling missionary work in 
many Muslim countries. For that reason, such a program would probably 



have to start on American turf and involve careful vetting. But the 
potential is great. Not only would the participants share technical and 
business skills; they would also find common ground in a shared critique 
of what is now a global youth culture. In essence, American Christians 
and foreign Muslims would say to each other, “We feel just as you do 
about living our faith amid mindless hedonism and materialism. Here’s 
what we have been doing about it in the realm of music and 
entertainment.” 
 
If just a few talented visitors were to spend time learning how religious 
youth in America (not just Christians but also Muslims and Jews) create 
alternatives to the secular youth culture touted by the mainstream media, 
they would take home some valuable lessons: that America is not a 
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