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HISTORICAL PATTERNS OF US GOVERNMENT OVERSEAS PROPAGANDA, 1917-2004 - JOHN BROWN (PUBLIC DIPLOMACY PRESS REVIEW) 

1. PROPAGANDA, OFTEN UNDER ANOTHER NAME, HAS BEEN USED BY THE USG SINCE ITS ESTABLISHMENT TO INFLUENCE FOREIGN AUDIENCES. The Declaration of Independence can be seen as a propaganda document, if propaganda is defined as a conscious effort to change the behavior of others in ways beneficial to the propagandist. The former colonists wanted to convince mankind to support their independence, which implied a change of behavior on the part of other nations. Modern propaganda began during World War I, with the word becoming part of the common vocabulary in that period. 


2. PROPAGANDA IS A TOOL OF US FOREIGN POLICY PRIMARILY IN TIMES OF WAR. After the start of a global conflict, the USG created special entities to handle propaganda activities: the Committee on Public Information (1917-1919), the Office of War Information (1942-1945), the United States Information Agency (1953-1999), and (within the White House, during the “War on Terror”) the short-lived Office of Global Communications, established in 2003. In periods of relative peace, propaganda's use by the USG abroad has been limited. In the interwar period (1920s and 30s), for example, the USG hardly employed propaganda, especially in contrast to totalitarian countries. Indeed, to counteract Nazi propaganda, the USG first established (1938) a "non-propaganda" entity, the Division of Cultural Relations at the State Department, meant to deal with educational exchanges, primarily with Latin America. As the Cold War waned after the Cuban missile crisis, USG propaganda was transformed into "public diplomacy," which retained propagandistic elements but also focused on educational and cultural programs whose aims were mutual understanding rather than unilateral persuasion. In the words of the person who coined the term, Edmund A. Gullion of the Fletcher School of Diplomacy, "[t]o describe the whole range of [international] communications, information, and propaganda, we hit upon 'public diplomacy'" (1967). 

3. THE USE OF PROPAGANDA BY THE USG ORIGINATES IN THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH, WITH THE PRESIDENT IN HIS ROLE AS COMMANDER IN CHIEF. Without the commitment (to varying degrees) of Wilson, Roosevelt, and Eisenhower, there would have been no CPI, OWI, or USIA; the initiative for overseas propaganda did not come from the public or Congress, although the latter has shown interest in promoting it in certain periods, such as at the beginning of the Cold War and today during the “War on Terror.” The involvement of a President in a propaganda agency - and his personal rapport with who is directing it - are crucial to its bureaucratic success in getting sufficient funding, personnel, and resources. Historically, two special relationships between a president and a propaganda czar come to mind: George Creel, chairman of CPI, with Woodrow Wilson; and Charles Z. Wick, Director of USIA, with Ronald Reagan. These relationships resulted, for a limited period, in considerable power and influence for these two propaganda agencies, not only overseas but domestically as well. The current Assistant Secretary for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, Karen Hughes, is close to George W. Bush, but many feel public diplomacy, despite funding increases for certain programs, is a neglected aspect of US foreign policy. 

4. PROPAGANDA AND PUBLIC DIPLOMACY ARE VIEWED CRITICALLY BY TRADITIONAL DIPLOMATS. For traditional diplomats, who engage in negotiations behind closed doors one-on-one or in small groups, communications in the open targeted to mass (or even niche) audiences may seem to be a superfluous activity (indeed, "public diplomacy" can sound like an oxymoron to them). Moreover, the use of propaganda/public diplomacy during delicate negotiations, according to some diplomats, can backfire by putting these negotiations under excessive public scrutiny and thereby lessen their chances of success. In the words of Sir Harold Nicolson, in his classic Diplomacy (first edition, 1939), propaganda "can in certain circumstances do immense damage to international relations," by arousing "hysteria among the lowest types of the population" and making "victims" of those who use it. Some old school practitioners of diplomacy also underscore that the positive results of propaganda/public diplomacy are hard to measure (if they can be measured at all), whereas traditional diplomacy produces an agreement, tangible evidence of its efficacy. Despite these reservations regarding propaganda/public diplomacy within traditional American diplomatic circles, it has become increasingly recognized within the US foreign policy establishment that in a globalized world of instant communications and influential public opinion, diplomacy can no longer be conducted in a vacuum and needs the assistance of public diplomacy in order to bring concrete diplomatic results - or at least not to leave enemy propaganda, which can spread destructive lies about the United States, unanswered. In the twenty-first century, public diplomacy, no matter how many doubts exist about its effectiveness, has become a sine qua non of US foreign policy, while remaining, in the opinion of many, underfunded and understaffed. 

5. USG PROPAGANDA AGENCIES ARE OFTEN SEEN NEGATIVELY BY OTHER USG ENTITIES. The State Department, reflecting the views of traditional diplomats, has historically ignored or kept a distance from propaganda and its implementing agencies. Indeed, the USIA (dismissed by some State employees as "Useless," a play of words on its name abroad - USIS [United States Information Service]) was created in 1953 in part because the State Department did not want to dirty its hands by "doing propaganda." The consolidation of USIA into the State Department in 1999 has led to much bureaucratic confusion and antagonisms, with officers in the "public diplomacy" career path not comfortable with the priorities, administrative procedures, and personnel structures at the Department. The long-time resentment of public diplomacy practitioners - that they are left out of the policy making process - continues. (It was best expressed by USIA Director Edward Murrow in the 1960s, who felt USIA should be present at the take off of policy, not at the crash landing). The military, while recognizing the importance of psychological warfare, has also had strong reservations about propaganda, especially when produced by a civilian organization not directly linked to the battlefield. As early as World War I, for example, the CPI was criticized by military intelligence as ineffective; one of the critics was Heber Blankenhorn, a captain in a seven-man US intelligence unit of the American Expeditionary Force of which Walter Lippmann (who went on to write extensively about propaganda) was a member. 

6. USG PROPAGANDA ABROAD IS LIMITED OR CONTROLLED BY DOMESTIC POLITICS. By the end of World War I, the Committee on Public Information came under strong Congressional criticism, and its aggressive propaganda activities, which were accused of spreading domestic intolerance and hatred, led to an anti-propaganda movement in the U.S. that was institutionalized in the creation of the Institute for Propaganda Analysis, founded in 1937. During World War II, the Office of War Information, cautiously created by Franklin D. Roosevelt, was under much closer Congressional scrutiny than the CPI, and it differentiated far more between domestic and foreign propaganda than the CPI. After the war, the Smith-Mundt Act of 1948, passed by a Republican Congress concerned about possible efforts by a Democratic administration to propagandize the citizenry, prohibited the domestic dissemination of USG information products aimed at foreign audiences. During the Cold War, some USIA materials were allowed to be available domestically (e.g., the scholarly journal Problems of Communism), but the domestic/overseas firewall was maintained, although by the end of the twentieth century advances in information technology made this firewall increasingly artificial. Today, with the Internet, many consider the Smith-Mundt Act an anachronism, and the now defunct  White House Office of Global Communications, which focused on foreign rather domestic audiences, did not formally distinguish between the two on its homepage. It should be noted that efforts to make a distinction between domestic and foreign propaganda is an American phenomenon; other democratic countries have shown much less concern about this issue. As for totalitarian propaganda, it did not separate foreign and home propaganda, although it did massage certain messages in specific ways intended to influence audiences abroad. Hitler did not have to worry about any domestic critics of his propaganda, both at home and outside the homeland, when he was at the height of his power. 

7. WHEN A WAR ENDS (WORLD WAR I, WORLD WAR II, COLD WAR), THE USG, UNDER CONGRESSIONAL AND BUDGETARY PRESSURES, DISMANTLES ITS PROPAGANDA AGENCIES, ONLY TO RE-ESTABLISH THEM AS DIFFERENT STRUCTURES WHEN A NEW WAR BREAKS OUT. The Committee on Public Information, established in 1917, was terminated in 1919; the Office of War Information, created in 1942, was abolished in 1945; the United States Information Agency, founded in 1953, was consolidated into the State Department in 1999. 

8. THE MESSAGES ABROAD OF USG PROPAGANDA CHANGE ACCORDING TO HISTORICAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND VARY THROUGH TIME; BUT THEY CONSISTENTLY STRESS AMERICA'S EXCEPTIONALISM. In World War I, the main message was to make the world safe for democracy; in World War II, to achieve victory through unconditional surrender; in the Cold War, to preserve and expand freedom through the American way of life; in the “War on Terror,” to exterminate those who (according to President Bush) "hate our freedoms." These messages, despite their different emphases, have in common the underlying belief that America has a unique role in determining the fate of mankind and in leading the world onto the path of universal progress. American exceptionalism is a strong element in USG propaganda, but this propaganda has never assumed (until now, some Bush administration critics would say) that America is deemed to dominate the world militarily (economically and culturally is another matter). Rather, USG propaganda has traditionally been based on an underlying belief that America's goodness is a gift to all men that should be distributed overseas at taxpayer’s expense. 

9. THE PURPOSES OF USG PROPAGANDA ABROAD ARE NOT ALWAYS BEEN PERCEIVED, BOTH AT HOME AND OVERSEAS, AS IDENTICAL TO ITS MESSAGES. During World War I, message and purpose were closely linked in public mind (both in the U.S. and abroad), but after the war the credibility of Wilson's altruistic message was in doubt because of newly disclosed information on the falsity of war atrocities stories and Wilson's foreign policy failures. During World War II, the OWI's initial message of upholding universal values was replaced by calls for military victory, leading to confusion and frustration among its staff (especially during the early years of the war) over American war aims, as was the case when the U.S. collaborated with Admiral Jean François Darlan in North Africa and Marshal Pietro Badoglio in Italy, both of whom had worked for the enemy. By the end of the war, however, message and purpose were one and the same: victory. There was little confusion in the public mind about the government’s intentions, and thus its propaganda was considered “true” and widely accepted at home and among allies. In the Cold War after the mid-1960s, when public diplomacy became the common term to describe USG propagandistic (and non-propagandistic) programs abroad, slogans promulgated for the promotion and expansion of freedom were interpreted in some circles as efforts to rollback the Soviet Union. On the whole, however, the American public did not see a contradiction between the purpose of public diplomacy – to contain Communism – and its message that the American way of life was a model for mankind. In the “War on Terror,” USG public diplomacy is seen by its critics as camouflaging American intentions to control Middle East oil and remake the map of the area. A reason why USG propaganda was perceived as more credible than its totalitarian competitor in the twentieth century is that the gap between its message and purpose was never as blatant as that of its global opponents. In the twenty-first century, however, much of the world believes that American public diplomacy's message regarding the “War on Terror” (especially in Iraq) hides the true purpose of American policies. 

10. USG PROPAGANDA USES THE LATEST MEDIA TO DISSEMINATE ITS MESSAGES ABROAD. In World War I, the American government employed the new medium of movies; in World War II, radio; in the Cold War, television and video; and in the “War on Terror,” the Internet. But the USG also made use of older, time-tested communications instruments as well, including person-to-person interaction, a key tool of "public diplomacy." (As USIA director Edward R. Murrow said, "the really crucial link in the international communication chain is the last three feet, which is bridged by personal contact, one person talking to another.") USG propaganda, sometimes uneasily allied with profit-oriented Hollywood in times of war, has employed images with skill and innovation, and, during the twentieth century, did so more effectively than its totalitarian opponents. Simply put, most people would rather look at Casablanca than Triumph of the Will. 

11. AMERICAN PROPAGANDISTS, OFTEN INTELLECTUALS OR JOURNALISTS DRIVEN BY ALTRUISTIC NOTIONS OF HELPING MANKIND AND COUNTRY, RELUCTANTLY ENGAGE IN PROPAGANDA. Even the Committee on Public Information, which enthusiastically engaged in propagandistic activities, was unwilling to characterize them as propaganda, choosing to describe them (in the words of its chairman, George Creel) as "educational and informative throughout." During World War II, propagandists such as the poet Archibald McLeish in the OWI had doubts about the intellectual validity of the information activities they undertook in service to their nation at war. During the Cold War, many practitioners of public diplomacy refused to consider it propaganda at all, but saw it as education or bilateral communications (during the Carter administration, the USIA was renamed the International Communication Agency, reverting to its former designation after Ronald Reagan assumed office in 1981). Some would argue that American propagandists' moral uneasiness regarding their trade is what made them effective: in the words of William E. Daugherty, who worked in the Operations Research Office of The Johns Hopkins University during the Cold War, "[on]e must hate propaganda to do it well." During World War II, according Dick Grossman (considered by many WWII’s master propagandist), "[t]he Germans, because they loved propaganda, could not do it." 

12. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF USG PROPAGANDA AND PUBLIC DIPLOMACY ARE CONSTANTLY IN QUESTION. There have been many efforts to measure the results of propaganda and public diplomacy, but no one has ever scientifically or definitely "proven" that they changed behavior in ways favorable to the United States. Perhaps the strongest argument supporting their use by the USG is to consider what would have happened to the U.S. during the past 90 years had they not been employed to further national interests. Would the United States have survived three global conflicts? Had there not been a Voice of America, for example, would the United States have won World War II or prevailed in the Cold War? Certainly other, more important factors - military, economic, political - contributed to America's avoidance of defeat, but propaganda/public diplomacy can be seen as at least a sufficient cause in bringing this about. Given the relatively low cost of propaganda, it would be foolish if the USG were to forgo it while pursuing its national interests abroad, if only because propaganda helps to "cover all bases" (informational, psychological, cultural) in a conflict - and, in times of peace, can help to prevent war, especially when transformed into public diplomacy (with its greater focus educational and cultural exchange programs). 

