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Nelson A. Rockefeller’s Office of Inter-American
Affairs and the Quest for Pan-American Unity:

An Introductory Essay

Gisela Cramer and Ursula Prutsch

This volume is concerned with a United States war agency that was estab-
lished in August 1940 as theOffice for Coordination of Commercial andCul-
tural Relations Between the American Republics (OCCCRBAR), but came
to be better known as the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Af-
fairs (OCIAA) or Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA). The OIAA, as
we will refer to it for the sake of brevity, was the product of intense security
concerns. Bymid-1940,Nazi Germany had occupied vast areas of continental
Europe and now seemed poised to crush the last remnants of Allied resistance.
Though the future course of the war was impossible to foresee, U.S. policy
makers feared that Nazi Germany’s vastly enhanced power would have pro-
found repercussions well beyond the confines of the Old Continent and not
least in Latin America. To many observers in the United States, Latin Amer-
ica seemed ripe for a political, cultural and economic penetration, or even
invasion, by Nazi Germany. Few observers in the United States trusted in
the steadfastness of Latin American governments when it came to resisting
the lures of Nazi Germany and its fascist allies. Democracy had not taken
root in most of the countries south of the Rio Grande, and while knowl-
edgeable analysts distinguished between Latin-style authoritarianism and the
newer brands of European totalitarianism, they still viewed them as being
rather compatible in practical policy terms. Due to war-related interruptions
of international trade and capital flows, moreover, Latin America’s vulnerable
economies appeared to be on the brink of a severe downturn. Economic dis-
ruptions were expected to produce political destabilization that, in turn, was
feared to provide a fertile ground for Axis interference. Indeed, by mid-1940,
the U.S. media reported widely and rather sensationally on “Fifth Column”
activities throughout LatinAmerica and thus intensified anxieties in thewider
public.1
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As is well known, deepening security concerns did not produce a unan-
imous response. For some time to come, U.S. citizens would continue to be
deeply divided on the question of whether or not their country should enter
the war. But many on both sides of the divide became convinced that theNazi
menace required urgent action on the hemisphere front, that is, a concerted
effort to bring the good neighbors to the south into a firm alliance against
the Axis. “Affection for Latin Americans has broken out like a speckled rash
on the skin of the North American body politic,” historian Hubert Herring
quipped when reviewing the flurry of activities his fellow citizens were now
prepared to engage in. “Club-women read papers on the Humboldt Current,
dress up as Aymarás, listen to guitarists strum tunes reputed to come from
the Amazon. College presidents substitute courses on the Incas for those on
the age of Pericles. Chambers of Commerce give dinners to visiting Argentine
bankers, and keep up a set of twenty-one American flags among their props.
Schoolgirls cut paper dolls which represent the dwellers by Atitlán.”2

By August 1940, there existed a host of governmental and non-
governmental initiatives “devoted to keeping the Americas one big family.”3

Nonetheless, President Franklin D. Roosevelt decided that the situation re-
quiredmore forcefulmeasures. Against strenuous resistance from theDepart-
ment of State, he established a new emergency agency that would coordinate
existing initiatives and continue to mobilize the nation for the sake of hemi-
sphere defense. TheOIAA existed for less than six years. It was gradually dis-
mantled as the war drew to its close and was abolished in April 1946. During
its brief existence, however, it assumed a wide variety of functions and was
restructured frequently in order to meet rapidly-changing policy demands.
“One of the handicaps in putting down the activities of the Coordinator’s
Office on a neat government organization chart is that its basic instructions
are simply to make itself useful,” a journalist and advisor to the agency ex-
claimed when asked to produce a brief description of the new “machinery for
hemisphere cooperation.”4 Notwithstanding this state of organizational flux,
the OIAA’s mandate may be resumed as follows: It was established to devise
and coordinate policies that would diminish the influence of Nazi Germany
and its allies in Latin America, deepen inter-American cooperation and secure
Latin America’s allegiance and assistance in the war effort and beyond.5 For
most of its existence, the OIAA was headed by the young multimillionaire
and businessman Nelson A. Rockefeller, who served as the Coordinator of
Inter-American Affairs until late 1944.
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The essays presented here highlight different facets of the OIAA’s wide
range of operations, but they focus specifically on those activities that aimed
at influencing public opinion in support of overarching U.S. policy goals.
They do not aim to provide an organizational history of the agency, nor do
they endeavor to portray and analyze all of the major activities the Rocke-
feller office engaged in. They explore the nature, scope and, where possible,
the tangible results of some of the more representative programs aiming at
hearts and minds. As such, they complement a string of papers and publica-
tions that have recently engaged with the agency’s informational and cultural
programs. While this scholarship has contributed significantly to our under-
standing of the OIAA, it has not yet produced a comprehensive account of
the agency,6 and many of the more recent contributions are not easily ac-
cessible to English-speaking students and interested readers in general. This
introduction, then, seeks to pull the strings together and provide an overview
of an emerging body of knowledge. At the same time, it reviews a series of
theoretical perspectives that have shaped scholarly debates on the issues at
stake.

Scholarly interest in the OIAA and other government agencies seeking to
reach and influence foreign audiences has waxed and waned with the times.
In recent years, and following the September 11 attacks in 2001, interest in
the possible role and effectiveness of such agencies increased markedly and
spread well beyond academic circles. Many observers in the United States as-
sumed that these attacks were also a result of a particular policy failure, that
is, the failure to stem the tide of ardent anti-Americanism by effectively com-
municating U.S. foreign policies, their guiding principles and objectives to
the world at large and to Arab societies in particular. The events of Septem-
ber 11 and the political fallout thereafter thus sparked lively debates over the
effectiveness and limitations of such programs, both past and present.

While these debates are important for the present case study in that they
have brought to the fore a series of conceptual terms such as public diplo-
macy and soft power that need to be addressed in a volume such as this one,
they have done little to advance knowledge about the OIAA in particular.7

Research on the OIAA seems to have benefited more from concurrent, al-
beit less dramatic trends in scholarship. It was not so much September 11 but
the coming of the cultural turn to the study of international relations that
paved the way for a renewed interest in the agency’s activities.8 And it was
the subsequent postcolonial turn and, more precisely, a growing uneasiness
with research agendas that ascribe historical agency to theUnited States, while
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paying little or no attention to Latin America’s part in the equation of inter-
American relations,9 that inspired researchers to take a deeper look into the
OIAA’s activities and how these worked out on the ground. Although many
of these more recent contributions do not focus squarely on the OIAA, they
add interpretative dimensions to the story.10

Not surprisingly, the aforementioned debates and trends in current schol-
arship have not produced a commonly-accepted analytical framework. And
the authors presented here, although not primarily concerned with theoreti-
cal issues, would not subscribe to a single school of thought. Rather than ad-
vancing a particular strain of theory, then, this essay reflects on the potential
insights and limitations of some of themore prominent analytical frameworks
when applied to the OIAA.

Propaganda, public diplomacy and public relations

The OIAA’s policies seeking to influence public opinion varied greatly in na-
ture, which makes it impossible to categorize them tout court. The agency it-
self referred to some of its operations, namely the production and distribution
of contents to be delivered through mass communication channels, as propa-
ganda. The OIAA’s turn toward an overtly propagandistic approach did not
come without considerable debates, as Uwe Lübken explains in chapter 1. In
public pronouncements the agency always insisted that it employed nothing
but the truth and, by and large, it did not resort to manifest falsehoods to
present its case. Compared to the propaganda strategies that had flourished
during World War I and that were now being revived by Nazi Germany, the
contents produced and distributed by the OIAA’s Press, Radio and Motion
Picture Divisions appear rather restrained in nature. At the same time, how-
ever, it is obvious that the OIAAwas not a mere information agency. Internal
memoranda on the subject as well as daily or weekly directives guiding the
production and dissemination of news and other materials11 readily conceded
that the OIAA was consciously selecting and framing contents in order to
elicit a desired response. Although such content directives never clearly de-
fined propaganda, they coincide, to some extent, with a more recent and pop-
ular definition proposed by Garth Jowett and Victoria O‘Donnell, according
to which propaganda is “the deliberate and systematic attempt to shape per-
ceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a response
that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist.”12
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Although this and other standard definitions of propaganda assume some
kind of communicative act, they focus primarily on the purpose of an activity
that is undertaken deliberately and systematically by a clearly-defined actor.
As such, they serve rather well when employed to analyze the contents and
underlying intentions of some of the OIAA’s major and massive programs.
But they are not too helpful when employed to explore how these programs
evolved on the ground. And they do not fully capture the nature of a range of
policies (to be discussed below) that do not quite fit the unified-actor model
that underlies most standard definitions of propaganda.

If the OIAA were operating today, it would probably prefer to employ
the terms public diplomacy and public relations to explain its mission. Public
diplomacy was coined in the 1960s, not least to distinguish the U.S. govern-
ment’s informational and cultural activities abroad from propaganda, which
by then had acquired strongly negative connotations associated with system-
atic lying and deceit. Not surprisingly, public diplomacy soon became part of
the official terminology describing the activities of theUnited States Informa-
tion Agency (USIA) and similar enterprises. In contrast to traditional diplo-
macy, which seeks to further the ends of politics by interacting with foreign
governments and dignitaries, public diplomacy engages with foreign societies
at large. Its domestic counterpart is public relations, which, if employed by a
government, seeks to further the ends of politics by engaging with the public
at home.

It is worth noting at this point that the OIAA operated in both realms,
in contrast, say, to the USIA (1953-99) which spoke to the world at large
but was endowed with a mandate that severely limited its interactions with
domestic audiences.13 This duality of purpose also distinguishes the OIAA
from contemporary agencies competing for hearts and minds in Latin Amer-
ica. For instance, the Nazi propaganda machine certainly mobilized domestic
institutions such as the Ibero-American Institute in Berlin in order to increase
Germany’s presence and influence in Latin America, but it did not set out to
impress the German public at large with the need for closing ranks with Latin
America, whereas it did make a concerted effort to persuade Latin Ameri-
cans to view Nazi Germany as a natural ally in their struggles for material
wellbeing, freedom and national self-determination. The OIAA’s approach,
of course, was inscribed in a different meta-discourse that reflected distinct
geopolitical realities. It promoted (a U.S.-inflected) Pan-Americanism, that is,
the idea that the American republics were welded together by the combined
forces of geography and history, shared common interests and were thus des-
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tined to work together under the benign guidance of the United States, al-
though it usually couched its discursive approach in terms of inter- rather
than Pan-Americanism so as to suggest cooperation among equals. As such,
theOIAA addressed audiences on both sides of the RioGrande when seeking
to instill what was called “sympathetic understanding” between not just al-
lies, but sister republics, and a sense of common purpose and destiny that set
them apart not only from Nazi Germany and the Axis, but also from Europe
and the rest of the world.14

In contrast to propaganda, the terms public diplomacy and public relations
have a somewhat softer ring to them and they suggest that some kind of inter-
action or negotiation is going on with the targeted audiences. Indeed, advo-
cates of public diplomacy tend to stress the possibility and even the necessity
of including audiences as active participants in the policy process. “Commu-
nicating with the world,”15 they proclaim, is a two-way affair and thus re-
quires the agencies involved not to talk at, but to talk and listen to other peo-
ples. Althoughmany critical observers of U.S. interactions with the rest of the
world have been rather dismissive on this score, the conceptualization of the
OIAA’s activities as public diplomacy and public relations may open analyti-
cal perspectives that a focus on propaganda misses out on. Public diplomacy,
moreover, is usually understood to be a broader category in that it comprises
a range of policies that do not sit well with propaganda as defined above. That
is, it also includes those programs that, in one way or other, were assisted by
the OIAA, but were initiated and carried out by private citizens and institu-
tions that operated with relative autonomy. Most of the latter programs were
related to cultural diplomacy, an important branch of public diplomacy.16

The OIAA was established to operate primarily as a coordination agency
that would avoid bureaucratic buildup by relying on the expertise and re-
sources of other players in the field, both public and private. It was to as-
sist existing government agencies to better coordinate their policies toward
Latin America and thus increase efficiency in the foreign policy process. And
it was to mobilize vast sectors of the U.S. business community and civil so-
ciety at large for the sake of hemisphere defense. Notwithstanding its origi-
nal mandate, the OIAA soon developed a formidable propaganda machine of
its own that flooded the Americas with a stream of rather tightly-controlled
messages, delivered by radio, 16mm films, magazines, pamphlets, posters and
other means (for some of the major operational branches, see Figures 1-4).

Yet it also continued to encourage and support initiatives that it deemed
valuable but that it had limited control over, particularly in the field of cultural
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Figure 1 and 2
Major centralized propaganda operations:

the OIAA’s Press Division (1945)

Source: Donald W. Rowland, U.S. Office for Inter-American Affairs, History of the Office
of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1947, 47, 44.

diplomacy. In a way, the latter mode of operation bowed to a more traditional
view on how the American people should interact with other peoples. This
view held that culture was a sphere that should be left to civil society and
free of government interference.17 Now, of course, the OIAA was adding
big money to the traditional way of doing things, which allowed those fa-
vored by government largess to increase their scope of operations without
any or much government interference. Thus, OIAA grants enabled the In-
stitute of International Education and even the Rockefeller Foundation and
otherwell-endowed private organizations to considerably expand their schol-
arship programs for Latin America. Financial support helped universities to
establish or expand Latin American institutes and studies programs. Muse-
ums throughout the United States were assisted to organize exhibitions with
a Pan-American spin, but were otherwise left with a free hand to select and
present the contents in whatever ways they saw fit. Indeed, a closer look
into the myriad of lesser initiatives suggests that the OIAA engaged rather
large subsets of society in cultural exchange and, more generally, public diplo-
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Figure 3 and 4
Major centralized propaganda operations:

the OIAA’s Motion Picture and Radio Divisions (1944)

Source: Donald W. Rowland, U.S. Office for Inter-American Affairs, History of the Office
of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1947, 73, 62

macy. By providing informational materials, contacts, guest speakers, small-
and large-scale grants, it encouraged hundreds of organizations and institu-
tions, from the Boy Scouts to the American Legion, from women’s clubs to
Catholic welfare organizations, from trade unions to business associations,
from small-town community centers to metropolitan art museums and from
primary schools to universities, to organize events on inter-American affairs
and to establish or intensify ties with fellow institutions in Latin America.
Hence, while orchestrated by the OIAA, the gospel of Pan-American unity
came to be sung in many voices and not necessarily in unison.18

Our point here is not to suggest that public diplomacy, when carried out
with little or no state control, is per se clearly distinguishable from propa-
ganda. Indeed, any one of the initiatives undertaken by independent agents
may fit the propaganda model mentioned above perfectly well and some of
the contents they carried may have been as propagandistic as those produced
and disseminated by the OIAA.19 When viewed together and analyzed from
a public policy perspective, however, it becomes apparent that such a del-
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egation of initiative produces highly-divergent outcomes. There is a world
of difference between the ways Walt Disney and Orson Welles filled their
roles as “goodwill ambassadors,” as Catherine Benamou shows in chapter 3.
Both were engaged to produce films that were meant to further hemisphere
unity, but they interpreted the task at hand in their own, distinctways.What is
more, such delegation of initiative produced a multiplicity of discourses that,
although supported by the OIAA, were not reducible to the intents of the
latter and some may even have undermined aspects of what the OIAA was
trying to communicate. Chapter 2 by Pennee Bender nicely illustrates this
point. In educational (16mm) films produced and distributed by the OIAA
and tightly-controlled by both the OIAA and the State Department, the dis-
cursive strategy chosen to endear Latin America and its citizens to U.S. au-
diences rested, to some extent, on representations of sameness. Distributed
widely through the educational system and other circuits, these documen-
taries were bent on destabilizing ideas of Latin America as being “backward”
and essentially “different” by highlighting similarities between theNorth and
SouthAmericanways of life and by focusing on themes that were familiar and
thus comforting for audiences in the United States. Disney and other Holly-
wood producers also sought to endear the good neighbors to U.S. audiences,
but – as various film historians have shown – they often harked back to rep-
resentational strategies that rested on the exotic, that is, on a long-standing
and familiar discourse of othering.20 By catering to deeply-ingrained notions
of Latin America as the exotic (and erotic) other, Disney and other producers
of mass entertainment were seeking to attract audiences and increase their re-
turns at the box office. Their strategies were dictated not least by what they
perceived to be the demands of the market. By greatly increasing the presence
of Latin talents and Pan-American topics inmovies and newsreels, they coop-
erated with the OIAA, but they did so on their own terms and they produced
contents that diverged from the agency’s own discursive agenda. Recent re-
search on U.S. radio networks and their good-neighbor programs points in a
similar direction.21

A decentralized approach to public relations or public diplomacy tends to
increase what may be called discursive dispersal. It may thus produce incon-
sistent and even contradictory contents. Discursive dispersal, however, does
not necessarily undermine the intents of public policies sponsoring such de-
centralized initiatives. Given that public opinion is not a homogenous block,
it may even be advantageous, particularly in cultural exchange and other pro-
grams that seek to establish deep attachments to specific subsets of society. It
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takes very different approaches to endear the United States, say, to conserva-
tive Catholics, to liberal modernizers or to left-leaning artists. By delegating
initiative and agency, decentralized cultural programs are able to cater to very
diverse audiences.

Power – soft, hard or other

At this point, a word is due to soft power, a term that, together with public
diplomacy, has recently become a buzzword not just among international re-
lations scholars, but among the public at large. As defined by Joseph Nye,
“soft power is the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than
coercion or payments.”22 If hard power relies on sticks and carrots, that is, on
the ability to induce a desired behavior through threats or payoffs, soft power
is generated by societies that develop qualities which favorably impress and
attract other peoples. According to Nye, this power to attract has been an
important asset for the United States and particularly when struggling for
supremacy in the Cold War. More important for our purposes here, Nye also
suggests that soft power can be harnessed as a foreign-policy tool, if such at-
tractive qualities are communicated effectively by public diplomacy. The lat-
ter involves straightforward communications, that is, government-sponsored
broadcasts and other programs that communicate with foreign audiences in
order to have them understand and appreciate theUnited States in general and
U.S. policies on sensitive issues in particular. It also involves indirect strate-
gies, for instance, government support for scholarship and exchange programs
that reach out to key groups in foreign countries. By establishing close rap-
port with, say, publishers or journalists, public diplomacy amplifies its impact
on foreign societies. And by attracting the best and the brightest of foreign
students, U.S. institutions educate future leaders and socialize them into a
way of thinking and habits of framing policy problems that are amicable to
U.S. interests. Nye admits that public diplomacy is easily undermined by ac-
tual foreign policies if the latter go against the grain of what the former seeks
to communicate. But if combined “smartly” with foreign policies, he argues,
public diplomacy enhances soft power resources and thus reduces the need to
employ coercion or payments in the pursuit of foreign policy objectives.23

Theory-inclined critics have picked up on inconsistencies and ambigu-
ities in Nye’s conceptual framework and many historians have remained
rather skeptical on empirical grounds. “Some analysts stress the importance
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of American ‘soft power’,” historian Alan Knight observed, “but the problem
with soft power is that it is difficult both to acquire and to deploy in a con-
scious, purposive way.”24 Indeed, this difficulty to “acquire and to deploy soft
power in a conscious, purposive way” is borne out by various contributions
presented in this volume.

Moreover, and when applied to the case study at hand, this conceptual
framework needs to be qualified. Many of the OIAA’s policies seeking to in-
fluence public opinion in Latin America do fall into a category that is now
commonly described as public diplomacy, one that Nye and others view as a
prominent vehicle for the purposive deployment of soft power. Not surpris-
ingly, therefore, recent publications on the history of U.S. public diplomacy
list the OIAA as one of a string of agencies that have served these ends in
the past.25 Yet the OIAA also employed strategies that had a harder edge to
them and that would fall into a gray zone, if not outright into the hard power
category.

In Latin America, the OIAA assisted in what was called “economic war-
fare.” Together with other wartime agencies and U.S. embassies, it monitored
Latin American societies at large and the public sphere in particular for Axis
influence. And it wielded substantial coercive power when it came to weed-
ing out pro-Axis or otherwise hostile contents in the media. This coercive
capability resulted partly from the fact that Latin American newspapers, ra-
dio stations, the movie industry and cinemas depended on a steady supply
of printing paper, radio bulbs, raw films, spare parts and other critical in-
puts that, by and large and due to abnormal trading conditions during the
war, could only be imported from North America. It was further enhanced
by dependence on U.S. advertisements. If U.S. companies had sponsored a
large share of total advertising in Latin America’s newspapers and radio sta-
tions during the preceding years, their relative importance increased during
the war. As the European competition all but vanished on the advertisement
horizon, new tax regulations in the United States encouraged companies to
maintain or to increase their outlays even when the products they advertised
were unavailable for the time being.26 Given this state of affairs, combined
pressure by U.S. companies, under the guidance of the OIAA and U.S. em-
bassies, could bring recalcitrant media outlets to heel. This is not to suggest
that U.S. agencies were hovering like a Behemoth over the Latin American
public sphere, ready to strike against each and every statement favoring the
enemy, real or perceived. But where they did intervene they seem to have been
rather successful. Indeed, merely threatening to withhold critical supplies and
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advertisement contracts could work wonders. In Colombia, for instance, it
was not the timid liberal government that brought the major oppositional
and pro-fascist newspaper, El Siglo, to mend its ways but a hint from the U.S.
ambassador.27 And in Argentina, where neutralist governments were trying
hard to stay on good terms with Nazi Germany and were therefore loath
to cooperate in the purging of the media, the OIAA established a thorough
monitoring system that checked up not only on newspapers and radio stations
throughout the country’s vast territory, but also on the cinemas. By threaten-
ing to withhold popular Hollywood movies from a given cinema, the agency
was in most cases able to put a stop to the exhibition of pro-Axis films and
newsreels.28 This coercive capacity is probably most visible in those contexts
where local authorities were either too weak or unwilling to cooperate in the
purging of themedia. But, as chapter 5 by José LuisOrtiz Garza shows, it was
also operating in Mexico where the government was neither weak nor unco-
operative. Thus, while few observers today would bemoan the disappearance
of pro-Axis contents from the Latin American media, it needs to be stressed
that the OIAA was part of a power configuration that displayed attributes of
a censor.

A related aspect points to the difficulty of neatly distinguishing between
soft and hard power strategies. Soft as they may seem, some of the OIAA’s
major operations seeking to reach and influence hearts and minds fall into
a gray zone. Take, for instance, the placement of feature articles with Latin
American newspapers andmagazines. Distributed free of charge, these ready-
for-print items typically provided glossy portrayals of the American way of
life, the state of the war economy and public morale in the United States.
The OIAA was proud to record considerable placement rates, particularly
with provincial and smaller media outlets that were too poor to subscribe
to commercial feature and news services, as was the case in much of Central
America.29 (Chapter 8 by Thomas Leonard displays the placement rates for
Central America.) But howdowe account for theOIAA’s ability to place such
items? Those newspaper and magazine editors who chose to cooperate may
have done so because they were attracted to the contents and the Allied cause
in general. As the OIAA was well aware, however, they also may have done
so in order to curry favor with an agency that seemed all-important when
it came to procuring advertisement contracts and critical materials in short
supply.

Indeed, payoffs were an important ingredient in the OIAA’s bid for Latin
America’s hearts and minds. This is most obvious in those programs that,
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in one way or another, depended on local mediation involving private en-
trepreneurs. The OIAA’s recruitment of the Mexican film industry, to name
awell-known example, involved large-scale transfers of technology and scarce
products. Mexicanmovies reached large audiences throughout Latin America
and were therefore thought to be a promising vehicle for the production and
deployment of popular entertainment contents with a Pan-American spin.30

Radio was another medium that promised to reach mass audiences. Through-
out Latin America, the OIAA employed local stations and producers to pre-
pare and broadcast programs on its behalf. By and large, as chapter 6 in this
volume shows, such transnational outsourcing of propaganda activities in-
volved contractual arrangements and payments for station time and other
services rendered, that is, payoffs. This is not to imply that such contractual
arrangements were necessarily of a purely commercial character. Argentina’s
leading radio entrepreneurs, for instance, also cooperated out of sympathy for
the Allied cause and so did renowned journalists and writers such as Colom-
bia’s Enrique Santos (“Calibán”) and Cuba’s Alejo Carpentier, who authored
OIAA-sponsored political commentary and dramatized radio programs, re-
spectively.31 Yet it is also clear that the volume and scale of the OIAA’s op-
erations rested not least on its capacity to contract key players in the public
sphere. While not invalidating Nye’s analytical distinctions between hard and
soft power per se, a closer look into the OIAA’s strategies to influence pub-
lic opinion abroad suggests that these rested on more than soft resources and
involved both coercion and payments. It also suggests that the term public
diplomacy, as understood by Nye and many others, does not capture the full
range of policies the OIAA was employing in Latin America.

Likewise, the term public relations does not do full justice to the strate-
gies the OIAA unfolded on the home front. The agency watched over the
ways the other American republics were being represented in the U.S. me-
dia and it sought to brighten the image Latin Americans commanded in the
public sphere. Toward this end, it promoted a wide range of activities, includ-
ing art exhibitions and concerts that were meant to introduce U.S. audiences
to more serious or respectable angles of Latin America’s cultural heritage. It
sponsored the translation into English of outstanding novelists and it pub-
lished travel guides that were meant to sensitize prospective tourists not only
to Latin America’s natural and cultural treasures, but also to its mores and
etiquette. And, as public relations agencies typically do, it generated infor-
mational materials that were offered to newspapers, magazines, radio stations
and other interested parties throughout the United States. Suchmaterials typ-
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ically highlighted the contributions of the sister republics to the war effort,
their institutional advancements and progressiveness in general, while down-
playing or omitting information that might undermine the desired intent.32

At the same time, however, the OIAA also wielded a measure of censor-
ship authority, albeit exercised on a veiled, consensual basis. To be sure, it
did not control the multitude of “representational machines”33 operating in
the United States. By and large, it could do little more than write letters of
protest against demeaning or otherwise damaging contents to editors, station
managers and other responsible parties.34 However, it did cooperate with ma-
jor players in the representational arena, most notably withHollywood’s stu-
dios, in order to establish a mild form of censorship. As is well-known, the
studios agreed to submit to the guidance and oversight of locally-established
representatives from the OIAA, who screened film scripts containing refer-
ences to Latin America for contents that could damage inter-American rela-
tions. Also, the OIAA could and did stop the export of movies that conveyed
overt criticism of the United States and the American way of life and that it
considered unsuitable for Latin American audiences.35

Critical materialist approaches

For scholars closer to historical materialist perspectives the interpretative
framework discussed thus far does not just miss some operational dimen-
sions, it ignores the very essence of the OIAA. These scholars would not
necessarily dismiss the idea that power may also rest on consent and that pub-
lic diplomacy and public relations may serve to build such consent. Indeed,
neo-Gramscian approaches to international relations to some extent overlap
with Nye’s soft power paradigm. Both assume that power in the international
system is not reducible to coercion and coercive capabilities but also rests on
the capacity to coopt by non-coercive means. But whereas in Nye’s liberal
vision the United States’ power to coopt has worked toward a common good
and therefore benefited also those coopted by it, critical scholars informed
by historical materialism in general and Gramscian notions of hegemony in
particular would argue that such a power to make others follow willingly is
working, first and foremost, toward the interest of the hegemon.36

Those critical materialists closer to the Marxian roots, moreover, and in
contrast to mainstream analysts in International Relations, refuse to think of
the state as a unitary actor working toward objectives defined by national
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interest. They rather view the state as a reflection of a coalition of interests
which dominate the prevalent socio-economicmatrix. As such, they stress the
embeddedness of state agencies seeking to construct hegemony in a structure
of interests that drive and circumscribe the policies undertaken.37 Thus, rather
than stating, as we did before, that the OIAA engaged broad segments of civil
society in the task of cultural relations in particular and public diplomacy in
general, these scholars would contend that the agency was the expression of
a dominant coalition, albeit one that commanded broad-based support.

Undoubtedly, the OIAA’s drive to secure hemisphere unity was not open
to all. Headed by Nelson A. Rockefeller, the well-connected scion of one
of the richest families in the nation with considerable investments in Latin
America, the OIAA established a close rapport with the corporate business
community and cultural elites. It embraced a range of individuals that repre-
sented non-elite sectors, including left-leaning artists, writers and film direc-
tors as well as mainstream trade unionists. But it was not open to all interested
parties, and admittance was restricted not only in terms of class. Not surpris-
ingly, it shied away from embracing African-American activists who sought
to further their own, politically assertive brand of Pan-Americanism. Rocke-
feller and the more enlightened of the agency’s operators were well aware that
racism and segregation in the United States were casting a shadow on their ef-
forts to favorably impress Latin American audiences with the American way
of life. They openly praisedLatinAmerica for beingmore progressive in racial
matters.38 But their support for activists such as W.E.B. DuBois and Rayford
Logan, who sought to imbue the agency with more assertive policies on racial
matters, was lukewarm at best. Logan was invited as an advisor to the OIAA,
but was kept at arm’s length when it came to devising policies.39 No doubt,
fully embracing Pan-African activism would have ruffled too many feathers,
in both the United States and in Latin America.40 More telling, perhaps, is
the OIAA’s positioning on domestic Hispanic issues. It was clearly alarmed
by racist incidents such as those recorded during the so-called Zoot-Suit ri-
ots in California in 1943. Such incidents impinged on the credibility of the
discourse of fraternity it was trying so hard to disseminate, both at home and
abroad. Yet, if push came to shove, theOIAA refrained from taking an aggres-
sive, public stance in favor of protectingHispanic communities from racist as-
saults.41 The OIAA’s advocacy, in other words, was limited by implicit rules
governing the domestic matrix of social relations.

Those critical materialists who refuse to follow a state-centered approach
would further insist that the forces coalescing in the OIAA’s orbit were not
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simply the product of general anxieties over national security as a public good,
but reflected vested economic interests. It is hard to deny that the actors in-
volved also had their own and very specific interests at heart. Indeed, Nel-
son Rockefeller’s interest and engagement in inter-American affairs predated
the Nazi menace. His initial involvement was sparked by a different menace,
that is, the rising threat of Latin American nationalism that jeopardized U.S.
investments in the region, most notably in the oil sector.42 Hollywood’s stu-
dios had very good reasons of their own to closely cooperate with the OIAA
and even to submit to a mild form of censorship. Since most of their lucra-
tive European markets were now closed to them, California’s dream factories
were more eager than ever to increase their sales in Latin America. They were
therefore keen to avoid contents that could affront Latin sensibilities. Other
entrepreneurs now saw a chance to increase their market shares by exporting
goods and services that Latin America had hitherto imported from Europe.
For this reason, the U.S. fashion and cosmetics industries, to use a lesser-
known example, developed a keener interest in Latin American women.43

They were called upon by the OIAA to participate in a concerted effort to
wean the good neighbors from their cultural infatuation with Europe and
turn them instead to theUnited States for aesthetic (and other) guidance,44 but
they had strong incentives of their own and would have pushed ahead even in
the absence of the OIAA. And if the publishers of the Reader’s Digest were
now turning out Spanish and Portuguese-language editions for Latin Ameri-
can readers, they were not simply following their government’s call to action.
They were also engaging in business. The forces driving cultural expansion
were also and not least responding to market opportunities. And yet, while
supporting economic expansion into Latin America, the OIAA was clearly
more than the handmaiden of big business. It could and did override vested
interests if these stood in the way of hemisphere defense.45 And it could and
did displace the private sector if the latter proved inadequate for the task at
hand, as happened in international shortwave broadcasting.46

Whereas it would be wrong to underestimate market forces, we suggest
that it would be equally wrong to single out business interests as the only
ones to pursue private objectives. Non-profit organizations and civil associ-
ations are not above having objectives of their own and those participating in
the OIAA’s hemisphere defense policies were no exception. We do not wish
to deny that patriotism and anxieties over the course of world affairs were
driving the broad range of civic activism that coalesced in the OIAA’s orbit.
But we do suggest that these actors, at the same time, were advancing their
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own objectives when pursuing their particular brand of Pan-Americanism.
Catholic associations, to name but one (albeit under-researched) example,
responded eagerly to the OIAA’s call for hemisphere defense and were en-
couraged by grants and other means to organize inter-American events and
deepen contacts. By strengthening their relations with fellow institutions in
Latin America, they worked toward hemisphere unity, but they also engaged
in the defense of the Catholic Church. Indeed, they attempted (unsuccess-
fully) to capitalize on their newly-increased importance in foreign affairs by
demanding that the U.S. government should stop its citizens from engaging
in Protestant missions in Latin America. Protestant missionaries, Catholic ac-
tivists argued, were a liability to the good-neighbor policy since they offended
the overwhelmingly Catholic societies south of the Rio Grande and therefore
should be curtailed.47

Scholars informed by historical materialism and dependency theory – a
current closer to Latin American traditions of thought – tend to focus on
the political economy of capitalism, that is, on the sheer capacity to domi-
nate the structures of production and reproduction. This perspective guided
much of the critical scholarship of the 1960s and 1970s and was particularly
pronounced in media studies. Communications scholars increasingly turned
away from previously-dominant research models which suggested that the
media have rather limited effects on audiences. Instead, they turned to new
models (such as “agenda setting”) that allocate far more sociopolitical power
to the mass media. This paradigmatic shift made it imperative to study how
media contents are produced and it inspired broad currents of scholars to
critically engage with corporate media interests and their ability to shape con-
tents and set agendas in the entertainment and, especially, the news markets.
It also inspired critical engagement with the expansion of corporate, and par-
ticularly North American, media interests into less developed regions of the
world.48 What came to be known as the “media imperialism paradigm” tends
to be associated with the work of scholars such as Herbert I. Schiller or Ar-
mand Mattelart, who integrated their work into a broader anti-capitalist and
anti-imperialist critique.49 Closer to the case study at hand, Fred Fejes em-
ployed the media imperialism paradigm to analyze the expansion of the U.S.
broadcasting industry into Latin America. More specifically, he suggested
that a close cooperation between private interests and the U.S. government,
that is, the OIAA, paved the way for a successful penetration and domina-
tion of Latin America’s mass communication systems by U.S. corporate in-
terests.50 (The issue is revisited in chapter 6.) This was an approach that was
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deeply concerned with the possible consequences of media imperialism for
less-developed or dependent societies in the Third World and elsewhere, but
that was not particularly given to empirically evaluating the impact said im-
perialism has on the ways the audiences on the receiving end react, think and
act. Themediawere assumed to be “manipulative agents” and “capable of hav-
ing direct, unmediated effects on the audience’s behavior and world views,”
as Fejes himself pointed out in a critical assessment of the media imperial-
ism paradigm.51 Much of the recent scholarship, in turn, questions such as-
sumptions. While not denying fundamental asymmetries in the distribution
of power in the media markets and other spheres, it sheds doubt on the ca-
pacity of corporate or state interests to have such unmediated access and to
effectively control or manipulate the way people think and act.

Contemporary doubts and recent research

Doubts about the effectiveness of the OIAA in practical policy terms are,
of course, not new, although the agency itself made considerable efforts to
demonstrate its usefulness. It compiled data on the volume of contents it pro-
duced and disseminated and it reported on the increase of inter-American
exchanges it helped to bring about. It was the first to carry out systematic
opinion polls and media surveys in Latin America,52 and in the United States
it measured the pulse of the public by evaluating how U.S. citizens thought
and felt about the good neighbors to the south. In the United States, OIAA-
sponsored research suggested that public opinion toward Latin Americans
improved somewhat during the war.53 In Latin America, its surveys produced
a wealth of information on media consumption and related subjects, but little
about the possible impact it had on public opinion. In the end, it was unable
to ascertain what exactly its programs were achieving.

In the United States, public debate on the OIAA was rather muted.54

Compared to the Office of War Information (OWI) and other war agen-
cies established to manage public opinion, the OIAA sparked comparatively
few disputes in the public arena. And it met with relatively little resistance
in Congress when defending its rapidly-expanding budget.55 Nevertheless,
there were those who voiced their doubts as to the agency’s effectiveness.
Some ambassadors and career diplomats stationed in Latin America expressed
open dismay at what they perceived as boondoggling amateurs invading their
turf and many observers in the State Department were less than taken by
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the brashness of the whole enterprise. “It started out in true United States
fashion to do a bigger and better job, fast, of propaganda on the launch-a-
new-brand-of-spaghetti model, plus whirlwind visits of professors, students,
artists, newspapermen, movie actors, and government officials,” wrote Lau-
rence Duggan from the State Department’s Latin American Division. “The
sound and fury were imposing, but the benefit to mutual understanding was
not large.”56 Similar observations were ventured in Latin America, particu-
larly by those critics who were otherwise sympathetic to the Allied cause.
“We wish to cooperate enthusiastically in a great effort toward continental
unity,” expressed, for instance, Argentina’s popular radio magazine Sintonía
in an open letter to goodwill ambassador Douglas Fairbanks in August 1941.
“But we refuse to accept all the forced machinery of a rediscovery of Latin
America and of putting the formidable technical and financial power of the
American movies, the radio and the press at the service of a sudden continen-
tal conquest.”57 It thus seems that theOIAA’s very ability to expose audiences
to a massive discharge of propaganda and whirlwind goodwill ambassadors
produced less-than-favorable reactions, at least in some quarters.

The OIAA’s propaganda enterprise, moreover, was pervaded by a tension
between high-minded rhetoric and the demands of realpolitik. On the one
hand, high-minded rhetoric depicted inter-American cooperation in the war
effort as the product of a natural alliance between sister republics in an ongo-
ing struggle for freedom and democracy that had united them since the wars
of independence from European colonialism. On the other hand, and at least
during the early stages of the war,58 realpolitik dictated that the OIAAwould
celebrate Latin American cooperation, even if it came from petty dictators of
the likes of Rafael Trujillo who governed the Dominican Republic as his per-
sonal fiefdom. Trujillo and others jumped at the occasion to have themselves
presented in a favorable light to the public at home and in the United States.
What was particularly galling to some critics was the ease with which Nelson
Rockefeller acquiesced to the demands of realpolitik. U.S. ambassador Ellis
O. Briggs, one of the more outspoken critics, openly challenged Rockefeller
on this account and was quickly removed from his post in the Dominican Re-
public, to the great delight of Trujillo.59 This episode, it needs to be stressed,
was rather exceptional. After a somewhat bumpy start, Rockefeller and his
office managed to peacefully coexist with both the Department of State and
its representatives in Latin America, although the particular terms of this co-
existence varied greatly across the region as some of the following chapters
on Brazil, Mexico and Central America suggest. Yet, this inherent tension set



i
i

Cramer_Prutsch 6/20/2012 10:47 Page 34 i
i

i
i

i
i

34   -  

limits to the OIAA’s capacity to enlist Latin America’s pro-democracy forces
in its crusade for continental unity, particularly in those countries where the
latter faced regimes that were highly oppressive but cooperative in the Allied
war effort.60

Furthermore, and notwithstanding the need to differentiate and analyze
specific contexts, it seems that a certain feature in the OIAA’s propagandistic
approach provoked less-than-favorable or even strongly negative reactions
throughout Latin America, as contemporary critics and recent case studies
suggest. The OIAA went far beyond what U.S. public diplomacy is gener-
ally expected to do, that is, “to tell America’s story.”61 It also told the story
of the Americas. That is, it sought to construct a convincing narrative that
would instill a sense of belonging and duty to an “imagined community” on
a Pan-American scale.62 In search of suitable content materials, the OIAA’s
“representational machine” tapped into Latin America’s historical and cul-
tural heritage. It drew on national emblems and emblematic events which it
re-construed, in a more or less willful fashion, in order to both legitimize
and naturalize cooperation with, and allegiance to, the United States. This
was a discursive device that easily misfired. In order to be convincing and
not appear a cheap propagandistic ploy, it required not just factual knowl-
edge, but profound cultural sensibilities and familiarity with local represen-
tational traditions. For instance, to enlist Latin America’s heroes of indepen-
dence in dramatized radio programs and have them dwell on the meaning of
past and, by implication, present struggles was liable to produce unconvinc-
ing results. Apart from avoiding egregious factual errors that did not fail to
incense listeners,63 the OIAA’s scriptwriters faced the daunting task of ascrib-
ing to these characters a voice, accent and other mannerisms that would “feel
right” to culturally distant audiences.64 This was an exceedingly difficult task.
Although otherwise highly successful at Latin American box offices, Holly-
wood did not fare better on this account. Hollywood productions that tried
to infuse entertainment with a Pan-American spin easily misfired. For ex-
ample, “Juarez,” a Warner Bros. production, brought Benito Juárez onto the
screen as the Mexican Lincoln, “right down to his shuffling walk, ill-fitting
frock coat, unassuming bow tie, and stovepipe hat.” This was a Juárez who
dwelled heavily on his admiration for Lincoln, a portrait of whom he carried
around with him through much of the film. Starring Paul Muni, Bette Davis
and Brian Aherne, “Juarez” was a rather elaborate attempt at translating Pan-
Americanism into a popular language by providing a “visual image of the ties
between the two republics.” However, whereas this approach may have fit
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into North American representational traditions, it clearly failed to connect
to Mexican audiences.65

The construction of a Pan-American narrative involved representational
pitfalls that were difficult to overcome. Orson Welles, for one, chose to ad-
dress such pitfalls by deeply immersing himself and his film crew in Brazilian
music, history and life in general. He meant to distill a Pan-Americanism that
would speak not only to the need for a common front against immediate dan-
gers emanating from overseas, but to a deeper quest for more inclusive soci-
eties that responded to grass-root needs. Yet, for reasons explained in chapter
3, this was an approach that ultimately failed to come to fruition. What did
come to fruition was a series of Hollywood musicals that delved into Latin
America’s cultural reservoir by jumbling rather distinct popular cultures and
musical traditions into a Pan-American brew that could not but produce ill-
will.66 Argentina’swell-meaning but outspoken Sintonía felt obliged to impart
some harsh advice: “Go back to your great and beautiful country with the
feeling of the most sincere gaucha friendship,” the magazine’s open letter to
goodwill ambassador Douglas Fairbanks exclaimed. “But tell your President,
your industrialists, your business men, your newspaper men, that Argentina
wants to be a self-made nation. And tell them that we shall welcome with
open arms every expression of North American culture, so long as these are
expressions of North America herself.”67

This was a piece of advice that the OIAA was not going to take. In-
stead, and in order to avoid such representational pitfalls in the construction
of an encompassing all-American narrative, the agency increasingly resorted
to transnational outsourcing. As mentioned before, and in order to produce
popular imaginings with a Pan-American spin, it turned to the Mexican film
industry. And throughout LatinAmerica, theOIAA contracted local talent to
produce radio programs and press articles to further its cause. Judging from
the available, albeit scattered, evidence, it seems that the contents thus pro-
duced were better suited to national sensibilities, linguistic and other idiosyn-
crasies and therefore faced fewer cultural barriers on the reception side. Some
of these contents even left a lasting impression. For instance, “Soy puro mex-
icano,” a song composed for a wartime drama, which depicts Pan-American
cooperation in the fight against Axis espionage in the American hemisphere,
morphed into Mexico’s “second national anthem,” as Francisco Peredo Cas-
tro points out.68 Yet, even when it is possible to measure the popularity of
such transnationally-produced contents in terms of box office returns, audi-
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ence ratings and similar indicators, measuring their effects in practical policy
terms is a very different matter. What did they achieve?

Some contemporary observers were utterly dismissive on deeper and
largely theoretical grounds. Those steeped in orthodox Realism questioned
the whole enterprise. For instance, political scientist Nicholas John Spykman
denied that programs intended to instill sympathetic understanding and re-
lated sentiments would make any meaningful contribution to U.S. foreign
policies. “Alliances are made in terms of geography and balance of power,
not in terms of sentiment,” he asserted, “and if there is a certain friendly feel-
ing toward an ally, it is usually the effect and not the cause of political co-
operation.” Spykman therefore found “this thesis of a Pan American identity
[and] cultural affinity” as championed by the OIAA to be a “noble idea, but
completely invalid.”69

Few scholars of inter-American relations, however, have subscribed to
classical Realism or, for that matter, to its more sophisticated neorealist vari-
ants. And along with today’s constructivists in international relations theory,
many would rather subscribe to the idea that sympathy, a sense of belonging
or shared identities (and the absence thereof) may indeed constitute, in and by
themselves, important causal variables to explain the behavior of governments
and other actors in the international arena. Recent theoretical and empirical
research byDavid Rousseau and other scholars of international relations sug-
gests that such sentiments are not simply a reflection of a given geopolitical
order but are socially constructed and, more important to our purposes here,
malleable and open to intervention or manipulation.70 Yet, what much of the
more recent scholarship on the OIAA and similar ventures is questioning is
the capacity of the United States (or other powers) to unilaterally impose sen-
timents and ways of thinking.

A common thread that unites these recent and otherwise heterogenous
contributions is the attention they pay to the ways in which the OIAA’s pro-
grams (and similar ventures) were implemented on the ground. Rather than
focusing narrowly on the “desired intents” and on the policies employed to
achieve them, they highlight the agency of a multiplicity of forces that, in one
way or another, shaped concrete outcomes. These outcomes, they suggest, are
not reducible to the intents of the OIAA. And although the latter may have
exercised considerable power, it was unable to fully control the processes it
set, or helped to set, in motion.

The work of Seth Fein is a case in point. When analyzing the contents
of Mexican films produced under the OIAA’s guidance, he found that the
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films promoted a Pan-Americanism inflected by Mexican claims to preemi-
nence in the representational enterprise.71 Indeed, this feature helps to explain
why such transnationally-produced contents were relatively successful. The
long-lasting success of the aforementioned “Soy puro mexicano” may serve
as an indicator for the forces at work. Though clearly keeping in line with
the OIAA’s discursive agenda by incorporating a few verses that hail Pan-
American unity, democracy and liberty (“¡Viva América!,” “¡Viva la democ-
racia! ¡y también la libertad!”), the song is first and foremost a homage to
Mexico.72

In this volume, Catha Paquette (chapter 4) revisits the OIAA’s fine arts
programs as spearheaded by the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) and their
impact on U.S.-Mexican relations. She contends that the “OIAA was both
persistent and creative in its efforts to manipulate the symbolic power of pa-
tronage, the representational value of imagery, and the persuasive force of
historical narratives and canonical processes.” Her contribution highlights
the OIAA’s impact on various spheres, including transnational webs of pa-
tronage, but she also and vividly recounts the sheer difficulties involved in
the effort to exploit the fine arts for the sake of politics. Mexico’s art world
was not easily impressed and it resisted following aesthetic guidance from the
United States. AndMexican policymakers, when steering the country toward
close cooperation with the United States, were guided by a set of consider-
ations that were certainly susceptible to U.S. influence, but that were hardly
the product of the MoMA’s undertakings on the fine arts front. Thus, while
not ruling out the power of the arts per se, Paquette suggests that such repre-
sentational enterprises are “dialogic” in nature, hence the difficulty of steering
them toward specific policy objectives.

Recent case studies on Brazil point in a similar direction. Antonio Pe-
dro Tota revisited the forces of cultural expansion as driven by the OIAA
and, more importantly, by North America’s popular culture industries. And
while he suggests that Brazil was undergoing a process of Americanization as
it moved closer to the United States in military, political and cultural matters,
he found that this was a process that involved “resistance, anthropophagy,
conditioning, and syncretism”73 and thus more than a simple imposition by
the United States. In this volume, Ursula Prutsch (chapter 7) shows how the
OIAA’s health, sanitary and economic assistance programswere appropriated
by the Brazilian government in an ongoing state-building enterprise that was
bent on integrating the country’s wide and diverse territory. While highlight-
ing bilateral cooperation and congruence of purpose in some realms, Prutsch
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also shows how Brazilian policies to some extent undercut the OIAA’s in-
tents. More specifically, the promotion of a sense of nationhood, the brasil-
idade, hinged on a discourse that contrasted “racial democracy” at home to
racist segregation and discrimination in the United States. And she suggests
that those Brazilian intellectuals brought into closer contact with the Amer-
ican way of life, by way of fellowships and other means, tended to rein-
force such state-sponsored constructions of difference and superiority of the
Brazilian way.

Even in Colombia, where the guiding principle of foreign policies, the
respice polum, dictates near-automatic alliance with the United States in all
important matters,74 local agency, rather than U.S. imposition, is now found
to be the key explanatory factor. In his doctoral thesis, David Andrew Cor-
coran depicts a marked shift away from previously-dominant European edu-
cational and cultural models to U.S. modes and ideas during the times of the
Liberal Republic (1930-46). Yet, rather than viewing this shift as a product
of unilateral imposition, he stresses the keenness with which liberal modern-
izers, professionals and students responded to the educational and cultural
programs offered by the United States. What is more, he argues that the suc-
cess of such programs depended not least on their ability to adapt to local
needs. For instance, Corcoran found theCentro Colombo-Americano, one of
a series of cultural institutes established during the war and funded by the
OIAA, to be shaped more by Colombian expectations than by U.S. foreign-
policy directives in its daily educational practices.75

Moreover, and even in those programs where the OIAA relied less on lo-
cal mediation and maintained a large measure of control over the contents it
employed, there was little it could do to control the reception process. Much
of the recent scholarship in communications studies stresses the importance
of audiences in the communications equation. As James Lull argues, rather
than being passive recipients, “[p]eople creatively modify (‘appropriate’) the
messages they are given from media and elsewhere to fit their own ways of
thinking and living.”76 Of course, scholars continue to disagree over the ex-
tent of autonomy people may exercise vis-à-vis the media. Yet there is no
need to subscribe to an extreme version of the active-audience approach to
communications studies77 or to an overly-optimistic view as to the ability of
subaltern hearts and minds to resist and subvert indoctrination in order to
question the OIAA’s effectiveness when it came to converting audiences, let
alone recalcitrant ones. As Ortiz Garza suggests in chapter 5, it may very
well be that the OIAA commanded substantial power in the agency-setting
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process in Mexico’s news and mass communications in general. And it is also
reasonable to assume that massive wartime propaganda – as driven by the
Mexican government and an uneasy coalition of Allied propaganda agencies
– helped to prepare the wider public for a political shift toward close cooper-
ation and alignment with the United States.78 This was an outcome, however,
that hardly testifies to the persuasive capacities of the OIAA in particular. As
Ortiz Garza remarks, popular resentment toward the Colossus of the North
remained rife.

Future case studies will no doubt continue to add to our knowledge by
exploring the intricacies of interactions that took place in the different sets
of “contact zones,”79 a term that continues to displace previously-dominant
notions of dependency in the literature on inter-American relations. Due to
the complexity of the enterprise itself and the empirical difficulties involved,
however, we may never be able to clearly ascertain the OIAA’s net impact on
public opinion, abroad or at home. Few would doubt that the Rockefeller of-
fice was far less successful than, say, the Jesuits when it came towinning hearts
and minds in Latin America, as Alan Knight recently quipped.80 But is it sim-
ply that it was not around long enough to leave a more pronounced mark?
Many of the programs it unfolded – the sponsoring of people-to-people con-
tacts, scholarships and student exchanges, cultural institutes and art exhibits
– were clearly not designed to show immediate results and could only be
expected to show slow, incremental change in the long run. If maintained
over the long run, such programs would have complemented and reinforced
broadermarket forces that drove cultural expansion by drawing on the attrac-
tions of U.S. popular culture industries, including movies, music, fashion or
sports. Yet, while such long-term processes shaped Latin America’s cultural
fabric and consumption patterns, their significance in practical policy terms
remains less than clear. If these processes constitute, as Nye suggests, the re-
sources for soft power, it seems that such resources are not easily converted
into policy tools, that is, into the construction of broad-based support for the
United States in general and for U.S. policies on sensitive issues in particular.
Or, to address the matter from a different theoretical angle, true hegemony in
the Gramscian sense is difficult to come by, at least in the international arena
and less so in the short run. Thus, if the United States was rather successful in
mustering Latin American cooperation and support during the SecondWorld
War, it seems that this was due to a range of factors that may very well have
included a sense of sympathy and solidarity with the Allied struggle against



i
i

Cramer_Prutsch 6/20/2012 10:47 Page 40 i
i

i
i

i
i

40   -  

fascism, but that was hardly the product of the OIAA’s endeavors to instill
good-neighborly sentiments.

These considerations suggest a caveat against overestimating the power
of the United States to mold hearts and minds with a view to specific pol-
icy goals, but they should not be read to imply that such attempts at shap-
ing public opinion are therefore inconsequential. The OIAA’s programs pro-
vided incentives and opportunities and thus made a difference to individual
lives and careers and to the civil organizations, government institutions and
business enterprises that inhabited the expanding “contact zones” cultivated
by the OIAA’s public diplomacy programs. And the harder-edged policies to
control public opinion could not but have repercussions. As chapter 6 in this
volume suggests, massive interventions in the communications systems of the
Rio de la Plata did not produce the desired result, that is, they did not change
Argentina’s foreign policies and prevent Juan Domingo Perón’s rise to power,
but they did help to make the media a political battlefield. Or, as chapter 5 by
Ortiz Garza suggests, heavy-handed intrusions into Mexico’s communica-
tions systems by a variety of actors, including the OIAA, were certainly not
conducive to the development of a strong and independent press. Such effects
may be viewed as collateral damage in a wider struggle for a just cause, but
damage it was.

The contributions to this volume

The essays presented here are the product of various years of cooperation and
discussion. Our authors initially met at a workshop on Nelson A. Rocke-
feller’s Office of Inter-American Affairs held at the Rockefeller Archive Cen-
ter (Tarrytown, New York) in August 2005. Made possible by a generous
grant from the Rockefeller Archive Center, this workshop provided a hos-
pitable environment for a first round of explorations and it inspired most of
us to rethink, revise and return to the archives for further research. Over the
following years, we continued to meet at various international conferences
and to discuss our findings. The chapters that follow address different facets
of the OIAA’s wider range of operations, but they do so from distinct dis-
ciplinary angles, including history and art history, film and communications
studies.

Chapter 1 by historian Uwe Lübken builds on his earlier publications on
the Nazi threat to Latin America and, more specifically, on the rise and the
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nature of threat perceptions amongU.S. policymakers and the public at large.
In this volume, he explores the dilemmas policy makers faced when seeking
to confront the Nazi threat in Latin America. On the one hand, they felt con-
strained by the underlying principles of the Good Neighbor policy which
precluded interventions in the domestic and foreign affairs of the Latin Amer-
ican republics. On the other hand, they perceived an imminent danger to the
national security of the United States and the need for a forceful response.
The turn to cultural diplomacy and the establishment of the OIAA, Lübken
argues, were meant to resolve such dilemmas. The OIAA would provide a
forceful response to the Nazi threat, but would rely on private actors and ini-
tiative, rather than on a government propaganda apparatus. Yet, while internal
policy debates evince qualms and hesitations, the road taken soon led to an
overtly propagandistic approach.

The following two essays analyze the OIAA’s motion picture programs.
Chapter 2 by media analyst and producer Pennee Bender focuses on the ed-
ucational film program and specifically on those ventures that aimed at edu-
cating U.S. citizens about Latin America. The educational film program oper-
ated under strict governmental oversight and therefore provides a privileged
avenue to analyzing the OIAA’s objectives and discursive strategies. These
16mm films encompass different formats, including travelogues and personal
portraits. They depict Latin America as modern, socially progressive and in
many ways similar to the United States and they portray its citizens as ca-
pable and trustworthy. However, while they hail Latin America’s develop-
mental potential as very promising, they also intimate that the sister republics
required U.S. assistance in order to fulfill their promise. Such messages went
well beyond short-term policy goals, Bender argues. TheOIAA aimed at per-
suading U.S. citizens that their government and entrepreneurs needed to as-
sume an active and long-term role in Latin America in order to assure the
future well-being of the hemisphere.

By contrast, chapter 3 by film historian Catherine Benamou turns to
the OIAA’s theatrical film program. She highlights the extent to which the
OIAA’s objectives and policies overlapped with those of the major film stu-
dios in Hollywood, but she also draws attention to some sources of frictions.
Building on her previous extensive research on It’s All True, a film project
supported by the OIAA and directed by Orson Welles, Benamou provides a
fine-grained analysis of two of the agency’smost prominent “goodwill ambas-
sadors,”OrsonWelles andWalt Disney. Both cooperated extensivelywith the
OIAA and bothwere expected to translate the discourse of Pan-Americanism
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into a filmic narrative that would attract and please wider audiences through-
out the Americas. Yet, as Benamou explains, the two directors approached
their task in their own, distinct ways and they dealt very differently with the
sets of challenges they had to confront in the process. Disney played it safe
by keeping in line not only with the OIAA’s general policies, but also, and
more importantly, with established studio protocols regulating production
procedures and contents. He was thereby able to accommodate the demands
of both government and corporate interests. By contrast, Welles’s somewhat
subversive approach to Pan-Americanism violated established studio proto-
cols and therefore soon lost the support of RKO.

Chapter 4 by art historian Catha Paquette focuses on the OIAA’s fine
arts programs and, more specifically, on those spearheaded by MoMA and
aiming at public opinion in Mexico. She contends that such programs may
indeed have an impact on ideological frameworks that inform the behavior
and decision-making processes on the individual and aggregate levels. Yet,
she also suggests that such programs are difficult to exploit in practical policy
terms. Their success relies on the responsiveness of those they are targeting.
The reactions they encounter are therefore difficult to predict, let alone to
control.

Chapter 5 continues to explore the OIAA’s efforts to influence public
opinion in Mexico, but it does so from a different angle, that of the press.
Communications scholar José Luis Ortiz Garza analyzes the war years as
one of the “darkest chapters” in the history of the Mexican press. Based on
archival research in the United States, Mexico and Britain, he shows how for-
eign propaganda agencies all too easily bought and cajoled their way into
Mexico’s newspapers and magazines. The OIAA was but one of a number
of actors seeking to shape the contents of the press. In comparison to Ger-
man and British-French propaganda agencies, however, it was able to draw
onmore bountiful resources and it continued its mission long after Nazi Ger-
many’s subversive activities had been brought to a halt.

Together with films and the press, radio was another important means
to reach mass audiences. Chapter 6 by historian Gisela Cramer provides an
overview of the OIAA’s use of radio broadcasts to influence public opin-
ion in Latin America before zooming in on a rather peculiar case: Argentina.
Whereas other countries in the region moved toward close cooperation with
the United States, Argentina’s wartime governments turned toward a policy
of open defiance. Cramer shows how the OIAA struggled to build and main-
tain a presence on the Argentine airwaves. Facing increasingly strict censor-
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ship, it moved much of its broadcasting activities into neighboring Uruguay
from where it sought to undermine the authoritarian grip of Argentina’s mil-
itary government. In the end, however, the battle for hearts and minds was
lost to the rising force of Peronism. While it is impossible to gauge the im-
pact of the OIAA’s programming activities in particular, Cramer suggests,
it seems that the net effect of forceful interventions to influence the politi-
cal affairs and course of events in Argentina ran counter to the objectives of
U.S. foreign policies in that they helped to produce a nationalist backlash that
supported the Peronist cause and claim to legitimacy.

Chapter 7 by historian Ursula Prutsch takes a broader view of theOIAA’s
operations in Brazil. Here, the agency engaged in a wide range of programs
that assisted in preparing the grounds for the country’s increasingly close co-
operation with the United States in political, economic and military terms.
Prutsch highlights the Brazilian part in the inter-American equation and,
more precisely, the ways in which the Brazilian government under Getúlio
Vargas skillfully assimilated and even manipulated the OIAA’s programs for
its own policy agendas. Although cooperative in a wide range of matters of
bilateral interest, the Brazilian government by no means acquiesced in all of
the OIAA’s policies. Thus, it censored the OIAA’s propaganda output and
limited its means to address audiences.

Chapter 8 by historian Thomas Leonard provides the first account of the
OIAA’s operations in Central America. More precisely, he focuses on the
organizational infrastructure, that is, on the workings of the Coordination
Committees that, here as elsewhere in Latin America, provided the backbone
for the implementation of the OIAA’s policies on the ground. The Coordi-
nation Committees typically comprised representatives of major U.S. compa-
nies in the region. In the small and dependent republics of Central America,
they commanded substantial political clout but, as Leonard shows, cooper-
ation with local authorities was not always smooth and relations with head-
quarters in Washington were bumpy at times. In Central America, moreover,
the OIAA met with considerable difficulties when trying to communicate
with the people at large. Rather small segments of the population had access
to the press, radio or films, and much of the region evinced very low literacy
rates. Nevertheless, even in such restrictive environments, the OIAA’s Coor-
dination Committees found ways and means to connect.
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