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Abstract 
International broadcasting remains a key activity in public diplomacy. In this Introduction I discuss how international 
broadcasting has long been associated with the projection of foreign policy interests, from an instrument of empire 
building in the 1920s and 1930s, through the Cold War and beyond. In particular, the Introduction evaluates how mod-
ern Information Communications Technologies, especially the internet and social media, have transformed the way in-
ternational broadcasting contributes to public diplomacy. 
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1. Introduction 

Across the world governments have embraced with en-
thusiasm the idea that they must exercise ‘soft power’ 
ever since Professor Joseph Nye first introduced the 
term at the beginning of the 1990s. Few—within both 
political circles and the academic community—appear 
to understand what soft power really means, with 
many preferring to emphasise the attraction of cultural 
products rather than a particular society’s positive val-
ues and behaviour. One only needs to refer to the an-
nual Monocle soft power survey to see how the con-
cept is misconstrued and therefore misused. Soft 
power, if it exists at all (and I have reason to doubt that 
it does), ‘depends on others’ knowledge of one’s allur-
ing qualities’ and ‘on knowing exactly how to make 
their ideas and themselves attractive to a target popu-
lation’ (Mattern, 2005, pp. 584-588). Communicating 
‘one’s alluring qualities’, values and positive behaviour 
to the international community is the responsibility of 
public diplomacy, a term first attributed in most litera-
ture on the subject to Edmund Gullion, Dean of the 
Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts Universi-

ty.1 Public diplomacy refers to ‘the process by which di-
rect relations with people in another country are pur-
sued’ by state and non-state actors ‘to advance the in-
terests and extend the values of those being 
represented’ (Sharp, 2007, p. 6). Jowett and O’Donnell’s 
definition is broader. Public diplomacy, they write: 

“deals with the influence of public attitudes on the 
formation and execution of foreign policies. It en-
compasses dimensions of international relations 
beyond traditional diplomacy; the cultivation of 
governments of public opinion in other countries; 
the interaction of private groups and interests in 
one country with another; the reporting of foreign 
affairs and its impact on policy; communications 
between those whose job is communication, as dip-
lomats and foreign correspondents; and the pro-
cess of intercultural communications” (Jowett & 
O’Donnell, 2012, p. 287). 

                                                           
1 Nicholas Cull’s research (2009, p. 19) has revealed that the 
earliest use of the term ‘public diplomacy’ was in the London 
Times, in 1856.  



 

Media and Communication, 2016, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 42-45 43 

Nicholas Cull (2008) developed a taxonomy that 
proposed defining public diplomacy by five fields of ac-
tivity: listening, advocacy, cultural diplomacy, exchange 
diplomacy and international broadcasting. The papers 
gathered together in this special issue demonstrate 
that international broadcasting, described by Monroe 
Price (2003, p. 53) as an ‘elegant term for…the use of 
electronic media by one society to shape the opinion of 
the people and leaders of another’, is a mechanism of 
public diplomacy that remains as relevant today as ev-
er. However, they also encourage a wider understand-
ing of international broadcasting and its relationship 
with public diplomacy. While research in the field has 
been dominated by analyses of ‘traditional’ or ‘main-
stream’ media, such as radio and television, now we 
must also consider more carefully the impact of the In-
ternet, social media and other platforms of communi-
cation on how a political or diplomatic actor uses in-
ternational broadcasting to further their own interests 
and ambitions.  

International broadcasting enjoys a long history. 
The earliest recorded instance of the organised use of 
radio for political purposes was in 1926 when Russia 
used radio broadcasting to demand the return of Bes-
sarabia from Romania. Moscow was also the first to 
employ international radio as a tool of its foreign poli-
cy: the inauguration of Radio Moscow in 1929, first in 
four languages and growing to 11 by 1933, resulted 
from an aspiration to explain the Communist revolu-
tion to the wider world and communicate its accom-
plishments. Its broadcasts found an audience. In 1930, 
Hugh Dalton at the British Foreign Office received a let-
ter expressing concern that Moscow radio had been 
heard broadcasting in English and ‘urging revolution 
repeatedly’ (West, 1987, p. 22).2 Holland followed with 
its Empire Service in 1927, China in 1928 (first as the 
Central Broadcasting System and then as Radio China 
International in 1941), Germany in 1929, France in 
1931, the BBC’s own Empire Service in 1932, and Japan 
in 1934. The Voice of America started to broadcast in 
1942, making the US a relatively junior member of the 
club (Browne, 1982; Mansell, 1982; Partner, 1988; Pir-
sein, 1979; Walker, 1992). 

Radio continued to dominate international propa-
ganda and public diplomacy during the Second World 
War and through the Cold War; and alongside the con-
tinued development of the BBC Overseas Services, 
Voice of America, Radio Moscow, Deutsche Welle, etc., 
so–called ‘surrogate’ radio stations (such as Radios 
Free Europe, Liberty and Asia and Radio and TV Marti) 
were launched to take the propaganda war direct to 

                                                           
2 This brought for the first time the act of listening and interna-
tional broadcasting together as per Cull’s (2008) typology: the 
letter sent to Dalton provoked the British government into or-
ganising the first systematic monitoring of international radio 
broadcasts by the Post Office, a task later taken over by the BBC. 

Communist audiences in their own languages (Cull, 
2008; Nelson, 1997; Price, 2003; Rawnsley, 1996, 1999, 
2013).  

On 17 January 1991, a coalition of 34 nations led by 
the US launched combat operations to expel Iraq from 
Kuwait. As Operation Desert Storm began, television 
audiences around the world found on their national TV 
news networks ‘live’ coverage from a new kid on the 
block, CNN…only they did not see much at all. In fact, 
the opening hours of the war were in sound only as the 
three CNN reporters described from the safety of their 
hotel room the bombs falling on Baghdad, while audi-
ences saw only their photos superimposed on maps of 
Baghdad and Iraq. The first conflict not only of the New 
World Order, but also of the ‘new’ media age, charac-
terised by 24/7 electronic news-gathering and live sat-
ellite broadcasting, was reported as if on radio (Taylor, 
1992). Yet the Gulf War marked the arrival of CNN as a 
serious major player on the emerging international tel-
evision news landscape, and others would be quick to 
follow their approach to broadcasting. 

The rapid development of live round-the-clock in-
ternational news programming has since morphed 
again to provide for live and instant news broadcasting 
via the Internet. New communications technologies 
have shattered forever the spatial and temporal 
boundaries that constrained their predecessors and 
now allow the ‘deterritorialization’ of news broadcast-
ing. Moreover, the likes of CNN and the BBC no longer 
tower above the global news media environment that 
is now characterised by more regional actors facilitat-
ing a multi–directional flow of news and information: 
Al-Jazeera, NHK, RT, CCTV, India’s NDTV, the pan–
African Channel S24, and Singapore’s Channel News 
Asia all provide alternative voices and perspectives on 
global issues, while inviting us to gaze upon local and 
regional news that would otherwise be ignored by the 
dominant networks. 

The speed at which news, information and other 
forms of communications now travel across the globe 
has transformed diplomatic practice (Gilboa, 2008; 
Seib, 2012). While television and even radio remain the 
primary method of communication in many parts of 
the world (see the paper by Jacob in this collection) the 
social media and the Internet have expanded the room 
(though some may prefer to call it an echo chamber) in 
which conversations take place. This has two important 
consequences. First, all members of a diplomatic mis-
sion are encouraged to be more sensitive than at any 
time in the past to the possible impact on public opin-
ion of what they do and say. Mark Twain is credited 
with saying, ‘A lie can travel half way around the world 
while the truth is putting on its boots’. One can only 
speculate what Twain would have thought about the 
power of Twitter and other social media to make 
events real just because they are discussed in cyber-
space.  
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The second consequence of what has been called 
the ‘new media’ age is that the number and type of ac-
tors involved in public diplomacy has grown. We can no 
longer maintain our focus on states, governments, for-
eign ministers and press officers. Rather, a more accu-
rate picture of public diplomacy today requires a 
broader perspective that includes the activities of 
groups and individuals operating outside the confines 
of states and governments and who can deploy (and 
sometimes innovate) methods of international broad-
casting for their own strategic ambitions.  

As I write in the Spring of 2016, one such group is 
dominating news headlines across the world: Islamic 
State (also called ISIS, ISIL and Daesh) is not only carv-
ing out territory for itself in the Middle East, but is also 
responsible for terrorist activities in Europe. Their de-
velopment and use of new communication platforms, 
documented in a series of volumes (for example, see 
Stern & Berger, 2015; and Atwan, 2015), presents new 
challenges for international relations which require a 
more nuanced and creative response from governments 
and diplomats operating in a modern media ecology 
which is undergoing almost constant reinvention.  

This collection of papers offers a broad understand-
ing of this new media ecology and its interaction with 
public diplomacy. The authors demonstrate the innova-
tive practices that international actors, whether they are 
governments or terrorists, use to project and communi-
cate their power, interests and ambitions. Yet for all the 
changes that have occurred in the global media land-
scape, international broadcasters and public diplomats 
working in the new media age still face challenges that 
their predecessors would recognise. After all, the history 
of international broadcasting since the 1920s is one of 
actors playing ‘catch-up’ as technological development 
gallops ahead and new geopolitical problems demand 
new communication responses (Rawnsley, 2012). 
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