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Introduction

The New Great Game

On Monday 2 July 2018, in the sunny Russian port of Rostov-on-Don, a group of Japanese footballers demonstrated that it really was possible to turn the worst of times into the best of times. A few moments earlier they had been pounding the turf after losing their World Cup quarter-final against Belgium. In the final minutes of a jittery game (they had snatched a 2–0 lead against much the more fancied team) they tensed up, surrendered their advantage and went out to an agonising last-gasp goal.

It was excruciating. Up in the stands, their supporters wept.

What happened next was unusual. Football is not synonymous with good conduct – players eff and blind as a matter of routine, and the usual reaction of fans at such moments is to smash something. Japan broke with this tradition. First, by way of an apology, the players gave a ceremonious bow to thank their supporters. Then, safe in their dressing room, they showered, rolled up their sleeves and . . . tidied up.

Photographs of their handiwork appeared in the following day’s papers, to global acclaim. The dressing room was immaculate. Where was the blood on the wall, the torn curtain, the dent where a stricken player had thumped his fist? Where was the angry graffiti, the hurled boot, the vandalised drinks machine, the spray of beer? Not a hint of such ructions: professional cleaners could not have left it more spotless.

There was even a thank-you card on the white table in the centre of the room, the neat Cyrillic script done with the attention and discipline of a calligrapher.

The footballers may have been inspired by their fans, who a few days earlier had stunned the world in the same way. A tournament braced for fights between hooligans and police was confronted instead by the sight of scrupulous Japanese tourists, some in samurai-style headbands, conscientiously sweeping their leftovers into bin liners. They sparked a trend: Senegal’s fans were soon following suit.

It was an object lesson in how to accept defeat. But there was another lesson too. The mopping-up operation was one in the eye for the assumption, common in today’s sporting culture, that victory was all that counted, that second place was for wimps. It said that, on the contrary, there could still be victory in defeat. In the era of winning ugly, Japan was reminding the world of a quality that seemed to have been lost or mislaid in the rush to triumph at any cost: the art of losing with good grace.

To anyone who had visited a bookshop in the previous year it was not a complete surprise. Thanks to Marie Kondo, Japan was renowned for its tidiness. In a series of bestsellers, she had urged readers to streamline their homes not by looking for things to discard but by retaining only such objects as delivered a ‘spark of joy’ – the path of monastic renunciation and self-discipline. Readers everywhere were happy to overlook the risks of taking advice from someone who confessed to having been addicted to household magazines since the age of five: world book sales passed the three million mark. Charity shops took in huge piles of surplus-to-requirements domestic life. For storage reasons, in a nice twist, even shelves flew off the shelves.

Kondo’s timing was neat, coinciding as it did with a sense that consumer society was drowning in too many possessions. Decluttering became a global fetish (though it made authors anxious, since it seemed to involve managing without books). It inspired a blizzard of newspaper and magazine articles (all of which would have to be thrown away in due course) before becoming a Netflix television series.

Some dismissed the concept as a fad, pointing out that the pleasures of tidying up – the ascetic belief that less could be more – had been a staple of modern design for years (imagine no possessions). So perhaps it wasn’t the message so much as the messenger: Kondo herself. She certainly fitted the bill: petite, smiling and clean as a new pin. The personal, it turned out, wasn’t just political; it was commercial as well.

But above all she was Japanese. Had her message been a branch of American self-help or Swedish ergonomics it might not have struck so deep a chord, but in Kondo’s hands it seemed to draw from some ancient, spiritual well. She had spent five years as an attendant at a Shinto shrine, and while few of her readers could have said exactly what that was, it added profundity to the business of clearing up.

Confirmation that this was not a one-off, but a cultural fact, came when a young Japanese golfer, Hinako Shibuno, won the 2019 Women’s British Open, smiling and eating sweets all the way, and when Japanese volunteers touchingly sang the national songs of their visiting guests in the Rugby World Cup later that year.

Shintoism involves a heightened reverence for nature, a transcendent mentality that dovetails well with the eco-friendly zeitgeist. Some of that purity seemed to inform even the footballers’ dressing room. The match was lost, but something greater was gained. In the era of viral media and instant acclaim, the footballers did more for the national image than a thousand diplomatic initiatives could have achieved. Japan, for years a major presence in global politeness, was now the undisputed world leader.

The incident certainly resonated in Britain, which liked to see itself (despite growing evidence to the contrary) as the motherland of sportsmanship. The Daily Mail hailed Japan as ‘an example’ to us all, while the Sun said it ‘won the hearts’ of the whole world. The world agreed. The Japanese, wrote Esquire, were the ‘true champions’; ESPN felt that they had handed out ‘a lesson in manners’; the Times of India called them ‘classy’; the Malaysian Digest hailed them as the ‘true winners’. The whole episode had been ‘incredible . . . immaculate . . . a new standard’.

The modern world has a name for this kind of friendly initiative: ‘soft power’. It is a common term – almost a modern cliché – and hardly a recent discovery: people have long known that creating goodwill was as important as winning wars. The Greek temples on the shores of Turkey and Sicily remind us that early civilisations planted versions of themselves in foreign lands, while Indonesia’s name tells us that people from the Indus Valley had a hand in its early life. Ever since nations began, the quiet or noisy exercise of national charm has been a factor in their calculations.

When Roosevelt advised that great powers should speak softly and carry big sticks, he was not, in other words, saying anything that people didn’t already know.1

Yet the phrase itself – soft power – is of relatively recent coinage. The American foreign affairs scholar Professor Joseph Nye minted it in a 1990 essay on leadership, and explored it further in a series of articles and books. His argument was simple: at a time when America felt its geopolitical influence to be fading, it should not forget the extent of its cultural projection – its ‘soft’ power. This, he suggested, was the third great player in international affairs, tucked in behind military and financial prowess.

It was the art of capturing hearts and minds without using the usual weapons: guns or money. It was the magnetic force field of culture, lifestyle, history, heritage and political values, and it was a refreshing advance on the traditional, manly model of diplomacy (which involved missiles) in favour of a more collaborative – might one say more feminine? – approach. It was not be underestimated.

What was it, though? In Nye’s view it was nothing less than ‘the ability to shape the preferences of others’ not through direct pressure or bribery but by subtler means. It was the power of carrots over sticks, of persuasion over force; perhaps even more than that, since carrots were coercive, too. After the wild-eyed era of mutually assured destruction, nations needed to fight fire not with fire but with high-quality soil and with moisture; with charm, not threats. ‘You can coerce,’ insisted Nye, ‘you can induce . . . with payments; or you can attract and co-opt.’2

Winston Churchill had once called diplomacy the knack of persuading people to go to hell in such a way that they would thank you and ask for directions, and perhaps that was soft power’s purpose too.3 Some argued that to be ‘colonised’ by foreign corporations was as demoralising, in its insidious way, as being subdued by a military machine (witness the profits that flowed from selling cigarettes to emerging countries, or the evasive tax affairs of the digital super-companies), but most, given the choice, preferred to be overwhelmed by a fizzy drink than by an aircraft carrier.

It gave rise to a new notion in human affairs we might call ‘feather-bombing’.

The notion caught on fast in the passageways of diplomacy. ‘I can think of no more valuable asset to our country,’ said Colin Powell, Washington’s National Security Advisor, ‘than the friendship of future world leaders who have been educated here.’ David Petraeus, commander of America’s forces in Iraq, agreed: ‘I like to go to bed every night with more friends and fewer enemies.’ Nearly every global leader said something similar – even if they did not always mean it.

And these were the words of generals, not political scientists. Hadn’t Western values toppled the Berlin Wall? Hadn’t India and China, the two powers-in-waiting, finally seen the free-market light? The war of ideas seemed to have been won. In the twentieth century the world had been skewered on the conflict between fascism, communism and liberal democracy. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the economic surge of China, it appeared that only the last of these was still standing. All over the world dictatorships were turning to democracy, planned economies were embracing private enterprise, material standards of living were climbing, and both human and environmental rights were gaining traction (although, ironically, they were often quickest to turn their firepower on the political systems that inspired and sustained them). Supranational institutions mushroomed so fast that some pundits went so far as to declare the nation state a dead – or at least a dying – duck. Francis Fukuyama referred to this, in a famous essay, as ‘the end of history’, and while events such as 9/11, Islamic terrorism and the amazing surge of China soon made this look like empty rhetoric, it did seem that the set of ideas behind liberal-minded, market-driven globalism had indeed won the day. In itself, that was a dramatic enactment of soft power’s ability to change the world.

Once Joseph Nye had put his finger on the idea, allusions to soft power began to crop up everywhere. In proposing that it was possible to mould others without attempting to subjugate them, it was attractive to governments, and they rushed to commission conferences and papers on how best to make use of it. But there was a problem. Soft power was complicated, and not entirely a matter of government policy. It could be made or shaken by spontaneous incidents as much as by official projects. Just as a needless act of consideration by Japanese footballers could enhance the national brand, so one violent loner (Anders Breivik) could alter the world’s view of Norway.

Soft power had two different meanings. On the official or conscious level it was a government project designed to cultivate good relations overseas. But it was also something deeper: a nation’s overall glow. Government could take the helm and trim the canvas, but it was the pilot, not the ship – and certainly not the ocean.

This led to confusion in the think tanks: people found themselves talking at cross purposes, some taking soft power to be an urgent policy matter, others feeling that it was out of their hands. Politicians represented only one part of what a country had to offer: a nation’s standing in the world was no longer measured by its foreign policy or the size of its fleet. Cheerfulness, politeness and humour counted, too.

In the end it boiled down to something simple: whether a country was liked.

Even elevated discussions foundered in this gap between soft power as a political tool and soft power as part of the national scenery. As a result, not everyone joined the bandwagon. Some (realpoliticians) deemed it too, well, soft to count for much at all: it was a ‘weapon of mass distraction’. They cited Stalin’s notorious quip about the Vatican (‘How many divisions has the Pope?’) and Mao’s equally famous line that power rested only in the barrel of a gun. Undeterred by the fact that these were the maxims of tyrants, many leaders agreed.4 ‘Soft power alone is really no power at all,’ said the (Danish) Secretary-General of NATO, Anders Fogh Rasmussen.

That is what one might expect. But non-military voices said the same thing. When Barack Obama entered the White House in 2008, the historian Paul Kennedy (author of The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers) cautioned Guardian readers that even Obama’s fine words might amount to no more than mood music. ‘Soft power cannot pay for foreign oil and gas, imported cars, electronic goods, kitchenware and children’s toys . . . Great nations cannot survive on soft power alone.’

Diplomats were rattled, too. They looked back fondly to the time when, if they wanted to chew the fat with Austria, Kenya or Indonesia, they knew whom to ring: they had (literally) opposite numbers. A dispersed global world of four billion mobile phones was harder to control.

But soft power’s advocates never pretended that it could make old-fashioned power obsolete. In the case of imperial Europe it was clearly the camp follower of colonial rule, arriving in its baggage train. The English language crossed the waves in imperial ships; the missionaries who took Anglican values to the tropics were escorted by redcoats; the world hummed with cricket and Shakespeare because they were planted by colonists and settlers. Catholicism sailed to South America with the conquistadores; communism entered Eastern Europe in tanks.

So it swiftly became a major component of international relations. Given the rise of automation and information technology, the value of close, quick connections was obvious.5 Whether it was multinationals seeking workers, exporters after markets, broadcasters chasing audiences, universities seeking students, churches reaching for converts or football clubs in search of fans, soft power grew more salient every day.

Globalisation had lifted more than a billion people out of poverty and improved their lives in many ways – a heady achievement. But it also looked like a dangerous experiment with the health of the planet, and in some ways appeared to be little more than a get-rich-quick scheme. Within nations there seemed to be more trickle up than trickle down. Globalisation had produced a world ‘order’ that increasingly looked like an exclusive fraternity, preening in five-star luxury while the majority struggled. It was reported that in America the top 0.1 per cent, which a decade earlier had earned a handsome 2 per cent of the national income, now earned a dizzy 5 per cent.

Percentages of this sort were numb beside the anecdotal evidence that supported arguments against inequality around the world. From Chile and Ecuador to Spain and France, these movements were united by economic grievances. A rise in fuel prices here . . . a hike in bus fares there . . . these were only the surface triggers. Even the student-led protestors of Hong Kong were in part reacting to the fact that they were living four to a broom cupboard with little prospect of a better future. From vantage points like this, globalisation was simply pushing the good life further and further into the distance.

The new levels of super-wealth only added insult to injury. It was reported that the world’s second richest man, Bernard Arnault, controller of a luxury goods empire that included LVMH and Christian Dior, was now worth $107 billion, while the richest (Amazon’s founder Jeff Bezos, with $125 billion) was splashing out on his own trip to the moon and the most expensive house ever seen in Los Angeles.6 One disgraced British fund manager had special phones created so he could place trades ‘out of the office’ – that is, riding one of his expensive horses.

The reaction to stories of this sort (and they were legion) was inevitable. So-called ‘ordinary’ people began to feel that they had nothing in common with their wealthier compatriots – they lived different lives. Worse, they could not make themselves heard – it was, above all, their voices that had been left behind. A rumble of indignation was inevitable, and while it was not quite synonymous with the nationalism that scarred the twentieth century, it drew from similar wells: anger at the greed of the elites, grief over the fading of traditions, suspicion of foreigners and bafflement over technological change. It all fed into a powerful sense that a golden past had somehow been mislaid.

Whether it was a resurgence of old-fashioned nationalism or its last twitch, perhaps even its death rattle, it felt to many like an old ogre coming back to life. The more determined the effort to create supranational institutions (the United Nations, the European Union, the G7, the IMF and all the others), the more fervent grew the national itch. All over the world, angry populations demanded their old identities back.

As Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes pointed out in The Light That Failed, when the Berlin Wall fell there were only sixteen military-controlled borders in the world; by 2019 there were sixty-five. Put another way, at the end of the First World War there were sixty nation states; a century later there were 195. It stood to reason there was more nationalism – there were more cauldrons in which it could seethe. An era of convergence had given way to one of fragmentation: those cauldrons were shaking. In many parts of the world the desire to tip over the elite was a more attractive rallying cry than communism, capitalism or democracy.

Analysts queued up to say that the tide of globalisation was turning, that the level of disquiet over inequality, immigration, terrorism and pampered elites was becoming a devouring flame, and that populist politicians had ample material to use as fuel for their own ambitions. Calmer voices tried to remind the public that Americans (for instance) were more likely to be shot by a toddler than by a terrorist – but the raucous tone could not easily be hushed. Trump’s America and Brexit Britain confirmed the sense of instability. They were not the fruits of political or economic analysis so much as emotions: mood swings. Beneath the surface agitation about trade arrangements, budget payments and border controls, their central proposition was that nations should turn their clocks back to happier times by treating neighbours and allies as rivals rather than friends.

Many thought it melodramatic to compare minor modern squabbles to the dire events of the 1930s. But there were too many points of comparison to be altogether sanguine. The collapse of the League of Nations . . . an unnerving financial crash . . . a rising tide of militant nationalism: this was a familiar plot. It resembled not just the period before the Second World War, but, even further back, the great nineteenth-century upheaval that produced the sea changes in science, industry, finance, communications and mass migration that led, eventually, to the First World War.

But nationalism was not by definition disreputable. It had been given a dark and bloody name by the dreadful horrors imposed by twentieth-century tyranny. But it had, by the same token, been the binding agent in an equal number of heroic liberation struggles against imperial oppression. It was a useful (and irrepressible) force when it came to fostering civic belonging and national security, and in sporting arenas could be simple pantomime fun. There were cogent arguments to the effect that nation states might be both the most natural and the most effective mechanisms for managing political and economic aspirations without trampling on local traditions.

However it was interpreted, the fact remained: the collaborative note in international relations did seem to be giving way to the older reflexes of us and them. ‘America First’ – the slogan trumpeted to keep the US out of foreign entanglements in the 1920s – was making headlines all over again. In this new world order modern nations would once again have to fend for themselves.

General H. R. McMaster, briefly President Trump’s National Security Advisor, underscored the change of tack in 2017 when he said: ‘The world is not a global community, but an arena where nations engage and compete for advantage.’

The soft-power implication was unavoidable. America was turning away from the very things – openness, friendliness – that had once made it a shining beacon.

The result, expressed in a range of local accents, was anger at the institutions that had appointed themselves globalisation’s guardians – in government, finance, law, media, education and culture. People denounced experts and elites of all kinds as if they were no more than a mafia, a self-interested conspiracy.

There was a new ‘great game’ afoot. In a world jolted by national-populist movements (clearer about what might be torn down than on what might be built) the nineteenth-century concepts of realpolitik (defined in 1853 by its founder, Ludwig von Rochau, as meaning that ‘the law of the strong is the determining factor in politics’) and of the ‘sphere of influence’ were making a comeback. Fiery movements in all nations were encouraging citizens to rise against their leaders and treat others not as allies but as competing brands.

The original ‘great game’, the struggle between Britain and Russia for control of Central Asia, was not remotely soft. It was about trade routes, not values, and involved trickery, espionage, feints, bluffs and the occasional burst of red-blooded derring-do. A Punch cartoon in 1878 showed a Central Asian figure shivering between the claws of a lion on one side, a bear on the other, with a caption that read: ‘Save me from my friends.’ It was well understood that the hand of friendship could hold a rod of iron. A generation later, in 1910, Norman Angell swore, in The Great Illusion, that the world was far too closely interconnected to contemplate anything as idiotic as war.

There was evidence too that in the short term, at least, soft power could fracture or be overruled. As Edmund Burke wrote: ‘Rage and frenzy will pull down more in half an hour than prudence, deliberation and foresight can build in a hundred years.’

Nor was soft power easy to measure. There was no single currency, so it could never be clear exactly how much was required to secure a trade deal, build a military base or create an ounce of GDP. But while it was commonly observed that soft power should be seen as something a nation had rather than as something it did, that something – a nation’s long history – was resilient. It could be beaten into life, like Drake’s drum, or summoned up like a genie in a lamp.

To the extent that it was a cultural rather than a material force, soft power mattered in the most obvious way by challenging the ancient reflex to bristle and punch. It was not just another name for pacifism, and no one denied that tyranny sometimes needed to be resisted by force. But the Cold War had shown that the war of ideas could be just as fierce a struggle. Soft power, the world was beginning to realise, was more than placid appeasement. It was an active force that recognised the importance of shared interests, mutual problem-solving and ideas of nationhood that went beyond merely looking out for number one. And it could be more productive than confrontation. If the IRA had not pursued the armed struggle, if Yasser Arafat had chosen peaceful rather than violent dissent, or if America had not invaded Iraq, then Ireland might be united, Palestine might be a state, and the modern Middle East could have been a very different place.

Speculations of that sort could never be proved. But the fact that soft power resisted precise measurement did not prevent it from being momentous, any more than light could be deemed negligible on the trivial grounds that it was weightless.

When Nye addressed a House of Lords Committee in 2013 (a sign that his coinage had taken up residence in the corridors of traditional power), he was at pains to define it as practical – ‘getting others to do what you want . . . seduction is always more effective than coercion’. He went on to lay out a theory of ‘smart’ power, urging nations to use all the varieties at their disposal: hard, soft and in-between.

The report that followed (‘Persuasion and Power in the Modern World’, 2014) was emphatic. ‘The days are long gone,’ declared the Committee, ‘when this nation’s or any nation’s power could be measured by the size of its military forces . . . New, softer methods must now be combined with older approaches.’

It meant that modern governments did need to be more than ever mindful of the messages they sent overseas. Soft power might have seemed to be a branch of public relations, what some called ‘nation branding’, but actions spoke louder than words. When Germany said yes to a million Syrian refugees it was a stirring break with its own cruel past – indeed it was in part inspired by a sense that the world was not yet ready for pictures of German policemen beating back refugees. By the same token, the Britain that panicked in 2018 at the sight of a few desperadoes crossing the Channel in dinghies, amid cries of a ‘national emergency’, seemed less confident and open than the Britain that took 10,000 Kindertransportees from Central Europe before the Second World War (having welcomed 250,000 displaced Belgians in the First).

The challenge, for governments, was that while they were eager to exploit this interesting new weaponry, there was a developing sense that it derived not from government policy but in spite of it. The volunteers who helped refugees or smuggled banned literature across borders were sometimes actually contradicting their own government’s official stance. So while official bodies could certainly polish the national halo, funding programmes in education and culture, stimulating free exchange, supporting institutions and enhancing the national image by embodying its finest values (soft power is in large part the power of example), other ingredients were laid down by previous generations, and could not be spun from thin air.

More than anything soft power is, as we will see, a storytelling competition. And what recent times suggest – from the Iraq War to the financial crash to Brexit to Trump to Hong Kong – is that the world has lost track of what the story is. The loss of faith in globalisation is more than just one in the eye for those who believed in it; it is comparable to the loss of religious belief. As G. K. Chesterton once quipped (thinking of the way the religious narrative had dissolved), humankind had not just lost its way – it had lost the map. In the vacuum, a welter of rival narratives have formed, as shrill and insistent as they are contradictory.

Which is why, as the world splinters into competing spheres, states are striving to present their own national stories in the most beguiling and persuasive light. In many cases this involves a quixotic attempt to reduce the complicated lattice of sometimes contradictory stories in their past to one overarching tale – a tempting but impossible task that opens up more wounds than it soothes, not least since it invariably involves discrediting the tales told by others. In olden times it was said that to poison a people you must poison their wells. Today, as the novelist Ben Okri wrote, it is simpler to disparage its myths: ‘To poison a nation, poison its stories.’

Which country has the most gripping narrative, the most heroic heroes and heroines, the best ideas?

It may seem mundane to compare the universal power of such stories with the give-and-take of real-life geopolitics, but in the world of soft power it is necessary. As the American professor John Arquilla has said: ‘In today’s global information age, victory often depends not on whose army wins, but on whose story wins.’

The real quandary facing the world as it considered these national narratives was that most of its member states were locked in bitter internal quarrels about what their story truly was. In nation after nation, arguments about history and identity stretched the body politic on the rack and subjected it to a painful examination.

There are many areas in which soft power is a tangible fact. In tourism, law, science, education, trade, finance, sport and all the other so-called ‘invisible’ areas of economic life, the appeal of a nation has a palpable effect on its commercial power. Japanese travellers in the Louvre . . . Indian tourists in Bath . . . Americans in Rome . . . Chinese groups on Swiss mountain trains . . . French holidaymakers on the Pyramids . . . Siberians testing the surf in Sydney: all of these are soft power in action.

In 2008 the social scientist Simon Anholt developed an index of national likeability known as the Anholt-Gfk Nation Brands Index. And in 2015 a new global ranking (the ‘Soft Power 30’) was created by Jonathan McClory for the Portland Consultancy and the University of Southern California. Based on the idea, as McClory put it, that ‘power is shifting away from states altogether’, it proposed a new way for them to retain their positions of influence, and added a layer of ‘objective’ data (government spending and educational/digital assets) to Anholt’s homely concept of sheer likeability. ‘Subjective’ factors (the beauty of the physical or cultural scenery) were blended with an evaluation of domestic and foreign policy moves. It has become the leading measurement in the field – a soft-power achievement in itself.

Social science of this sort tended to miss out on one of the soft-power engines mentioned above: national history. This is more than a question of cultural heritage commodified as a tourist attraction. The past is a story, and stories are what sway people. They can be more evocative of national character, and thus more ‘persuasive’, than any number of policy reports. Rankings based on government action often placed small nations above large ones – Singapore ahead of China, Poland above Russia – despite the epic stories created in and about these giant cultures. But the surveys did offer what Nye called ‘the clearest picture of global soft power to date’, and since governments did not like sliding down such things, it did encourage them to look to their soft-power laurels.

So it does not matter that there is no emphatic answer to the question of soft power’s exact value. It is a form of enchantment, working its spell through anecdotes as much as tables: the legacy of long histories that are themselves open to different readings. Yet even at its most insubstantial it can have extraordinary consequences. In June 1945 America’s Secretary of War, Henry Stimson, ordered Kyoto to be removed from the list of cities slated to receive the atom bomb, knowing it to be full of irreplaceable culture. Having spent his honeymoon there he knew first-hand how precious it was. Thanks to one fortuitous whim, Kyoto was replaced on the target list by Nagasaki.

Try telling the unbombed citizens of Kyoto that soft power was weightless, or the survivors of Nagasaki that if only they had possessed a larger arsenal of historic shrines and temples they might have been reprieved. Soft power could be godlike.

In the early weeks of 2020 a new disease – Covid-19 or corona-virus – began its lethal journey across the planet, putting paid to ways of life people had come to take for granted. Towns, cities, regions, even nations went into quarantine (the media preferred the term ‘lockdown’, as if citizens were violent offenders in a TV prison drama). Schools, universities, theatres, shops and restaurants closed; planes, trains and cars ground to a halt. Sport died; borders were raised; markets crashed. The public was ordered to self-isolate at home.

The virus struck a world that was, as we have seen, already churning with nationalist emotion. If anything, it looked, in those innocent days, as if soft power’s most urgent duty might be to avert World War III. No one suspected that a tiny microbe, creeping out of the animal kingdom, might be enough to bring the planet to its knees.

Nor could anyone say, when it began, how things might look when the whirlwind passed: the economic and social ramifications were vast. But predictions abounded: less travel, more home-working, lower energy use, busier domestic supply systems, more technology. National governments found they still had awesome powers, and used them to close businesses, empty public spaces and supervise social life. The impact of all that on the world’s mentality – and sensibility – has been incalculable.

In short, the complex world created by globalisation – in which, at any one time, a million people were on the move, in a web of global supply chains – was imperilled, and the drift back to national power blocs, with strict control over borders, was given new force. But almost as soon as nations clamped down on their own populations, and strove to discourage newcomers, it became clear that this could only be a temporary measure. To defeat this common enemy, nations would have to work in unison.

It was time for soft power to show what it was truly made of.

If past plagues were anything to go by, the world would almost certainly rediscover, in the fullness of time, the pleasures of movement and trade. It could not self-isolate for ever. But hardly anyone thought that the crisis might be merely a chastening jolt after which life could resume its previous course, shifting smoothly back to business-as-usual. On the contrary, the virus looked set to accelerate some compelling social changes already in the pipeline. Economic activity might diminish, and belts might have to tighten; habits would have to change. But there might be silver linings. The new emphasis on hygiene might restrain other viruses, too. The pace of carbon emissions looked set to ease, pointing the way to the cleaner environment for which the world was clamouring. And beauty spots that struggled to cope with the crowd might, for a while at least, have a new worry: undertourism.

Some of these novelties would be driven by smart technology, nudging the world into a giant leap forward (cashless commerce, civil surveillance, creative new forms of cultural expression). But the world might also be steered in the direction of simpler pleasures: climbing hills, digging the garden, playing chess, even – perish the thought – reading a book. In this sense it might be poised for a giant leap backwards.

All such thoughts were speculative. But one thing seemed certain. Since traditional or hard power was of no use against such an enemy – the virus could not be beaten back by naval blockades, missile threats, economic sanctions or tirades on Twitter – it would be up to soft power – science, education, the cultivation of goodwill, trust and medical cooperation – to limit and repair the damage. It was a world health problem, not a national problem. The world’s first reflex (driven both by medical necessity and by the nationalist flavour of the zeitgeist) was to pull down the shutters and limit movement – and this had sound medical backing: quarantine was a rational tactic. But it was obviously not feasible for any one nation to lock its doors and try to stay healthy while others suffered. For one to be made safe, all had to be deep-cleaned. Because all were equally vulnerable, only a concerted response could quell so hungry and indiscriminate an opponent. If America and Europe wanted to survive, then they would have to help Bangladesh and Eritrea survive too.

Earlier we said that soft power was a storytelling competition, and this implies that it is a form of rivalry that inevitably produces winners and losers. But when the virus closed down a sophisticated global economy that had come to depend on the rapid flow of both people and goods, it became apparent that this was a competition with an unusual twist, since these stories needed to contain a humanitarian strand. The way the nations responded to this new challenge would write a new page in that story. Naturally their own populations came first, but they were also part of a global effort. They had to perform well individually, but also to do their bit for the team. In short, they were competing to show how willing they were to lay down the cudgels of competition, and cooperate. The virus was like a camera flash, exposing in ghoulish detail the flaws and weaknesses (and strengths) of existing structures. National governments, even as they grasped the levers of their astonishing new powers, quaked, knowing that in the fullness of time there would be a medals table for the effectiveness of their choices in this deadly new sport. Almost all had been forced to lock up their citizens, thanks in part to their failure to take the necessary precautions beforehand (for a pandemic that was not unforeseeable – many had predicted it). In due course, the countries that acted wisely would emerge with their credentials burnished; those that acted recklessly, or selfishly, would not soon be forgiven.

Did the strong showing of some countries, for instance (such as Denmark, Iceland, Germany, Finland and New Zealand) prove that women were better governors than men? Or was it simply that sensible countries such as these were more likely to elect women leaders – a correlation rather than a cause-and-effect? Suddenly, soft power’s true purpose seemed to take shape, because it was on glimmering questions of governance such as these that the future of the world might hang.

They were especially important in an era that transmits information at a phenomenal speed. When the Indonesian volcano Tambora erupted in 1815, throwing so much ash into the atmosphere that it caused ‘the year without a summer’, it took six months for the news to reach Britain. Today it would take six seconds. The virus was a perfect storm of rolling news, each hour bringing fresh outbreaks, all magnified in the echo chamber of social media, with its simultaneous power both to inform and to mislead.

In this new setting, the meaning of the national brand was more important than ever.

History is not a reliable guide to the future, but its main lesson is that the world will not end any time soon. Even a catastrophe as appalling as the Black Death, which laid waste one-third of Europe’s population, was followed by a dawn that led, in time, to economic renewal, then Renaissance and Reformation. Soft power is about the planting of seeds, and by roving far and wide in search of its manifestations I hope I have, in part at least, traced the story of the force most likely to heal the world.



 

____________________________

1 Roosevelt once referred to this as a West African proverb, a sign that it was a resonant piece of ancient wisdom – though no one was able to locate its origin.

2 In this he was revisiting the recipe laid down by the historian E. H. Carr in 1939, which identified three sorts of power: military, economic and ‘power over opinion’.

3 He may or may not have said this: hardly anyone is more routinely credited with stray witticisms. And if it wasn’t Churchill, it must have been Mark Twain.

4 Vladimir Putin may have had Stalin’s dismissive sneer in mind when in 2019 his motorcade of armoured cars swept into the Vatican exactly one hour late. When he met the Queen in 2013 he kept her waiting for only thirteen minutes.

5 This was a large subject to sum up in one anecdote, but when Blockbuster Video (85,000 employees) was more or less made obsolete by Netflix (5000 employees) the scale of the challenge became clear.

6 Arnault symbolised something else: the commercial value of soft power. He was selling luxurious fashion accessories, fine wine and champagne, expensive luggage and jewellery – and threaded through all those things was . . . France.
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America: Opportunity Knocks

It is not easy – it might be impossible – for a superpower to feel that anything matters more than its military and financial prowess. And the firepower at America’s disposal is so stupendous that its gentler qualities might indeed seem irrelevant: it spends up to $700 billion on defence each year, one-third of the world’s total military expenditure, more than the seven next-biggest spenders put together. It keeps 1.3 million troops in uniform; three-quarters (760) of the world’s attack helicopters are American; it has the largest air force and the largest navy, too; and it operates 800 bases overseas.

Its soft-power assets are just as daunting. It owns the cutting edge of information technology (Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, Uber), leads the way in entertainment (Disney, Netflix), has a firm grip on the world’s taste buds (Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, KFC, Starbucks), and is the driving force in youth culture (Nike, YouTube, MTV). It educates more overseas students than the next two countries (UK and Australia) combined; its writers and artists are known the world over. According to the Portland Soft Power 30: ‘Its global culture is ubiquitous.’

The uproars of modern times, as everyone knows, are casting shadows on this bright picture (in the 2019 Soft Power ranking it came fifth – its lowest-ever position). But for most of the twentieth century the story America told was one of infinite aspiration, and it shone like a beacon. As Simon Schama wrote: ‘If you want one word to describe the American state of mind it would be: boundless; the beckoning road trip, the shaking loose of fetters.’

Of course, the communist sphere of influence declined to see it that way; but this was the image that took root almost everywhere else – sometimes in unlikely places. Shortly before the collapse of the Berlin Wall, for instance, in the autumn of 1989, unusual images began to appear on Poland’s street corners. Like streaks of high cloud signalling a change in the weather – streaks of cirrus over the iron curtain, perhaps – they took the form of posters promoting the cause of the moment: Solidarnosc (Solidarity).

Lech Walesa’s movement, the first non-communist trade union in Poland, was born in 1980 following a strike in Gdansk’s Lenin Shipyard. Within a year it had attracted ten million members – a third of Poland’s labour force.1 It also gripped the West. Thanks to the films of Andrzej Wajda (Man of Iron won a prize at Cannes and was nominated at the Oscars), Lech Walesa became a star, and Solidarnosc was a global brand. Students across the world pinned Polish insignia to their duffel coats.

The fact that Solidarnosc received some $50 million in American aid didn’t hurt either.

The work of a graphic designer named Tomasz Sarnecki, the posters that appeared on Poland’s streets depicted the famous red lettering of the movement alongside an equally famous image of American freedom-fighting: Sheriff Gary Cooper interrupting his wedding (‘Do not forsake me, oh my darling . . .’) in favour of a showdown with the hoodlums in Fred Zinnemann’s 1952 film High Noon.

It took a hero of Polish dissidence and dressed him as an American lawman. Cooper was clutching a ballot paper instead of a gun, and wore the Solidarnosc badge above his sheriff’s star. No one could miss the message. Poland was marching, loose-limbed but firm of mind, towards a date with destiny. And the clock was ticking.

Film critics had a bone to pick with the notion that a greying fellow some way past his prime might plausibly pass up a honeymoon trip with Grace Kelly (a beauty thirty years his junior) in favour of a shootout with a bunch of unshaven villains. But such thoughts could not harm the soft-power message. Nothing symbolised freedom quite so clearly as a classic Western hero. Cooper’s parents may have been English, but the sober decency he brought to the silver screen was clearly and strongly American.

In America itself the Western genre was running out of steam. Its heroes were as anachronistic as medieval knights: audiences preferred an edgier, metropolitan world of cops and private eyes. But in Eastern Europe the genre retained its glamour. A cattle trail in Apache country, a poker game in a mining town, a prospector looking for gold, a lawman with a righteous glint in his eye, the battle between good and evil in a homely world of log cabins and dry goods stores . . . these were still gripping archetypes.

Self-help was the order of the day – there was no one else to ‘set things right’.

When George Bush declared that Osama bin Laden was ‘wanted: dead or alive’, he was whipping out a stereotype that was as American as the landscape out of which it grew. Even despots liked it. Hitler’s favourite writer was Karl May, a German whose Wild-West stories (The Desperado Trail, The Valley of Death) sold in their millions. And Khrushchev once revealed that Stalin himself would order a John Wayne movie to watch after dinner, denounce the hero as a capitalist lackey . . . then order up another.2

The films contained another alluring message. Since their characters were constantly on the move – drifting south, heading west, dreaming of a big strike in the mountains – there was a stirring sense of freedom, and there were few more powerful soft signals than that. But by 1989 this too was double-edged. The astounding trek west was still an epic adventure, but it was no longer possible to forget the fact that it had involved the violent death of 130 million indigenous people, at a time when America’s cotton and tobacco harvest was brought in by African slaves in conditions of dreadful cruelty. The basic proposition of the Western no longer held. Conquering new lands fell out of fashion, and the way the old movies demonised ‘hostiles’ and ‘savages’ had lost whatever charm it had. Those reflexes migrated to the fantasy world of video gaming, which offered a raucous schooling in usand-them violence.

From its earliest days, it now seemed, America had been a land of both hope and violence – two strands locked in an awkward embrace ever since. But even in the enlightened modern world the old imagery still cast a luminous spell. It was also a display case for America’s amazing topography – its mountains, plains, rivers and canyons – and its history: the Declaration of Independence, the Gettysburg Address. It still held out to all the promise that they might make it big or strike it lucky.

The monument that did most to fix that idea in the imagination of the world was the Statue of Liberty. And this French gift also expressed the powerful idea that America was a nation created by immigrants. Everyone now understands that the New World was not virgin territory: the migrants came as colonisers, and showed no mercy. But between 1830 and 1930 some twenty-five million Europeans crossed the Atlantic, casting off the shackles of their birthplaces to better themselves with an irresistible mythology of self-improvement. If they bent their backs, sharpened their elbows and raised their fists there was no limit to what they might achieve. Go west, young man.3 It was everyone’s manifest destiny to pursue the vision of a brighter tomorrow.

And it had sprung from so little – a tiny trickle of pilgrims from Shakespearian England doing what migrants of all ages have done: fleeing religious persecution, war and poverty. In 1776, when British rule was overthrown, America consisted of only thirteen states (former colonies) and some two million people, several hundred thousand of whom were African slaves. A hundred years later there were fifty million people, and America was the world’s biggest economy. Today it is an economic giant. Endless migration from everywhere on the planet had swollen the population to 250 million.

Thus ran the founding script. It was not nuanced – it did not tell the whole story, and it skipped over the darker episodes. But it was a clarion call to the world.

There was soft power in the determined tramp of all those footsteps. They brought all the virtues of the Europe they were leaving; and all its vices, too. Europe gave itself a fresh start in a new land. Though the newcomers retained enough of themselves to be recognisable to their ancestors, they acquired accents and manners that were new to all of them, and shared. It was a Jewish Londoner (Israel Zangwill, in a New York play) who coined the phrase ‘melting pot’, but that is what America became. Unlike all those countries who thought that nationhood was a matter of birthright, blood and soil, America alone stood for the principle that it could be something else: an idea.

Some of America’s most iconic brands were created by this process. The blue jeans made famous by all those Hollywood cowboys were designed by a Latvian tailor from Reno, Nevada, who teamed up with a Bavarian-born dry goods merchant named Levi Strauss to make trousers using hard-wearing cloth from Provence (de Nimes). They became the uniform not just of the cowboy but of the American outdoors in general.

Another ubiquitous mass-market product, McDonald’s, actually became a soft-power case study. Thomas Friedman, the New York Times columnist and author of many notable works on globalisation, elevated it into a theory which he called (in The Lexus and the Olive Tree) ‘The Golden Arches Theory of Conflict Prevention’. It held that ‘no two countries that both had McDonald’s had ever fought a war against each other’. It was intended as a rough indicator of the spread of the consumer society – and such societies tended to shun war: ‘they preferred to wait in line for burgers’.

He did not emphasise that McDonald’s had been the brainchild of Ray Kroc, the restless son of a property dealer from the then-Czechoslovakia, who happened upon the idea of fast food in a sales trip to California – but he might have, because the burgers were not just cheap or convenient. A classic migration fable, they carried the essence of America. That no-frills, have-a-nice-day approach, price-conscious and demotic, was a hit in every time zone. Popcorn, cigarettes, fast food, fizzy drinks, gum, posters of Marilyn Monroe . . . Even America’s detractors could not resist.

Naturally, sceptics pointed out the dangers of Friedman inferring from the fact that war had not happened yet that it never would. So in The World is Flat he updated his idea into ‘the Dell theory of conflict prevention’, and proposed that countries hooked into the same just-in-time global supply chain could not possibly contemplate violence. This too opened the author up to reminders about what had happened to flat-earthers in the past. But beneath the surface it was a stark reminder that migration and communication were powerful soft forces in America’s message to the world.

It was not a coincidence that the McDonald’s in Prague was installed below the Museum of Communism (and next door to a casino).

The energy of America’s immigrant economy lay behind a thousand such stories. And the Statue of Liberty became a monument not only to America’s origins as a refuge for migrants, but to the very principle of international movement. At its foot stood Ellis Island, the gate through which so many millions of European migrants passed. The soft-power lesson of these business stories, moreover, is unmistakable: the migration of people is not just a noble abstraction (‘Give me your tired, your poor’) but an extraordinary strategy for economic success – nothing less than the most successful commercial strategy the world has ever known.

In large parts of the modern world immigration is seen as a problem – at best, as a challenge – and has sparked a political tumult. America reminds us that far from being a burden or a brake on progress, inward migration has been . . . rocket fuel.

Nothing else comes close. Astonishing natural resources . . . free markets . . . a legal system . . . scale . . . freedom . . . variety. But nothing has been as crucial as the dynamism of the incoming population. Alexis de Tocqueville once wrote that America’s character resided in this ‘restless spirit’, the way its people were ‘forever brooding over advantages they do not possess’. This is America: Opportunity Knocks both an immigrant and an emigrant mentality, a determined hope that better times must lie around the next bend, across the next river, beyond the next hill . . . and, of course, next year.

It was a demographic experiment without precedent. Bring-me-your-poor was the best business idea the world ever had. The melting pot was a nuclear reactor.

Put bluntly: if migration were a problem, America would not be a superpower.

This simple and ancient process – the movement of people – may be the most important of soft power’s many features. It carries a moral message, implying freedom and the quest for safety. But it is also a pushy, ambitious dynamo. In offering itself as a – the – land of opportunity, America became the home of innovation, too. Most of the household names the world now associates with American technology have a tangle of migration stories in their backgrounds. The story of how two brainy go-getters, Steve Wozniak and Steve Jobs (the former of Polish ancestry, the latter the adopted son of a Syrian), turned a printed circuit board in a Californian garage into a ground-breaking personal computer – which a few decades later became the world’s first trillion-dollar corporation (Apple) – is only the most famous in a very long list.

Of course, there is a dark side to this. People carry not just ideas and ambitions, but cruelty and disease too. The ancient world was riddled with plague, and lethal viruses had always played their part in the evolution of the world. From the Black Death (which also crept from China to Europe via Venice) and the Great Plague of 1665 (during which a quarantined Isaac Newton wrote Principia Mathematica) to Spanish Flu (which killed 50 million worldwide), Russian Flu (one million) and SARS (which was predicted to kill quarter of a million, but in fact killed fewer than a thousand), there have been many such outbreaks. In taking ‘civilisation’ to the New World, European colonists also took smallpox, typhus, cholera and other fatal illnesses.

As a rule, however, innovation has always drawn strength from the meeting of minds.

The frontier spirit was still alive.

*

If soft power is, as we have suggested, a storytelling competition, then America was its de facto leader, thanks to the dream factory it built in Hollywood. Every single one of the hundred highest-grossing films in history was born in the USA. A handful (Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings) told British or other stories, sometimes even with British or other actors. But all were American products, infused with American notions.4

This itself was a migration story: in no other arena had newcomers made so stirring a mark. Hollywood was created largely by immigrants: the early pictures were written, financed, directed, produced, acted in and scored by refugees: Capra, Chaplin, Cukor, Dietrich, Goldwyn, Hitchcock, Lubitsch, Preminger, Wilder, Wyler and others . . . They brought something larger than the sum of their talents: they evolved an idea of ‘story’ that became the template for an entire industry. To them it seemed only natural that a story was a journey. The Western, in particular, was an allegory of their own careers: had not they themselves run such risks as they battled their way to the New World? Was not life itself a search for pastures new under bigger, freer skies?

A life was a quest. A plot was a pilgrim’s progress.

This notion of narrative as ‘journey’ was powerful. Tolstoy had once said that there were only two stories in the world – a man leaves his home/a stranger arrives in town – and Hollywood engraved this thought on its heart. All stories were journeys – even when no one went anywhere, when the voyages were inward-looking.

This soon seemed like revealed truth. A story involved the pursuit of a goal by a hero or heroine who had to slay the various dragons that fate or their own character placed in their way. It was an obstacle course, with the audience cast as ‘crowd’.

A lively cottage industry of how-to guides and screenwriting courses rested on this idea that the more intensely audiences rooted for heroes and hissed at villains, the more successful the story was. The fact that it tacitly promoted an us-and-them, goodies-vs.-baddies mentality that hid nuance and stoked enmities (and the possible social and political consequences of this) seemed not to matter at the time. And while Hollywood, like life, doled out endings in a haphazard way (some stories ended happily; some not), on the whole it sold success stories, reinforcing the sense that America was a place – perhaps the only place – where dreams could come true.

This was a powerful soft weapon – almost an ideology: an insistent way of thinking. Even the Western could be revived: though set in the past, it addressed the future by pushing for better times, refusing to take no for an answer . . . and not looking back.

It was not propaganda as such.5 But it was a strong statement of American values. And while the economic significance spoke for itself – an industry built by immigrants told migrant parables and basked in the proceeds – the cultural impact was greater. When Disney made Mulan in 1998 (the story of a Chinese Joan of Arc who takes up arms for her family, her emperor and herself) it was not well received in China, thanks to a self-help message (‘Who is that girl I see?’) too blatant and individualistic by half. It also erred by making cherry blossom – a Japanese motif – one of its leading motifs. It was given only a limited release – a concession, seeing that China only permitted a limited quota of American films (thirty-six per year) on its screens.6

Cinematic stories are soft power in its purest form, winning people over to ideas so artfully they do not even suspect they are being seduced. The Transformers series grossed more than $4 billion around the world (despite offending critics) and while it seemed mere playful mayhem, it was also selling an American story of self-realisation. Superhero vehicles like Black Panther and Captain Marvel slipped on-trend messages about race and gender into action-movie stereotypes, and found box-office glory too.

It had an important soft-power side-effect, too: glamour, a commodity in itself. The fame of the Hollywood stars, boosted by mass-market papers and magazines, created a fashionable new currency: celebrity. The world would not look back.

There was a chicken-and-egg question here. Was it America’s dominant position in the world – its military and economic bulk – that gave these products their global reach? Or was it the other way round – was it the products that spread American culture? This was the soft-power enigma writ large.

In truth, both played a role, even if the message was sometimes contradictory. The world’s enthusiasm for American goods (its drinks sell in hot lands where millions do not even have a tap) has led it to absorb American ideas and habits, and some see that as a form of ideological bullying. The axioms of the Harvard Business School drive corporate strategy on every continent; as do the wheeler-dealer reflexes of Wall Street. There are gleams of America in African shanty towns and Asian back streets, and half the teenage girls in the world, it sometimes seems, want to be Beyoncé.

Of course this is a stereotype. And America casts more than one shadow – it is the land of cowboys and riverboat gamblers, but also the cradle of civil rights, feminism and all forms of political correctness. It is the home of skyscrapers and lunar rockets, but has tramps, gangsters and every other form of huckster too. No single stereotype can catch the range of its flavours. So fans tapping their feet to Bob Dylan or Madonna might not actually be humming ‘God Bless America’ under their breath; the millions round the world who drink Coke, gobble corn flakes, smoke Winstons and lap up Hollywood blockbusters do not have to wish they had a star-spangled banner to wave. But the air they breathe has an American flavour whether they like it or not. Every time they contact a friend on WhatsApp, crack a joke on Twitter, order a driver through Uber or take a photo of their brunch on an iPhone, they are subscribing to the American way.

It may be that America’s soft power peaked in 1945, before the world even knew the term. At that time it stood alone. Its military strength was obvious (the nuclear bombs in Japan left no one in any doubt about its ferocity) but it still had the bright halo of a liberator. In Europe and Asia American troops handed out chocolate, chewing gum, nylon stockings and freedom to cheering crowds. Half the world swooned.

America understood. Long before Joseph Nye, Senator William Fulbright gave a concise outline of soft power when he said: ‘The age of warrior kings and of warrior presidents has passed . . . In the long course of history, having people who understand your thought is of much greater security than having another submarine.’

The feeling was given geopolitical shape by the Marshall Plan, the four-year project in which America funnelled $13 billion (roughly $130 billion today) to help rebuild not just its allies but its opponents, too. Some of the soft-power signals were nuanced: where some saw generosity and goodwill, others saw colonial self-interest. Indeed, it became common to see the Marshall Plan not as an act of generosity but as a ‘martial’ or imperial plan – one of the causes of the Cold War, no less. Europe and Japan were in ruins, and in saving them for freedom and democracy, America was also securing them for commerce. There was some truth in this. But the desire to keep Europe out of the Soviet orbit had humanitarian motives as well: life under Stalin looked set to be little different from life under Hitler – millions had already died.

Motives aside, the fact was: few victorious powers had ever dealt with defeated enemies so gently. At the end of the First World War, the punitive measures imposed on Germany had led to a renewal of hostilities two decades later (even Churchill, no peacenik, called them ‘malignant and silly’). Perhaps a lesson had been learned.

And as Alistair Cooke pointed out in a famous ‘Letter from America’ in praise of Marshall, it was common for those who had been rescued by burly lifeguards to feel, when they were safe, that they could have made it out on their own.7 Subsequent generations could assume that the mod cons they took for granted (‘supermarkets and frozen food’) were facts of life, rather than gifts from America. He, however, recalled Dean Acheson insisting to US Senators that with respect to the Marshall Plan they could not back away: ‘This thing must be done, simply to restore the fabric of European life.’

Serious money backed by the threat of force – in most ways this was hard power, the opposite of our subject. But the Marshall Plan was a glowing moment for American soft power too – and an illustration of how closely the two are entwined. The money may have been ‘hard’ currency, but the message behind it was gentle. President Harry Truman could invoke ‘fundamental principles of righteousness and justice’ without being thought duplicitous.

That was the dream captured in those Polish posters of Gary Cooper: America as the special case, the one place founded on the idea of attracting all-comers – risk-takers and idealists, fortune-seekers and ne’er-do-wells. At the height of the Cold War it sent not just films but jazz performers – Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie – behind the Iron Curtain, and what they played was more than music. On a 1958 tour of Poland, the pianist Dave Brubeck was told: ‘What you brought wasn’t just jazz. It was the Grand Canyon, it was the Empire State Building. It was America.’



 

____________________________

1 The strike flared into life after the sacking of Anna Walentynowicz, a one-time ‘Hero of Socialist Labour’ who was also a devout Catholic, and who helped form the then-illegal trade union in 1980. She was sacked five months before her retirement, a foolish decision which ignited the entire Baltic uprising. She went on to appear in Andrzej Wajda’s 1981 film about the episode, Man of Iron, playing herself.

2 When Khrushchev visited California in 1959 he made two requests: one was to see Disneyland (Mickey Mouse declined) and the other was to meet John Wayne. It was even said that Stalin sent a pair of KGB agents to California to assassinate Wayne. The Duke was unflustered: ‘No goddamn commie’s gonna frighten me.’

3 The phrase is often attributed to the journalist Horace Greeley, who in 1865 (in the midst of the Civil War) urged readers to flee to the world beyond the Mississippi. But he himself claimed he was merely the publisher, not the author, of the idea.

4 This is no two-way street; it is (literally) cultural projection. Overseas films do not trouble the American box office. More than half of Hollywood’s revenue comes from abroad, yet foreign-language films comprise only 1 per cent of American sales.

5 Though it could be. When war threatened, Britain was able to pursue a soft-power mission of its own in Hollywood, working hard (in films like Mrs Miniver) to plant a rose-tinted vision of dear old Blighty in the American mind: thatched cottages, cream tea, castles and country lanes – surely to God a place worth fighting for.

6 Undeterred, Disney tried again with a live-action version and Chinese actors. When the trailer was released in 2019 there was some talk of historical inaccuracy, but this looked likely to be overwhelmed by enthusiasm for a vivid Chinese heroine – until the lead actress expressed sympathy for the protest movement in Hong Kong.

7 One reason why America fell out of love with France after liberating it was that, according to a 1950 poll, two-thirds of French people believed the Marshall Plan had been bad for their country. This made some Americans want their money back.
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