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A Golden Age Dawning for Public Diplomacy [1]

Public diplomacy—that grand, hard-to-capture process by which societies and cultures speak to each
other beyond the narrow channels of formal state-to-state diplomacy—is about to enter a golden age.

As someone who has been around USC for 33 years, as a student and employee, I feel pride in how
this university has been serving as a major public diplomacy player—and is poised to become an even
greater one during this golden age.

Golden ages aren’t usually born from tranquil, easy circumstances. Rather, they arise from times of
trial, turbulence and testing. Consider the trials we see in this era:

Economic markets have redrawn the maps of geographic influence; yet nationalism is rising as
a force. 
Secularization is happening as never before—at the same time that religion is becoming a more
powerful force than ever before for unifying and for conflict.
New technologies allow for unprecedented connection across continents—and for
unprecedented echo chambers.
Actions are creating reactions: The move from community-centric living to individual-centric
living is unleashing the talents of hundreds of millions, but is also creating backlash and anxiety
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in traditional cultures.
And across the landscape of human culture, the ancient instinct for tribalism is arising in
dramatic and frightening new ways

 

The good news is that we have more tools than ever—thanks to the sciences and social sciences and
the humanities—to make sense of it all. And to find approaches that are realistic, compelling and
effective.

More than ever, we have the advantage of understanding the roots of human community and identity
along with human rivalry and conflict. Experts such as Jonathan Haidt and Joshua Greene have
delineated how evolution has coded rivalry right into the human gene pool. As Greene notes, human
minds have evolved to see cooperation within a tribe as moral and beneficial, but not to see
cooperation among tribes in the same positive light. Persistent competition between tribes reflects
our hard-wiring.

Students and practitioners of public diplomacy can and
must step into the breach. Institutions of higher learning
are particularly well suited to do just this.
First we have to have a healthy respect and appreciation for the inbuilt human need for
tribalism—and for rivalry with other tribes—to guide them in more productive, collaborative fashion.

Public diplomacy increasingly can—and must—accomplish what traditional governments can no
longer be expected to accomplish (or are no longer willing to fund, due to political and economic
realities).

Even the most advanced and prosperous nations today are in a state of mild civil war at the level of
cultural and political and religious conflict. As such they can hardly offer a stable, unified voice in their
dealings with other nations.

Students and practitioners of public diplomacy can and must step into the breach. Institutions of
higher learning are particularly well suited to do just this.

USC’s CPD is already one of the most powerful vehicles for public diplomacy, and is well-suited to
broaden its scope and increase its impact.

From training hundreds of diplomatic professionals from around the world to educating students at
the graduate level to conducting essential research to identifying broader trends in public diplomacy,
CPD has been fusing theory and practice as few others do.

And USC, on the whole, could be seen as an institution promoting public diplomacy within its teaching
and research mission.

USC President C. L. Max Nikias, when he was still provost, began articulating a vision for American
research universities that championed their unique values and their ability to bring out the best in the
world’s best students. As president, he would place USC even further at the vanguard of this effort.
Noting that “the world’s economic and political center of gravity has shifted from the Atlantic to the
Pacific,” he set about an ambitious effort to allow USC to be a hub for the Pacific Age, somewhat
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parallel to the role Oxford played in the Atlantic era. Already USC programs such as the International
Artists Fellowships program and the World Bachelor in Business degree program have shown what
can be accomplished.

Though such forms of public diplomacy have roots in an older world, it is powerfully new and alive in
our own time.

Institutions like USC and its CPD can increasingly provide the three C’s of public diplomacy:
Crossroads, conversations, and culture. They can do it far more effectively today than traditional
governments can. And they can make a world-changing impact at a moment when so much of human
society is in flux. 

https://globalartists.usc.edu/
https://globalartists.usc.edu/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2012-10-15/usc-marshall-s-passport-to-the-world

