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Abstract

This thesis outlines, describes and analyses the activities of the British Council -
the British Government’s organisation for promoting ‘British life and thought’ abroad -
in neutral Europe during the Second World War and is divided thematically into five
chapters. The first chapter takes a conceptual view of the British Council’s work and
compares the aims and objectives of the British Council with a number of theories and
definitions of propaganda, particularly the term ‘cultural propaganda’ that was often
applied to its work by contemporary observers and staff of the Council. It also
considers the roots and antecedents of the British Council, as well as the history of the
British Council itself from its establishment in 1934, until the outbreak of war in 1939.
The second chapter looks in detail about how the Council operated within the context
of the British propaganda machinery, how it was viewed by other Government
Departments and how it interacted with non-Governmental organisations and
individuals within Britain. In particular, this chapter examines the interactions between
the Council’s offices abroad in Spain, Portugal, Sweden and Turkey with the British
Embassies in those respective countries. Chapter three considers the propaganda work
of the British Council itself, with a detailed examination of its activities abroad, how it
operated and what techniques it used on the ground to promote British life and
thought. Chapter four then looks at how the British Council was viewed by foreign
Governments in the countries where it operated as well as the views of the non-official
elites. The final chapter draws all of the main points from the previous chapters
together in an attempt to construct a model of cultural propaganda which could be

applied to different, but similar, organisations in a variety of time periods.




1. Introduction
1.1 Foreword

When research for this thesis began in the summer of 2007 the British Council
was an organisation that many people in Britain had never heard about. It was far
better known outside Britain through its work teaching the English language and
promoting British culture abroad that in many places it was, and remains, the most
tangible British asset overseas - rivalled only by the British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC). Since the summer of 2007, however, the British Council has become much more
of a household name in Britain, but not in ways the British Council would have chosen.
In December 2007 the Russian Government demanded the closure of the Council’s
offices in Yekaterinburg and St Petersburg, claiming that the Council had not paid
adequate taxes. The closures were widely suspected, in Britain at least, to be part of the
wider diplomatic tension between Britain and Russia at the time. This tension had
stemmed from the murder of Alexander Litvinenko in London in November 2006, the
refusal of the Russian Government to extradite the KGB agent Andrei Lugovoi, who
was suspected of murdering Litvinenko, and the ensuing expulsion of diplomats from
the two countries” respective Embassies. The British Council suddenly became known
across Britain as its name and role became displayed on the front pages of British
newspapers and in the headlines of television news.! Just over a year later events in
February 2009 provided a similar story of the British Council’s staff and offices being
threatened because of a wider tension between Britain and a foreign country - this time
Iran.2 The events in Russia and Iran in the late 2000s demonstrate some of the many
tensions in the British Council’s role which have been present ever since it was
established in 1934, and will be familiar themes examined during the course of the

following chapters.

In this thesis the British Council’s role and activities in neutral Europe during the

Second World War will be examined in detail. The British Council’s broad aim was to

1 ‘Russia to limit British Council’, (BBC News Website, 12 December, 2007)
http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe /7139959 stm; ‘British Council in Russian test’
(BBC News Website, 3 January 2008); http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-
/1/hi/world/europe/7169940.stm; ‘In full: British Council statement’ (BBC News Website,
17 January 2008) http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/uk_politics/7193954 stmy;
‘Russia row offices “to stay shut”” (BBC News Website, 17 January 2008)
http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/uk_politics/7193186.stm

2 “British Council in Iran “illegal” (BBC News Website, 5 February 2009)
http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/7872525.stm
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Cultural propaganda

promote British life and thought abroad - and it set out in 1935 an official statement of

its aims and objectives, which will be examined in more detail in section 1.5:

To promote abroad a wider appreciation of British culture and civilisation, by
encouraging the study and use of the English language, and thereby, to extend
a knowledge of British literature and of the British contributions to music and
the fine arts, the sciences, philosophic thought and political practice. To
encourage both cultural and educational interchanges between the United
Kingdom and other countries and, as regards the latter, to assist the free flow of
students from overseas to British seats of learning, technical institutions and
factories, and of the United Kingdom in the reverse direction. To provide
opportunities for maintaining and strengthening the bonds of the British
cultural tradition throughout the self-governing Dominions. To ensure

continuity of British education in the Crown Colonies and Dependencies.?

As will be shown, often the term ‘cultural propaganda’ was associated with its
work as it attempted to promote British culture through institutions and other media to
foreign countries. Philip Taylor studied the role of the pre-Second World War British
Council in the early 1980s in his The Projection of Britain which was the first time that a
study on the British Council had been undertaken in detail. Taylor’s work, referenced
particularly in the Introduction chapter of this thesis, was groundbreaking in its
attempt to understand why the Council was established, what its role was meant to be,
and how it operated within the machinery of the British Government.# Shortly after
Taylor’s study, D W Ellwood and Diana Eastment focused on the war period itself with
a similar scope to Taylor’s work, centring on the operations of the Council in a British
organisational context and then in 1984 Frances Donaldson wrote the British Council’s
official history covering the first fifty years of its existence.> All of the studies
mentioned above focused primarily on the plans that the Council drew up for
implementing its work, agreements reached between various Government bodies, the

struggle that the Council had to secure funding and the struggle for recognition

3 Donaldson, Frances, The British Council: the first fifty years, (Jonathan Cape, London, 1984) p.1-2
citing the foreword to The British Council. Speeches delivered on the occasion of the Inaugural
Meeting at St. James’s Palace on 2 July, 1935, privately printed by the British Council, 1935

4 Taylor, Philip, The Projection of Britain: British overseas publicity and propaganda 1919-1939,
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1981)

5 Ellwood, D W, ““Showing the world what it owed to Britain”: foreign policy and “cultural
propaganda”’, in Pronay, Nicholas and Spring D W (eds), Propaganda, Politics and Film,
1918-45, (Macmillan, London/Basingstoke, 1982); Eastment, Diana. “The policies and
position of the British Council from the outbreak of war to 1950’, (Unpublished PhD Thesis,
University of Leeds, 1982); Donaldson, The British Council.
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Introduction

amongst certain influential individuals - primarily Lord Beaverbrook - that its work
was not a waste of money. Other studies conducted by authors overseas have focused
on particular countries and aspects of the British Council’s work during the Second
World War such as Jacqueline Hurtley’s José Janés: editor de literatura inglesa, Jean-
Francois Berdah’s La “Propaganda” Cultural Britinica en Esparia durante la Segunda Guerra
Mundial a través de la accion del “British Council” and Samuel Llano’s Starkie y el British
Council en Esparia) and have relied heavily on British sources from the National
Archives in Kew, rather than files from the local country’s national archives.t Studies of
related organisations such as lan McLaine’s Ministry of Morale - studying the work of
the Ministry of Information - do not mention the British Council’s work, largely

because the focus has been on home front propaganda rather than work overseas.”

All of these aspects of study are important - the value for money of all public
sector organisations is particularly pertinent in today’s political climate - but none of
the studies above really focused on the propaganda work of the British Council itself,
how it operated on the ground, or how that propaganda work was received -
particularly across all of the European countries that the Council operated in. For
example, Ellwood confidently concluded, having taken little time to analyse how the

Council’s work in Turkey, that

Turkey took the largest single slice of the Council’s budget, and in fact it seems
reasonable to suggest that nowhere outside the Empire itself was so much
British influence concentrated in any one spot for such a sustained length of
time. And all to very little avail. Neither the threat of Hitler nor the blustering
of Churchill nor the systematic blandishments of the British Council were

enough to get the Turks’ co-operation when it mattered.?

It is this misunderstanding of the achievements and importance of the British

Council’s cultural propaganda work that this thesis attempts to challenge and

6 Hurtley, Jacqueline, José Janés : Editor de Literatura Inglesa, (PPU, Barcelona, 1992); Berdah, Jean
Frangois, ‘La “Propaganda” Cultural Britanica en Espana durante la Segunda Guerra
Mundial a través de la accion del “British Council”: Un aspecto de las relaciones Hispano-
Britanicas (1939-1946)" in Tusell, Javier, Susana Sueiro, José Maria Marin, Marina Casanova
(eds.), El Régimen de Franco (1936-1975) Congreso Internacional Madrid, Mayo 1993: Tomo 11,
(Departamento de Historia Contemporanea UNED, Madrid, 1993); Llano, Samuel, ‘Starkie y
el British Council en Espana: Musica, Cultura y Propaganda’, in Suarez-Pajares, Javier (ed),
Misica Espariola entre dos Guerras, 1914-1945, (Publicaciones del archive Manuel de Falla,
Granada, 2002)

7 McLaine, Ian, Ministry of Morale: Home Front Morale and the Ministry of Information, (George
Allen & Unwin, 1979)

8 Ellwood, ‘Showing the world’, p.61
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Cultural propaganda

overturn. The British Council’s work was about creating sympathy and spreading
British influence amongst the neutral elites not to bring those neutral countries into the

military war.

This thesis by contrast focuses on the propaganda work of the Council and has
reached out beyond the National Archives (though highly important) to examine the
private papers of individuals such as the correspondence of Sir Malcolm Robertson
(Chairman of the British Council, 1941-1945) in the archives of Churchill College at the
University of Cambridge, the diaries of John Steegman at King’s College, Cambridge,
the Hyman Kreitman Archive Centre at Tate Britain and the Royal Institution’s archive
in Albermarle Street in London for the papers of Sir Lawrence Bragg. Also examined
have been Spanish, Portuguese and Swedish newspapers at the British Library’s
Newspaper Archive at Colindale, London, as well as archival material from the
Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores y de Cooperacion and the Archivo General de la
Administracion in Madrid and the Riksarkivet in Stockholm to gauge the ‘view from the
other side’. Not until now has the ‘view from the other side” been examined at all.
Access to the Swedish secret police file on Ronald Bottrall, the British Council’s
representative in Sweden, has uncovered a number of interesting, previously unknown
points. For example, that the Swedish secret police followed Ronald Bottrall and other
British Council personnel, the Swedes” awareness of the German view of the Council
being used as a centre for the secret services, as well as the anti-Semitic prejudices in
their descriptions of Bottrall himself. On the Spanish side this access to the previously
unseen files has shown how the Spanish Foreign Ministry agonised over whether to
allow Walter Starkie, the British Council’s representative in Spain, to be appointed and
to travel to Madrid. They needed the recommendation of the Duque de Alba, the
Spanish Ambassador in London, to invite him and there were attempts by Ramon
Serrano Sufier, the Spanish Foreign Minister, to prevent any publicity reaching the

Council during his tenure of the post of Foreign Minister.

Archival material has been analysed in conjunction with published memoirs such
as those written by Michael Grant, the British Council’s representative in Turkey
during the war period, and Peter Tennant, the British press attaché in Stockholm as
well as my own correspondence with people who were involved with the Council’s
work at the time, and relatives and friends of the main actors in this thesis. This broad

basis for the thesis, particularly on primary sources, I believe makes this thesis robust
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Introduction

and substantial and enables the model of cultural propaganda, developed in the final

chapter, to be built on a strong foundation.

The contribution of this thesis will not been limited to showing how the British
Council operated and the analysis of the Council’s work in Europe in isolation, but also
through demonstrating how the British Council’s cultural propaganda work can be put
within a wider context. This will range from putting the Council’s work on a higher
level of importance within the wider framework of propaganda carried out by Britain
during the Second World War, but also by attempting to examine the Council’s work
in the context of existing propaganda and social transmission theories. This thesis
examines the work of Jacques Ellul and Leonard Doob in particular in terms of
propaganda analysis - pre and sub propaganda, sociological propaganda and rumour-
spreading - but will also look at theories outside the discipline of academic history, to
identify and examine linkages with meme theory, the Zahavi Handicap Principle and
the Reputation Reflex and the social cognitivism work of Rosaria Conte.? It will show
that the cultural propaganda work of the British Council, seen in this wider academic
context, was far more important for Britain’s war effort, through effective and
profound influence of the elites of neutral countries, than it has been given credit for.
The techniques it employed - particularly word-of-mouth propaganda in the margins
of cultural events - were perhaps the most effective form of propaganda deployed by

Britain to neutral Europe during the war.

Firstly, the thesis will consider the Council’s work from a conceptual point of
view - what cultural propaganda is with an examination of previous research on
cultural propaganda, what the British Council’s aims were, what broad constraints the
Council faced, and how it planned to operate. Secondly, how the Council interacted
with other British organisations and individuals will be discussed - for example, its
interaction with other Government Departments (the Foreign Office and Ministry of
Information in particular), British cultural figures and how its institutions and
personnel interacted with British Embassies on the ground. Thirdly, the thesis will look

at the cultural propaganda work of the Council itself and consider what techniques the

9 Ellul, Jacques, Propaganda: the formation of men’s attitudes, (Vintage Books, February 1973);
Doob, Leonard, Public Opinion and Propaganda, (Henry Holt and Company Inc, New York,
1950) ; Blackmore, Susan, The Meme Machine, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999);
Zahavi, Amotz and Avishag Zahavi, The Handicap Principle: the missing piece of Darwin’s
puzzle, (Oxford University Press, Oxford / New York, 1997); Wight, Robin, The Peacock’s Tail
and the Reputation Reflex, (Arts and Business, London, 2007); and Conte, Rosaria, ‘Memes
through (social) minds’, in Aunger, Robert (ed.), Darwinizing Culture: the status of memetics as
a science (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000)
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Cultural propaganda

Council employed when promoting British culture. This will focus on the exhibitions
the Council organised, the touring lecturers who were sent out to foreign countries, as
well as the ways in which the Council got its aim of sympathy creation across to
neutral peoples. Films, though they became an increasingly important part of the
Council’s work, will not be studied in any particular detail partly because of lack of
space in this thesis but also because films were not unique to the Council’s operation.
The Ministry of Information was also involved in this area and resources were often
shared between the Council and the MOI. Instead the thesis focuses primarily on what
the Council did that was unique to its way of operating. Next the thesis will, for the
first time, examine how the Council was viewed by people in the countries where it
operated - whether it was viewed as a haven for pro-British elites, how it compared
with other belligerents” cultural work and how the changing course of the war affected
how the Council was treated. Lastly, the thesis will be summarised with an assessment
of the level of success that the Council was able to obtain, with an attempt to draw
together a model of cultural propaganda that can be applied to other situations and

time periods.
1.2 Propaganda theories and definition of ‘cultural propaganda’

A key point that will appear many times in this thesis regarding the British
Council’s work of ‘cultural propaganda’ and its method of operation was its aim of
being notably different in tone and forcefulness compared firstly with other types of
propaganda, and secondly with other nations’ cultural propaganda. The Council often
shied away from using the word ‘propaganda’, as the word already had negative
connotations associated with it stemming particularly from the First World War, the
Bolshevik Revolution and Nazi and Fascist use of the word in the 1930s. The word
‘propaganda’ in the English language had (and still has) a much darker undertone than
it does in the Spanish, Italian, and Portuguese languages (where it translates more
neutrally as ‘publicity’ or ‘promotion’) and this difference in definition should always
be kept in mind when analysing the use of the word. This difference has roots all the
way back to the effects of the Protestant Reformation when the word ‘propaganda’ was
first used in a positive sense in 1622 by the Roman Catholic Church for propagating the
Catholic faith.10 The fact that Spain, Italy and Portugal are primarily Catholic countries,

and Britain has had a history over the past few hundred years of being anti-Catholic, or

10 Jowett, Garth S, and O'Donnell, Victoria, Propaganda and Persuasion, (3" edition, Sage
Publications, 1999), p.2-3
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at least being suspicious of Catholicism, accounts in a large part to the different
understandings of what the word ‘propaganda” means. Sir Malcolm Robertson, the
British Council’s chairman from 1941 to 1945, was one of the greatest advocates of
avoiding the use of the word propaganda altogether to describe its work. In 1943, he
was furious with the Treasury for viewing the Council’s work as propaganda, and

wrote to a fellow MP:

The Treasury’s idea that the British Council is “itself a part of the immediate

’

‘propaganda offensive’” is complete anathema to me. “Propaganda” is exactly
and precisely what we are not doing. Our aims are essentially long-term. We
are endeavouring at long last to explain abroad the British attitude towards life
and we are urging other nations to explain to us their attitude towards life. The

general idea is solely to build up the basis for a real understanding of the

peoples by the peoples of the world."

It, of course, all depends on how one defines the word ‘propaganda’ as to
whether the British Council’s work can fit into its definition. It is somewhat futile,
therefore, to argue for or against whether the Council’s work can be described as
propaganda or not, because the definition of the word is relatively loose. In this thesis
the word propaganda is used in very broad terms to cover any attempt to influence
others and reinforce or change opinions of other people. The British Council’s work
clearly falls into this definition. Robertson himself had accepted in 1942 that the work
of the Council in supplying articles on British culture to the neutral press, could be

seen as propaganda but not

in the generally accepted derogatory sense of that word. They [the articles] aim
at holding up a mirror to British ways of life and thought, and are making
overseas readers better acquainted with the “make-up” of the British people.
Whenever possible, these articles are accompanied by sets of first-class
illustrations, since the picture makes an almost greater appeal to the
imaginations than the written word, especially when readers are comparatively

unfamiliar with the subject discussed in print.'2

What is clear from Robertson’s statements is that he was aiming for the Council
to be very different from the political propaganda bodies that had made the word

propaganda so repulsive. The phrase ‘cultural propaganda’ has often been used to

11 CAC BRCO 1/2. Sir Malcolm Robertson. Letter to Richard Law MP, 15 July 1943
12 CAC BRCO 1/1. Sir Malcolm Robertson. Letter to Air-Marshall Sir Philip Game, 17 July 1942
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describe the Council’s work in order to distinguish it from political propaganda. As the
phrase ‘cultural propaganda’ still contained the word ‘propaganda’ the Council was
also wary of its use to describe its work - but what exactly is ‘cultural propaganda’?

Philip Taylor, in his study of the Council in the 1930s, defined cultural propaganda as

the promotion and dissemination of national aims and achievements in a
general rather than specifically economic or political form, although it is

ultimately designed to promote economic and political interests.!?

Whilst Taylor was right to state that cultural propaganda ‘is ultimately designed
to promote economic and political interests” (i.e. it is very much aligned to the aims of
political propaganda), his definition did not demonstrate the difference that exists
between cultural and political propaganda in style, tone, pervasiveness and intended
time to produce an effect, and which Robertson was trying to promote in the quotes
above. This difference is also absent from the definition given by Nicholas ] Cull, David
Culbert and David Welch in their encyclopaedia of propaganda and mass persuasion,

though the emphasis on the long term nature of cultural propaganda is recognised:

Cultural propaganda is a long-term process intended to promote a better
understanding of the nation that is sponsoring the activity... Such activity
involves the dissemination of cultural products - films, magazines, radio and
television programs, art exhibitions, traveling [sic] theater [sic] groups and
orchestras - as well as the promotion of language teaching and a wide range of
“educational” activities, such as student exchange schemes. Over a period of
time, these activities are designed to enhance the nation’s image among the
populations of other countries, with a view to creating goodwill and
influencing the polices [sic] of their governments through the pressure of public

opinion.14

It is this difference in style, tone and pervasiveness that is very important in the
definition of cultural propaganda. Nevertheless, as Cull, Culbert and Welch note, the
aim of cultural propaganda, as opposed to political propaganda, was to create
sympathy on a long-term basis through a range of techniques designed to make that
sympathy profound, rather than aiming for a desired short-term action on the part of

the propagandee. The avoidance of the word ‘propaganda’ so as to avoid negative

13 Taylor, The Projection, p.125-6
14 Cull, Nicholas J, David Culbert and David Welch, Propaganda and mass persuasion: a historical
encyclopedia, 1500 to the present, (ABC-CLIO, California, 2003) p.101
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connotations, and the aims of political propaganda, made the Council’s tone of
propaganda significantly different. Lord Lloyd, the Council’s previous chairman (from
1937 to 1941) had been less worried about the term cultural propaganda than
Robertson, but was still keen to demonstrate its difference from political propaganda.is

Lord Lloyd stated early on in the war that

As a race we [the British] have too long been content to remain aloof and
misunderstood. Our strength and our wealth have in the past won us respect;
we have never sought sympathy or understanding... We have in many places a
critical audience to convert, but our opponents” lack of discretion has worked
largely in our favour. Everywhere we find people turning in relief from the
harshly dominant tones of totalitarian propaganda to the less insistent but more
responsible cadences of Britain. We do not force them to ‘think British’; we offer

them the opportunity to learn what the British think.'

Speaking in ‘responsible cadences” was clearly a key part of the British Council’s
image. The aims of the Council should not just therefore be seen in terms of what it was
trying to promote but also how it was trying to promote it. The what and the how are
intrinsically linked in all propaganda forms - it is very important that if someone
wishes to persuade someone else to think or act in a certain way, they must speak in a
manner to which the other person is receptive. The what must determine the how but
the how also affects the what. Lloyd was clear here that the Council’s propaganda was
being promoted as an offer only and foreign people could take it or leave it. It is also
clear that Lloyd was setting no timeframe in which people had to “take’ the Council’s
propaganda and there was a deliberate lack of immediacy. This lack of immediacy
meant that the Council’s work would be a specific and important departure from
political propaganda which is often far more prominent as it needs an instant (or at
least short-term) action. Also, the short term nature of political propaganda is, in the
words of William Mackenzie, the historian of the Special Operations Executive, a ‘writ
in water’ as the circumstances in which it is disseminated are only there at that
particular time and the propaganda only makes sense for a short period.’” As the
Council’'s work was aiming to be incremental, on a ‘gently, gently’ approach
accumulating sympathy on a long-term basis, the cultural propaganda it produced had

to be designed to make sense over that longer period of time and not just there for a

15 See, for example, TNA FO 800/322. Lord Lloyd. Letter to Lord Halifax, 13 September 1939

16 Forbes Adam, Colin, Life of Lord Lloyd, (Macmillan, London, 1948) p.284-5

17 Mackenzie, W ] M, A Secret History of S.O.E.: The Special Operations Executive 1940-1945, (St
Ermin’s Press, London, 2002) p.142
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particular moment in time. It had, therefore, to be timeless. Bombastic and fast-moving
political propaganda was more obvious perhaps, but not necessarily more effective.
Looking for short-term action meant the effect of political propaganda was limited to a
superficial level. Cultural propaganda, on the other hand, may be slower to produce
results, but should have a more profound effect. Being timeless also means that
cultural propaganda has by necessity to be to a large extent historically based and
telescopically inspired, in the sense that it has to show a road to the present through
various milestones of progress. Views about a country’s history and place in the world
were likely therefore to be tried and tested, old-fashioned and conservative, making it
even more likely to be received well by an audience of conservative elites rather than
the masses. As will be shown in the following chapter, the appointment of a
Communist as Head of the Council’s Science Department sent shock waves through
the conservative elites in Britain, but fortunately he was non-political in his role and so

the cultural propaganda was not affected.!

There is an interesting link here to the Bolsheviks’ use of agitators and the
definition of propaganda, both in terms of nomenclature and the applicability of the
word ‘propaganda’. The Bolsheviks made a distinction between ‘propaganda’ and
‘agitation’, initially in Tsarist Russia prior to 1917, but also beyond the Revolution into
the Soviet Union. ‘Agitation” in the Bolshevik model meant preparing a group
vigorously, on a short-term basis, for a particular action. ‘Propaganda’, on the other
hand, meant a long-term educational programme to prepare the ground for agitation.!®
This is a somewhat different definition to the meaning that is usually associated with
the word ‘propaganda’ as if it is something prior to, but essential for, propaganda (in
today’s sense) to take place. Essentially, in the Bolshevik model, ‘agitation’ takes the
place of what would usually be recognised today as being propaganda. In terms of
word-of-mouth propaganda, therefore, the Bolsheviks used oral agitators to spread
messages drawing on sympathies and prejudices that had already been instilled
through a long-term educational programme promoting Marxist-Leninist doctrine.
However, the British Council could be seen as covering aspects of both roles in the
Bolshevik model. On the one hand its official aims were to teach the English language,
provide schooling, and organise cultural events, all of which were aimed at long-term

sympathy-creation (i.e. ‘propaganda’ in the Bolshevik model). Yet on the other it could

18 CAC BRCO 1/4 Anonymous MP. Note about ] G Crowther. Attached to letter from Eugene
Ramsden, MP to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 16 December, 1944; and Robertson, Sir Malcolm.
Letter to Eugene Ramsden MP, 20 December, 1944

19 See Ellul, Propaganda, p.32n5, 70-71
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also be seen to be aiming to directly influence those same people that attended the
cultural events through word-of-mouth propaganda about life (particularly cultural
life) in wartime Britain using those cultural events as a conduit for direct influence (i.e.
‘agitation” in the Bolshevik model). Whether it can be said to have influenced them
directly “to action’, as the Bolshevik model suggests it should, is perhaps less clear and
depends on the action that the British Council was expecting to induce and the type of
action demanded by the Bolshevik model. In many cases the scope for action in neutral
countries was rather limited. Action could simply mean that sympathetic elites took on
the role of influencing other elites and masses within the neutral countries - in places

where the British Council or British influence generally could not reach directly.

A more appropriate model to how the British Council operated is perhaps
provided by Leonard Doob’s analysis of propaganda techniques. Doob effectively
expanded the Bolshevik model and made a distinction between ‘sub-propaganda’ and

‘main propaganda’, stating that:

Many sub-propaganda campaigns are postulated on the assumption that final
action must be postponed until the propagandees are psychologically prepared
or find themselves in a situation which provides the appropriate stimuli.... No
action need be indicated in a sub-propaganda campaign, for here the aim is

simply the learning of an attitude to facilitate the main propaganda itself.20

There is a subtle difference here between the Bolshevik model in the sense that in
the Bolshevik model, word-of-mouth propaganda only really fits with “agitation” and is
perhaps outside the scope of the educational programme defined in “propaganda’. In
Doob’s analysis, there is no attempt to rule out the role of an agitative method of
propaganda (such as word-of-mouth propaganda) in the psychological preparation of
the propagandees. Instead Doob simply describes the two layers of propaganda - in
reality, propaganda aiming for long-term and short-term effects - rather than the
methods employed to achieve those effects. Because of this subtle difference, Doob’s
model is closer than the Bolshevik model to how the British Council planned to
operate. He also described a formal disconnection between the ‘main propaganda’ and
the ‘sub-propaganda’ by stating that ‘the aim is simply the learning of an attitude’
which can be taken to mean that the sympathy-creation aim of the Council could fit
into the description of ‘sub-propaganda’ without being directly related to how that

sympathy was going to be manipulated. The two concepts of ‘main propaganda’ and

20 Doob, Public Opinion and Propaganda, p399 and 403
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‘sub-propaganda’ are still related however, if more remotely, and Doob implies that
the main propaganda requires the sub-propaganda to have embedded within the
audience, in order to be effective and therefore works on currents and themes which

are already familiar to the audience.

Jacques Ellul’s concept of ‘sociological propaganda’ is also worth considering in
this context. Ellul himself started his description of sociological propaganda by stating
that sociological propaganda is a type of propaganda that does not have an
organisation directing it - it is something built into the culture of a country about how

people in that country should live their lives. He stated:

Sociological propaganda springs up spontaneously; it is not the result of
deliberate propaganda action. No propagandists deliberately use this method,
though many practice it unwittingly, and tend in this direction without

realizing it. 2!

What Ellul has suggested here is that sociological propaganda provides the
themes of existing currents of thought in a culture which are constantly being
reinforced by that culture. Propagandists must comply with this sociological
propaganda in order to make their propaganda effective. This idea that there is a
current of self-perpetuating propaganda within a society which helps hold a culture
together links strongly with what Richard Dawkins and Susan Blackmore have
described as ‘memes’ - cultural equivalents to genes in the sense that they evolve over
time through a process of natural selection. Memes are defined as units of a culture
which replicate within a society from one person to the next, slowly becoming more
and more refined (unintentionally) to meet the needs of the succeeding generations.?
Dawkins originally gave the following examples that could be described as memes:
‘tunes, ideas, catchphrases, clothes fashions, and ways of making pots and arches.’??

Blackmore has developed the idea and has stated:

2 Ellul, Propaganda, p.64

2 Dawkins, Richard, The God Delusion, (Bantam Press, London / Toronto / Sydney / Auckland
/ Johannesburg, 2006) p.190-201; also see Blackmore, The Meme Machine and Williams,
Bernard, Truth and Truthfulness, (Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 2002
paperback 2004) p.29-30 - Williams does not appear to agree with meme theory, but does
not, in my opinion, give a convincing reason why his arguments against memetics actually
disagree with them. Williams looks at memes as if they are identifiable units, which in
many cases they are not.

2 Blackmore, The Meme Machine, p.63; Dawkins, Richard, The Selfish Gene (Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 1976)
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Everything that is passed from person to person in this way is a meme. This
includes all the words in your vocabulary, the stories you know, the skills and
habits you have picked up from others and the games you like to play. It
includes the songs you sing and the rules you obey. So, for example, whenever
you drive on the left (or the right!), eat curry with lager or pizza and coke,
whistle the theme tune from Neiglibours or even shake hands, you are dealing in
memes. Each of these memes has evolved in its own unique way with its own

history, but each of them is using your behaviour to get itself copied.?

Meme theory (or memetics) takes the view that all units of culture are constantly
competing against each other and only the useful ones or the ‘fittest’ ones get
replicated. There is not, however, a grand design or designer orchestrating the process,
and it continues unintentionally (or at least without purposeful direction). Blackmore
states that not all thoughts and learning should be considered as memes, but only those
that can be copied by imitation and therefore passed on to someone else.?> It would be
hard to argue that the British Council’s actions were unintentional and undirected, but
there is an interesting connection here between sociological propaganda and the
spreading of units of culture, which should be explored further. Social psychologists,
such as Rosaria Conte, have criticised Blackmore’s theory for ignoring other forms of
social transmission, and focusing solely on imitation and so perhaps a future definition
of memetics will fit the British Council’'s work better than that provided by
Blackmore.?¢ Hearing a story and passing it on, very much in the way in which the
model of influence works, is something which propaganda - particularly word-of-
mouth propaganda - relies on to a huge extent. It is conceivable that the Council’s
work could be seen as being a conduit for feeding memes into a new society and that
they had to compete with other memes already existing in that society, together with
memes being introduced by the Axis countries - and there is a term for this too in
memetics: ‘meme vehicles” which will be returned to in just a moment.?” Other theories
connected to memetics and genetics are also worth a mention at this point - that of the
‘Handicap Principle’ developed by Amotz and Avishag Zahavi and the ‘Peacock’s Tail
and the Reputation Reflex’ put forward by Robin Wight. Both Wight and the Zahavis
have questioned why in nature certain characteristics, such as the peacock’s tail, have

developed without appearing to have any practical use, and indeed handicap the

24 Blackmore, The Meme Machine, p.7

2 Ibid, p.42-43

26 Conte, ‘Memes through (social) minds’ p.98-109
27 Blackmore, The Meme Machine, p.65-66
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animal which has developed it. The answer put forward is that the ability to ‘waste’
resources on a feature which has no practical use is a way of signalling genetic or
cultural fitness and enhancing reputation. Both the peacock’s tail and the sponsorship
of art are considered in this context - in the sense that neither have practical uses, but
both produce responses in what Wight terms the ‘Reputation Reflex” in the amygdala
part of the brain.28 The British Council’s work could be seen as having no practical
value, but highly important in terms of maintaining and advancing the reputation of
Britain. This is a new and interesting concept and perhaps could be used as an element

in a model of cultural propaganda, and will be returned to in chapters four and five.

Ellul combined his view of there being existing sociological propaganda within a
society, with the view of Doob that sub-propaganda (or, in Ellul’s words, ‘pre-
propaganda’) was essential for direct propaganda to work. Sub-propaganda, Ellul
believed, must complement the existing sociological situation if it were to be

successful. He postulated:

Direct propaganda, aimed at modifying opinions and attitudes, must be
preceded by propaganda that is sociological in character, slow, general, seeking
to create a climate, an atmosphere of favo[u]rable preliminary attitudes. No
direct propaganda can be effective without pre-propaganda.... Sociological
propaganda can be compared to plowing [sic], direct propaganda to sowing;

you cannot do the one without doing the other first.??

Sociological propaganda is therefore not just something circulating around a
society which cannot be influenced by propaganda organisations, but it is already there
in existence and has to be worked with and moulded (in Blackmore’s description, this
would be a ‘memeplex’ - a group of memes complementing each other).% Sociological
propaganda cannot be invented solely from scratch by a propaganda organisation to
meet its own purposes. Nevertheless, Ellul went on to state that there are complex
issues surrounding the implanting of sociologically based propaganda themes into a
different society: ‘The more conscious sociological propaganda is, the more it tends to
express itself externally, and hence to expand its influence abroad.”’! Ellul was

specifically referencing the influence of post-war American culture on Europe (and

28 Zahavi and Zahavi, The Handicap Principle, p.xiv-xv, 223-5; Wight, The Peacock’s Tail,
particularly p.10-11, 14-15

29 Ellul, Propaganda, p.15

30 Blackmore, The Meme Machine, p.19

31 Ellul, Propaganda, p.69
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particularly France) and the fact that the American culture was not intended to be
propagandistic in a political sense - it was merely showing America in the way that
Americans believed to be accurate (there is clearly a link here with Robertson’s belief,
stated above, that the British Council did not do propaganda - the Council simply tried
to show Britain for what it was). The complexity arose when the French saw this
American culture partly as a good thing - where technological advantages, in
particular, were obvious - but also exasperating where they sensed an American
‘superiority complex’ that seemed to express the opinion that the American way of life
was the only way of life.32 In other words, true sociological propaganda, replicating a
way of life without the need for a propaganda organisation, can only work successfully
within societies where there is an existing, or perhaps latent, acceptance of its benefits
promulgated by that propaganda. The people within those societies do not regard it as
propaganda because they see it just as their way of life (or a way of life which they
wish to emulate) and have no reason to question its propagandistic nature. Generally
outside that society, it cannot work as pure sociological propaganda, because the
context is not right and there is much more need for a directing organisation to ensure

it can be accepted, or at least understood, in another culture.

In a recent study of types of advertising and what forms of media people are
most likely to be influenced by when considering to purchase a product, it was found
that over 40% of people are likely to be influenced by people that they know personally
and had been influenced by word-of-mouth. Whilst not a majority, it is significantly
higher than any other form of influence - magazine articles were the next most
influential at around 15%, television adverts were under 5%, as were advertising
billboards.3® These figures clearly suggest that personal influence and influence by
word-of-mouth has a far more pervasive effect than can be achieved through any
single form of mass communication media, and the British Council’s plan to
concentrate on elites could allow this effect to work very successfully. In recent years,
particularly in relation to the internet, companies selling products have been very keen
to utilise ‘viral’ advertising - i.e. to begin a chain reaction of people talking about their
product (hopefully in a positive way) which spreads from person to person by word-
of-mouth (or word-of-blog) like a virus to increase sales. They are in effect trying to

take advantage of the fact that people are more likely to purchase a product based on a

32 Ibid, p.70

23 Ewerll), Sam, ‘The Changing Face of Consumer Marketing’, part of a lecture series entitled
Where the Truth Lies: a symposium on propaganda today (School of Visual Arts in New York,
iTunes, 2008). Graph shown at 8 minutes 11 seconds into Part 1 after research by Euro
RSCG. Also see http://www.wherethetruthlies.org
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report from a fellow customer (someone they think they can trust) rather than on the
company’s own overt information (perhaps perceived as ‘propaganda’ in a derogatory
sense) about its product. Companies such as Amazon, the online retailer, have long
known that positive customer reviews increase sales and there have been reports in the
media recently of how companies trying to sell products through Amazon particularly
have posted bogus positive reviews to try to increase sales - so-called ‘shrill
reviewing.’3 Whilst it would be incongruous to link the British Council’s work in the
Second World War directly with viral advertising on the internet today, the Council

would, by targeting its audience in a personal way and by seeking secondary and

tertiary effects of that word-of-
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3 Rohrer, Finlo, ‘“The perils of five-star reviews’, BBC News Magazine, (25 June 2009) at
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/8118577.stm ; Recently, the historian Orlando Figes
has been caught out in this way by writing negative reviews of other historians” work and
by glorifying reviews of his own books - see ““I penned negative Amazon reviews” -
Historian Figes’, BBC News website (24 April 2010) at
http:/ /news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/8641515.stm

23


http://news.bbc.co.Uk/
http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l_/hi/uk/86415l5.stm

Introduction

of the original rumour (around 30%) continues to be transmitted many more times (see
Figure 1).35 Whilst it is arguable that the Council would not be disseminating ‘rumours’
as such, the rumour-effect is still applicable when talking about word-of-mouth
propaganda, and it can be assumed if this study on rumour psychology is correct that
about a third of the content of the word-of-mouth propaganda that was passed on to
other groups, could have been accurately represented. Admittedly, this is to view
rumour-spreading very much in a vacuum -the study mentioned above was conducted
in what could be described as ‘laboratory conditions’ rather than ‘in the field". As
mentioned earlier, the British Council would have to be constantly coping and dealing
with propaganda and rumours being spread by agents of the Axis countries primarily,
but also by Axis sympathisers in the countries where they were operating. Viral
advertisers also have this problem and many negative customer reviews and
comments (perhaps placed by rival competitors) which they are unable to counter can
have a devastating effect on product sales. Nevertheless, it is perhaps reasonable to
state that a certain percentage of the original rumour is likely to have permeated a
certain distance down the chain of transmissions, even if that percentage was not as
high as 30%. Reports from the PWE during the Second World War seem to suggest that
‘comebacks’ (i.e. rumours that could be detected to have been successful by the
rumour-spreading organisation by spotting the story in an enemy or neutral
newspaper or overhearing it being repeated independently) were relatively high,

though an actual percentage is difficult to estimate.3

To go back to memetics for a moment, the idea that units of culture will compete
with each other and the successful ones will be the ones that get replicated is fine in
one society, but in another society, for new units of culture to stand a chance of
competing with units already embedded within another society’s memeplex, they need
a directing organisation to make their survival viable. A directing organisation can
work as a meme vehicle, as mentioned above. Dawkins defined a vehicle, in this sense,
as something ‘which houses a collection of replicators [in this case memes - i.e. units of
culture] and which works as a unit for the preservation and propagation of those

replicators.’” The British Council’s work fits this idea of a vehicle very well - the

35 Allport, Gordon W. and Postman, Leo J., “The Basic Psychology of Rumor’, in Daniel Katz,
Dorwin Cartwright, Samuel Eldersveld, Alfred McClung Lee (eds), Public Opinion and
Propaganda, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, Chicago and San Francisco, 1964),

.398-9

36 Se}; TNA FO 898/71 File entitled ‘PWE-Sibs (Rumours & Whispers) campaign - comebacks
1940-1943’

37 Blackmore, The Meme Machine, p.65; Dawkins, Richard, The Extended Phenotype, (Oxford,
Freeman, 1982) p.114
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Council was there specifically for propagating British culture (a group of memes
complementing each other). I would like to suggest that specifically, this is where
cultural propaganda comes into play. Cultural propaganda differs from sociological
propaganda because it needs a vehicle to perpetuate it. Sociological propaganda
becomes cultural propaganda once it is outside of the society where it originates and is
being directed to penetrate a different society. This idea of needing an organising body
will be developed further in chapter five when this thesis attempts to draw together a
model of cultural propaganda by considering how it works in practice in the

intervening chapters.
1.3 Domestic roots and antecedents of the British Council 1914-1934

The British Council’s establishment in 1934 was overdue. It had been recognised
by the British Government in the First World War that aiming cultural propaganda at
opinion-forming elites in neutral countries was effective if done well. Pressure during
the 1920s and early 1930s for the establishment of an organisation like the British
Council to promote cultural propaganda abroad was something that the Foreign Office
in London could not put off forever. Prior to the First World War the British
Government had taken the view that British achievements were self-evident - the
British Empire’s size and diversity was unprecedented and could be simply illustrated
by the reddish-pink colour on the world map - no one, it was argued, need go any

further in telling foreign people how great Great Britain was.

That view changed with the outbreak of war in 1914 as Britain showed for the
first time since the days of Napoleon just how vulnerable it was on its own doorstep.
The reddish-pink colouring-in of India, Australia, Canada and much of Africa meant
very little when the guns of the Somme could be heard, quite literally, in southeast
England. As the war drew on and the stalemate of the western front became seemingly
more and more permanent, Britain needed to find ways in bringing in resources from
outside of the Empire in order to win the war - that area outside the Empire, of course,
being primarily the United States of America. Isolationist, over the other side of the
Atlantic and far from being in the special relationship with Britain that existed in the
post-Second World War period, the United States was not an easy partner to woo. But
clearly there was a way as in 1917 the formerly-neutral Americans joined the war on

the side of Britain and France. Though it would be incongruous to state that it was

38 Taylor, The Projection, p. 127
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wholly responsible for making the United States sympathetic to Britain and the British
way of life, the organisation known as Wellington House - a secret wartime
propaganda office under Charles Masterman - played a significant and important role
in creating sympathy for British culture in American minds.>* As Philip Taylor has
stated

[i]t was ... decided that the best propagandists for the Allied cause were
sympathetic Americans, particularly those in influential positions in
government, business, education, and the media. The principle here, as one
document put it, was ‘that it is better to influence those who can influence

others than attempt a direct appeal to the mass of the population.’0

This principle, as will be shown in the following chapters, is one which could
very easily be applied to the work of the British Council during the Second World War.
Wellington House set many of the precedents that the British Council would
eventually pick up at its establishment in 1934 and its memory lived on in the minds of
Foreign Office officials during the 1920s as an example of using effective techniques for
influencing opinion-forming elites. Even some of those involved with the work of
Wellington House, such as Eric Maclagen and Muirhead Bone, later became involved

in British Council activity.4!

Work at Wellington House was directed primarily at neutral countries and was
split into sections on a linguistic basis - Scandinavia, Holland, Italy and Switzerland,
and Spain, Portugal and South America, and lastly, with a special focus, the United
States of America.*2 ‘Any recipients of official British propaganda were to receive it
through unofficial sources. It was a general policy that a definite nexus should exist
between sender and recipient, thus avoiding any impersonal or wholesale
distribution’, noted M L Sanders who wrote an account of the work of Wellington
House in 1975.43 Wellington House may have initially employed some traditional
techniques of propaganda such as the creation of pamphlets and cartoons and dealt

with the war situation more directly than was the case with the British Council -

3 Taylor, Philip, Munitions of the Mind: a history of propaganda from the ancient world to the present
day, (Manchester University Press, 34 edition, Manchester/New York, 2003) p.177

40 Ibid

41 Sanders, M L, “Wellington House and the British Propaganda during the First World War’,
The Historical Journal, XVIII, I (1975) Appendix A, p.144

42 Jbid, p.120

8 Jbid

26




Cultural propaganda

although ‘conventional literary propaganda’ was still deemed to be dominant* - but
the principle of creating sympathy amongst neutral elites through promoting British
culture was a proto-example that Wellington House provided for the Council to
emulate. Wellington House started to arrange lecture tours for Britons on specialist
subjects, but the lecturers were ‘not to reveal their connexion [sic] with the British
Government.’¥5 Trips for British theatrical companies, educational exchanges, the
fostering of the Boy Scout movement abroad and the establishment of Anglophile
societies were all supported by Wellington House, as were the establishment of

propaganda bureaux in foreign countries.*¢ Masterman stated that the materials were

[n]ot circulated promiscuously but ... either ... sold or sent with a personal
letter to some man or woman of importance, placed in public libraries or
distributed amongst a selected list of those to whom the particular literature

was suitable.4”

All of these methods of propaganda have, as we shall see, clear parallels to the
work of the Council a few decades later, although the British Council was more open

about the source of the materials it was distributing.

Masterman was keenly aware of the potential criticism that his propaganda
organisation could attract due to its focus on cultural and understated propaganda
techniques and stated that ‘[i]t is in the nature of the case that we cannot expect to be
rewarded to any great extent by realizing definite and overt results.”#® As Masterman
predicted Wellington House received significant criticism. For example, Sanders stated
‘[tIhe person-to-person distribution of propaganda in North America was considered
inferior, as the recipient were selected from Britain’, and ‘the report condemned as
unnecessarily wasteful the policy of Wellington House of buying published works for

distribution as propaganda.’®® According to Sanders, towards the end of the war, the

# Reeves, Nicholas, Official British film propaganda during the First World War, (Croom Helm,
London, 1986) p.14
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new Ministry of Information (formed in March 1918) under Lord Beaverbrook decided

that the secret nature of Wellington House was

no longer believed to be necessary. Instead of the indirect appeal, the ministry
sought to be direct in every way. To Beaverbrook and those around him, the
most direct and effective forms of publicity were propaganda by films, by
wireless and cable and by the press. It was very much a newspaperman’s view
of propaganda. Where Wellington House hard largely aimed at an intellectual

élite, the Ministry of Information sought mass response.5!

This view of Beaverbrook, as we shall see, affected how he viewed the creation
and development of the British Council - campaigning almost tirelessly for its closure
because he believed it wasted money on ineffective propaganda. But overall the work
of Wellington House was deemed successful, at least by the Foreign Office, and the
reforms enacted by Beaverbrook were in effect too late to make any impact on the part
Wellington House played on influencing the United States to enter the war. As Taylor
stated

In sharp contrast to the methods employed in 1918 [by Beaverbrook’s Ministry],
direct mass activity was not considered to be an effective approach [by the
Foreign Office]. Yet it was entirely compatible with the Foreign Office’s
somewhat limited concept of “public opinion” and its preference for allowing
others to conduct propaganda on its behalf; the emphasis upon secrecy was not
simply a device to prevent clean hands from getting dirty, but derived from a

genuine belief in the value of disguised, indirect propaganda.>

Outside the realms of wartime propaganda, the First World War also prompted
British policymakers in Government to examine the state of Britain’s reputation at a
cultural level in foreign countries more generally. A committee was established in
August 1917 under Sir Henry Newbolt to examine the state of the circulation of British
books and periodicals abroad. It also drew conclusions about the level of knowledge of
British cultural achievements overseas. The committee members noted in their report

that:

5t Ibid, p.143
52 Taylor, Philip, “The Foreign Office and British Propaganda during the First World War’, The
Historical Journal, Vol 23, No. 4 (Dec 1980) p.896-7
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Apart from the inadequate methods of [book] distribution, we have been
impressed by other causes of the general depreciation of the intellectual
impulse which British thought can claim to have given the world at large, and
of the general misapprehension of the facilities which British invention and

enterprise can offer to the trade and manufacture of foreign countries.>

Clearly the committee was stating that there was a general need for promoting
British culture abroad which was not just limited to the war needs being serviced by
Wellington House. There was a general lack of understanding of Britain outside of the
British Empire which not only meant British cultural achievements were not widely
known, but was beginning to affect Britain’s commercial and economic interests with
the wider world. Britain’s Empire now not only meant very little with hostilities on
Britain’s doorstep, but they also had little meaning generally to a world that was

unengaged with the British Empire on a cultural level.

If only Beaverbrook or the Treasury had seen the commercial and economic
arguments for promoting British culture abroad, it could be speculated that there could
have been enough momentum at the end of the First World War for a British cultural
propaganda organisation to be established. But they had not, and in 1919 it promptly
ruled that cultural propaganda was too wide and too vague to be of any profitable
value.5 This ruling, however, has to be seen in the wider context of the post-First
World War atmosphere. There were three broad points to understand here. Firstly,
propaganda had become a dirty word during and particularly soon after the war,
largely because of the spread of atrocity stories during the war period which turned
out not to be true - exposed more fully by Lord Ponsonby in 1926. Secondly, there was
a lack of money and a seemingly less urgent need to spend money on propaganda of
any type, when Britain had spent so much of its wealth on winning the war. Thirdly,
Britain had won the war and the mind-set of the British Government quickly turned
back to the understandable, but flawed, position that the Empire again spoke for itself
- and now, of course, with the defeat of Germany, covering an even larger
geographical area.5> Even when the Foreign Office attempted in 1920, supported by the

committee of Sir John Tilley, to consider it had a moral obligation to support British

53 TNA INF 4/5, Report of committee of Department of Information, 9 April 1918
5¢ Taylor, The Projection, p.131-2
55 Taylor, Munitions of the Mind, p.196-7
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communities abroad and to promote British culture within its own Empire, Treasury

officials were still not interested in changing their position.5

For the Foreign Office, a raw disparity of funding between French, Italian,
German and British cultural propaganda was obvious. The fact was that the French
Government was spending around £500,000 per annum, and the German and Italian
Governments around £300,000 each per annum, on cultural propaganda activities was
rather shocking when compared to the British Government which was only permitted
to spend up to £10 - yes, just ten pounds. And this was only allowed in exceptional
circumstances, which usually meant only being able to send a few books to Central and
South America, despite the continual requests from British communities abroad to the
Foreign Office for more cultural activities to take place.’” The Foreign Office was
unable, without hard evidence on the effect that this shocking statistic was having on
British fortunes abroad, to make any progress on cultural propaganda until the end of
the decade. The Treasury’s intransigence was broken finally in 1929 when it at last
opened its eyes to the fact that a lack of promotion of British culture was damaging
British commercial and economic interests and that foreign opinion-forming elites were
unaware of developments in Britain which might make them more sympathetic to
British interests. The impetus for this change came from an official in the Foreign
Office’s News Department, and one of the founding fathers of the British Council - Rex
Leeper.

In 1929 a highly influential report landed on Leeper’s desk. It was a godsend for
Leeper. And it was damning for the British Government. The report was authored by
Viscount D’ Abernon who had just returned from a trade mission to South America,
and tore to shreds the Government’s negative attitude towards cultural propaganda.
D’Abernon’s report recommended a clear case for the interdependency of commercial

and cultural interests, stating:

To those who say that this extension in influence has no connection with
commerce, we reply that they are totally wrong; the reaction of trade to the
more deliberate inculcation of British culture which we advocate is definitely

certain and will be swift.58

% Taylor, The Projection, p.132-3
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Frances Donaldson, who wrote the official history of the British Council for its
fiftieth anniversary, noted that the final chapter of the D’ Abernon Report entitled ‘“The
Commercial Importance of Cultural Influence’ was particularly hard-hitting for
Government officials and had ‘far-reaching consequences.’?® D’ Abernon expanded on
his views at an address given on 29 October 1929 at the Royal Institute of International

Affairs:

Turning now to propaganda, I refer mainly to propaganda in the commercial
sphere rather than in the political sphere, for, after all, our interests in these
countries are, and should be, economic rather than anything else. It is common
ground that more active propaganda by England is required, but propaganda
needs not only to be more active but more subtle. The “puff” direct is not
sufficient, you have to begin further back; you must train your public to
appreciate English taste and English goods. For this purpose, cultural influence
is also important. Other nations are working hard in this direction. America is
offering free education in engineering and other departments to South
American youths who will go to the United States for three to four years;
France has developed an intensive cultural propaganda, sending every year
distinguished professors to South America to carry out a course of lectures on
literary and scientific subjects. All this intellectual propaganda, or so-called
intellectual propaganda, is intended to have, and will have, wide commercial

results. We must not be behindhand....¢0

The effect of the report on changing opinions in the British Government cannot be
overstated. It was not the only report to have influence, but most definitely led the
way. Further evidence was later supplied from a young British lecturer who had just
taken up a post at the University of Coimbra in Portugal. He could not believe that
though the Portuguese were willing to engage with Britain, the British had made no
attempt to extend cultural relations to Portugal and any British influence was crowded
out by German, French and Italian concerns. He went to the British Ambassador in
Lisbon, Sir Claud Russell, to make his views known and supplied a written report of
which forty copies eventually arrived at the Foreign Office from the different sources

that Russell’s staff had sent on to Universities in Britain. The lecturer, Sidney George

59 Donaldson, The British Council, p.18, 21

60 D’ Abernon, Viscount, ‘“The Economic Mission to South America: Address given on October
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p.570-1
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West, would later become the British Council’s representative to Portugal, and Lisbon
would be one of the first foreign cities to host a British Institute under the auspices of

the Council.6!

Rex Leeper collated the evidence from the D’Abernon Report and made the case
for increasing the grant for cultural activities to support British commercial interests
and to counter the ‘aggressive propaganda of other countries’, to the Labour Foreign
Secretary Arthur Henderson. Henderson in turn approached the Treasury for £10,000
per annum - a significant increase on that £10 previously allowed though still minute
compared with the expenditure of France, Germany and Italy. In late 1930, the
Treasury agreed to a sum of £2,500 per annum - not what the Foreign Office had asked
for, but it was a start and the principle of the Treasury’s 1919 ruling had been
overturned.s2 Even the £2,500 was not safe though, as the economic crisis unfolding at
the time meant that the decision was reversed in 1931, though one third of the money
had already been spent. Instead the Foreign Office’s News Department went into
planning mode for when the money returned in the 1932/1933 financial year. There
was enough confidence to do this as the News Department believed that the value of
British cultural propaganda work had been recognised together with the cost of other
countries’ cultural propaganda on British commercial interests. It was now just a

matter of time before their cultural propaganda work began in earnest.

In June 1934, after some detailed planning work and some initial cultural
propaganda work itself, Leeper proposed the establishment of a Cultural Relations
Committee to co-ordinate the work of various bodies already in existence within and
outside the Foreign Office - such as the Board of Trade, the Travel Association and the
Empire Marketing Board - to be funded by private sources. He proposed that its work,

aimed at promoting British culture abroad, be divided into five categories:

(1) the provision of prizes and scholarships to foreign schools and universities

in order to increase the study of the English language;
(2) the establishment of British libraries abroad;

(3) the arrangement of lecture tours by distinguished British speakers;

61 Donaldson, The British Council, p.23-24; Roberts, Alison, Un Toque Decisivo: A Small But Crucial
Push. British Council - 70 Years with Portugal, (Medialivros, Actividades Editorials SA,
Lisbon, 2008) p.9-10
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(4) sponsored visits to England of prominent journalists and professional men;
(5) films.%3

These five areas of work do not match exactly with the British Council’s
statement of aims the following year, but they are very close to it and are a good
reflection of what the British Council actually did in practical terms, with the same
broad aim of promoting British culture abroad in a general sense. The exception, as we
shall see, was the focus on films, which the Council did not really concentrate on until
well into the Second World War and often in collaboration with the MOI. The Cultural
Relations Committee was established, then closed due to a debate over its constitution
and some ‘office politics’ regarding whose vision of the committee would prevail. The
majority of those involved, led by Leeper, wanted to see the Foreign Office as the
leading actor in the committee instead of private, commercial interests. The Committee
was re-established into what was initially called the ‘Advisory Committee for the
Promotion of International Relations” in November 1934 with a stronger emphasis on
Foreign Office control over the committee. Lord Tyrell, the recently retired British
Ambassador to France and former head of the Foreign Office’s News Department, was
invited to chair the first meeting held on 5 December 1934 which then changed its
name at the meeting itself to ‘The British Committee for Relations with Other
Countries.” This committee was still firmly a committee amongst many other
committees in the Foreign Office, and an annex of the News Department, but soon

became more independent of its master - adopting the name “British Council” in 1936.6¢
1.4 Interwar European influences on the British Council

The French, through the Alliance Frangaise, had been operating in foreign
countries since the nineteenth century and it had been expanding its work throughout
the period of the French Third Republic. The French Government, noted Philip Taylor
in his analysis and comparison of how Britain projected an image of itself abroad in the

1930s,

regarded cultural relations as an effective method of creating an atmosphere

favourable to the extension of political and commercial interests by bringing

& Ibid, p.145
61 [bid, p.149-50
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the full weight of the national cultural heritage to bear in support of its foreign

and economic policies and of its political prestige abroad.®

All of the major European powers, as well as Japan, had similar organisations to
the Alliance Frangaise by the time of the Second World War, and the British Council,
representing Britain in a similar capacity, had to be there fighting Britain’s corner
against the backdrop of a range of competing national interests. Germany had the
Auslandschulen and the Deutsche Akademie; the Soviet Union had the VOKS (All-Union
Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries); Italy had the Dante Alighieri
Society; and Japan had the Kokusai Bunkwa Shinko Kwai (Society for the Promotion of
International Cultural Relations).¢6 All of these cultural organisations had been
established prior to the British Council’s inauguration in December 1934 and so the
Council was always playing a game of catch-up in fighting Britain’s corner. Just to give
a sense of the scale of the British Council’s task, the Deutsche Akademie had over 250
language schools in Europe during the Second World War.6” Admittedly, it had a lot
more of Europe available in which it could operate and most of it was not neutral
territory, but still it gives a good feel for the extent of the German cultural propaganda
at this time. The Germans already had four language institutions in the Franco-
controlled areas of Spain by 1938, during the civil war, well before the British Council
arrived with just one institute in 1940.8¢ The Germans had been heavily influenced by
the French model of firstly promoting its language with the aim of following that
knowledge of its language abroad with the promotion of other forms of its culture. A
German study of French cultural propaganda by Karl Remme and Margarete Esch,
published in 1927, had been highly significant in the German development of cultural
propaganda, even prior to the Nazi takeover of power in 1933.¢ Ironically, the German
expansion of cultural propaganda actually slowed down in the mid to late 1930s, as the
Nazi Government did not see it as a priority against other spending demands
(particularly the money being spent on rearmament). It was the expansion of the
British Council’s work in the late 1930s, as well as continued French influence, that
spurred the Nazi Government into expanding its cultural work exponentially again. In

1940 the former head of the Deutsche Akademie, Franz Thierfelder, wrote a booklet
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entitled Englischer Kulturimperialismus: Der “British Council” als Werkzeug der geistigen
Einkreisung Deutschlands (translated as: ‘English?0 Cultural Imperialism: The “British
Council” as a tool for the mental encirclement of Germany’) in an attempt to
demonstrate the threat posed by the British Council to Germany which Thierfelder
thought was politically inspired.”! Thierfelder had been sidelined by the Nazis in 1937,
and was restricted to only writing publications at this time, so this booklet should be
viewed partially as an attempt to reassert his influence in the field of German cultural
diplomacy. Nevertheless it also must be viewed as having the tacit agreement of the
Nazi Government, otherwise it would not have been published nor had such influence
in (re)forming Nazi cultural policy.”2 Clearly the British Council was seen within Nazi
Germany as a force to be reckoned with and in response, during the Second World
War, the Deutsche Akademie’s budget rose from 1 million Reichmarks (RM) in 1940 to
7 million RM in 1944.73 The Council, though feared by the Nazi Government, was

clearly not going to be operating in a vacuum in any of the neutral countries in Europe.

As the biographer of Lord Lloyd, Colin Forbes Adam, concluded, the British
Council’s rise, though helping to promote an understanding of Britain in the period
just prior to the war, had not begun early enough to make a real difference in the lead

up to the Second World War. Forbes Adam stated:

[t]he important and melancholy fact was that the Council started too late in the
day in a race where the competitors, Germany and Italy, had several laps start

and infinitely greater resources.”

Clearly, in Forbes Adam’s view the procrastination and delays evident after the
First World War in establishing a British Council-like organisation, as described earlier
in this chapter, failed to provide a basis on which the British Council could succeed in
helping to prevent the Second World War. Harold Nicolson, the Member of Parliament
and someone who later went on lecture tours under the auspices of the British Council,

summed up the reason for the delay in an article for the British Council’s twenty-first

70 The words ‘English’ and ‘British” were often interchangeable in the German language at this
time.
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anniversary in 1955. His words, even with a bit too much artistic licence, help

summarise this introduction to the situation the British Council found itself in, in 1939:

In the nineteenth century there may have been some justification for this
imperturbability. Great Britain was regarded abroad as the champion of liberal
institutions and the pioneer of technical progress and invention.... The
excellence of our institutions, the honesty of our middle class, the contentment
of our proletariat, the amicable tolerance of all our ways, persuaded us that we

were universally liked, respected and admired....

Our complacency was pierced by intimations that our best markets were being
invaded by persistent and ingenious competition; even our self-assurance
became clouded by the suspicion that foreigners did not invariably regard us as
either so charming or so intelligent as we seemed to ourselves; and once
aeroplanes came to crowd the sky above our island we realised that we had
ceased to be the most invulnerable of the Great Powers and had become one of
the most vulnerable.... It was then that we first realised that our foreign
competitors had been devoting effort, skill and large sums of money to
rendering their languages, their type of civility, their scientific or technical
resources and inventions, and the desirability of their exports, familiar to

students and buyers overseas.”>

However, it was as clear to the British Government as it was to many observers,
that both the Axis powers and France (firstly as a British ally, then under the guise of
the Vichy Regime) were going to be conducting propaganda in neutral countries in a
variety of ways - both politically and culturally. Just by being there, located on neutral
territory, would be very much a political statement that they expected to be listened to,
which would have an impact in some way on the local populations. The Axis powers
were very keen to take the initiative and take their message to neutral peoples in this
way, and either convince them to join the war or ensure their neutrality was
benevolent towards the Axis. The British, through the guise of the British Council,
simply had to do the same - even if they were latecomers compared with the Axis
powers. To use a well-worn phrase that it was there to ‘fly the flag’ does not begin to
describe its role of cultural relations, but this concept did play a role in its existence

and purpose. Of course there were other organisations, not least the British Embassies

75 Nicolson, Harold, ‘“The British Council 1934-1955’, The British Council: 1934-1955 - Twenty-first
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and Consulates, that were also part of this role and the British Council was there as
part of that wider machinery of British presence in foreign countries. It was not just a
matter of being seen to be there that was important. Ensuring (or at least trying to
ensure) that British interests in the cultural field were treated in the same way as Axis
interests, and preferably given favourable treatment, was a vital task. Britain had to be
seen to be winning the (non-military) struggles against the Axis on neutral territory on

the cultural battlefield.
1.5 The early years of the British Council

The British Council’s establishment in 1934, though a direct result of the fear of
and the need to counter German and Italian cultural propaganda, was still in a time of
peace. In 1934 the threat from Germany in a military sense did not appear particularly
great to the vast majority of observers. The Council’s official statement of aims
reproduced earlier in section 1.1 dating from soon after its establishment in 1935 may
therefore seem to emanate from a period which had little in common with the wartime
situation the Council found itself a few years later. Indeed, although Britain’s
declaration of war on Germany in September 1939 had only a very modest effect
militarily until the following spring, it had two direct effects on the British Council.
Firstly, through the changing of the machinery of British Government with the
establishment of the Ministry of Information (MOI) in particular, the propaganda
landscape within Whitehall was transformed overnight and the British Council’s
position was precarious and its continued existence in doubt. This situation, as shall be
shown in later, was resolved through intra-Governmental negotiations even though
the decision to maintain the British Council in existence was to be revisited a number
of times during the war. The second direct effect, and a more important effect from a
conceptual point of view, was that the British Council necessarily became part of the
British wartime propaganda armoury. Whether the Council liked it or not the collective
aim of that armoury, of which it was part, was to ensure everything necessary was
done from a propaganda point of view to secure Britain’s victory in the war against

Germany. The outbreak of war, it seems, had changed everything.

An official statement of aims from 1935 may at first then seem somewhat
irrelevant in September 1939 as the national political landscape had changed so
significantly, yet it was this statement of aims that the Council tried to keep to
throughout its wartime existence. In fact it did not just stop with the Second World

War. In 1984, Frances Donaldson, the author of the official version of the British
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Council’s first fifty years, noted that the official statement would “still serve as a fair
description of the aims and objects of the British Council” with the exception of the
terms ‘Crown Colonies and Dependencies’.”® As another point of comparison, in 2010
the British Council’s purpose was stated in just one sentence - “We build engagement
and trust for the UK through the exchange of knowledge and ideas between people
worldwide’ - which reflects the age of the ‘sound bite’, but was still along the same
lines, if more generalised, as the statement from 1935.77 It can be concluded that
although the 1935 statement was lengthier than the statement of aims today, it was
clearly not detailed enough to act as a blueprint for action relevant only to the year
1935, and deliberately so. The aims as expressed here were primarily aspirational and
could be juxtaposed into a multitude of situations and time periods. By stating a high-
level framework such as this, the Council gave itself inherent flexibility. That is not to
say that this high-level statement is not important, or that the British Council assumed
that its working environment would change so significantly in less than half a decade.
However, it made its statement intentionally flexible enough to be applicable to the
majority of countries in the world and gives important clues to the overall strategy that
the British Council aimed to follow and the type of person the British Council was
aiming at then, and indeed throughout much of its history. But it does not provide a
list of aims specific to the conditions of the Second World War. To understand these it
is essential to look at its target audience, the conditions it was working in, and its

proposed methods of operation.

The British Council’s history from its establishment in late 1934 to the outbreak of
war in 1939 is one of expansion in terms of grant increases, scope and geographical
remit, and the influence of its third Chairman, Lord Lloyd, who dramatically changed
the course of the Council in the late 1930s, after his appointment in 1937. The Council
initially established sub-committees and advisory panels on special subjects to draw in
expertise from British cultural figures who were asked to become members. The first
committees to be established in 1935 were: the Students committee - designed to bring
foreign students to Britain; the Lectures committee - for organising lecture tours on a
range of cultural subjects in foreign countries by prominent British figures; the Fine
Arts committee - for organising British art exhibitions abroad; the Music Advisory

committee - for organising music concerts abroad involving the likes of distinguished

76 Donaldson, The British Council, p.2
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British composers Ralph Vaughan Williams and Arthur Bliss; the Books and
Periodicals committee - not only for supplying books abroad but also to try to promote
positive reviews of British books in foreign newspapers; the British Education Abroad
committee (which closed in 1936, shortly after it had been established); and the Ibero-
American committee stressing the emphasis at the time on Latin America, taking over
the Ibero-American Institute of Great Britain. Before or just after the outbreak of war
these were joined by the Near East committee led by Lord Lloyd before becoming
Chairman in 1937, Drama and Dance committee, Films committee (preceded by a joint
venture between the Travel Association and the British Council) and the Resident
Foreigners committee.”® All of these were aligned to the official statement of aims set in

1935 outlined earlier.

The appointment of Lord Lloyd as Chairman in 1937 turned the Council from
being a Committee of the Foreign Office to an independent body secured by Royal
Charter in the autumn of 1940. Lloyd organised the Council into a structure that was
capable of supporting its own work and no longer needed to rely on the Foreign Office.
Under his tenure of the Chairmanship, the Council became far more active and went
out into the world by establishing institutes in Cairo and Lisbon in 1938. A ] S White,
the Secretary-General of the British Council during the Second World War, stated that

the cause of the British Council attracted him [Lord Lloyd] above all other
causes because of his deep belief in the value of British influence overseas and
his realisation that this influence could be exerted no longer politically but only
through such work as that of the Council. Lord Lloyd had a great capacity for
infecting others with his own enthusiasm and it can be understood that with
his own deep belief in the Council’s aims, his great drive and his powerful
contacts both at home and overseas, he was an almost ideal head of the Council
in its youthful days. It is difficult to overestimate the stimulus given to the
Council and its cause from having a man of Lord Lloyd’s stature as its leader

and most devoted adherent.”

As will be shown later in the thesis, Lord Lloyd’s enthusiasm and drive for
success were key reasons for the Council’s survival at the outbreak of the Second

World War. At this time, it was becoming increasing clear that the threat from the
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Fascist powers was real and that the British point of view needed to be argued against
the cultural propaganda expenditure of other countries. Apparent Italian ascendancy
in the Mediterranean around the time of and following the Abyssinian Crisis alarmed
Britain. Britain was particularly concerned that its influence in its own possessions -
Egypt, Palestine, Malta and Cyprus - was under threat from Italian cultural
propaganda. Appeals to the Treasury were now more successful in increasing its grant
from £5,000 in the 1935-1936 financial year steadily increasing during this period to
£330,249 in the 1939-1940 financial year (see Appendix A). The Council made its
arguments on the basis that cultural relations were necessary for promoting an
understanding between countries which would, in turn, be crucial in preventing a
repeat of the First World War. It was an argument that seems to have gone down well
with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Neville Chamberlain.8° Though it would be
wrong to equate the rise of the British Council during this period with the rise of the
policy of Appeasement - the details of the two were very different in many ways -
their overall aim of promoting British interests through non-aggressive and non-
military means can be seen as complementary. The Council’s approach to the Treasury
could be said to reflect Chamberlain’s desire to find innovative ways to avoid conflict
with Germany and an increase in the grant was always going to be likely with
Chamberlain as Chancellor, even though he always took a cautious approach
whenever the word ‘propaganda’ was involved.$! Lloyd himself was certainly no fan of
Appeasement despite being on good terms with Chamberlain, having advocated
rearmament since the early 1930s and seeing the British Council as another weapon in
the armoury of British defences? Anthony Eden too was one of the key players
arguing for an increase in the Council’s grant and influence in both his pre-war and
wartime stints as Foreign Secretary, as will be shown later in the thesis.®? Eden’s
support for the Council is perhaps the best illustration of the difference between the
Council’s approach and the policy of Appeasement, but the arguments made to the
Treasury during the late 1930s for an increase in the British Council’s budget rested
firmly on the basis that the Council could help prevent wars, not that it was an
alternative weapon of war. This was an argument that changed, of course, as soon as

the Munich Conference had failed and war broke out in September 1939.

80 Taylor, The Projection, p.162

81 Jbid, p.165, 168

82 Ibid, p.167-8

8 Jbid, p.165; TNA FO 370/634. Eden, Anthony. Minute to Winston Churchill, 20 May 1941
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1.6 The British Council and the approach of war

The war situation necessarily limited the field of operation for the British Council
in a geographical sense. Having opened its first overseas institute in Egypt in 1938,
followed closely by others in Portugal, Poland and Romania in the same year, the
Council had had plans to expand rapidly across the Middle East, Europe and South
America.8¢ Though the war had not changed the aspirations of the Council, the war
most definitely changed the extent to which those aspirations were achievable. Firstly
the Council could not operate in what were now enemy countries - Germany firstly,
then Italy and Japan - and had to quickly withdraw operations in countries that were
invaded by the Axis powers. Table 1 outlines the institutes that were opened and
closed in Europe during the war period. It shows that the Council’s work ceased in the
institutes it had already established in Poland, Yugoslavia, Greece, Bulgaria and
Romania in quick succession as those countries were invaded or submitted to Axis
influence. British Council staff had to be evacuated along with the staff of the British
Embassies. In Europe this left nine countries where the Council could possibly operate:
Spain, Portugal, Sweden, Turkey?5, Switzerland, Malta, Cyprus, Iceland and Eire (the
part of the island of Ireland today constituting the Republic of Ireland). Malta, Cyprus
and Iceland were all either part of the British Empire or were under British control
during the war, and so were not, or cannot be regarded as neutral. They are
consequently not within the scope of this thesis except in passing. Eire, though
regarded by the British Government as part of its Empire, was officially neutral but, as
we shall see, was not considered by the British Council to the same extent as other
neutral countries because of the political difficulties that existed there particularly with
regard to Anglo-Irish relations. These difficulties arose especially as a result of the Irish
Civil War and the Partition between Northern Ireland and Eire. Switzerland was very
difficult to travel to owing to the fact that it was surrounded by Axis and Axis-
occupied countries, and consequently the Council’s work there was restricted to
utilising British materials already in the country (lantern slides, literature etc) and
notionally supporting the work of pro-British communities to promote the British
cause.8 This left only four countries in Europe - Spain, Portugal, Sweden and Turkey -
where the Council could and did operate in any meaningful way for the majority of the

war period. All four of which, of course, were neutral countries but being neutral did

84 See White, The British Council, p.26-29

8 There is often an argument about whether Turkey should be regarded as a European or Asian
nation - for the purposes of this thesis, I have defined it as European.

8 TNA BW 82/9. ‘The British Council: Report for Fourth Quarter, 1940, January 1941 p.17
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not mean that they were in any way immune from the effects of the Second World
War. Neutrality was rarely a passive notion and had to be enforced through censorship
restrictions and trade agreements. Spain, for example, had recently emerged from a
civil war and its new leadership, under General Franco, had relied on German and
Italian assistance in order to be victorious. Spain, it appeared at least, looked on the
verge of joining the Axis a number of times during the Second World War, though
Spanish-Axis relations were far more complex than is often realised.8” Turkey feared
that it would go the same way as much of the Balkans and be invaded by German or
Italian forces which it was not in a position militarily to resist.88 Sweden had only been
spared invasion by Germany during the Scandinavian campaign in early 1940 because
it did not have a North Sea coast (and therefore unlikely to be invaded by Britain) and
Germany considered that it would be easier to obtain the raw materials it needed for its

war effort (of which Sweden had many) from a ‘free” country than from an occupied

Table 1:
The British
Counen 8 1938 1939 1940 1941 | 1942 | 1943 | 1944 | 1945
presence in
Europe
(1938-1945)

3 3 6 1 0 0 4 3
Countries Poland Greece Bulgaria | Sweden - - Belgium Italy
in which Portugal Italy Cyprus France USSR
the British | Romania | Malta Iceland Gibraltar | Yugo-
Council Spain Greece slavia
opened an Turkey
institute Yugo-

slavia

Countries 0 1 2 3 0 0 0 0
from which - Poland [taly Bulgaria - - - -
the British Romania Greece
Council had Yugo-
to withdraw slavia
staff and
close
institutes
Net opened 3 2 4 -2 0 0 4 3
Total
number 3 5 9 7 7 7 11 14
open

87 See Stone, Glyn A, Spain, Portugal & the Great Powers, 1931-1941, (Palgrave, Basingstoke, 2005)
p.127-147

8 Knatchbull-Hugessen, Sir Hughe, Diplomat in Peace and War, (John Murray, London, 1949)
p.146-7; Hale, William, Turkish Foreign Policy 1774-2000, (Frank Cass, London, 2000) p.79
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country. By being surrounded by Axis-occupied or aligned countries (in the case of
Finland), Sweden was always going to be wary of irritating Germany so it could
maintain its neutral position. Sweden also feared the Soviet Union, which until 1941,
was a German ally.8* Only Portugal can be said to be in a position geographically
where the Council could operate without fear of German troops marching across the
border directly. However, politically Portugal was still wary of antagonising Germany
and Portugal’s leader, Anténio Oliveira Salazar, had sympathies with many aspects of
Nazi political thought. Within each of these four countries there were also separatist
movements (for example Catalans and Basques in Spain, and Armenians and Kurds in
Turkey) and an array of internal political and social differences which meant the
Council had to act very carefully and have a good understanding of the position on the
ground to ensure it did not antagonise these different elements to the detriment of the

British cause.

The Council’s field of operation in Europe therefore did not look particularly
propitious. Its choice of audience was severely limited by circumstances, both
geographically and politically. Not only were there merely four countries where it
could operate, therefore, but it was evident that within all four there were always likely
to be restrictions in the way the Council could operate. Yet there was pro-British
sympathy in all four countries - partly from an ideological point of view and partly
because of commercial and trade reasons.” The British Council could and had to
nurture that pro-British sympathy if it was to make any headway in these countries. It
is also reasonable to assume that extreme anti-British feeling was rare and indifferent
feeling was more common. Indifferent feeling could be reached if propaganda was
directed carefully.9? The Council had to think very carefully about its methods of
operation in order to make a pervasive impact which could contribute significantly to

the war effort through keeping those four countries out of the war.

By stating in 1935 that it was choosing to concentrate on ‘British literature ...
music and fine arts, the sciences, philosophic thought and political practice’ the British
Council was showing that it was aiming at people who had the time to appreciate that
kind of culture. To a great extent the Council had little choice about its target audience

- it was largely determined by the circumstances of war that the only people who were

89 See Tennant, Peter, Touchlines of War, (Hull University Press, Hull, 1992) p.14-15, 20-22, 25-29

% See, for example, Roberts, Um Toque Decisivo, p.29

91 See Bogart, Leo, Cool Words, Cold War: a new look at USIA’s premises for propaganda, (revised
edition, abridged by Agnes Bogart, The American University Press, Washington/London,
1995) p.62
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going to have the time to think about being pro-British actively in any meaningful way
in neutral countries were the elites. The masses, partly through censorship restrictions
and partly because of the need to survive in whatever circumstances they found
themselves, either did not have the time to think about where their sympathies lay or if
they did, did not have the influence or resources to act upon their sympathies. The
people who had the time were necessarily elites and it can readily be assumed,
therefore, that the Council was aiming at elites in preference to the masses.?2 If not,
where (to cite one obvious example missing from its list) was the greatest and newest
cultural mass medium phenomenon of the 1920s and 1930s - film - in its list of cultural
forms? To be fair, the Council did sponsor a number of short films during the war, but
it appears very much as an afterthought compared with music and fine arts (the Films
committee was established in 1939 whereas the Music Advisory committee and the
Fine Arts committee were both established in 1935).> Again, were the working classes
in foreign countries really going to be interested in British ‘philosophic thought’ and
‘fine arts’? Some may well have been, but it seems clear (at least from the official
statement) that this was not who the British Council was aiming at, and ‘cultural
propaganda’ as defined by the British Council itself was not intended to be
propaganda about popular culture, but so-called ‘high culture’. Good (i.e. effective)
propagandists always keep their audience (the ‘propagandees’) in mind and try to see
how their propaganda will be viewed by the propagandees. Of course, it is actually
unclear at this stage whether the Council’s promotion of ‘high culture” was determined
by the aim of targeting elites, or whether the aim of promoting ‘high culture’
determined which audience (i.e. the elites) would be receptive to it, but whichever is
the case (and it is probable that it was a mixture of the two) the Council had to keep the
two together in order to be effective. There was little point in trying to promote
popular culture to elites or high culture to the masses as the propaganda would sit
uncomfortably with the audience. It can be deduced that the elites were the key
audience for the British Council to target and the Council’s aim of promoting high
culture sat very well with the target audience. It will be tested throughout this thesis
whether this assumption about its audience is a reasonable assumption to make, and

how closely the 1935 official statement of aims can be said to have been followed.

From certain points of view, to aim solely at elites does seem somewhat

surprising because the British Council was, from very early on, supported across all

92 Donaldson, The British Council, p.1
9 Ibid, p.377-378 (Appendix 4)
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political parties. Clement Attlee, the leader of the Labour Party, for example, was on its
Executive Board from 1936 to 1940 as were a number of Conservative MPs.% It was
deliberately non-political in a partisan sense. Perhaps a pragmatic approach was taken
by Attlee and other Labour politicians who realised that the leaders of many of the
countries in Europe at the time (particularly Franco in Spain, and Salazar in Portugal)
were unlikely to be appreciative of purportedly left-wing propaganda. In the war there
was the more important aim of keeping these right-wing dictators out of the war,
rather than presenting a full picture of British culture - both high and popular - to the
diverse audiences in the countries where the Council operated. Whilst this pragmatism
would be understandable during the war itself, it does seem to be somewhat
paradoxical that Labour MPs would support an elite targeting organisation during the
pre-war period. Perhaps Labour MPs thought it best to work with an organisation
which may not immediately correspond with their aims but could be morphed over
time to be a more mass targeting establishment once they were in a position of power.
It is certainly important not to look at Labour’s position solely from a twenty-first
century viewpoint with the knowledge that they would win the 1945 general election
by a landslide - in the mid-1930s Labour was still a young and inexperienced party
that had held power only twice for very brief periods and could not be said to be a
credible ‘alternative Government’ at this point. Labour MPs had to work with what
existed in the mid-1930s. To examine this paradox in detail would take this thesis off at
a tangent and out of its scope of concentrating on the war period. The important point
to note here is that all political parties supported the British Council and clearly saw
value in the Council having the aim purportedly of targeting elites for foreign
countries and to spread British high culture abroad. So what value was there is

targeting the elites?

Concentrating on the elites had a number of advantages. It had been already
noted in the First World War by British propagandists that ‘it [was] better to influence
those who can influence others than attempt a direct appeal to the mass of the
population” when the British were trying to influence neutral American opinion.%> Tt
was ‘better’ in three senses. Firstly, as has already been shown, if there was pre-existing
pro-British sympathy in neutral countries it was likely to be residing in the elites. But

there are some more positive reasons to target elites as well, other than just being one

% Ibid, p.368 (Appendix 2)

9 Taylor, Munitions of the Mind, p.178; Also see Malvern, Sue, Modern Art, Britain and the Great
War: Witnessing, Testimony and Remembrance, (Yale University Press, New Haven / London,
2004) p.21-2
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of the few groups who were likely to listen. The second reason was that those pro-
British elites were likely to have networks of influence which they already used and
knew worked (otherwise they were unlikely to be in the position of an elite - elites
generally, by definition, are influential and opinion-forming) - if one can persuade an
elite, they can generally induce sympathy elsewhere in the population both in terms of
the indifferent and hostile elites as well as the masses. The model of influence that I
have constructed in Figure 2 demonstrates how influencing the pro-British elites could
have a chain reaction effect to influence these other groups, and demonstrates how the
memetic and, in effect, the rumour spreading theories that were described earlier could
work in practice. The primary audience here was viewed as a channel to reach a wider
audience rather than solely as a receptacle itself.° The third reason why it was better to
influence the elites was that, as elites were by definition less numerous than the
masses, concentrating on a small number of people would allow a very effective
method of propaganda to be utilised - propaganda by word-of-mouth. The
effectiveness and appropriateness of word-of-mouth propaganda, as we have seen
from the theories of propaganda, are often considered to be key components of a

propaganda campaign.

A model of influence for the British Council’s work in neutral Europe

Adtor Primary influence Secondary influence

British
Council

Indifferent
Elites

Pro-British
Elites

Pro-British
Masses

Indifferent
Masses

Hostile
Masses

Tertiary influence 74 Quaternary influence

Figure 2

% See Bogart, Cool Words, p.56
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The Council has often been under pressure throughout its history with regard to
the image of Britain that it is trying to promote, usually from those areas of society
which do not feel they are being adequately represented by the Council or think other
areas of society are being over-represented. In chapter two this issue will be explored
in detail with regard to how the Council dealt with the competing array of interests
that were vying for influence. This will particularly reference the criticisms levied by
Lord Beaverbrook, both newspaper proprietor and Minister of Aircraft Production
(May 1940-May 1941) - and a former Minister of Information from the First World War
period. The Council’s concentration on the elites produced one consistent theme of
criticism. Many have viewed this concentration as a problem because it missed out a
large section, indeed the majority section, of British society and therefore produces a
distorted image of Britain to foreign countries. Other critics have usually questioned
the value of cultural propaganda in any sense, high or popular. The Daily Mirror,
which was aimed at a mass working class readership, ran an article in November 1944
which crystallised the essence of many of the complaints about the British Council’s
work at this time and reinforced the impression that the British Council was providing
a skewed ‘high culture’ image of Britain to foreign elites, and was not worth

supporting. The article is worth quoting at some length:

...they [The British Council] have in the past week rendered yeoman service to
the Empire by finding a deerstalking expert willing to teach his art to the
Spaniards, and a scholar from Brighton ready to enlighten the natives of

Cyprus on the works of Aristotle on which he is an authority...
The Swedes have had some real treats. Here are a few of them:
Mr. T.S. Eliot lectured to them on “Poetry, Speech and Music.”
Professor Holford delivered five lectures on British architecture.

Dr. Darlington spoke on “Cylology” and “For more general audiences, on

Darwinism.”

Even Iceland was not forgotten. The Council sent a pianist there who gave “five

very successful concerts.”
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The Council is probably the only institution which has ever been paid by a
Government to propagate snobbery. If you don’t believe me, listen to this

statement by one of its ex-chairmen:

“We are not catering for the lower type who might like a cup of cocoa or a sing-
song. We are proposing to entertain the more intellectual... those who would

appreciate and understand a higher type of British culture.”

I know that our export trade is in a dreadful state, but snobbery is the one thing

we cannot afford to send abroad. Not even as reverse Lend Lease.9”

It is not possible to verify the accuracy of the ‘ex-chairman’s statement’ as this is
not documented elsewhere and if said, is unlikely to have been a written statement.
Secondly the writer clearly was not aware of the history of cultural propaganda in a
wider sense when stating that ‘[t]he Council is probably the only institution which has
ever been paid by a Government to propagate snobbery’ - as we shall see, if this type
of work was indeed ‘snobbery’, the Alliance Frangaise had been at it since the 1880s.
However, the point of view held by the Daily Mirror was one that was commonly
uttered by the mass press. Newspaper proprietors believed that propaganda was better
focused on the enemy directly and that sympathy for the British cause in neutral
countries would be created naturally by the awe of military success against the enemy.
There was no need, in their view, to spend money talking about British culture (high or
popular) to neutral countries, as it would have little effect compared to that sympathy
created by military success. Admittedly cultural propaganda, as we shall see, is
primarily a long term phenomenon and cannot expect to have the same immediate
effect as military success in changing opinions, but its effect can be more profound in
the long term. It was mentioned above that effective propagandists keep their
audiences in mind when creating propaganda. High culture being promoted to elites
could be effective (on the assumption that it was promoted well). Mass audiences (in
Britain or indeed abroad) were unlikely ever to see the value of the British Council
promoting high culture however well it was presented as they were not the intended
audience. Lord Beaverbrook in particular and the late Lord Northcliffe’s family (both
Lords had been active in the British propaganda campaign in the First World War)
knew this perfectly well. Beaverbrook in particular knew that focusing on the
‘snobbish’ elements of the Council’s work was more likely to sell newspapers to a mass

audience (an audience to whom the Council’s propaganda was not aimed and would

97 Greig, Bill, ‘It’s funny, but it's rather foolish, too’, The Daily Mirror, (November 20, 1944) p.2
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therefore irritate) and provide momentum to his view that the Council should be
closed down. If the Council was promoting snobbery, it is equally true that it was
aiming at snobs, not the masses. As one analysis of targeting intellectuals through

propaganda has concluded,

There are not many intellectuals in the world, and therefore an intellectual is
flattered by intellectual approaches... They can be approached with more
subtle arguments, greater cando[u]r, more direct discussion of the opponent’s
ideology, longer commentaries, more discussion of the relative credibility of
courses, and distinctions between what is certain and what is merely

probable.%8

In other words, though the terms ‘elites’, ‘intellectuals’ and “snobs’ are arguably
not entirely synonymous, the Council’s propaganda had to be designed to fit with the
needs of its elitist audience, and could not be fully understood by the masses as its
propaganda was not designed to be received by them. Many of the Council’s critics
took the Council’s work out of context and did not give credit to the wider benefits of
its work. For example stating the rather bland fact that “Mr. T.S. Eliot lectured to them

i

[the Swedes] on “Poetry, Speech, and Music”” does not even attempt to describe the
impact that his visit made on Swedish opinion. It does not describe the tone of the
Council’s work and how this tone compared with what the Swedes were used to
receiving in terms of propaganda from other sources. Nor does it begin to allow the
reader to understand how his visit, whilst not turning the tide of Swedish opinion on
its own, was one of many, by a variety of different British personalities, which
incrementally accumulated increasing pro-British feeling amongst the Swedish
population. Eliot’s visit will be examined in detail in chapter three, but the important
point here to note is that the Council’s aims cannot simply be described as wanting to
‘entertain’ neutral elites. There was a far deeper aim of sympathy-creation which was a
key, if under-recognised, part of the British propaganda effort and war effort in

general. Targeting elites in the ‘language’ they understood was the cornerstone of that

effort.

Just existing on neutral territory was clearly not enough from both the point of
view that it needed to compete with other countries and also the need to actively sell

the image of Britain abroad. It had to organise cultural events in order to be noticed

9% Bogart, Cool Words, p.104
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and to win those propaganda battles against the Axis powers. Its organisation of
cultural events was an attempt to meet two key separate, though linked, objectives.
Firstly, it genuinely wanted to satisfy interest (and create it if it did not already exist) in
British culture within the neutral populations. It has already been discussed what type
of neutral person the Council was aiming at - i.e. the elites - and it will be discussed in
chapter four how far that interest already existed in neutral populations and how those
populations reacted to the British Council’s activities. As has already been mentioned,
it was a reasonable assumption that there would be some kind of interest in the
background of Britain as the only country holding out militarily against Germany for
much of the war. It may not necessarily have been entirely a sympathetic interest, and
that interest may have been shaped by a whole range of other influences - historical
knowledge, political propaganda, censorship etc. - but it was an interest that would
most definitely have been there. As was mentioned earlier, George West, who became
the British Council’s representative in Portugal, had for some time been urging the
British Government that there was a need amongst the Portuguese population for
cultural interchange with Britain.? The opening of the British Council’s institute in
Lisbon prior to the outbreak of war showed that this need had already been recognised
in Portugal. There were similar needs elsewhere, although less obvious than they had
been in Portugal. The main events that the Council would organise were lecture tours
(from eminent figures in British academic life - historians, scientists, musicians and
artists in particular), art exhibitions, music concerts, book exhibitions and the teaching
of the English language (which gave neutral peoples the tool to find out more about
Britain and the English-speaking world). The type of cultural event that would be
organised stemmed directly from its 1935 statement of aims and these events will be

examined in detail in chapter three.

The second objective that the Council had to meet in organising cultural events
was to draw people together. The Council well understood that the cultural events
created the perfect excuse for British people to meet with neutral peoples to discuss a
wide range of issues. Indeed, it would not really matter what the cultural events
actually consisted of and could be lacking in a specific theme (a cocktail party to
welcome a particular lecturer to the country was as good a cultural event as an art
exhibition or music concert), as long as it achieved the objective of drawing people
together. This objective can be split into two sub-sections. Firstly, by establishing

institutes and organising events, the Council could provide a much needed focus for

9 Roberts, Um Toque Decisivo, p.29
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people who were already sympathetic to Britain, and those who became sympathetic
during the war, to meet. Secondly, it was mentioned earlier that targeting elites
allowed word-of-mouth propaganda to be utilised by the Council staff because of the
small numbers of people involved, and the rumour spreading model showed that this
could be very effective. The British Council has not been the only organisation to see its
advantage. As stated in a report on a similar organisation in the post-war period (the

United States Information Agency - USIA),

[tlhe most effective way to influence people is word-of-mouth. It can
accomplish a great deal for a little money. A person is more apt to believe
another person. There is a certain warmth of relationship, a certain credibility

that you get, more than for a printed piece of material.'”

It is simply not possible to reach an entire population directly by word-of-mouth,
but as demonstrated earlier it is possible to start off a chain reaction of word-of-mouth
propaganda by talking to the most influential people and expecting them to talk to
others who are more difficult to reach directly and eventually through tertiary and
further contacts, to reach the whole population. Word-of-mouth propaganda is also
useful because it is incremental and uncensorable. In a previous study, I concluded that
the most predominant form of British propaganda in Eire during the Second World
War was through word-of-mouth as it circumvented the Irish Censorship so
effectively. Little by little the conversations that British people had in Eire (or indeed,
Irishmen had in Britain) accumulated into a large information stream which
theoretically could only be stopped if British people were stopped from going to Eire
(or vice versa), which did not happen except just prior to D-Day.!%" Although the
British Council itself barely operated in Eire the principle remains the same, and word-
of-mouth propaganda was utilised successfully by John Betjeman, the British Press
Attaché in Dublin (and later Poet Laureate).12 The Special Operations Executive (SOE)
and the Political Warfare Executive (PWE) used a “sib’ campaign (from the Latin sibilare
- ‘to hiss’1%) which was essentially a rumour-spreading campaign by whispering

rumours in certain key places (primarily in neutral countries) by word-of-mouth, so
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that they could be spread from one person to the next.!™* In February 1942 it was
reported that over 2,000 ‘sibs” had been disseminated in neutral and occupied Europe
during the previous twelve months and ‘already in France oral propaganda was the
most important medium’. “Although the enemy may suspect that a certain rumour has
been started by the British Government’ the report continued, ‘they can never prove
it."105 The Germans, too, had a similar campaign of ‘Fliisterpropaganda’ (literally
translated from German as ‘whisper-propaganda’) operating in Spain as well as
elsewhere, known to the Spaniards as ‘boca a boca’ (mouth-to-mouth) propaganda
where rumours were spread ‘in shop queues, at bus stops, in bars, restaurants etc’
[OSpA]J].106 Indeed the idea of using a network of personal agitators in this way has
antecedents dating back at least to the Bolshevik Revolution, and probably proto-
examples can be found long before 1917.197 It has been estimated that by 1946, there
were around three million personal agitators active in the Soviet Union.!%® Clearly the
British Council’s aim to spread propaganda via word-of-mouth was not a new, nor a
unique idea, but the SOE and German Fliisterpropaganda, campaigns were clandestine
and often aimed at the masses to try to spread discontent amongst them. Word-of-
mouth propaganda is not a technique just restricted to political or cultural spheres, but
can be used successfully in both. The British Council’s audience, as we have seen, was
an elitist one, and so the word-of-mouth propaganda could be more overt, though
restricted to a smaller initial audience (which also meant there was more control over
the initial message), and designed to spread a more positive image of British culture

abroad.
1.7 Conclusion

There are a number of themes in this chapter which need to be summarised and
drawn into a framework in which the work of the British Council can be analysed over
the following chapters. It can be concluded that the 1935 statement of aims outlined at
the beginning, although a useful aspirational summary that was just as relevant to the
Second World War period as to 1935, does not give enough detail to be seen as a

blueprint for wartime objectives. Nevertheless it gives important clues as to the type of

104 Jbid.
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propaganda that the British Council was aiming to produce and the type of person it
was aiming at. Its aim was to present an image of Britain to neutral countries which the
Council thought was a truthful and accurate one and was not seen as ‘propaganda’ in a
derogatory sense - they were presenting Britain as they thought it actually existed.
This links very well with the sociological propaganda model that Ellul produced in
which he demonstrated that cultures are already made up of self-perpetuating currents
of thought which do not need a propaganda organisation to promote them as the
people within that society just think of it as their way of life. The British Council
employees were clearly not naive enough to think that British culture had only to be
exposed abroad, and would be readily consumed without any direction and promotion
by the Council itself. The Council was not working in a vacuum and there were plenty
of other cultural organisations promoting other nations in the neutral countries.
Neutrality in those countries, too, was not a passive policy and the Council would have
to actively fight against it as well as Axis influence to become successful. The British
Council had to fight Britain’s corner on the cultural battlefield and make sure the
culture that the Council was presenting was heard above the furore of other interests.
Having said that, the Council was going to have to produce propaganda that was
acceptable to the audience it was trying to persuade. Its propaganda had to mould into
the existing sociological contexts. By aiming for influential pro-British elites and in
order to reach indifferent and hostile elites who effectively ran the neutral countries (as
well as eventually reaching the masses through a chain of secondary influences) the
Council was going to have to create propaganda that they would be interested in. This
would mean that the projection of timeless, conservative themes of high culture was
absolutely necessary to reaching these elites. The elites were the people who had the
time to appreciate the propaganda and creating propaganda that they were interested
in was essential. Those high culture events could then also be used for word-of-mouth
propaganda which, as has been shown, is one of the most effective forms of
propaganda both in terms of ability to persuade, but also in circumventing censorship
restrictions and being difficult to trace. The cultural propaganda of the British Council,
if conducted effectively, was going to be instrumental in persuading the elites of the
neutral countries to take a more sympathetic view of wartime Britain through the
range of techniques that the Council was aiming to deploy. The Council’s story, which
will unfold in the following chapters, is one of battling on a long-term, incremental
basis for the hearts and minds of neutral Europe, with an attempt to achieve a
widespread influence slowly penetrating more deeply into the existing sociological

situations. Other more direct and immediate propaganda may be better known and

53




Introduction

more impressive in terms of being more tangible and having an immediate and visual
impact. The Council, as has been shown and will continue to be shown, has often been
criticised for carrying out propaganda that was only ‘entertaining snobs’. Its work is
seen as a waste of taxpayers’ money at any time, let alone at a time of war, but those
critics had only a very narrow understanding of the Council’s work during the war. Its
wider implications had the potential to be profound. Political and more immediate and
visual propaganda could not have been as successful in neutral Europe at critical
points in the Second World War without the work of the British Council behind the

scenes preparing the ground for direct action.
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2. Operational environments: the British Council’s relations
with British organisations and individuals

2.1 Relations with the British Government

The Foreign Office was the British Council’s patron. In a letter to the Foreign
Secretary, Anthony Eden, in August 1942 the British Council’s Chairman, Sir Malcolm
Robertson, described Eden as the British Council’s ‘godfather’.! And it was true - the
Foreign Office had created the British Council in 1934 and had championed its cause
ever since its creation. The Foreign Secretary had the role of appointing the Council’s
Chairman, many of their staff were seconded from the Foreign Office, and the Foreign
Office had a dedicated member of staff responsible for overseeing the Council’s
affairs.2 The extent to which it supported the Council is evidenced by the role that the
Foreign Office played in particular in September 1939 and February 1941 when its very

existence appeared in doubt.

In September 1939, at the outbreak of war, the Council was in danger of being
swallowed up by the newly created Ministry of Information. Detailed planning for the
Ministry’s formation had begun a number of months prior to the outbreak of war, and
relations between the British Council and the embryonic Ministry got off to a bad start
- and got worse before they improved later in the war.? When rumours started
spreading in June 1939 of its intended formation, Lord Lloyd (Chairman of the British
Council from 1937 to 1941) was embarrassed to admit to his Executive Committee that
he ‘had not in fact been informed or consulted on the subject by anyone’, to which his
Committee ‘expressed surprise’ that the Council ‘should not have been consulted’.*
Worse still for the Council, it was far from guaranteed that it would survive and even if
it did there was a real possibility that it would only survive as a shadow of its former
self. It was generally assumed that with the outbreak of war there would be an
immediate bombing campaign by Germany over Britain and London in particular, and
that the Council would be unable to carry on its work independently as its staff would

be on Territorial Army duty. The most likely outcome, it was assumed, would be a

1 CAC BRCO 2/2. Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Anthony Eden, 14 August 1942.

2 There were four Foreign Office staff with responsibility for overseeing the Council's affairs:
Charles Peake (to December 1939), Reginald Leeper (December 1939 to early 1940), Stephen
Gaselee (early 1940 to May 1941) and Kenneth T Gurney (May 1941 onwards).

3 For further references on the establishment of the Ministry of Information, see McLaine,
Ministry of Morale, p. 12-33

4 TNA, FO 800/322. Lord Lloyd. Letter to Lord Halifax. 13 June 1939.
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mothballing of the Council until after the war.> A minute by a Treasury official in
September 1939 assumed that the ‘best course would be for the Ministry [of
Information] to assume effective control over the Council’s expenditure” and that the
Foreign Office would be ‘acting on the advice of the Ministry’.6 A couple of weeks later
the same Treasury official formally acknowledged that ‘the Ministry are now the
Department responsible for the Council’.” Lord Lloyd, however, was having none of it.
A few days after the outbreak of war he was back in the Council’s offices determined
not only to ensure the survival of the Council but to actually expand its activities
during the war.8 He even had the audacity to suggest to Lord Macmillan, the first
Minister of Information, that far from the Ministry absorbing the British Council, the
British Council should take over parts of the Ministry.? At any rate, Lloyd was anxious
for the Council not to be ‘under’ the Ministry (to the dismay of the Treasury), even if it

had to work with it.10

Many months of political haggling followed involving the Ministry of
Information, the British Council, the Foreign Office and the Treasury. Lord Lloyd was
fully supported by the Foreign Office in defending the Council’s remit.!’ Lord Halifax,
the Foreign Secretary at this time, made his views clear when he wrote to the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir John Simon, stating that he and the Foreign Office
were not only fully behind the continued existence of the British Council, but that the

British Council was a major weapon in the war:

To my mind the Council’s cultural work is just as important as the political
propaganda of the Ministry of Information. Our cultural achievements are one
of our greatest assets in presenting our case against Nazi Germany: and it is
surely vital that we should keep them constantly in evidence in neutral
countries, so that they can see that we are able to maintain, and even to extend,
our cultural influence in spite of the strain of war. The British Council is the
proper body to do this, and I think that they should be given every

encouragement in their task.!

5 White, The British Council, p.30

6 TNA INF 1/443. Hale, E. Letter to Mr Welch, 13 September 1939

7TNA INF 1/443. Hale, E. Letter to E St ] Bamford, 29 September, 1939

8 White, The British Council, p.30

9 TNA INF 1/443. Lord Lloyd. Letter to Lord Macmillan, 20 September, 1939.

10 TNA INF 1/443. Note by E St ] Bamford dated 7 October 1939 on a minute by A P Waterford
to H V Hodson, 3 October 1939.

11 White, The British Council, p.31

12 TNA INF 1/443. Lord Halifax. Letter to Sir John Simon, 12 January, 1940
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Halifax’s view that there was a difference between political and cultural
propaganda and that these two elements of propaganda should not be mixed became
the focus of the negotiations and also the main tenet of the Foreign Office’s defence of
the British Council’s continued existence throughout the war. Halifax, however, left
Lloyd to settle the issue with Sir John (and soon to be, from October 1940, Lord) Reith
(who replaced Lord Macmillan as Minister of Information in January 1940). Halifax
regarded Lloyd and Reith as ‘two wasps... fighting one another’ due to their equally
matched ferocity when defending their territory, and had no wish to get involved with
the detail.’? Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart, a Foreign Office official, noted in his diary that
‘Reith’s terms were too hot for Lloyd’, and that Lloyd feared that there would never be
an agreement when there was such a lack of goodwill from Reith.'* Without an
agreement, the whole of the Council’s work in the 1940/41 Financial Year was under
threat, as the Treasury took ‘the line that they [would] not settle his [Lord Lloyd’s]
estimate... until agreement [had] been reached as to the respective spheres of the
Ministry and the Council.”’> With this in mind no doubt, eventually Lloyd and Reith
did reach an agreement. They agreed that there would be a demarcation of duties
between them with the Ministry in charge of political propaganda, and the Council in
charge of cultural propaganda, just as Halifax had suggested. There always remained
‘boundary disputes’ (as has been noted in chapter one, the definition of ‘cultural
propaganda’ was not clear cut so the split between cultural and political propaganda
would always be somewhat arbitrary), but these were settled through close liaison and
regular meetings between the Council and the Ministry throughout the war.1¢ Figure 3
shows the complicated relationship between the MOI and the British Council, and
indeed, other organisations within the British Government’s structure with an interest

in propaganda, and is useful to refer to during the remainder of this chapter.

13 White, The British Council, p.31

14 Bruce Lockhart, Sir Robert. Diary entry for 11 March 1940 in Young, Kenneth (ed.), The Diaries
of Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart - Volume Two: 1939-1965, (Macmillan, London, 1980) p.48

15 TNA INF 1/444 & TNA T 161/1104. Barlow, ] Alan. Letter to A P Waterford. 12 April 1940.
The ‘would’ and ‘had’ in parentheses replace ‘will’ and “has’ in the original to make the
sentence flow.

16 White, The British Council, p.32
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Indirect control and influence Figure 3
Between this agreement and the British Council’s next threat to its survival in
February 1941, there were many varying views within the British Government as to the
value of maintaining the Council. For example, a number of powerful personalities
such as Lord Beaverbrook who, as mentioned in chapter one, campaigned for the
Council to be closed down. Bruce Lockhart noted that ‘[c]ultural propaganda,
admittedly not much use in wartime - is beyond [Beaverbrook’s] comprehension and
attitude to life!"17 As is clear from Bruce Lockhart’s quotation, he too had his doubts as
to the value of the British Council’s work. Both Beaverbrook’s and Bruce Lockhart’s
views reflected a wider unease about the British Council within the British
Government. The problem was that during the summer of 1940 when Britain’s very
survival was at stake, spending money on cultural propaganda did not seem the best
use of Britain’s resources - as cultural propaganda was something for the long-term it
should take a lower priority in the short-term. Clearly the Zahavi and Wight theories
mentioned in the previous chapter would have meant nothing to Lord Beaverbrook.

The Beaverbrook newspaper, Daily Express, wrote just prior to the outbreak of war that:

17 Bruce Lockhart, Sir Robert. Diary entry for 9 July 1940 in Young, The Diaries, p.66
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Which is the best propaganda for us - the roar of ... British bombers and
fighters, or the melody of madrigals broadcast by the British Council? If we
save the money wasted by the Council, we could have three extra squadrons of

fighters to join the display.!®

Beaverbrook’s opinions about the Council which were reflected in his
newspapers had a profound effect on the Council’'s work throughout its history, not
just during the Second World War. Frances Donaldson, who wrote the official history

of the Council’s first fifty years in 1984 noted that

throughout its history it [the Council] has been able to attract the services of
original and talented people who have been unconcerned with this consistent,
cleverly-directed attack [by the Beaverbrook press]; but the [Beaverbrook]
propaganda has in general had an appallingly weakening effect. Lord
Beaverbrook died twenty years ago, but at the time of writing it is almost
impossible to be in the company of a British Council officer of any length of

service without his name coming up."?

Donaldson outlined the criticisms made by Lord Beaverbrook in her book, who
she described as ‘one of the few deliberately wicked men in British history’, so there is
no need to detail them here.20 It is important to note that it is ironic that one of the
greatest propaganda advocates from the First World War should be the Council’s
greatest critic for carrying out cultural propaganda work. But it was something the
Council would have to learn to bear and deal with. Of course, it was not just
Beaverbrook who was opposed to the Council’s work, and other newspapers certainly
made their anti-Council views known as the article from the Daily Mirror in the
previous chapter demonstrated, but he was the most vocal opponent.2! Some non-
Beaverbrook papers like the Daily Telegraph noted, however, that ‘reports of the
[British] Council being possibly absorbed by the war-time Propaganda Ministry in
London have produced most unfavourable reactions in a number of foreign countries
where British institutes are already in being.’?2 This view was echoed within many

areas of the Government - and increasingly in the Ministry itself, as one of its officials

18 Daily Express, 4 August 1939 also cited in Donaldson, The British Council, p. 65

19 Donaldson, The British Council, p.67

20 [bid, p.63-7, 142-5, 306, 329 for an outline of Beaverbrook’s anti-British Council campaign -
covering both wartime and the post-war British Council.

21 See, for example, Greig, Bill, ‘It's funny, but it’s rather foolish, too’, The Daily Mirror, (20
November, 1944) p.2

2 ‘London Day’, Daily Telegraph, 8 March 1940 - reproduced in TNA INF 1 /444
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commented ‘[w]e must remember that the name of the British Council is established
and that it may be a good cover for activities parallel to those of the Ministry of
Information.”? It was this view, that it would be an own-goal in propaganda terms to
close down a British institution that was becoming firmly established abroad (and it
could be an advantage to the MOI to keep the British Council separate), and the
steadfast nature of Lord Lloyd’s personality, that saw the British Council survive
through its first year of war. In October 1940 the British Council’s existence was

secured (at least in theory) by a Royal Charter.?

The sudden death of Lord Lloyd in February 1941 deprived the Council of its
greatest asset particularly with regard to its defence against the likes of Beaverbrook,
but also in advocating an expansion of its work. Once again, the Council’s future
appeared precarious - and this was only four months after its Royal Charter had been
published, which was meant to secure its future. The Prime Minister, Winston
Churchill, was sceptical of the British Council’s continued worth, stating ‘I should have
thought that with the Mlinistry of] E[conomic] W[arfare] on one side and the
M[inistry] of I[nformation] on the other there was very little place for it [the British
Council]’.? ‘On the whole’, Churchill went on, ‘I am inclined to think that its
usefulness ended with the death of Lord Lloyd’.26 Churchill was considerate enough,
however, to seek the views of Eden, now Foreign Secretary, and a number of other
Cabinet members, and was not going to close down the Council unilaterally. In reply

to Churchill’s letter to him, Eden stated

[ attach great importance to the work of the British Council. I was responsible
for the early development of its work when I was last Foreign Secretary. In my
view it would be a grave error to close it down now after all the effort that has

been put into it.?

Without the Foreign Office’s support and in particular Eden’s support, the British
Council was unlikely to have survived. The Foreign Office’s defence of the British
Council had many reasons, and was not merely a personal ‘pet project’ of the Foreign
Secretary, as the above quotation could suggest. There was a genuine belief in the

Foreign Office that the British Council was an organisation worth patronising owing to

2 TNA INF 1/443. Hodson, H V. Minute to A P Waterford. 4 October 1939.

24 White, The British Council, p.32, 33

25 TNA PREM 4/20/3. Churchill, Winston. Letter to Sir Edward Bridges, 15 February, 1941.
26 TNA FO 370/634. Churchill, Winston. Minute to Anthony Eden, 18 May 1941.

27 TNA FO 370/ 634. Eden, Anthony. Minute to Winston Churchill, 20 May 1941
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its attempts and apparent success in promoting good relations with foreign countries
through a cultural exchange. As a minute by R A Butler, Under Secretary of State for

Foreign Affairs, described:

...the success of the Council’s work in Greece, where a cultural convention has
been signed between our two countries, in Turkey, in Portugal and in Spain, to
take only four examples, makes the Foreign Office attach vital importance to
the distinction between cultural propaganda and education on the one hand
and political propaganda on the other. We think it essential that the former
kind of activity, if it is to maintain its influence, should be carried out
independently of the wartime political propaganda, and in close association

with the general lines of our foreign policy.?

There are clearly strong similarities here between what Butler was describing and
the models of propaganda examined in chapter one - specifically the Bolshevik, Doob’s
sub-propaganda and Ellul’s sociological propaganda models - where it is proposed
that short-term propaganda should build on the foundations laid by long-term

propaganda if it is to be successful.

Yet, genuine though Butler’s views were, there was also a strong element of a
power struggle within the British Government which influenced the Foreign Office’s
hand. The Foreign Office believed that as it was the British Government’s primary
actor abroad, it should control all of Britain’s publicity and propaganda abroad,
particularly in wartime, to ensure that a coherent British point-of-view was
communicated to foreign countries. However, with the creation of the Ministry of
Information, as well as other organisations that played a role in propaganda abroad -
such as the Ministry of Economic Warfare, the Political Warfare Executive and the
Special Operations Executive - the Foreign Office’s control over propaganda became
diluted. The British Council, therefore, was the Foreign Office’s only organisation of
which it had complete ownership and it fought fiercely to protect it and its interests
from other Government Departments. The complicated nature of the British

propaganda machine is clearly demonstrated in Figure 3.

Perhaps instrumental in persuading Churchill not to close down the Council,

were the views of the new (and third) Minister of Information, Alfred Duff Cooper,

28 TNA PREM 4/20/3 Butler, R A, “Enclosure B. Note by the Foreign Office on Demarcation of
functions between British Council and the Ministry of Information’. Included in Bridges,
Edward. Minute entitled ‘British Council’ to Winston Churchill, 19 February, 1941.
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who was also against its abolition. Duff Cooper’s basis for arguing that the Council
should be maintained was that ‘it has built up a good working organisation” and
conversely shutting it down would send out all the wrong messages - a view that had
been aired by an increasing number of ministers and officials. Nevertheless, he did not
agree that the British Council should be independent of the Ministry, stating that “[t]he
supposition... that the British Council exists only for cultural, and not for political
propaganda... [is] at the best of times mere camouflage since no country would be
justified in spending public money on cultural propaganda unless it had also a political
or a commercial significance.’? Duff Cooper’s view of cultural propaganda being
ultimately to support commercial or political interests dovetails with Philip Taylor’s
definition of cultural propaganda in the previous chapter. The two bodies, Duff Cooper
argued, should be brought ‘“under one control’ - ie. ‘the Minister of Information
should in future be ex officio Chairman of the British Council.”* (Late in the war, as the
British Ambassador in Paris, Duff Cooper had changed his mind, stating
unequivocally: ‘I have the lowest possible opinion of the British Council, which I
should like to see abolished’,*! but this was owing to the composer (and conscientious
objector) Benjamin Britten’s visit to Paris under British Council auspices which will be
considered later). Churchill’s protégé, Eden, however, had the casting vote on the
independence and survival of the Council, deeming the Ministry ‘as a body quite
unsuited for this type of work.”32 Eden also appointed the new Chairman of the
Council, Sir Malcolm Robertson, as was his duty under Article 20 of the British
Council’s Royal Charter. Reports in the Daily Express, Evening Standard and the Daily
Mirror clearly saw the Foreign Office’s appointment of Robertson as a coup for the
Foreign Office over the Ministry of Information, as the press believed it was done

‘without any consultation.’®

The British Council’s relations were not always smooth with the Foreign Office
however, and on a number of occasions relations teetered on the brink of collapse. In
July 1943, after a tour that Sir Malcolm Robertson made to the Middle East a few
months previously, Robertson came to his Executive Committee with proposals for a

‘Middle East Review’ of the British Council’s work in that region. The Foreign Office

2 TNA PREM 4/20/3 Duff Cooper, Alfred. Letter to Winston Churchill. 7 February, 1941.

30 Ibid.

3t TNA FO 954/9B. Duff Cooper, Alfred. Letter to Nicholas Lawford, 21 March, 1945.

32 TNA FO 370/ 634 Eden, Anthony. Minute to Winston Churchill, 20 May 1941

3 “Min. of Inf. is angry’, Daily Express, (12 June 1941); Evening Standard (14 June 1941) -
described the Foreign Office-Ministry of Information dispute as a “War of Nerves’;
‘Cassandra’, The Daily Mirror, (14 June 1941). Cuttings of these articles also are in TNA FO
370/634.
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official on the Executive Committee, Kenneth Gurney, who was responsible for
overseeing the work of the Council from the Foreign Office’s perspective, flatly turned
down his proposals in such a way that Robertson seriously considered his position.

‘Never in a long life’, Robertson exclaimed,

have I received such a rebuff, let alone so discourteous a one. No Chairman that
I know of would retain his position in such circumstances.... I am too old and
too experienced a man now to be willing to continue in a position which
apparently carries with it no authority, and in which my considered and

supported opinions are just turned down.*

Clearly still smarting after this rebuff, the next day Robertson lashed out against
the Treasury and the Ministry of Information in a letter to Richard Law, Parliamentary
Under Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. The Treasury’s ideas, Robertson stated,
were a ‘complete anathema’ to him and that the Treasury had ‘only the very haziest
notion of the effect that the work of the British Council is, in point of fact, having on
foreign minds.” The Treasury’s suggestion that the Council’s work was “philanthropy’
really lit Robertson’s touch-paper. He even point blank refused to work with the
Ministry of Information abroad claiming that ‘we shall eternally be tarred with the
political propaganda brush and shall lay ourselves open to the suspicions which the
cultural propaganda of the Germans and Italians have really justly brought upon
them.”3> Robertson was evidently perturbed and exasperated by how he was treated by

other Government Departments.

It is a little unclear exactly what happened next, but plainly Robertson was
persuaded to remain as Chairman and it appears that such rebuffs were only
associated with certain sections of the Foreign Office. A couple of months later,
Robertson began distinguishing in his letters between the ‘sceptics’ and the ‘more
enlightened spirits in the Foreign Office.3¢ He retained a particular dislike for “young
Gurney’ as he dismissively called Kenneth Gurney,?” but his letters were noticeably
less strongly worded. Perhaps it was more of a ‘civil war’ within the Foreign Office
between the sceptics and the more enlightened officials, that led to the downturn in
relations, rather than a Foreign Office-British Council quarrel, but nonetheless

Robertson appeared far more wary of the British Council’s patron from that point on.

3 CAC BRCO 2/5 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Lord Riverdale. 14 July, 1943.

35 CAC BRCO 1/2 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Sir Richard Law, MP. 15 July, 1943
36 CAC BRCO 1/2 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Michael Grant, 7 September 1943.
37 CAC BRCO 1/2 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Sir Richard Law, MP. 15 July, 1943.
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In a letter to Eden in December 1943, Robertson described some of his reasons for
his continuing frustration with the bureaucratic nature of the Council’s relationship
with the Foreign Office, his apparent disenfranchisement, and suggested that the

British Council should become a Government Department:

At present I am Chairman of the Executive Committee without any authority at
all or any powers of decision. I have to refer practically everything either to the
Foreign Office, the Treasury, the British Council’s Finance and Agenda
Committee or the Council’s Executive Committee, or all four. The result is that
questions are dealt with piecemeal and decisions are interminably delayed.
There is no real plan, no order of priority as between parts of the world or
countries.... In these circumstances I would urge you to consider whether the
time has now come for the setting up of a special Cabinet Committee to
consider the whole organisation and future of the Council and whether it
should not become a Department of His Majesty’s Government annexed to the

Foreign Office like the Department of Overseas Trade.3

Robertson appears to have been confused about what he really wanted for the
Council. One Foreign Office official noted that this was ‘most surprising” as it was out
of step with Robertson’s previous views, and would pose “the danger of its [the British
Council’s] activities being dismissed as propagandist’® - clearly something which
Robertson had been working hard to avoid. Indeed, in his unpublished autobiography
written soon after the Second World War, Robertson pleaded the case for the Council
to remain independent of politics and not become a Government Department. In fact
his autobiography makes it clear that he now agreed with the views of that Foreign

Office official

It is ... vital for the [British] Council’s aims and ideals that it should never
become a Government Department manned by Civil Servants, and still more
that it should never be absorbed by the Foreign Office. It would then be
universally regarded as a mere “propaganda” Agency, which it is not now and
never must be allowed to be.... The functions of the F[oreign] O[ffice] in regard

to it are supervisory only.... [A]ll political influences should be eliminated.

38 TNA FO 370/782. Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Anthony Eden, 23 December 1943.

3 TNA FO 370/782. Author’s name illegible. Minute to Sir Alexander Cadogan - attached to Sir
Malcolm Robertson’s letter to Anthony Eden on 23 December 1943.

40 CAC RBTN 1. Draft autobiography of Sir Malcolm Robertson. Chapter entitled “The British
Council 1941-1945: A Plea’, p.15, 16 and 18.
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Robertson’s letter to Eden, therefore can be seen as an aberration - but an
important one. He clearly was having great difficulties with parts of the Foreign Office
around 1943, and his suggestion to make the Council a Government Department
shows just how low relations had become with certain areas of British Council’s

‘patron’.

As for the British Council’s relations with the Ministry of Information, they
generally improved within the machinery of Whitehall. This was partly due to the
more positive relationship that ensued with Brendan Bracken, the new and more
lasting Minister of Information. Bracken was less interventionist in his relations with
organisations like the British Council and the BBC, though as lan McLaine shows in his
book Ministry of Morale, relations with the Foreign Office always remained somewhat
difficult.#! As will be shown later, Bracken had also helped in securing Professor Walter
Starkie’s agreement to be the British Council’s representative in Madrid, prior to
becoming Minister of Information, which probably helped a great deal in his general
feeling towards the Council.#2 But the improvement in London was nothing compared
to the improvement in relations in the countries within which they operated. Indeed,
‘[o]verseas, the Council and the MOI acted so closely together in some areas that they
became almost indistinguishable.”#3 In Sweden, the British Council representative until
1941 and the Press Attaché (employed by the MOI) were the same person - Peter
Tennant.#4 Largely this was due to the need to pool a limited amount of resources and
to ensure that there was as little waste as possible in both organisations in making
similar products, such as films.4> In Tennant’s case, difficulties in travelling to and from
Sweden made the sending of a full time representative impossible until late 1941.4
Clearly, Robertson’s point-blank refusal to work with the MOI in July 1943 did not
materialise in the countries in which they operated. Relations had become so good, in
fact, that the Foreign Office was concerned and the Council was instructed not to

become too closely identified with the MOIL.#7

41 Lysaght, Charles Edward, Brendan Bracken, (Allen Lane, London, 1979) p.202-3; McLaine,
Ministry of Morale, p.189, 242-249

42 Lysaght, Brendan Bracken, p.163-4

43 Eastment, “The policies’, p.36

44 Tennant, Touchlines, p.109

45 TNA INF 1/444 Hodson, H V. Minute to the Deputy Secretary of the Ministry of Information.
15 October 1940.

46 CAC MALT 1 Mallet, Victor. Copy of an unpublished memoir, 1919-46 p.75 (Note: There are
two different page numbers on each page of the unpublished memoir - one for the whole
work, and one for the particular chapter. Page numbers used here are for the whole work).

47 Eastment, ‘“The policies’, p.36
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The British Council’s relations with the Treasury centred around the Council’s
budgets for each Financial Year. This involved each of the Council’s Representatives in
the operational countries supplying cost estimates. These were to be combined with the
estimates of the Council’s costs in Britain, to be challenged firstly within the Council
itself and the Foreign Office and then by the Treasury who would agree the Council’s
budget.®® The Council’s budget increased considerably during the war, costing the
Treasury in total over £6 million (see Appendix A, Table 1). Partly this can be
explained by inflation which was significant throughout the war period (using the
Government’s inflation index, the British Council’s expenditure in 2005 prices is shown
in Appendix A, Table 2. 2005 prices have been chosen as they are the latest figures
available).#® The increase in expenditure is not, therefore, quite as rampant as it may
appear at first, but it is nevertheless sizeable and reflects the huge expansion in the
Council’'s work. Taking inflation into consideration, the Council’s expenditure
increased by between 20% and 50% from one year to the next, during the war. It should
be noted, however, that this expansion rate was less than the pre-war period when the
Council’s expenditure increased by over 100% from one year to the next. Throughout
the war period, the Treasury was the main provider of funds for the Council - only in
one year did the Treasury’s proportion of the British Council’s funding fall below 90%
- and therefore the Council was heavily dependent on its relations with the Treasury.
Just as a point of comparison, the British Council today is far less dependent on the
Treasury, with the majority of funds coming from fees and services it provides -
particularly the provision of English language classes.?® Also it should be noted that
much of the Treasury’s grant to the British Council was unallocated to specific projects,
to enable the British Council to respond quickly to changing events with the required
funds.5! Its expenditure was considerably less than its grant and any amounts not used

were returned to the Treasury.>?

As mentioned already it was the Treasury’s insistence that the British Council’s
budget for the 1940/41 Financial Year would not be settled until there had been an

agreement with the Ministry of Information over their respective spheres of influence

48 Ibid, p.39

42 Webg, Dominic, ‘Inflation: the value of the pound 1750-2005’, (House of Commons Library,
Research Paper 06/09, 13 February 2006) at
http:/ /www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp2006 /rp06-009.pdf

50 British Council, Annual Report 2006/07 (London, British Council, 2007), p.88 at
http:/ /www.britishcouncil.org/annual-report/ pd fs/BC-Annual-Report-2006-07.PDF

51 Eastment, ‘“The policies’, p.39

52 White, The British Council, p.123 (Appendix C)
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that ultimately drove Lord Lloyd to an agreement with Sir John Reith.5? The Treasury
noted that lack of settlement was ‘handicapping him [Lord Lloyd] seriously.’>*
However, the Treasury were also keen to tighten the controls on the Council’s
expenditure - the procedures that the Foreign Office and the British Council had in
place for monitoring expenditure were not designed for such a large increase in budget
or increase in responsibility. The Treasury’s view was that the Council kept on asking
it for more and more funds with the excuse that as Germany was expanding its
influence in neutral countries Britain should too, without any strategic thinking about
whether spending extra money would be of benefit to Britain.5®* Though this was part
of ‘flying the flag’, the Treasury did not want that aspect to trump all consideration of
value for money. Part of the problem with cultural propaganda was that it did not give
a tangible return for the money invested and, as one of its Representatives pointed out,
has always dogged the British Council throughout its history, whether in times of war
or peace.5 The Treasury was acutely aware ‘that the activities of the [British] Council
are watched with a jealous eye by some of the organs of the Press and by Lord
Beaverbrook, who has consistently attacked the Council in his papers...”, and that any
suggestion that the Council was frittering away money on unproductive propaganda
would be instantly seized upon.5” Their aim, C G L Syers, an official in the Treasury
stated, was ‘to produce a figure which will present the least surface to attack.’s
However, the Treasury also did not trust the Foreign Office’s scrutiny of the British
Council’s expenditure plans - ‘[t]his is, of course, the familiar Foreign Office rubber
stamp,” noted another Treasury official.>¥ They quizzed Reginald Leeper, who was the
Foreign Office’s official responsible for the British Council, as to why ‘prima facie, it
seemed odd that there should be so large an increase when the disappearance of
neutrals alone must restrict the activities of the British Council and the general
International situation must end to restrict them still more.’®® Leeper gave reasons

along the lines that if a neutral was overrun by Germany, the British Council’s budget

53 TNA INF 1/444 & TNA T 161/1104. Barlow, ] Alan. Letter to A P Waterford. 12 April 1940.

5 TNA T 161/1104. Syers, C G L. Untitled note about a meeting between Syers and Lord Lloyd
on 4 March 1940, note undated.

55 Eastment, ‘The policies’, p.39

5 Tennant, Touchlines, p.263

57 TNA T 161/1104 Syers, C G L. Memorandum to J A Barlow entitled ‘British Council for
Foreign Relations’, 12 February, 1940.

58 Ibid.

59 TNA T 161/1104 Barlow, J A. Note appended to C G L Syers’ untitled note about a meeting
between Syers and Lord Lloyd on 4 March 1940, note undated. Barlow’s comments dated 5
March 1940.

60 TNA T 161/1104 Syers, C G L. Note of a meeting with Reginald Leeper, 18 April, 1940
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would be directed to supporting refugees of those countries, so there would only be a
minor saving.6! The Treasury seemed to be satisfied with this excuse but got Leeper to
agree that the Foreign Office would watch the Council more closely, to ensure that
funds allocated for expenditure in one country were not diverted elsewhere without
the Treasury’s prior agreement, and to ensure the Treasury sanctioned any large
projects.62 The Treasury got its way and under the direction of a new Finance Officer,
Reginald Davies, the British Council’s expenditure was much more rigorously

controlled and the Treasury was involved at all the necessary decision points.®3

By 1943, the Treasury even began to see the British Council as a vital part of the
‘immediate “propaganda offensive”,” much, as was shown earlier, to Sir Malcolm
Robertson’s annoyance - ‘our aims are essentially long-term’ - but it goes to show how
essential the Treasury had begun to see the British Council’s work by this time.* The
Treasury defended the British Council at the Public Accounts Committee in July 1944
which claimed that there were “serious defects in the control of the Foreign Office and
of the [British] Council over its own organisation’, by stating that the Council had
improved its financial procedures and that financial control was ‘fairly watertight'¢5 -
the most flattering a statement the Treasury was likely to give. Robertson had
recognised the problems of the Council’s financial management and had worked hard
to turn around the finances in 1943 and 1944. Tellingly he stated ‘the Treasury ...
constantly complain, and confess, with some justice, that our finances have been badly
managed and that we are unnecessarily wasting public money in a dozen almost minor
ways.’66 He knew he had to act, and he did. However, towards the end of the war it
became clear that the Treasury and other departments including the Foreign Office
were still not satisfied with how the British Council was being run and its budget
controlled. During the war this was left largely unchecked, barring the efforts of
Robertson, due to the exceptional circumstances of the war, but with the end of the war
in sight, there were calls for the British Council to be restructured, and its future

became uncertain once again.¢”

61 [bid; also see Cole, Robert, Britain and the War of Words in Neutral Europe, 1939-45: The Art of the
Possible, (Macmillan, 1990) p.39-40 for relations between the British Council and the
Treasury.
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On a number of occasions there is evidence that the Foreign Office and the
Special Operations Executive (SOE) attempted to persuade the British Council to take a
more secretive role in the war. As stated before, one official in the Ministry of
Information had suggested that as the British Council was already established, it
would be a ‘good cover’ for other activities.t®® Gladwyn Jebb, the SOE’s Chief Executive
Officer, wanted to take this a step further and in late 1941 or early 1942 he asked the
Foreign Office to pursue any possible avenues for using the British Council as a cover
for infiltrating Turkey with secret agents.®® Around this time there were increasing
fears that Germany would invade Turkey, and records in the British Council files show
that the Council were seeking assurances from the Foreign Office that its staff would be
evacuated in the same manner as Embassy staff.”0 Jebb’s plans, however, involved the
British Council carrying out intelligence work ranging from weather reporting to more
direct reporting on the state of mind of the Turkish Government, as well as
‘whispering’ - the technique of spreading rumours or ‘sibs’ in neutral countries to
influence both neutral opinion and the opinions of enemy personnel within the neutral
countries.” He was, however, to be disappointed on this occasion - at least in terms of
persuading the British Council to act as a conduit for clandestine activity as an
organisation. G L Clutton, of the Foreign Office, stated that ‘[tlhough acting as centres
of British culture and influence British Council institutions abroad have never indulged
in political propaganda. A short while ago we tried to induce them to depart a fraction
from this standpoint in Turkey but with no success.””2 Kenneth Gurney agreed with
this and noted on a minute ‘I presume that Mr Jebb will be told (ref R 10854/G) our
decision about the B[ritish] Council’.” This did not stop the SOE and the Foreign Office
trying, however. Nor did it stop the British Council being suspicious that it was being

used as a cover for other activities. And its suspicions were not without foundation.

Around this time, Michael Grant, the British Council’s representative in Turkey,

noted in his autobiography that he was asked by ‘someone in authority” to send a

6 TNA INF 1/443 Hodson, H V. Minute to A P Waterford. 4 October 1939.

69 TNA FO 371/33880 Clutton, G L. Minute entitled “The British Council in Turkey’, 26 January
1942.

70 TNA BW 61/12 See in particular Cadogan, Alec. Letter to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 6
November 1941, which states the main areas of concern. There are a number of other
documents in the same file dealing with the same issue.

71 Richards, “Whispers of War’.

72 TNA FO 371/33880 Clutton, G L. Minute entitled “The British Council in Turkey’, 26 January
1942.

73 TNA FO 371/33880 Gurney, Kenneth T. Note on minute entitled “The British Council in
Turkey’ by Clutton, G L, 28 January 1942.
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football team ‘consisting of service personnel from Cairo with fine football records’ to
‘assist our relations with the Turks’.”* The football tour from a cultural propaganda
perspective will be discussed in more detail in chapter three, but it should be noted
here the issues surrounding the appointment of a football trainer seconded from the
Royal Air Force to the British Council. According to a report in a Foreign Office file, the
trainer called Mr Prior ‘had received instructions from the Air Attaché [the British
Embassy in Ankara] to take photographs and that he had indeed been selected for the
post for his qualifications as a photographer.””> The Embassy denied this particular case
stating that the Council was ‘unjustified in alarm.... There is no question of political,
intelligence or clandestine activities’,’® but a Foreign Office official, in an internal

memorandum, nevertheless noted that this kind of appointment was actually routine:

[T]he Embassy (with our approval) are giving instructions to all British subjects
(@) to furnish them with regular reports on political events, enemy activities
etc., (b) to act as sources of dissemination of Allied views among the Turks. A
start on these lines has been made with the British Council in Turkey....
Though from the British Council’s point of view there can be no objection to (b)

they may jib at (a) if they were told what has happened.””

It would seem, therefore, that as an organisation, the British Council was not
involved in clandestine activity, but the people it sent to the neutral countries were
given other jobs to complete by other organisations such as the Special Operations
Executive whilst they were in those countries. It was an effective cover to get agents in
and out of neutral countries, and an obvious conduit for the intelligence services to use
during wartime. It would seem, however, that the British Council was never told

explicitly. Prior, the trainer, was on the British Council’s books for some time.”®

Now that the British Council had expressed its alarm that its activities were being
seen as a cover for other purposes, it was dubious about accepting new teachers to be

appointed to Turkish Halkevleri?? (Colleges for which the British Council were

74 Grant, Michael, My first eighty years, (Aidan Ellis Publishing, Henley-on-Thames, 1994) p.79
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77 TNA FO 371/33880 Clutton, G L. Minute entitled “The British Council in Turkey’, 26 January
1942.

78 See file on British Council staff in Turkey, 1942 - TNA BW 61/13

79 Singular Halkevi, Plural Halkevleri. However, many English texts will use Halkevis as the
plural.
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supplying lecturers - to be discussed in more detail later and in chapter three). It had
suspicions that they would be British agents who could potentially damage the
influence that the British Council was building up in cultural circles, by being seen as
just another intelligence agency.8 Nevertheless, there was little the British Council
could do to prevent their employees taking on secondary roles except stressing on
every occasion possible that it objected to such activity. There were reliable reports
from Romania and Greece at the outbreak of war that British Council employees were
instructed to observe and report troop movements and conduct naval intelligence, but
the British Council did not discover that this activity had taken place until three years
after the event.8! In Yugoslavia too, where the Council operated until early 1941, there
is some evidence in Sebastian Ritchie’s Our Man in Yugoslavia that the Council
‘provided one avenue by which SIS [Secret Intelligence Service - MI6] broadened its

influence.’82

A ]S White, Secretary-General of the British Council from 1941 to 1947, suggested
in his personal account of the Council’s work on its twenty-fifth anniversary that the
Council was aware of attempts to use the Council as a cover for other activities and
even co-operated where necessary (but did not elaborate on specifics), but it was not

happy about doing so and resisted pressure wherever possible. White stated

Pressure to broaden its [the British Council’s] activities, which came from
Government and other quarters, would on occasions have involved the Council
in assignments that would have stretched the terms of its Charter unduly to
include political propaganda or the use of its organisation to provide cover for
‘shady’ undertakings. But on the whole the F[oreign] Olffice] supported the

Council in its determination to go straight.s?

In Turkey there has been no suggestion that the British Council representative,
Michael Grant, was personally involved in any clandestine activity. In Spain,
conversely, there is a suggestion that Professor Walter Starkie, the Council’s
representative in Madrid, was involved in more-than-cultural activity. It must be

stressed that there are only inferences that the British intelligence services persuaded

80 TNA FO 371/33880 Clutton, G L. Minute entitled “The British Council in Turkey’, 26 January
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Starkie to act under their auspices, and the Starkie family have always denied the
claim. On 22 February 1986, the Spanish newspaper El Pais published an article that
stated the following;:

Some doctors [at the Hospital Hispano-Inglés (later the Anglo-American
hospital)] pointed out yesterday the possibility that Walter Starkie, a Hispanist,
who was cultural attaché of the British Embassy and member of the intelligence
services of that country, was the person responsible for contacting members of

the Allied Army passing through Spain. [OSpAJ].8

The Starkie family was outraged by such a suggestion. His daughter, Alma
Starkie de Herrero stated a week later ‘[t]his sentence... constitutes a serious insult to
the honour and good name of my father... I categorically reject such an allegation
which is absolutely and totally unfounded, and really grotesque... [it is] mere slander
and contemptible’ [OSpAJ].8> Another author has claimed that Starkie was one of many
‘unofficial collaborators” in Spain who worked for the British secret services to help
refugees who escaped to Spain from occupied Europe continue on to Britain.8¢
Recently, in a book by Jimmy Burns - the son of Tom Burns, the British Press Attaché
in Madrid - it has again been claimed that ‘Starkie was a British agent, his eccentric
public persona belying a background of discreet service to His Majesty’s
Government.’?” Although the word ‘agent’ is implied to mean ‘secret agent’, Burns
does not provide any evidence that there was anything particularly secret about his
work, or what that work might have been. It may be that it was just because of the
‘whispering gallery’ nature of Madrid (i.e. that there were many spies from all sides
working there spreading rumours as well as undertaking intelligence work) that
Starkie’s name has been mixed up with the rumours. However, as was mentioned in
chapter one, cultural events were organised partly for neutral people to meet British
people to allow word-of-mouth propaganda to be spread. What is certain is that there
was clearly a fine line between being a British official with a duty to spread the British
point of view, and being an intelligence agent in time of war. In one poignant

paragraph in a letter in the autumn of 1941, Starkie stated

84 Gardner, Ava, Loren, Sofia and Heston, Charlton, ‘El hospital Anglo-Americano pasara a
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the holocaust’, The International Raoul Wallenberg Foundation website, 28 June 2005.
http://www . raoulwallenberg.net/?en/highlights/ secret-spanish-evasion-routes.2898.htm

8 Burns, Jimmy, Papa Spy: Love, Faith and Betrayal in Wartime Spain, (Bloomsbury, London /
Berlin / New York, 2009) p.252
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The best tribute to the growing sympathy for England among all classes in
Spain is the ceaseless Gestapo watchfulness against us. We are full of spies and
counter-spies and hardly a day passes without the Embassy informing me that I
am being followed and tracked. Some tell me that I am regarded as a spy,

others that we are fomenting plots in the Institute.8

In such circumstances, it is not surprising that some of the accusations that

Starkie was a spy have stuck.

In Sweden, before the full-time British Council representative, Ronald Bottrall,
was installed in Stockholm, the British Council had asked the British Press Attaché in
Sweden, Peter Tennant, to ‘hold a watching brief for them’.8° This is a good example, as
mentioned above, of how the Ministry of Information and the British Council worked
well together - as they both supplied materials (books, photographs etc) to Tennant.
Neither the British Council nor the MOI knew, however, that Tennant was also
working for the Special Operations Executive. Tennant was not merely working for
the SOE, but he was actually the SOE's top man in Sweden.® Ronald Bottrall and Peter
Tennant were old friends from Cambridge University, and it is likely that it was
through this friendship that the SOE managed to arrange for Sir Kenneth Clark, the
National Gallery’s Director (and former employee of the Ministry of Information), to
travel to Sweden. As Clark reminisced, however, lecturing on art for the British

Council was not his only role. He went

as a sort of advertisement for English culture.... Sweden was important to us
on account of the ball-bearings made in Gothenberg. But I was told nothing of
this: mine was to be purely a cultural visit.... My journeys to Gothenberg were
made uneasy by the fact that I had to take with me various secret documents
relating to the shipment of ball-bearings. This turned out to be one of the chief

justifications of my visit.?!

Bottrall himself was often perceived as something more than just the British
Council’s representative. Many Swedes were convinced he was the Head of the Secret

Service but that was due more to his appearance than any evidence that he was
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personally involved in clandestine activity. As Tennant noted: ‘[tlhe Swedes found it
difficult to accept this giant who looked more like a retired boxer with his broken nose,
than an emissary of British culture.2 Perhaps, as with Starkie in Madrid, Bottrall’s

name was merely mixed up with the rumours in the whispering galleries of Stockholm.

The British Council also worked with a number of Government Departments that
had a less obvious connection to propaganda. One example of this is its liaison with Sir
Stephen Tallents at the Ministry of Town and Country Planning which had models and
photographs on various subjects such as the plans to rebuild London after the war,
airports, small English villages and coalmines. The British Council wanted to use such
models and photographs in exhibitions in its institutes abroad. It had already received
requests from Turkey and Spain for displays on town planning, but wanted to use the
displays across many of its institutes in Europe and South America.?* Plans for Turkey
were drawn up first, and were encouraged by Michael Grant who stated that ‘the
Turks were very keen on architectural things.”* Negotiations began with London
County Council in July 1943 to create a plaster-cast model of the designs for South
Bank Project, Bermondsey, Shoreditch and Bethnal Green and find suitable aerial
photography.% Negotiations also involved a whole range of organisations such as the
Air Ministry in order to supply the model of an airport, the Miners Welfare
Commission, West Sussex County Council for photographs of a school, Welwyn
Garden City housing centre for photographs and drawings of the new town to be built
after the war, and the Royal Air Force for a mechanised model with moving parts.? As
the models could be used for a number of different organisations, negotiations started
around how the costs could be shared between the British Council, the Ministry of
Town and Country Planning and the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the
Arts (CEMA), which wanted to use similar models.®” The British Council hoped to
purchase eight models for about £100 each though expected costs to be slightly

higher.% If insurance had been paid for transportation this would have been on top of

92 Tennant, Touchlines, p.262
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this, which was £400-500 per model.? In total the cost was potentially equivalent to the
annual pay of four to five of the Council’s Representatives, so it was not an inexpensive

venture.

The exhibition was due to be sent to Turkey in the spring of 1944, but
negotiations rumbled on for many months for a number of reasons.!® They involved
many different people and organisations who had new ideas on what might be suitable
for display in Turkey (something, as will be shown, that was an inherent problem with
the Council’s relations with non-Governmental organisations); there were difficulties
with insurance and transport; time had to be allowed for the photographs to be passed
by the censorship; and there were also difficulties in arranging filming of some of the
models. In short, the exhibition took a long time to materialise. In fact the records
about the exhibition in the Ministry of Town and Country Planning stop in November
1944 with no further records - there is a suggestion that the exhibition would leave the
country to go to Turkey in early 1945, but there is no evidence that it ever
materialised.?! Eighteen months of planning, it appears, had gone to waste. It is
inevitable that not all of the ideas and plans for exhibitions would actually be realised -
new and better ideas would come along, costs would be deemed too expensive, and
the changing fortunes in the war would mean that some would be sacrificed. However,
it does seem surprising that it took so long for this exhibition to be organised. Perhaps
it was certain peculiarities with this exhibition - the fact that models had to be made
and were difficult to transport - that made it more difficult than other exhibitions to
organise. Nevertheless, it demonstrates how time-consuming it could be to organise
cultural propaganda and negotiate with other Government Departments to realise
plans and how much effort and money was required. In light of this it is hardly
surprising that the Treasury and MOI in particular were always concerned about how
much the Council was costing the Government, and there were often calls to close the
organisation. Ultimately, however, its relations within Government could always find
resolution in some way through escalation to the Chairman of the Council and the
Foreign Secretary as they were colleagues working in the same machinery of
Government. Negotiations with Non-Governmental Organisations were not so

straightforward, and it is these relationships that will be examined next.
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2.2 Relations with British non-Government organisations and individuals

Relations with British organisations outside of Government and individuals, such
as teachers, artists, scientists and musicians, were complicated. It is true that the vast
majority of British organisations and individuals were in favour of helping the war
effort in some way and if the British Council asked for their co-operation, most of them
were very helpful. Requests from the British Council varied from asking for expertise
and guidance as well as writing pamphlets on British life and thought, to seeking
lecturers or performers for touring and recruiting representatives and teachers to be
sent out to neutral countries on a longer-term basis. In contrast to the relative cohesion
that existed in Government (and as demonstrated in the previous section that cohesion
was not particularly strong even in Government), each external organisation had its
own view on how the Council’s work should be carried out, and this severely
hampered the Council’s organisation of propaganda. As will be shown, some people
who were asked to help the Council only did so out of a sense of duty during the war,
rather than being enthusiastic recruits to the Council’s cause. The British Council often
had to strike a difficult balance between presenting the image of Britain that British
organisations and individuals wanted to be presented, and the image of Britain that
people in the neutral countries wanted presented to them. Sometimes they were the
same images, but there were clear tensions here that the Council had to grapple with

throughout the war.

In terms of recruiting teachers and university lecturers (to stay in the neutral
country for a long period, rather than as a touring lecturer), the Council often worked
on an ‘agency basis’ for foreign institutions for recruiting staff in Britain to work
abroad. The Halkevleri in Turkey were a good example of where this took place, but it
also operated as an agent for foreign schools, universities and Anglophile societies.1%2
Interest for these posts was generally very good, especially amongst women teachers
for posts in schools. It has been suggested that interest was high because the women
saw the roles ‘as an opportunity to undertake wartime work of national importance
while continuing in the teaching profession rather than going into one of the armed
services.'19 One advert for a Girls’ School in Karabuk in Turkey received nearly 400
completed application forms which kept the Registry Clerks busy for a long time -
Council employees from the recruitment department remember this particular advert

very well. Perhaps this vast number was a little out of the ordinary, but still, interest

102 Thirsk, Betty. Letter to Edward Corse, 16 September, 2008.
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was also good for other posts which they advertised, though interest in a post did not
necessarily mean suitability.’* The Council’s recruitment for posts such as these took
one of three approaches. The first approach was to advertise in one of the public
newspapers which owing to the shortage of paper and newsprint could only, by
necessity, be a short advert. The second approach, particularly for university-level
posts, was to register the vacancy with scholastic agencies such as Truman & Knightley
and Gabbitas Thring and with university appointment boards - mainly Oxford and
Cambridge. The third approach was to consider the so-called ‘chance’ enquiries about
employment overseas, of which there were a considerable number.1%5 Application
forms were filled in and two sets of interviews were conducted: firstly by the
recruitment department alongside a regional representative for the country where the
vacancy was; and secondly, shortlisted candidates were again interviewed by a
regional representative and a representative from the Council’s education department
with a chairperson - often a Deputy Secretary-General. With Lord Lloyd as Chairman
until 1941, a third interview would take place with him for particularly important
posts. The British Council worked hard to build a good relationship with the scholastic
agencies and university appointments boards, and they were well-disposed and

helpful towards the Council.1%6

A ] S White (the Secretary-General of the British Council) wrote in his personal
account of the Council’s work that filling the junior posts within the Council itself was
a ‘very hard task’ because suitable candidates were ‘very scarce.”1%” It was also very
difficult when interviewing candidates in London to make a good judgment about how
candidates would fare overseas. Many good candidates were found, but it was often
the case that a candidate was the ‘only runner... for a post that had been too long
unfilled,” and the Council had little choice but to employ them if they wanted to
expand their work.1% It was hardly surprisingly then, that a few unsuitable candidates
were posted overseas. Though White gives no specific examples, he noted that the

trouble was that

there were many people besides the Daily Express who fastened on one of two
poor specimens as confirming their belief that a new-fangled cultural

organisation would be bound to recruit the wrong type: men with long hair
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and purple corduroys. Thus the few bad choices that were made stood out and
were exaggerated; and although most of the criticisms were unfair there is no

doubt that the Council’s public relations were harmed by them.'”

Sir Stanley Unwin, a publisher who chaired the Council’s Books and Periodicals
Committee, also recognised this as a major issue in his autobiography, but expressed
the view that the publicity surrounding the appointment of a few poor candidates ‘was
to be expected in pioneer work” and it had to be recognised as inevitable that ‘not a
word was heard about the painstaking, conscientious and successful work
accomplished by the rest of the staff in scores of other places.”’10 As has been
mentioned a number of times, Lord Beaverbrook was no fan of the British Council, and
his newspapers were always looking for ways to attack it in some way. The
appointment of candidates who they disliked was a perfect excuse for them to sharpen

their knives.111

The British Council was constantly under pressure from outside individuals and
organisations about what image of Britain they should be projecting to neutral
countries. This extended from who they employed in the Council (as mentioned in
White’s quote above), to who was on the Committees and what type of person should
be sent as a cultural representative of the nation as well as how they operated abroad.
When it was discovered by MPs in late 1944 that ] G Crowther, Head of the Council’s
Science Department, was an open communist, there was an uproar in some quarters,
particularly in Parliament amongst Conservative MPs. An anonymous MP’s note was

sent on to Sir Malcolm Robertson which stated

[I]t seems very unfortunate that the British Council, which is financed by HM
Government for the purpose of spreading throughout the world a knowledge
of the best of British thought and culture, should have appointed as the Head of
one of its chief departments, the Science Department, a man who is a
Communist.... Mr. Crowther is understood to be the officer of the British
Council who is responsible for helping foreign scientists of all grades to
establish personal contact with their counterparts in the British scientific

world.... It would not be surprising if he were found to use extensively for this

109 Thid.
110 Unwin, Sir Stanley, The Truth About a Publisher, (Allen & Unwin Ltd, London, 1960) p.417-18
111 See Bruce Lockhart, Sir Robert. Diary entry for 9 July 1940 in Young, The Diaries, p.66
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purpose individual British scientists who have a leaning towards

Communism....112

Robertson, though a Conservative MP himself and perhaps sharing some of the
political outlook of his fellow MP, dismissed the call for Crowther to be replaced,
arguing that the Council was a non-political body and therefore people could not be

hired or sacked for political reasons. He stated

Crowther’s personal integrity is undoubted. He is a man of considerable ability.
He has never aired his Communist views to me, nor, to my certain knowledge
to anybody else in the office. It would be difficult for the Executive Committee
to get rid of him without a stream of undesirable publicity and adverse
comment on the Council.... Our staff consists of people of diverse political
views as is right and natural. Provided that those views are not pressed to the
detriment of our non political ideals, I do not feel that we should enquire into

them too closely...!1?

Robertson was in a difficult position. He had to steer the course between the
Scylla (on this occasion uproar from Conservatives by not dismissing Crowther) and
the Charybdis (uproar from the press from dismissing Crowther for political reasons)
and it would seem to be an impossible undertaking where he could not win, whatever
he did. On this occasion, largely because Crowther had integrity and did not mix his
work and politics, the matter died down without much further issue, but it
demonstrates the inherent tensions that the Council had to deal with on a day-to-day
basis by being a non-political body. It is ironic that a non-political body had to spend

so much time defending itself from political interference.

A similar problem occurred a few months later when the Council sent the
composer Benjamin Britten to Paris in early 1945 along with the singer Peter Pears.
Britten, as was mentioned earlier was a conscientious objector. Astra Desmond, a
contralto singer, who had visited Portugal and Spain for the British Council earlier in
the war, wrote to Robertson to complain that two men who had done so little to help
the war effort (Britten and Pears had gone to neutral America earlier in the war to
avoid being called up for National Service), should be sent to the recently liberated

French capital as ambassadors of British culture. She believed also that it was an “insult

112 CAC BRCO 1/4 Anonymous MP. Note about ] G Crowther. Attached to letter from Eugene
Ramsden, MP to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 16 December, 1944
113 CAC BRCO 1/4 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Eugene Ramsden MP, 20 December, 1944
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to France to send them’.!* Robertson claimed that it was in fact the French
Government who had invited Britten and Pears, a request to which the Council had
simply acquiesced. Robertson noted in reply to Desmond ‘it would hardly have been
proper for the Council to stand in the way of a visit on which the French themselves
were so keen.115> Although this may have been technically the case, the way the
Council was perceived to have acted was what was important to observers and critics,
and it was consistently scrutinised to ascertain what type of Britain was being

projected abroad.!16

The Council’s Music Advisory Committee often had views on which musicians
would be the best ambassadors of British music and musical talent, but was not always
successful in preventing people that they deemed unsuitable from touring on behalf of
the Council. For example in October 1941 the Committee received a request from the
Regional Officer for Portugal for a grant to be made to Philip Newman, a violinist (who
most of the Committee confessed they had not heard about), to enable him to accept an
invitation from the Lisbon Conservatoire of Music to become Professor of Violin there.
The Committee originally accepted, noting that ‘it was so important to have an
Englishman on the staff of the Lisbon Conservatoire that they were prepared to
recommend that the suggested grant should be made.” 117 However, a year later,
Pamela Henn-Collins, the Committee’s secretary, reported that ‘she had had several
interviews with Mr. Philip Newman who was now in this country, and she felt he was
an unsuitable person to represent British music in Portugal, though doubtless valuable
as a professor at the Conservatoire.”!’8 The Committee did not think highly enough of
Newman’s musicianship to allow him to be an ambassador of Britain’s musical
abilities. By 1943, however, Newman was still promoting the ability of British
musicians in Portugal, much to the dismay of Henn-Collins. She noted ‘I am afraid Mr
[David] Shillan [at the British Institute in Lisbon] has been entirely deluded by
Newman and is, I know, a great admirer of his playing.’11° Shillan wrote of Newman'’s

performance in Lisbon:

114 CAC BRCO 1/4 Desmond, Astra. Letter to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 2 April, 1945

115 CAC BRCO 1/4 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Astra Desmond, 10 April, 1945

116 It seems doubtful that the French Government’s invitation was the only reason why Britten
and Peers were sent to Paris. The Council had tried to send them to Brussels a few months
earlier but ‘owing to the fact that the dates would not fit this had to be cancelled” and it
seems plausible that the Council may have been looking to send them to Paris anyway as a
substitute for the cancelled Brussels visit - see TNA BW 80/1 Draft Minutes of the 49th
Meeting of the Music Committee, 20 February, 1945

117 TNA BW 80/1 Minutes of the 26" Meeting of the Music Committee, 24 October, 1941

118 TNA BW 80/1 Minutes of the 334 Meeting of the Music Committee, 27 October, 1942

119 TNA BW 52/9 Minute by Pamela Henn-Collins, 3 June, 1943
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The interest was exceptional for a recital in this series, and the warmth of
reception by the audience before a note was played put Newman more at ease
than he might have been in that unsuitable hall, and on very good form....
There was on all sides a very favourable impression, and talk of “a great

night” 120

Henn-Collins, on receipt of Shillan’s letter, wrote to George West, the Council’s

representative in Portugal to stress her and the Music Committee’s views:

Whether and to what extent Newman should continue to be used by the
Council [in Portugal] is, of course, a matter of policy on which you must decide,
but in case you are tempted by reports of this concert to alter your view of
Newman’s musicianship I think I ought to let you know that my own opinion

remains unchanged.!!

It seems the advice of the Committee had been overruled - the Portuguese liked
Newman too much, and the propaganda value was too great not to allow Newman to
play to Portuguese audiences. The Didrio de Manha reported in 1943 after one of
Newman’s concerts for the Portuguese Red Cross that ‘Philip Newman has the
exceptional powers of a soloist: amazing handling of the bow, a technically perfect left
hand, voluminous sounds and sweet, variety of tone and the effect of surprise attack’
[OPA]J].122 With reports in the Portuguese press such as this it is clear to see why West
would not dispose of Newman easily. Newman’s violin-playing fitted in well with the
existing sociological situation in Portugal and its influence penetrated deep into

Portuguese society. He played on well into 1944.123

Robertson himself made some judgments in favour of preventing certain
personalities from touring on the Council’s behalf. For example he was keen to prevent
Noél Coward from travelling to Portugal. Coward had personally granted permission
for one of his plays, Private Lives, to be translated into Spanish and performed in

Madrid under the auspices of the Council, but Robertson had apparent reservations as

120 TNA BW 52/9 Shillan, David. Letter to Pamela Henn-Collins, 28 May, 1943

121 TNA BW 52/9 Henn-Collins, Pamela. Letter to S George West, 7 June, 1943. Henn-Collins’s
underlining.

122 | iborio, Eduardo, ‘O Recital Philippe Newman a favor da Cruz Vermelha Portuguesa’, Didrio
de Manha, 3 July 1943 (cutting in TNA BW 52/9).

123/ Violinista Philippe Newman No Instituto Britanico’, Jornal do Comércio, (19 March 1944).
Available on BCPHA: Reference c4401460
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to his suitability for being physically sent to the Iberian peninsula.’2¢ Robertson stated

to Henry Hopkinson at the British Embassy in Lisbon in November 1943

to be candid we are a little doubtful whether Noél Coward would be altogether
suitable in that capacity. I am well aware that he enjoys a world-wide
reputation, and that his appearance, particularly if timed to coincide with the
release of one of his films in Portugal, might arouse great enthusiasm... I
confess I am not quite satisfied that Noél Coward, for all his great gifts and
personal charm, could do that [give lectures], or indeed figure adequately in the

category of British Council lecturers.'2

To be fair to both Coward and Robertson, Robertson was not saying Coward
could not go to Portugal at all, but he did not want him going under Council auspices.
Part of the reason may have been that Leslie Howard, the world-famous filmstar who
had recently performed in Gone with the Wind had visited Portugal earlier that year and
had been killed on his return from a visit to Spain and Portugal, when his plane was
shot down over the Bay of Biscay. Perhaps Robertson, to some extent, felt the British
Council was somewhat responsible for Howard’s death and was not willing to take the
risk of sending another high profile actor, such as Coward, to Portugal in 1943. He
certainly compared Howard’s visit to the prospective visit of Coward in his letter to
Hopkinson stating ‘[w]e went perhaps a little outside our scope in sending you Leslie

Howard,1? indicating perhaps that he wished he had never sent Howard to Portugal.

When the Council did decide that it wished to send individuals abroad for a short
period, usually to tour the country and lecture or perform, the Council often used
informal networks to access these people. Requests were usually raised at one of the
Council’s advisory committees who were usually made up of people who would know
a lecturer or performer personally, and approaches were made on an informal basis to
be formalised later. On occasion, a member of a committee may also have made a visit.
There were fourteen different committees or panels that existed at some point during
the war including a Fine Arts Committee, a Science Committee, a Books and
Periodicals Committee and a Films Committee (A full list of committees and their

chairmen are included in Appendix B).1%

124 TNA BW 56/9 Coward, Noél. Letter to W Bridge-Adams, 23 May ,1942

125 CAC BRCO 1/3 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Henry Hopkinson, 5 November, 1943

126 [bid

127 The British Council, The British Council 1934-1955: Twenty-first Anniversary Report, (London,
British Council, 1955) Appendices A, B and C p.47-52
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Many famous personalities agreed to tour for the British Council and whether
one is in favour of its work or not, it would have to be agreed that it was a very
impressive list. In alphabetical order, the most famous were probably Sir Lawrence
Bragg (scientist), Benjamin Britten (composer), Sir Kenneth Clark (art critic), Astra
Desmond (contralto singer), T S Eliot (poet), Leslie Howard (filmstar), Sir Malcolm
Sargent (conductor) and Harold Spencer-Jones (astronomer). Arranging for all of these
people (and many less famous personalities) to tour was a difficult task in terms of
persuading them to tour in the first place and then matching their diaries with dates of
transport and ensuring that they were suitably entertained in the country that they

were to visit. Some were easier than others to work with.

Dr Robert McCance, an expert on nutrition at the University of Cambridge was
contacted through the Medical Research Council for a proposed visit to Portugal and
Spain. He took some convincing to go by Dr N Howard Jones of the Medical

Department of the British Council. McCance stated:

I have consented rather unwillingly to go for I don’t really feel that I am the
right person if the mission is solely one of improving cultural relationships. I
hate dagoes and the picture he [Howard Jones] paints to me of being

continually féted by them simply fills me with gloom.128

McCance was particularly keen that his assistant, Miss Widdowson, accompanied
him to Spain and Portugal. However, the Council had to remain firm that ‘only very
special circumstances would justify a dual visit. There is a very great pressure on air
travel services to and from Portugal and it is difficult enough for us to arrange for
accommodation for single lecturers.'? To be fair to McCance he wanted Miss
Widdowson to accompany him for a good reason - to gather information on the
nutritional problems in Spain, whilst he was lecturing there - and it was not just a
personal whim, but it took the Council some time to persuade him to agree to go
without his assistant.1® In the end, despite the reservations which he had about going
as a cultural representative, and the concerns he had of going alone, his report of his
visit gives the impression that he rather enjoyed himself and wrote a nineteen page

report about the contacts that he met, praising the arrangements made for him by

128 TNA FD 1/6665 McCance, Dr Robert A. Letter to Sir Edward Mellanby, 12 November, 1942

129 TNA FD 1/6665 Jones, Dr N Howard. Letter to Sir Edward Mellanby, 28 October, 1942

130 Jpid; also see TNA FD 1/6665 ‘Extract from Dr. N. Howard Jones's letter to Sir Edward
Mellanby’, 4 November, 1942
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Professors Starkie and West.131 McCance’s visit will be studied in more detail in the

following chapter.

T S Eliot also wanted to make his visits for the British Council conditional on
personal grounds. When he returned to Britain from Stockholm, he wrote to Robertson
stating that he had discovered on his return that his secretary had been called up into
National Service, and that unless this decision was reversed he would never be able to
be away from London for such a long period again.!32 John Gielgud, having played
Hamlet in Sweden prior to the outbreak of war, was seen as a good candidate to go
again to Sweden, but was simply too busy acting in Britain to find the time.!133 And it
was the same for many famous people. Visits had to be arranged over a long period of
time. When Professor Walter Starkie wrote to the Council in London in June 1942
seeking to arrange a visit for Sir Malcolm Sargent to Spain in the autumn of the same
year, he was told by Robertson that ‘a busy man such as he makes his engagements
from six to nine months ahead” and ‘we have already engaged him to go elsewhere for
us then.”13 Starkie had missed the opportunity of Sargent’s visit on this occasion as he

was going to Sweden for the British Council.

Even when visits could be arranged, travel issues made visits difficult. Sargent
was delayed for over a week waiting at Leuchars airfield, near St Andrew’s in Fife in
late 1942 on his way to Sweden, along with other passengers including Ronald
Bottrall’s wife Margaret and son Anthony. Conditions had to be suitably overcast to fly
over occupied Norway for security reasons.!¥ Returning home was often even more
complicated and dangerous and in Sweden, the Ambassador Sir Victor Mallet noted,
‘nobody ever knew how soon they would be given a passage home again and they
sometimes stayed for two or three weeks before this happened.’13 Leslie Howard's
tragic death in 1943 demonstrated just how dangerous it was for people to tour neutral
countries in wartime and the event no doubt made people think twice before accepting
an invitation from the British Council - there was a notable lack of tours arranged in

the months after Howard’s death.13” It is quite astounding, therefore, that the British

131 TNA FD 1/6665 McCance, Dr Robert A. ‘Report of Dr. R.A. McCance on his visit to the
Iberian Peninsula’, received 17 June 1943 (reference to Starkie and West p.1)

132 CAC BRCO 2/2 Eliot, T S. Letter to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 9 June 1942.

133 CAC BRCO 1/2 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to John Gielgud, 23 December 1942.

13¢ CAC BRCO 1/1 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to Walter Starkie, 2 July 1942.

135 Bottrall, Anthony. Email to Edward Corse, 29 September, 2008

136 CAC MALT 1 Mallet, Victor. Copy of an unpublished memoir, 1919-46 p.142

137 See the differences between the Quarterly Reports on Lectures and Music Tours in early 1943
and later 1943 in TNA BW 82/9. Some of the difference may be due to seasonal changes -
there were generally less tours in the summer.
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Council persuaded so many people to go, and that it got the vast majority in and out of

neutral countries safely.

The Council was often criticised for how it operated abroad, not just in terms of
who the Council sent, but also in day-to-day operations. Unwin gave one example of
this in his autobiography about the selling of English language books by the British
Council representative after they had been exhibited. The MOI gave away books, and
was not criticised for doing so. By contrast the Council was ‘condemned in Parliament
and in a section of the Press for trading at a loss in that they had not covered the cost of
air freight, which would have made the price of the books prohibitive. 13 Unwin
dismissed this argument stating ‘anyone with the most elementary knowledge of
psychology is aware that a book for which money is paid is more effective in its
influence than twenty given away and in consequence dismissed as propaganda.’1% It
would seem that the Council, even when it took the most effective measures to extend

Britain’s influence, could never satisfy its critics at home.

Closer to home, the Advisory Committees were made up of groups of interested
parties and experts in their field. They were not always the same people, and the
different Advisory Committees varied in the frequency of meetings. For example, the
Fine Arts Committee only held eleven meetings throughout the whole war with nearly
a year between some of the meetings (though there were sub-committees established
for specific exhibitions in the intervening periods).!40 By contrast, the Music Advisory
Committee met twenty-six times (with over a year between two meetings)!4! and the
Books and Periodicals Advisory Committee met far more frequently at fifty-four
meetings during the war, usually on a monthly basis.’42 Members were often famous in
their particular subject. For example, composers William Walton, Arthur Bliss and
Ralph Vaughan Williams attended the Music Committee along with Leslie Boosey (of
Boosey and Hawkes) and Sir Adrian Boult (conductor). The difficulty with such a high-
brow membership was that members did not always agree with each other or fully
support the Council’s efforts. Sir Kenneth Clark, who had briefly worked for the MOI
early in the war but was Director of the National Gallery for most of the war, resigned
from the Fine Arts Committee in late 1943. Clark was seen as perhaps the most active

member of the Committee and advocate of the Council’s work with regard to art prior

138 Unwin, The Truth, p.421-2

139 Jbid, p.422

140 TNA BW 78/1 Minutes from Fine Arts Committee Meetings 15 to 25.

141 TNA BW 80/1 Minutes from Music Committee Meetings 24 to 49.

12 TNA BW 70/1 and 70/2 Minutes from Books and Periodicals Committee Meetings 14 to 67.
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to his resignation. His resignation, therefore, as Major Alfred Longden, the Director of

Fine Art stated in his reply to Clark’s resignation letter:

...is a great and rumbling blow. I did not realise, until you recently spoke on
the wireless [on the BBC’s Brains Trust programme] that you regarded our
work as so lacking in importance. Perhaps I am to blame for not keeping the
members of the [Fine Arts] committee more fully informed of the far-reaching
use of our efforts and in addition I have not given members enough to do and

thus they may, possibly, have lost interest.!43

The relationships that the various Committees had with British cultural figures
and organisations demonstrates perfectly the careful juggling act that the British
Council played out, keeping them interested in the Council’s work on the one hand,
and on the other making effective decisions about what types of materials could be
distributed abroad to the neutral countries. The artist Paul Nash was often being
contacted by Longden to provide copies of his work or permission for it to be
displayed abroad. Usually Nash was happy with Longden’s suggestions (though on
occasion had to be reminded to answer letters addressed to him), but it must have been
a logistical challenge for Longden to keep all the artists interested and maintain their
goodwill whilst also trying to find works of art that were suitable for display in
Stockholm, Madrid and elsewhere.!* Longden’s letters usually gave the impression
that he was trying to cajole the artists that he was writing to and hoping not to let them
down. For example, the statement ‘[w]hile not exactly the type of watercolour we
originally had in mind, we are very glad to include this as showing an additional
aspect of your work,” hardly promotes the notion that the Committee was entirely in
the driving seat for what image of Britain they were promoting - they needed to keep

the cultural figures that they depended on ‘on side.”145

On occasion, too, the Advisory Committees - i.e. the people closest to, and who

had most influence over the Council - were accused of being too out-of-touch with

143 HKRC TGA 8812/1/1/17 Longden, Major Alfred A. Letter to Sir Kenneth Clark, undated but
between two related letters dated 6 and 20 December 1943 in the file.

144 See HKRC TGA 7050/163 Longden, Major Alfred A. Letter to Paul Nash, 11 August, 1938;
HKRC TGA 7050/172 Somerville, Lilian. Letter to Paul Nash, 7 May, 1941; HKRC TGA
7050/173 Somerville, Lilian. Letter to Paul Nash, 3 July 1941; HKRC TGA 7050/176
Lindsay, TF. Letter to Paul Nash, 13 February, 1942; HKRC TGA 7050 /178 Longden, Alfred.
Letter to Paul Nash, 30 November, 1942; HKRC TGA 7050/181 Longden, Alfred. Letter to
Paul Nash, 10 May, 1943; HKRC TGA 7050/184 Longden, Alfred. Letter to Paul Nash, 18
September, 1944; HKRC TGA 7050/185 Longden, Alfred. Letter to Paul Nash, 17 October,
1944; HKRC TGA 7050/187 Longden, Alfred. Letter to Paul Nash, 15 November, 1944.

145 HKRC TGA 7050/187 Longden, Alfred. Letter to Paul Nash, 15 November, 1944
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ordinary British life and culture. They were, it was alleged, promoting an image of
Britain that may have reflected their own interests, but did not reflect a truthful image
of Britain. There is a link here to the sociological propaganda described by Ellul in that
those people on the Committees thought they were representing a truthful image of
Britain (and not propaganda) but outside of the Committees that image was one not
recognised as accurate. The Books and Periodicals Committee, for example, received a
number of complaints from Scottish people and organisations that their British Life and
Thought series of booklets was too Anglocentric.14¢ There were booklets promoted in
the series called The Englishman (by Lord (formerly Prime Minister, Stanley) Baldwin)
and The Englishwoman (by Cicely Hamilton) but there had been no attempt up until the
complaint was received, to write books called The Scotsman or The Scotswoman (or
indeed Welsh or Northern Irish counterparts, but there is no record of complaints from
these quarters).!¥” The Committee did respond quickly to the complaints and
commissioned a number of books reflecting life across the United Kingdom within a
month of the complaint, unimaginatively called Wales and the Welsh, Scotland and the
Scots and Northern Ireland and the Ulsterman (as well as England and the English).148
Nevertheless it seems clear that the Committee would not have done so without
having been pushed in that direction. It was noted in the agenda for the meeting that
“Home Division is very anxious that this group of brochures should be completed as
quickly as possible.”14? Even people on the Committees, such as Kenneth Clark, did not
necessarily believe that the Council was influenced by the right people. Clark wrote to
a confidante (a former colleague in the Ministry of Information) that he was concerned
how much the Council was ‘influenced by conservative opinion [in terms of art] and
fear of protests by the Royal Academy. Its chairman [Sir Malcolm Robertson] therefore
feels bound to include a preponderate number of New English Art Club paintings’
which Clark believed would not interest audiences as much as other paintings.!% The

timeless, conservatism of cultural propaganda mentioned in chapter one was,

146 TNA BW 70/2 Minutes of the 56" Meeting of the Books and Periodicals Committee, 13
January 1944

147 Baldwin, Lord, The Englishman, (Longmans Green & Co, London, 1940); Hamilton, Cicely,
The Englishwoman, (Longmans Green & Co, London, 1940)

148 TNA BW 70/2 Minutes of the 57t Meeting of the Books and Periodicals Committee, 10
February 1944; The Northern Irish volume later changed its name to The Northern Irish and
their Country - see TNA BW 70/2 Minutes of the 651 Meeting of the Books and Periodicals
Committee, 8 February, 1945

149 TNA BW 70/2 Agenda for the 57" Meeting of the Books and Periodicals Committee, 10
February 1944

150 HKRC TGA 8812/1/1/17 Clark, Sir Kenneth. Letter to Jack Beddington, 24 December, 1943.
Clark’s reference was actually with regard to American audiences, but can read as his
opinion for neutral countries as well.
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according to Clark, not always the best way of attracting elites. This letter, written just
days after resigning from the Fine Art Committee, probably gives a good idea of the
real reason why he resigned - Clark was clearly frustrated at presenting an image of
Britain that he thought was not showing Britain in its best light, and that he was

lacking influence.

The British Council had an incredibly difficult role as a non-political body in
trying to present an image of a country that was so diverse in many different ways -
particularly politically, socially and culturally. The Council could not please everyone
in Britain and it knew it. After all, it could not please everyone in Government, so it
could not hope to please everyone in the country. All it could do was present an image
that enough people in the country would be content with and be accepted by the
audience they were aiming at (i.e. the elites), and hope that it had done enough to
deflect major criticisms through constant written and verbal communication and
negotiation with people interested in its work. Sir Kenneth Clark’s relationship with
the Council is a good example of how the Council kept him ‘on side’. Though he
resigned from the Fine Arts Committee in late 1943, he still agreed to lecture for the
Council in Sweden just over a year later. He had been frustrated by the Council, but
not alienated by it. And it was true for many of the Council’s stakeholders - they may
not have agreed with everything that it did and the image of Britain that it was
presenting, but Britain was at war and any image of Britain presented in neutral
countries was far better than no image at all. When it came to the crunch, people

outside of Government largely supported the Council’s work.
2.3 Relations with the British Embassies

The British Council’s relationships within Britain, as has been shown, were often
tense and strained. However, the British Council’s role was not to maintain good
relationships in Britain, but to promote British life and thought abroad. In essence
apart from needing to keep enough people in Britain interested in the Council’s work
to keep propaganda materials being produced and lecturers and performers travelling
to the neutral countries of Europe, it did not matter whether the Council’s work was
popular within Britain. What mattered was the role that it played abroad. There was
one obvious group of British organisations abroad that the Council had to maintain
good relationships with - the British Embassies, Consulates and Legations. If it did not
maintain good relationships here, then its real work - promoting Britain abroad -

could be in jeopardy. The stakes could not be higher for the Council’s relationship with
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British Embassies. Ultimately, both the Council and the Embassies were accountable to
the Foreign Office, so relations should have been good. However, as has been seen,
Robertson’s relationship with the Foreign Office was not always smooth in Britain and
so Council-Embassy relations were not guaranteed to be positive and productive. As
will be shown over the remainder of this chapter through an analysis of the
relationship in the four main neutral countries in Europe where the Council operated -
Spain, Turkey, Portugal and Sweden - the health of those relationships varied from

one country to the next.
2.3.1 Spain: Sir Samuel Hoare and Professor Walter Starkie

Sir Samuel John Gurney Hoare (Lord Templewood from 1944) was Conservative
MP for Chelsea from 1910 to 1944, and had been in the British Cabinet during the
Conservative and National Government administrations since the early 1920s. From
his background, therefore, it could be justifiably claimed that he was the
personification of ‘The Establishment’. The pinnacle of his career came in 1935 when he
accepted the office of Foreign Secretary but within months his career was in tatters
after press reports about a pact between himself and the French Foreign Minister,
Pierre Laval, to offer the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, two-thirds of Abyssinia
(modern-day Ethiopia), a country Mussolini had recently invaded, in return for
stopping the war. The so-called Hoare-Laval Pact, which was never put into action,
caused an outcry in Britain and Hoare was compelled to resign. Although he returned
to the Cabinet a number of times he would never recover from this humiliation and his
name, like that of Chamberlain, became synonymous with ‘Appeasement’ and the
destruction of collective security.!5! With Winston Churchill as Prime Minister he was
dispatched to Madrid as a Special Ambassador to Spain - some say into exile; others
say the role of Ambassador in Madrid was so crucially important, it required someone
of Hoare's stature.!2 Hoare certainly suggested that ‘the Spanish Government was
flattered at the appointment of a former Foreign Secretary.’153 Although he recognised
the importance of Spain in the war and carried out the role with a huge sense of duty
to his country, he coveted the role of Viceroy of India which he believed was more or

less guaranteed for him, but a role he would never undertake.!> Originally he was only

151 Cross, ] A, Sir Samuel Hoare: A Political Biography, (Jonathan Cape, London, 1977) p.311

152 [bid., p.322

153 Hoare, Sir Samuel, Ambassador on Special Mission, (Collins, St. James’s Place, London, 1946)
p.17; Also noted in Hurtley, José Janés, p.39

154 [bid, p.16; Cross, Sir Samuel Hoare, p.324
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due to be in Madrid for short while as an extension to a visit he was to pay to Portugal,

but he ended up staying almost five years.

By contrast, Walter Fitzwilliam Starkie was an Irish Roman Catholic and
Professor of Literature at Trinity College, Dublin and spent much of his time prior to
the Second World War in Italy, Eastern Europe and Spain mingling with gypsies and
wandering minstrels. It might not seem, therefore, that the words ‘Starkie’ and
‘Establishment” would have been heard in the same sentence. However, like Hoare he
had crossed paths with Mussolini and had even been accorded a private audience with
the Duce in 1927. Starkie admired Mussolini, later recalling the meeting with some
delight: ‘I was hypnotized by his large dark eyes which sparkled when his voice
became animated.”’% Throughout the Spanish Civil War he had been a supporter of
General Franco, and as late as the autumn of 1939, in correspondence between his two
sisters Nancy and Enid, Nancy reported ‘Walter looks blooming. Of course he really
has great belief in Hitler and Mussolini, and none in the others.... Walter and Italia
[Starkie’s wife] are of course very pro-German - perhaps I am wrong in saying that -
but anyway they are anti-English.”15 One might be forgiven, therefore, for questioning
why on earth Starkie was appointed Director of the British Institute in Madrid only a

few months later.

Certainly it is easy to see why Franco would accept him - he was a persona grata
by virtue of his support for Franco during the Civil War - but it is less clear why he
was entrusted with being an emissary of a culture to which apparently he had little
fondness. Starkie certainly appeared to have fascist sympathies prior to the war but in
the post-war period, Starkie propounded the view that he was a “West Briton’, had
always been loyal to the British crown and was more ‘rightist’ than his background
might suggest.’>” He had, after all, been educated at Shrewsbury School. Could it be
that his sisters were poor judges of his character (which has been suggested is probably
the case by his friends later in life) or is it more probable that after the collapse of the
Axis (or perhaps during the war itself) he changed his mind about where his loyalties

lay?158

155 Starkie, Walter, The Waveless Plain: An Italian Autobiography, (The Travel Book Club, London,
1940) p.392

156 Hurtley, Jacqueline, ‘Wandering between the Wars: Walter Starkie’s Di/Visions’, in Tazén-
Salces, Juan E and Carrera Sudrez, Isabel, Post-Imperial Encounters: Anglo-Hispanic Cultural
Relations, (Studies in Comparative Literature 45, Amsterdam and New York, Rodopi, 2005)
p.61

157 Gordon, David. Email to Edward Corse, 20 May, 2008.

158 Gordon, David. Email to Edward Corse, 11 September, 2009.
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Being in debt may be a better explanation for his acceptance of the role which
overrode any political sympathies that he may have had, as the Director’s salary would
provide him with a steady income of £1,000 a year.!>® Plus there is some evidence that
he simply forgot to tell his employer, Trinity College in Dublin, where he was in the
autumn of 1940 a few months after accepting the role of Director which leads to the
suspicion that his acceptance was a rather impulsive and perhaps a desperate move for
money.'®0 The important point here, however, (particularly for this thesis) is that once
in post in Madrid he never wavered from promoting British culture, and his contacts in
Spanish cultural life were his ticket to appointment as Director. Starkie had previous
(though short-lived) experience of establishing a cultural centre in Genoa soon after the
end of the First World War to improve Anglo-Italian relations and was the only non-
Spanish member of the Royal Spanish Academy of the Language, which “included the
most prominent scholars and writers of Spain.’16! Both of these facts, as well as being a
friend of the Duque de Alba (the Spanish Ambassador in London - who was also the
Duke of Berwick)!e2 made him an attractive candidate for the role of Director of the
British Institute in Madrid. He understood Spain better than the vast majority of people
from the British Isles and was accepted in Spain - these advantages would enable him
to engineer the British Council’s cultural propaganda to fit in with the existing
sociological situation in Spain and be readily acceptable to the Spanish elites. Starkie
recalled that Lloyd gave him ‘freedom of action” and stated ‘I shall always back you
up.163 Lloyd clearly thought Starkie was the ideal candidate, and was probably
influenced by positive feedback received from Brendan Bracken in the summer of 1939,
who had visited Starkie in Dublin, that Starkie was an Irishman who could be trusted

to play a role for Britain in the war.164

Whatever their backgrounds and the reasons behind their appointments and their
acceptance of their respective roles, Hoare and Starkie were both in Madrid to promote

a better understanding of Great Britain - Hoare through political and diplomatic

159 Hurtley, ‘Wandering’, p.61

160 TNA BW 56/8 White, A J S. Telegram to Walter Starkie, 4 October, 1940. The telegram states
‘Have telegraphed Dublin University explaining your absence.’

161 Starkie, Walter, Scholars and Gypsies: An Autobiography, (University of California Press,
Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1963), p.199, 203-4; TNA BW 56/3 Starkie, Walter. Letter to AJ S
White, 24 October, 1941.

162 Starkie dedicated his book Spanish Raggle-Taggle ‘to His Grace the Duke of Berwick and Alba’
- Starkie, Walter, Spanish Raggle-Taggle: Adventures with a Fiddle in North Spain, (Penguin
Books, Harmondsworth, 1961 (First Published 1934)) p.5

163 Starkie, Walter, In Sara’s Tents, (John Murray, London, 1953) p.7 cited also in Hurtley, José
Janés, p.72

164 Lysaght, Brendan Bracken, p.163-4 and Burns, Papa Spy, p.252 and endnote on p.370
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means; Starkie through cultural means. Their roles should have complemented each
other. By contrast to how it should have been, it is not an exaggeration to state that
they detested each other. It was not that they saw each other’s role as conflicting with
their own - Hoare for example was reported as having ‘expressed great interest and
belief in the Council’s work and seemed anxious to help it forward in Spain.’165> And
Starkie expressed his hope in 1940 that ‘it will be possible for Sir Samuel Hoare to
initiate the course of lectures [at the Institute]’.166 But it was a personality clash which
had significant repercussions for how they both operated. Two private documents -
one a letter from Lord Lloyd (on Starkie’s behalf) to Lord Halifax, the Foreign
Secretary, in November 1940 and the second a telegram a year later from Hoare to Sir
Malcolm Robertson illustrate the distrust that permeated the Hoare-Starkie

relationship. Both are worth quoting at length:
Lord Lloyd to Lord Halifax, 19 November, 1940:

He [Starkie] has just been home and he tells me privately that the Embassy, far
from assisting him and the Institute staff in their work, is actually putting
obstacles in their way. He alleges that Sam Hoare takes no interest at all and
gives no support. To repeat any of this to Sam would, I am sure, only do harm,
but if next time you write you could say what importance you attribute to the
work of the British Council and the British Institute in Spain, and what good
things you hear of Professor Starkie’s work, it would, I am sure, do much

good.167
Sir Samuel Hoare to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 12 November, 1941:

I fear that the position I have found here on my return does not justify your
report in your letter to me of Professor Starkie’s contact with Spanish
intellectual life. Institute has undoubtedly gone back in Spanish estimate. Staff
are discontented and two at least of them should certainly be replaced. Mrs.
Starkie seems to make trouble everywhere. Organisation is from all accounts
very bad. As I have no right or wish to interfere in its administration I cannot
do more than say that a good inspector should immediately be sent to report to

you upon the state of affairs.168

165 TNA BW 56/3 White, A S. Letter to Walter Starkie, 3 November, 1941.

166 TNA BW 82/14 Starkie, Walter. Letter to Lord Lloyd, 11 December 1940.

167 TNA BW 56/11 Lloyd, Lord. Letter to Lord Halifax, 19 November, 1940.

168 TNA FO 954/23A Hoare, Sir Samuel. Telegram entitled ‘Personal for Sir Malcolm Robertson
from Sir S. Hoare’, 12 November, 1941.
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It has been said that Hoare wanted Starkie sent home on the grounds that he was
a drunkard.’®® As alluded to in his telegram above, Hoare did not care much for
Starkie’s wife either, and it did not help that Starkie’s wife was of Italian descent -
Italy, of course, being an enemy country at the time. It should be stated that Starkie
was going through a particularly difficult time in the period when Hoare’s telegram
was written. Correspondence between him and the Council in London give the
impression that he was exhausted and frustrated. For example, he spent whole days in
bed recovering from illness and no doubt was exasperated from the constant pressure
of being followed by German agents and Spanish police (on one occasion during the
autumn he was almost arrested inside the Madrid Institute in front of some students -
but his diplomatic status of ‘Cultural Attaché” saved him from arrest!”?). In addition to
this, press reports about the Council in London giving a luncheon for the exiled
Republican leader during the Spanish Civil War (i.e. Franco’s main enemy), Juan
Negrin could not have helped and he complained bitterly about reports ‘in the gutter
papers such as the Daily Mirror, growing attacks upon me as an Irishman, a Catholic
and so-called Right-Winger.”17? With these issues, the unfortunate situation described
in Hoare’s telegram to Robertson might be seen as more of a transient phase than a
long-term issue. Negrin's presence in London, along with other Spanish Republicans (a
disproportionate number of whom seemed to be employed in the Ministry of
Information), was also causing a major headache for Hoare in his relations with

Franco.172

Prior to these events, a number of letters from Starkie to the British Council in
London in March and April 1941 show that Starkie and Hoare were getting on rather
well and that their differences in the autumn of 1940 were perhaps more due to
circumstances than fundamental differences of opinion. Again, the letters are worth

quoting at some length:

The Ambassador [Hoare] himself has told members of the Embassy how

enthusiastic he is about the work done by our Institute. He likes the

169 Gordon, David. Email to Edward Corse, 20 May, 2008.

170 TNA BW 56/ 3 Starkie, Walter. Letter to A J S White. 2 December, 1941. Starkie was unique
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the Embassy as ‘Cultural Attaché” so that he could receive protection from political
inference by the Spanish authorities. See CAC BRCO 1/4 Robertson, Sir Malcolm. Letter to
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Christopher. Letter to Carmen Wiggin, 31 October, 1941.
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surroundings and he wishes to rely upon us to develop the cultural side of
things. Furthermore, he is eager for me to start British Council work in other
centres in Spain, especially in Barcelona, Bilbao and Seville. He even told me
that he would write back to London to back up proposals to start other
Institutes. This attitude of the Ambassador is all the more gratifying to me
when I look back on my weeks of depression last autumn [1940] when Lord
Lloyd and I talked over relations between Embassy and Institute. Those
difficult days are now over and though we still have very great anxieties here
on account of the political situation, and the intrigues of our enemies, I yet look

with confidence to the future.l”3

...[W]hereas formerly he [Hoare] was inclined to be critical about the Council
and even cold-shouldered me in my work. Now he wants to speed up our work
and he asked me whether there was any way in which he could possibly

help.174

This letter was written before Hoare started to complain to Robertson about
Starkie’s inability to run the Institute, but nonetheless it shows that Hoare and Starkie
could get on well and that the Hoare-Starkie relationship was not one that always
resulted in feelings of animosity on both sides. It was circumstances outside of Hoare’s
and Starkie’s control that often led to problems. For example, Hoare’s reversal of his
enthusiasm for opening an Institute in Barcelona was directly due to the German
invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 which led to an Anglo-Soviet alliance. The
Franco regime despised the Soviet Union (later sending a ‘Blue Division’ to fight
alongside the Germans on the Eastern Front, despite professing neutrality) and the
Communist influence on the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War was never far
from the Spanish Government’s mind. With Britain now allied to the Soviet Union,
Hoare ‘thought this was a bad moment to start Institutes in Barcelona, Malaga and
Bilbao.’175 In particular Hoare was concerned about the opinion of the Spanish Foreign
Minister, Ramon Serrano Sufier (who was particularly pro-Axis and anti-Soviet, and
brother-in-law of Franco) who ‘would refuse to grant permission’ and Hoare ‘set his
mind definitely against opening them.76 As will be shown later in chapter four,
Serrano Sufier attempted to block the opening of the Institute in Madrid in 1940, so

Hoare’s opinion of Serrano Sufer’s views had significant weight. Starkie no doubt

173 TNA BW 56/ 6 Starkie, Walter. Letter to Carmen Wiggin, 25 March, 1941.

174 TNA BW 56/ 6 Starkie, Walter. Letter to Carmen Wiggin, 1 April, 1941.

175 TNA BW 56/ 6 Starkie, Walter. Letter to Sir Malcolm Robertson, 2 July, 1941.
176 TNA BW 56/ 6 Starkie, Walter. Letter to Martin Blake, 5 July, 1941.
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understood Hoare’s concerns, but all the same he must have been disappointed that he
could not go ahead in Barcelona - his view surely being that this was the time when an

expansion of British cultural influence was most needed.

Only after the initial shock of the Anglo-Soviet alliance had passed and after
Serrano Sufier had been replaced as Foreign Minister (in September 1942) by Conde de
Jordana (who was more sympathetic to the Allies), that the Hoare-Starkie relationship
recovered over the Barcelona institute. In March 1943, Hoare was at last ‘willing to
allow me [Starkie] to go ahead in Barcelona” and ‘agreed to let me prospect any other
centres.”l”7 Hoare even agreed to open the Barcelona institute personally in October
1943.178 Although the official opening was delayed owing to the lack of English books
that had arrived in the institute, Hoare still visited the new institute on 28 October 1943
remarking on ‘the importance of cultural work in the Spanish institutes. In his opinion
cultural work of this kind is of immense significance now, and will be still more in the
post-war world.”1”? Nevertheless, feelings were still delicate. Hoare remarked only ten
days prior to his visit that ‘I am surprised Professor Starkie is still absent from Spain
[he was in London meeting British Council officials] and seems to have done nothing
to arrange for opening of institute in Barcelona about which he talked to me last

July."180

Any positive moments were always short-lived and differences between Hoare
and Starkie kept on cropping up throughout the war. It is clear that they indeed had
some very fundamental differences of opinion that went beyond Starkie’s alleged
drinking habits, his wife’s nationality or how he organised the British Institute’s work
in Madrid. A prime example of this was Starkie’s belief that Gibraltar should be
returned to Spain.’8! For Hoare it was bad enough that German propaganda was
promulgating that Hoare had arrived in Madrid to offer Spain Gibraltar (a sign of a
weakened and desperate nation),!82 but worse still to have Britons in the country
stating their belief that the Rock should be returned to Spain, however ‘West’ their

Britishness might be.
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Following Hoare’s telegram to Robertson in November 1941, Robertson did
indeed take up the suggestion that an inspector should be sent out to Madrid.
Professor B Ifor Evans visited the institute in January 1942 (who Starkie disliked and
nicknamed “B’for Evans”183) and wrote a report with recommendations on how to
improve the work of the institute (and thereby the relationship between the institute
and the Embassy). The report (which for an unknown reason is only available in a
somewhat obscure British Council file regarding an art exhibition in Portugal) and a
number of covering letters outlining its context and other comments on the report
exist.18 Evans wrote that there was a ““domestic” atmosphere’ in the institute (a
reference to the fact that Starkie and his wife were living inside the institute) which
was making the institute appear unprofessional. Once this was removed, he stated, this
‘should give us an opportunity of developing a genuine, and perhaps in time a
valuable British centre in Madrid.”185 Quite why Starkie was living in the institute is not
entirely clear, but Evans was congratulated on his achievement in persuading Starkie
to move out.!® By living within the institute Starkie was taking up two rooms which
Evans believed were needed for the school and the institute generally if they were to
develop adequately.’8” Evans wrote to Starkie stating ‘[i]t was becoming, I think, an
impossible position by which you should be housed in such cramped quarters, and
with the expansion of the Institute all the accommodation will obviously be required
for public purposes.’18 The timetable for the institute and school had to be revised a
number of times during the autumn of 1941 due to an influx of new pupils which the
institute didn’t have space for with the Starkie family living on site.!8® This on its own
was not the only reason for tensions between Starkie and Hoare, however. The report
also recommended (and accepted by Starkie) that two members of staff at the institute
should be removed and returned to London (as Hoare had suggested in his telegram).
The problem with them was not entirely clear other than ‘[tJhey may possibly have had

some provocation for the state of restlessness and dissatisfaction which they have

183 Gordon, David. Email to Edward Corse, 11 September, 2009.
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reached.”1% One of the two members of staff had almost been dismissed a few months
earlier - again the reason is not clear, though it would seem to be regarding relations
between the institute in Madrid and the institute in Lisbon.19 A member of the Council
staff in London, Carmen Wiggin, who had been involved with the Madrid institute
from London was sent out to replace the two who were being removed. What is clear,
however, is that it was not designed to undermine Starkie to the extent that he might
consider resigning but instead it was intended ‘most earnestly to strengthen your
[Starkie’s] position, particularly in official quarters.... You have friends everywhere,
and even in some quarters of which you are unaware.”19 Nevertheless, Robertson
commented to Hoare ‘[t]his report has been worded so that it may be suitable for
general circulation, but Ifor Evans has reported to me in greater detail on the actual
circumstances in the Institute’!® - i.e. Starkie obviously was not told what Evans (and,
by proxy, Hoare) really thought about the institute’s work but was given a ‘watered
down’ version. The report was keen to stress that the institute had a key role to play as
part of the British presence in Madrid but the political circumstances in Spain at the
time meant that the institute staff had to play ‘as a single team” with the Embassy.1%
Apparently the Embassy staff made up one quarter to one third of all British people in

Madrid at the time and therefore any indiscretions by the institute would be noticed.!%

Evans’ visit, however, had few long-term effects. A year after Evans’ report, the
animosity between Hoare and Starkie were still all too palpable. John Steegman, who
was sent to Spain and Portugal in late 1942 to lecture on art, provided another report to
the Council in early 1943 and he appeared resigned to the fact that Hoare and Starkie

would never get on well:

In Madrid this [the relation between the institute and the Embassy] is largely a
question of an undoubted personal antipathy between Sir Samuel Hoare and
Professor Starkie, which seems to be reflected, on the Embassy side, down
through lower levels.... Obviously nothing can be done about this, except to

warn Council visitors to Madrid that they will have need of all their tact.!%
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Communication difficulties between Britain and Spain may also have been a
contributory factor in the continuing rocky relationship between Hoare and Starkie.
Both Hoare and Starkie believed it necessary to follow their own course of action in
order to maintain British influence without waiting for instructions from London, and
they had different ideas on how that maintenance of British influence should be carried
out. Hoare’s view was that he had been given plenipotentiary powers stating that ‘the
British Government realised the urgent and critical nature of the situation, and from
the first gave me the free hand that was indispensable if [ was to succeed.’1%” Starkie, as
one former Council employee has described him, was as a ‘“one-off” character’ who
‘ran his own show in Spain, where he was very popular. Even had communication
been easier, he would not, I think, have ever kept closely in touch with
Headquarters!"1% He too, therefore, considered it necessary to assume a free hand in
his work and would not wait for the “all clear’ from London before proceeding with his
ideas. Even so, they could have co-ordinated their activities and aligned their
objectives without recourse to London if Hoare and Starkie had seen eye-to-eye.
Therefore, it was only their irreconcilable ideas on how to extend British influence in
Spain that can be really responsible for their differences, rather than the circumstances

of Franco’s Spain or communication difficulties in wartime.

Whatever the reasons behind the rocky relationship, it is clear that Hoare and
Starkie were still unhappy with each other by the time Hoare returned to London in
late 1944. For example, Hoare did not mention the British Council or Starkie once in his
autobiography of his wartime mission in Spain entitled Ambassador on Special Mission
written shortly after the war. Had Hoare had little to do with the institute this would
not seem so surprising. However, he lectured there, visited and practically inaugurated
the Barcelona institute, and his wife was the patron of the British Institute School. The
omission, therefore, speaks volumes about what Hoare really thought about the role of
the Council and Starkie in complementing his work as Ambassador. It was not lost on
Starkie or on Reuters - who published a special feature on the book and stated ‘[i]f ever
anyone had a “special mission” in Spain it was that scholar gypsy Professor Walter

Starkie.”19 Whether the fact that the wife of Reuters’s Madrid correspondent (though
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admittedly not the author of this special feature) taught at the British Institute had any

influence on the article is unclear.200
2.3.2 Turkey: Sir Hughe Knatchbull-Hugessen and Michael Grant

Sir Hughe Montgomery Knatchbull-Hugessen was a career diplomat and had
extensive experience throughout Europe and Asia of the complexities of maintaining
and extending British influence. He had already served once in Turkey (or as it was
then, the Ottoman Empire) in Constantinople (now Istanbul), as well as in the
Netherlands, B