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Cultural Propaganda and the project of a British University in the Middle East
Ilia Xypolia

Abstract
This essay draws on archival documents to explore the British Empire’s project of
establishing a university in the eastern Mediterranean in the 1930s. The British possessions in
the region were at stake in the aftermath of the First World War. Since the early 1930s the
Foreign Office had been eagerly planning the establishment of a university in the region in
order to make the local elites familiar with the so-called western culture. Egypt, Palestine,
and Cyprus were considered the most likely locations for the institution. It is argued that
cultural propaganda was perceived by the Foreign Office as an essential component of the
empire’s strategy and legitimacy in its sphere of influence. Although the project was
eventually not realized due to the outbreak of the Second World War, its significance lies in
the demonstration of the British grand strategy in the eastern Mediterranean during the
interwar period.
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An important but under researched theme of the history of the British Empire has been the
history of institutions associated with the promotion of British culture. Indeed, historians of
the British Empire have paid little attention to the institutions and the strategy that has aimed
at cultural hegemony as a key constituent of the political hegemony and domination of
foreign lands.
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The exploration of the British plan to establish a university in the eastern
Mediterranean demonstrates two important aspects of the imperial grand strategy. First, it
reveals British perceptions of the geostrategic significance of the diverse countries in the
region. In particular, it shows the extent to which the Palestine question influenced the
general strategy in the Middle East between the First and Second World Wars. The strategic
importance of British colonies such as Cyprus had gained significance in the light of political
instability in Palestine, and the connection among political events that were taking place in
various countries of the Levant is evident. Second, this analysis highlights the significance of
cultural propaganda as a key component of the empire’s foreign policy. Archival documents
make explicit reference to the necessity of launching a propaganda campaign. This essay
examines these two aspects of imperial strategy as well as the perceived value and role of
peacetime propaganda.

Cultural Propaganda
Though much has been written on wartime propaganda practices, very little research has been
conducted on propaganda campaigns during peacetime. Propaganda is today considered a
purely pejorative term. Yet the term etymologically derives from the Latin word propagate,
which essentially means to disseminate. It was originally used in the seventeenth century by
the Catholic Church’s committee of cardinals the Sacrée Congrégation de Propaganda Fide,
that is, the congregation for propagating the faith.1 The mission of the congregation was
twofold: on the one hand, to reconquer the countries lost to Protestantism, and, on the other
hand, to promote the Catholic faith among the pagan population of the New World. It was
only after the First World War that the negative connotations linked to the term propaganda
gained significant momentum in academic literature and public discourse. Since then the term
has acquired strong negative connotations.
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In the twentieth century propaganda was closely associated with antidemocratic and
authoritarian regimes that were a menace to individual freedoms. It has been closely linked to
Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy during the interwar period, each of which had a Ministry of
Propaganda. In popular culture, in the dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four a reader meets
the Orwellian Ministry of Truth in Oceania, associated with the totalitarian and authoritarian
state, where Winston Smith, the protagonist, works.
This essay, however, aims at illustrating that propaganda campaigns should not be
associated only with war-torn totalitarian regimes. They are being regularly employed during
peaceful periods with a rather preemptive mission. In particular, this essay analyzes the
project of establishing a British university in the eastern Mediterranean in order to provide
the foundation for the cultural propaganda campaign carried out by the British Empire in the
region during the 1930s.
Cultural propaganda, according to Philip M. Taylor, is “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.”2 Taylor discusses the institutionalization of cultural propaganda by
examining the establishment of Foreign Office control over the British Council in 1934.3 The
concept of power over opinion is also central in E. H. Carr’s magnum opus, The Twenty
Years’ Crisis. The former British diplomat and historian highlighted the role of the
establishment of the BBC and the British Council along with the well-known German
practices of the Nazi Ministry of Propaganda to promote state opinion.4 For Carr, power over
opinion is a form of material power and is equally important to any other sort.
Cultural propaganda can be understood via a three-dimensional view of power. Steven
Lukes presents power as an essentially contested concept. In reviewing the scholarly work,
Lukes notes that it has focused mainly on conceptualizing power within the decision making
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process (first dimension of power) and agenda setting (second dimension).5 Lukes advocates
that it is necessary to reach the invisible third dimension of power, which consists of the
shaping of desires, preferences, and consciousness. This dimension includes the processes of
socialization, ideology, and bias. Yet Lukes’ insights have never been systematically
discussed in the context of cultural propaganda.
In a holistic approach to power one should incorporate cultural propaganda as a
process of the third face of power. Lukes suggests turning one’s attention to the actions and
inactions that shape the perceptions and preferences of actors. Clarissa Hayward, however,
gives emphasis to structure rather than the agent that Lukes favors in his analysis.6 Hayward
considers power to be a network of social boundaries that either enables or constrains
behavior of the actors. This essay examines both the actors and the structures through which
they exercise power, by investigating the project of establishing a British university in the
eastern Mediterranean.7 The central argument is that the drive of this project was political,
rather than ideological, insofar as propaganda was carefully employed to secure the British
possessions in the eastern Mediterranean region. Propaganda during other periods was
employed as a tool to pursue further strategic and foreign policy objectives.

British Empire in Decline
In the aftermath of the First World War, a new world order was emerging. Britain was an
empire in decline bound to reassess its imperial policies. The rise of antagonistic powers with
hegemonic aspirations in the Mediterranean was challenging British global primacy. The
spread of nationalism was considered one of many challenges to the empire. The increasing
tensions between the British authorities and local nationalist leaderships were threatening
British dominance in the vital region of the eastern Mediterranean.8 The British aspired to
control the nature of the ideas in which the local intellectual elites would be educated or
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indoctrinated. In order to secure British influence in the region, London prepared to launch an
assertive propaganda campaign.
Academic literature on the British Empire has evolved through a Eurocentric
understanding of world history. The historian Ronald Robinson was maybe the first who
highlighted these biases in the historiography of the British Empire. Robinson’s “excentric”
or collaborative theory of imperialism challenges Eurocentric theories of imperialism and
suggests that the determinant factors of the incidence, form, rise, and fall of imperialism have
been indigenous collaboration and resistance.9 For Robinson, the formal acquisition of
territories was the result of local factors and the interactions between indigenous elites and
European communities. Robinson’s theory of collaboration in the periphery highlighted that
collaboration on peripheral problems was the cause of imperial expansion. For Robinson it is
a sine qua non precondition for the establishment of a formal empire; British rule was able to
establish a colony in India, where there were collaborators, but the British retained only an
informal empire in China, where there were no collaborators. Robinson highlighted another
important dimension, which is that when the collaborating ruling elite chose resistance, a
counter-elite opted-out of collaboration.10 The collaboration mechanism operates at two
levels. At the first level, there is an arrangement between the agents of industrial society and
the indigenous elites. At the second level, there is collaboration between the indigenous elites
and the rigidities of local interests and institutions. The interplay between resistance and
collaboration thus could explain the strategy Britain adopted regarding cultural propaganda
for its empire and the plan to establish a university in the Near East. Britain was not a rigid
power, and its rule was readily capable of adapting to local dynamics and developments.
The establishment of a British university in the eastern Mediterranean would offer to
the declining empire an effective channel through which British values and ideas could be
spread. The local elites would be educated using British educational standards that would
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make them familiar with Western ideas. In turn, educating the local elites with a British
education would make the British Empire’s rule over and control of its colonies and
possessions easier.11

The University Project
Throughout the 1930s, the British Foreign Office collaborated closely with the Colonial
Office to plan the establishment of a British university in the eastern Mediterranean.12 The
project was never realized due to the outbreak of the Second World War. However, it is
interesting to explore the strategic design for establishing a university predominately for two
reasons. First, it stresses the significance that this project of cultural propaganda had in
British grand strategy for the area. It is evident in the official documents that the Foreign
Office perceived that the formation and development of national identities takes place mainly
through education. Thus, by controlling higher education the empire would have gained
control and imposed a certain set of ideas and values that the new generation of the local
intellectual elite would have encompassed and then circulated widely. The second reason is
that this exploration reveals British perceptions of the social and political environment of the
region.
In the 1930s the Colonial Office had begun to plan the establishment of the university
in order to attract students from all over the region.13 The first reference to this was in a
dispatch from Sir Percy Loraine, the British ambassador to Turkey, dated 9 November
1933.14 The Near East Committee of the British Council gave some consideration to the
matter, but its general impression was that unless the very large sum that would be necessary
for the foundation of the university could be obtained, either from private benefactors or from
public sources, the proposition was not yet a sufficiently practical one to warrant spending a
great deal of time on it. Subsequently, Sir Philip Cunliffe-Lister, the secretary of state for the
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colonies, took a personal interest in the scheme, and, despite the financial impediments, the
Colonial Office officially held informal discussions among different departments with a view
to determining the official attitude of the government toward the project, whenever it might
materialize.15 Before questions of finance and organization were dealt with, the most
important question to consider was the site of the university. The locations considered were
Cairo, Cyprus, and Palestine.
The Foreign Office, in a series of reports, indicated that British strategy in the eastern
Mediterranean confined the British outlook too narrowly to politics and commerce and
neglected to stress the importance of cultural power.16 The Colonial Office held the view that
the “most promising approach” for cultural propaganda was “undoubtedly along educational
lines.”17 Meanwhile, reports prepared by the Foreign Office reveal the two main aims of the
project. The first was to control the spread of nationalist ideas and make the local elites
familiar with British values. The second objective was to combat Italian propaganda.18 Since
the early 1920s with the advent of Mussolini’s fascist regime, Italy had gradually developed
revisionist aspirations in the Eastern Mediterranean. Two of the most significant tools in the
pursue of these Italian imperial ambitions in the region were the activities carried out by
Stephani Agency and the radio station Radio Bari, established in 1934 in order to
systematically spread fascist propaganda throughout the Mediterranean and nurture antiBritish feelings at the local populations.19 In other words, it was imperative to place the
British cultural propaganda, in this region at any rate, in a positive rather than a negative
light.
There were three basic parameters under consideration: the site of the proposed
university, the scope and the aim of the project, and the expenditure from public funds. This
essay focuses on the locations that were carefully considered. The strategic plan was similar
to the systemic calculation of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats used in
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economics; such calculations were carried out for every potential site. The final decision
about the establishment of the university was made on the basis of the most updated
information and recommendations by the relevant embassies. Therefore, the Colonial Office
obtained detailed information from Palestine and Cyprus while the Foreign Office collected
information about the universities at Athens, Beirut, Cairo, and Istanbul. Based on this
information, the British Council prepared a detailed scheme. Subsequently, the Treasury was
informed at the same time that the proposal was being worked out in conjunction with the
British Council and that a request for financial assistance would be submitted to the
Treasury.20
Kenneth Roy Johnstone of the Foreign Office made observations in 1936 that were
relevant for the British political interests in the area.21 In a memorandum he noted, “French,
Italian and German cultural propaganda was seriously injuring, or threatening to injure,
British political interests in the Mediterranean.’22 It is worth noting here that the Italian press
had covered the project under consideration extensively and had pointed out its main
objectives. According to Italian journalists, on the one hand, the British aimed to educate men
who would be entirely loyal to British interests, while, on the other hand, Britain had an
urgent need to counteract the vehemence of the Italian propaganda in the Mediterranean.23
The Foreign Office was constantly monitoring the activities of the French, German,
and Italian propaganda campaigns. In 1936 and 1937 it was estimated that the French,
German, and Italian governments spent more than £1 million for cultural institutions and
propaganda expenditure while Britain was spending only £30,000.24 The Foreign Office, in
dissecting the foreign propaganda campaigns in the eastern Mediterranean, concluded that
“propaganda can only be met by propaganda.”25 The purpose of this was twofold: first, the
retention of the loyalty of Britain’s “own people,” and, second, the assurance that their
interests in foreign countries would not be automatically ignored.26 In this light, the
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establishment of a British university in the region gained momentum as it was perceived as
viable and an outstanding channel through which a cultural propaganda campaign could be
realized.
In general, the Italian propaganda campaign in the region increased significantly in
the late 1930s and was perceived as the greatest threat to the vital interests of the British
Empire. Orchestrated by the Italian Ministry of Press and Propaganda, it included the
establishment of schools and hospitals, the creation of a news agency in Cairo, the
sponsorship of local press, and the institution of Radio Bari, the mouthpiece of the Fascist
regime.27 For the Italian propaganda strategy, a turning point was the development of the
Abyssinian crisis and the British reaction. It was only in 1935, when the British reacted to the
Italian invasion, that Italian propaganda acquired a clear anti-British tone.28 Up until then, it
generally cast Britain in positive terms, aiming at generating sympathy for Italy.29 However,
since 1933 Radio Bari had broadcast programs in the local languages of the various regions
of the eastern Mediterranean, clearly attempting to exploit and stimulate anti-British
sentiments in populations under the sphere of British influence.30 It is in this wider context
that the project of establishing the British university was considered. The inauguration of
BBC Arabic Service in 3 January 1938 and the expansion of the British Council at the same
time demonstrated the gravity of the perceived threat. The British Empire decided that in
order to safeguard its interests in the region it should put forward a more a comprehensive
strategy of cultural propaganda.31
While the Anglo-Italian imperial rivalry determined the overall British strategy of
cultural propaganda in the 1930s in the region, it should be noted that Germany and France
also systematically conducted cultural propaganda campaigns systematically in the 1930s.
Nazi propaganda with shortwave broadcasts in Arabic by Radio Berlin pursued a strategy
with goals similar to the Italian effort: to promote Anti-British sentiments among the Arab
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populations.32 As a result, from the early 1930s Britain began to develop a more long-term
cultural propaganda strategy that targeted the local elites. The project to establish a British
university was an important component.

The Possible Locations
The possible locations that received the most focus were Cyprus, Egypt, and Palestine,
although Turkey, Transjordan, and Lebanon were also considered. Palestine and Cyprus were
assessed as offering the most suitable settings. In Turkey, the rise of Turkish nationalism
concerned the Foreign Office33; any cultural propaganda campaign might jeopardize the
cordial bilateral Anglo-Turkish relationship.34
The establishment of a British university in the area would meet “a genuine need in
Palestine, Cyprus and Transjordan, both from the point of view of the inhabitants of those
countries and also from that of general British interests in this region.”35 At that time the
nearest university centers were the American University of Beirut (AUB) and three
universities in Cairo.36 The University of Beirut at one time enjoyed a fairly strong reputation
but began to see its reputation decline in the 1930s, especially in Palestine.37 In Cyprus the
British government saw as an additional objective the combating of the strong attraction of
the Universities of Athens and Istanbul to the local Cypriot communities.
The AUB was perceived by the Foreign Office to be an opponent of the British
cultural propaganda imperatives as it was considered to have an anti-British leanings.38
Bayard Dodge, the newly appointed president of the AUB, sent a dispatch to the Foreign
Office in 1937. He was concerned about the potential of the establishment of a British
university in the Near East and attempted to highlight the close relationship and cooperation
of the AUB with the British interests. Praising the work of the AUB that encouraged ‘the
understanding between the “Orientals and the British authorities,” Dodge made several
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suggestions to the Foreign Office with the intention of making the AUB come into even
“closer touch with British ideas and traditions.”39
Egypt, as the important geopolitical area in the region, was considered to be one of
the most useful sites for a British university in the Near East.40 The Foreign Office asked the
British embassy at Alexandria to supply it with information about the American University of
Cairo and the University of Cairo, which were not great centers of attraction for students
outside Egypt. The required information included the history, the academic standards, and the
educational standards of the universities. The Foreign Office was particularly interested in the
number of foreign students from the Near East that had been educated there and whether a
British university could be a greater attraction to the students of the countries administered by
the British.41 The British embassy at Alexandria sent all the relevant information to the
Foreign Office. The embassy’s dispatch concluded, “The proposed British university to be
established in the eastern Mediterranean would not justify the expenditure required.”42 Egypt
was eventually excluded from consideration mainly because it was not under British control
and had the potential to become “prey to xenophobia.”43
Competition between the rival potential centers of attraction for students from the
Near East was a major concern for the Foreign Office. The high academic standards of
already established universities were an obstacle, as they would have made it difficult to
attract students to the proposed university. One other important issue for the Egyptian
universities was their location. Indeed, the British embassy in Alexandria stated, “The
position of Cairo as the undoubted cultural, political, economic and religious center of the
Arab world and the Near East generally must inevitably render it more attractive to foreign
students than an outlying British dependency such as Cyprus or even Palestine.”44
On the other hand, by the late 1930s the political future of Palestine was so uncertain
that it was simply impossible to make any plans for long-term work there. It is interesting to
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note that before the question of the partition of Palestine, Sir Arthur Wauchope, the Palestine
high commissioner, was of the opinion that Palestine would be a better center for a British
university than Cyprus because it could attract students from adjacent Arab territories, with
the belief that the spread of British culture among the Arabs in the Near East would have
been very considerable. But when the Royal Commission Report and the British statement of
policy in favor of a scheme of partition were published, the whole question started from a
new basis.45 With the prospect of bringing into being the plan for partition, a university site
would “form part of a permanent British enclave in which Great Britain would be freer in
matters of administration” than under the existing Mandatory system.46
There were believed to be six main advantages to establishing the British university in
Jerusalem over Cyprus.47 First, its location was considered more central to the entire region
of the Near East. Second, being a center for all three Abrahamic religions, it was considered a
place that would attract Palestinian Arabs. Third, it was believed potential private benefactors
were more likely to support Palestine over Cyprus. Fourth, given that the project was mainly
targeting elites, Palestine had already a “considerable population of intellectuals of all sorts
and could also provide some of those contacts with ‘research.’”48 Also, in case the expected
partition of Palestine occurred, interracial détente could be translated into a smooth
collaboration between a newly established British university and a Hebrew one. Fifth,
Jerusalem’s landscape fit well with the main pattern of landscapes where other British
universities were situated. Finally, there were already established British institutions, such as
a number of British primary and secondary schools, which the planned university could build
on. However, the memorandum of 1937 that was based on the relevant information collected
from Nicosia, Palestine, Athens, Cairo, Beirut, and Istanbul concluded that due to ongoing
political uncertainty in Palestine, there was inevitably a very strong reluctance to suggest
Jerusalem as the site of the proposed university.49
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Therefore, Cyprus, then a British crown colony, was the best option because of its
location and the relatively calm political situation on the island. In comparison to the
“obscure political future” and the stormy politics of the situation in Palestine, Cyprus
appeared to be much “less tempestuous politically” in the eyes of the Foreign Office.50
Moreover, the choice of Cyprus would serve other British interests, such as controlling the
increasing nationalistic agitation of the local Greek population.51 In 1931, the nationalist
agitation of the Greek Cypriots led to a shift in the imperial educational policies on the island.
The British government in Cyprus reported to the Foreign Office that until the early 1930s
Greek and Turkish propaganda had been allowed to spread their influence without effective
restraint, “the former insisting that Cyprus must be united to Greece and the latter drawing
away to Turkey the Muslim minority in the island, particularly the younger Turkish
Cypriots.”52 Boosting a British identity then became the imperative for the government. For
this reason, the British government attempted to divert the education of Cypriots away from
Greek and Turkish universities.
The governor of Cyprus, Richmond Palmer, was very supportive of the establishment
of a British university in Cyprus. Palmer argued that the nationalist sentiment should and
would gradually diminish in both volume and intensity, in proportion to the degree to which
the government promoted British education and other British national ideals and culture.
Palmer believed that these would also be very beneficial for the Cypriots, because the gains
of the British connection would appear to them as a concrete advantage.53 In June 1937 the
governor of Cyprus sent a letter to the Foreign Office with detailed information and
comments on the potential for the establishment of a university in Cyprus.54 In his dispatch
Palmer included the recommendation of the director of agriculture in Cyprus, who had
pointed out that the demand for agricultural teaching was for training of a strictly practical
nature to encourage agriculturalists to work their holdings more efficiently. The British
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government had closed down the agricultural school in 1934 on the grounds that the training
was too advanced to meet the local needs and that practically the only opening that existed
for these studies was in employment in the government service. The agricultural school was
replaced by a system of practical training at experimental centers.
The only concerns and difficulties relating to choosing Cyprus were of a practical
nature. As the aim was to attract students from all over the eastern Mediterranean and not
only Cyprus, transportation and the accessibility of the island was considered a serious
issue.55 At that time, it was very difficult for Middle Easterners to get to the island, and the
cost was very expensive.56 However, the prospect of establishing a naval and air base on the
island would have immensely improved the suitability of Cyprus as an academic center.57
In 1937 the conclusion was that Cyprus would be recommended as the most
appropriate place for the realization of the British university project. However, the project
never took place, due to the outbreak of the Second World War. Indeed, the last
memorandum on the project based on the relevant information collected from Nicosia,
Jerusalem, Athens, Cairo, Beirut, and Istanbul elucidated that in the most fundamental debate
over the site of the proposed institution it had been decided that Cyprus was the appropriate
place for the proposed university. Due to the political uncertainty in Palestine, the Foreign
Office was reluctant to suggest Jerusalem as the site.

Conclusion
This essay aims to shed light on the unsuccessful attempt to institutionalize cultural
propaganda by examining plans for establishing a British university in the eastern
Mediterranean in the 1930s. The university was considered to be one of the most important
and effective channels through which British propagandist ideas could be disseminated
among the local intellectual elites. The project was eventually scrapped due to the outbreak of
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the Second World War. However, the significance of this planned project provides an
important example of British soft power strategy in the eastern Mediterranean during the
interwar period.
While other tools in the cultural propaganda campaigns, such as radio broadcasts and
printed material, have an immediate short-term effect, the establishment of a university would
help the empire pursue longer-term imperial goals. Cultural propaganda was perceived by the
Foreign Office as an essential component of the British Empire’s overall strategy and
legitimacy in its sphere of influence. Moreover, the ideological compliance of the empire’s
subjects was believed to be a sine qua non condition for the persistence of British rule in the
eastern Mediterranean.
Nevertheless, the British Empire was based first and foremost on hard power, that is,
military, political and economic power. The root of imperialism was the act of conquering by
establishing political power in a target colony, which in turn was sustained through the
installment of sympathetic collaborative governments. It was therefore essential to convince
the subject colonies and their people that the maintenance of British imperial rule was
beneficial to them as well.
Education is an important tool in cultural propaganda strategy, and it was an essential
component of the British Empire’s legitimization of its colonial possessions. Therefore,
British plans for a university in the Mediterranean region should be examined within the
context of its wider cultural propaganda strategy that in turn influenced British grand strategy
in the region.

Ilia Xypolia is a research fellow in politics and international relations at the University of
Aberdeen, UK. She serves as the reviews editor of the Journal of Global Faultlines.
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