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A critical consideration of models and approaches to arts and cultural programs in conflict scenarios, and assessment of how to 
apply these forms in US diplomatic, policy, and higher education agendas. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

There is notable growing interest in the role of the arts in cultural diplomacy, also recognized as a tool in cultural relations. The arts 
can take a strategic role and have transformative impact in violent conflict scenarios. In the United States, a network of individuals 
from policy, philanthropy, education, government, NGOs and cultural organizations has taken interest in how the arts can be 
tactically applied within conflict situations. Unique in its approach, this field has built significant momentum in the US, largely 
through the passion of committed individuals who have championed the expansion and integration of arts and culture into peace-
building efforts and increasingly popular higher education degree programs. These leaders are developing systems to assess need, 
define the most appropriate applications of the arts in conflict scenarios, and present the impact of this work.  

 

The British Council in partnership with the United States Institute of Peace will co-convene and facilitate a summit of international 
policy experts, cultural leaders, funders and educational affiliates to offer a critical consideration of models of cultural relations in 
conflict settings. The summit will also present current approaches of diplomatic applications of arts and culture. Given the shared 
interests between the US and UK as cooperative global leaders, we intend this conversation to better understand our shared 
responsibility, address conflict prevention and post-conflict rehabilitation, the circumstances in which cultural intervention is both 
appropriate and effective, and ways to measure the impact of these programs.  
  
 

Purpose 
 

This summit will enhance the existing understanding about cultural relations in the US with key stakeholders engaged in this area. It 
will encourage and enable these decision-makers to use the arts and culture as an appropriate method of engagement within US 
foreign policy to help achieve international development goals. Delegates will be provided with readily-accessible resources in this 
field in conflict areas around the world. The summit will explore the current climate and delegates will hear from experts to gauge 
the feasibility and limitations of this type of work in the US. Delegates will be invited to share examples of effective cultural relations 
work as they apply to specific cultural and diplomatic scenarios. We intend to convene this summit of major thought leaders in this 
field to facilitate any actionable next steps that the delegates devise in the course of the day.   
 
 

Structure 
 

The structure of the day will follow the cycle of violent conflict itself. It will begin with an examination of pre-conflict scenarios in 
which tensions and injustice are mounting; followed by mid- violent conflict, and finally post-conflict and resilience. We realize that 
these categorizations are imperfect and that within each conflict, a microcosm of the cycle exists. However, the day is organized in 
this way to draw parallels and enter into comparative analysis between conflicts.   
 

Each section of the day will offer a look at case studies by artist practitioners or representatives of cultural programs across a range 
of models and cultural contexts. Each speaker will have 15 minutes to report on their approaches to culture in relation to violent 
conflict. Following these presentations, a moderator will direct a series of framing questions to the presenters and two other 
experts. The conversation will contextualize these studies within the field, draw parallels between conflict scenarios, and point to 
cross-cutting themes, opportunities and challenges. The moderator will also field questions from the delegation.  
 

Following the post-conflict section, there will be a short analysis and summary of the three panels. Delegates will then break into 
small groups for an envisioning session in which they will each design a robust infrastructure to support creative approaches to 
conflict, peace-building and diplomacy, and devise a feasible plan of action. The goal of this session is to engage the collective 
imagination and expertise of the diverse group of delegates taking part. The British Council will facilitate the drafting and agreement 
of resulting commitments to advance this work.  
 
Finally, delegates will retreat to the Newseum’s studio for a staged press conference called Closed Circuit, designed by British artist 
Rod Dickinson. The piece, which is composed solely of fragments of press statements and speeches delivered by numerous 
governments throughout televised history, illuminates commonalities in declaring and maintaining states of crisis and emergency. 
This will be followed by a reception, then a dinner salon hosted by Graham Sheffield, Director Arts for the British Council.  
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Host Committee 
 

Chaired by Damian Woetzel, Director of the Aspen Institute Arts Program 
 

Confirmed members: 
George Lopez, US Institute of Peace (USIP) 
Michael Shank, Friends Committee on National Legislation  
Cynthia Schneider, Georgetown University   
Melanie Greenberg, Alliance for Peacebuilding 

Katherine Brown, US Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy 
Michael Orlove, National Endowment for the Arts 
Hal Culbertson, Kroc Institute, University of Notre Dame 
Cynthia Cohen, Brandeis University

 

Potential members: 
Henk-Jan Brinkman, UN Peacebuilding Support Office 
Nick Burns, Harvard University 
Peter Ackerman, International Center of Nonviolent Conflict 

Sandra Djuvara Melone, Search for Common Ground (SFCG) 
Sheldon Himmelfarb, US Institute of Peace  
Phil Champain, International Alert 

 

Schedule 
 

8:30 AM Coffee and light breakfast; welcome and introduction by Paul Smith, Director USA, British Council 
 

Pre-Conflict [Pakistan, Iran, Nigeria, CAR, Venezuela, N. Korea, Brazil]  
9:00 AM – The cycle of conflict and employing culture in conflict 

Speaker 1– Michael Shank, Friends Committee on National Legislation  Speaker 2 – Jean Paul Lederach, author of The Moral 
Imagination  Case Study 1– Andrea Rose, British Council  Case Study 2– Shahid Nadeem/Madeeha Gauhar, Ajoka Theatre  

Moderator – Maria Stephan, USIP 

 

Mid-Conflict [Syria, Ukraine, Sudan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya] 

10:30 AM – Challenges and opportunities for culture amidst violence  
Speaker 3– representative from US Government [invited]  Speaker 4 – Sandra Melone, SFCG   
Case Study 3– Malu Halasa, Syria Speaks  Case Study 4– Olena Chervonik, Izolyatsia   
Moderator – Melanie Greenberg, Alliance for Peace building  

 

Post-Conflict [Northern Ireland, South Africa, Balkans, Rwanda, Cambodia, Myanmar, Indonesia, Peru] 
12:00 PM – De-escalating violence, conflict management, transformation, and resilience 

Case Study 5– Cynthia Schneider, Georgetown University  Case Study 6– Michael and Jaqueline Lessac, Global Arts Corps  
Case Study 7– Leon Shahabian, Layalina Productions  Speaker 5– James Thomson, In Place of War   
Moderator – George Lopez, USIP 

 

1:30 PM Working Lunch groups – Reflection and Envisioning Sessions  
Devising infrastructure for supporting creative approaches to conflict, peace building and diplomacy, with viable commitments 
 

3:00 PM Presentation of action plans from envisioning session groups 
 

3:30 PM Final reflections invited by Assistant Secretary Evan Ryan, Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs, U.S. Department of State (tbc) 
 

4:00 PM - (re)Enacting Crisis. Newseum Studio. This event is open to the public. 

A stimulating example of how creative reenactment artistic practice can create a 
deeper level of connection with conflicts, Closed Circuit is a performance work 
that explores the historical form of the presidential speech and government press 
briefing. The script focuses on the way in which similar declarations have been 
used by numerous governments - across continents and spanning ideological 
divides - to declare and maintain states of crisis and emergency. More Info  
                Closed Circuit, by Rod Dickinson 

 

5:00 PM – Reception 
 

6:00 PM Dinner Salon with presentation by British Council’s Director Arts, Graham Sheffield: The Diplomacy of Culture: Soft Power or 
Hard Choices? 

http://www.roddickinson.net/pages/closedcircuit/project-synopsis.php

