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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the significant role of culture in shaping international relations, 
highlighting cultural diplomacy as a strategic tool for fostering connections between 
nations. It argues that culture, beyond being a mere expression of values and traditions, 
serves as a vital road for mutual understanding, cooperation, and peace-building 
on the global stage. Through a detailed analysis of cultural diplomacy initiatives 
and their impact on international relations, this study demonstrates how cultural 
exchanges foster dialogue, strengthen bilateral and multilateral relationships, and 
contribute to the dynamics of soft power.
The theoretical underpinning of this study rests on the concept of soft power, 

introduced by Joseph Nye, which highlights the ability of countries to attract and 
cooperate rather than put pressure on each other. This framework is complemented 
by theories of cultural exchange and public diplomacy, proposing that culture 
is a dynamic force in shaping international perceptions and fostering global 
understanding.
Cultural diplomacy, as a tool for international relations, encompasses the utilization 

of cultural resources to facilitate international cooperation and understanding. 
Cultural exchanges, including educational programs, play a vital role in fostering 
cross-cultural understanding and promoting peace.
This paper is grounded in the theoretical background of U.S. Fulbright Scholar 

and Visiting Scholar Program grantees to Hungary from 2000 to 2023, with a focus 
on the Hungarian host institutions and the fields of study of the U.S. grantees.

Kulcsszavak: Kultúrdiplomácia, puha hatalom, nemzetközi kapcsolatok, Ful-
bright Program, kulturális csereprogramok
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This study examines the multifaceted impact of the Fulbright Program on Hun-
garian participants, with a particular emphasis on their professional development, 
cultural engagement, and institutional experiences. Framed within the broader 
objective of analyzing the program’s educational, artistic, and international dimen-
sions, the study seeks to assess how the Fulbright Program functions as a tool for 
academic exchange and an instrument of soft power in international relations.
It argues that culture, beyond merely expressing values and traditions, is vital 

for mutual understanding, cooperation, and global peace-building. Through a 
detailed analysis of cultural diplomacy initiatives and their impact on international 
relations, this research demonstrates how cultural exchanges promote dialogue, 
enhance bilateral and multilateral relationships, and contribute to the dynamics of 
soft power.
The central research question guiding this study is: To what extent does the Ful-

bright Program influence the professional, cultural, and institutional development 
of Hungarian participants, and how does it serve as a mechanism of soft power?
To address this overarching inquiry, the study explores several subsidiary ques-

tions:
What are the specific and most significant effects of the Fulbright Program on 

individual participants?
How does participation in the Fulbright Program influence Hungarian institu-

tions’ development and international engagement?
How does soft power operate within the context of educational exchange pro-

grams, and how does it contribute to the construction of international relations?
The theoretical underpinning of this study rests on the concept of soft power, 

introduced by Joseph Nye, which highlights the ability of countries to attract and 
cooperate rather than put pressure on each other. This framework is complemented 
by theories of cultural exchange and public diplomacy, proposing that culture is 
a dynamic force in shaping international perceptions and fostering global under-
standing. Cultural diplomacy, as a tool for international relations, encompasses the 
utilization of cultural resources to facilitate international cooperation and under-
standing. Cultural exchanges, including educational programs, are essential in fos-
tering cross-cultural understanding and promoting peace.
While soft power presents a less aggressive form of influence, it is not without 

its challenges, including the long-term nature of its effects, the difficulty of meas-
urement, and its dependence on credibility and global perception. Conversely, the 
opportunities it offers for peaceful coexistence and cooperation are unparalleled, 
suggesting that soft power will remain a vital component of international relations 
strategy.1

1	 Nye, Joseph S., Jr., 2004, 5-11; 6-8; 16-21; 66-68; 74-75.
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1. The Dynamics of Soft Power in International Relations

In the evolving landscape of international relations, power remains a central 
analytical construct, shaping the behavior and strategies of states and other global 
actors. Conventional approaches have emphasized the use of hard power to achieve 
foreign policy objectives through coercion, inducements, or economic leverage.2 
However, Nye’s articulation of soft power offers an alternative perspective by pos-
iting that the ability to attract and persuade, rather than compel, can be equally, 
if not more, influential in international affairs.3 Soft power derives from a state’s 
cultural appeal, the legitimacy of its political values, and the attractiveness of its 
foreign policy.4 It operates by shaping preferences and influencing the behavior of 
others through the fostering of admiration, shared norms, and voluntary alignment.
According to Nye, soft power is derived from three principal sources: culture, 

political values, and foreign policy.5 Culture is a key component of soft power, 
particularly when a nation’s cultural expressions, such as literature, cinema, music, 
language, and lifestyle, resonate positively with global audiences. Cultural attrac-
tiveness can shape a favorable international image, generate admiration, and foster 
informal bonds that enhance diplomatic relations.6 For instance, the global popu-
larity of American media and educational institutions has contributed significantly 
to the United States’ soft power over the past decades. Political values consistent 
with universal ideals such as democracy, freedom, human rights, and the rule of 
law reinforce a nation’s soft power. The international legitimacy of these values 
is amplified when domestic practices align with the principles a nation promotes 
abroad.7
Credibility becomes central; a discrepancy between rhetoric and practice can 

significantly erode soft power. Foreign policy constitutes the third pillar of soft 
power. When a country’s international conduct is viewed as ethical, cooperative, 
and attentive to global welfare rather than solely national interest, it enhances 
its attractiveness and moral authority.8 Foreign policies grounded in multilat-
eralism, humanitarian assistance, and diplomatic engagement often contribute 
positively to a state’s soft power. Conversely, policies perceived as hegemonic 

2	 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, 6th 
ed. [New York: McGraw-Hill, 1985].

3	 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Pub-
licAffairs, 2004.

4	 Nye, Soft Power, 11–15. 
5	 Nye, Soft Power, 10–14.
6	 Jan Melissen, The New Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations, 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, 22–25.
7	 Nye, Soft Power, 14.
8	 Shaun Riordan, The New Diplomacy, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003, 93–96
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or self-serving can diminish it. The mechanisms through which soft power is 
exercised are varied and multifaceted. Cultural diplomacy, international broad-
casting, academic and professional exchange programs, and foreign aid initia-
tives extend a country’s influence through attraction and trust-building rather 
than coercion.9 These instruments foster mutual understanding and facilitate the 
establishment of long-lasting networks of influence and partnership across bor-
ders. To demonstrate it in practice, I will present practical illustrations of soft 
power in action. I will focus on the United States as a prominent example of a 
state that has successfully leveraged non-coercive means to extend its influence 
globally. Central to the U.S. soft power strategy are its cultural exports–most 
notably through Hollywood and the global entertainment industry, its higher 
education institutions, and its sustained investment in educational and cultural 
exchange programs such as the Fulbright Program.
The international appeal of American culture has long been a cornerstone of 

U.S. soft power. The pervasive global influence of Hollywood films, music, and 
television has shaped perceptions of American values, lifestyles, and societal 
norms, often enhancing the country’s attractiveness abroad.10 In tandem, the U.S. 
higher education system–home to many of the world’s leading universities- con-
tinues to attract international students, scholars, and professionals, thereby con-
tributing to the dissemination of American ideals and academic standards.11 Edu-
cational and cultural exchange initiatives, most notably the Fulbright Program, 
have further advanced the United States’ soft power objectives. Established in 
1946, the Fulbright Program promotes mutual understanding through academic 
mobility and intercultural engagement. It enables foreign and American partic-
ipants to gain firsthand experience of each other’s societies, cultivating last-
ing networks and enhancing the United States’ reputation as a nation committed 
to diplomacy and international cooperation through knowledge and dialogue.12 
A range of scholarly works has been consulted to support this analysis. Joseph S. 
Nye’s Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics remains foundational, 
offering a theoretical framework and empirical study of the United States’ use of 
soft power in foreign policy.13

9	 Yasushi Watanabe and David L. McConnell, eds., Soft Power Superpowers: Cultural 
and National Assets of Japan and the United States, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2008, 
3–5.

10	 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Pub-
licAffairs, 2004, 11–13.

11	 Yasushi Watanabe and David L. McConnell, eds., Soft Power Superpowers: Cultural 
and National Assets of Japan and the United States, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2008, 
35–38.

12	 Akira Iriye, Cultural Internationalism and World Order, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1997, 95–98.

13	 Nye, Soft Power, 5–19.
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In „The Future of Power”, Nye further elaborates on the evolving nature of power 
in the twenty-first century, addressing the role of digital media, public opinion, and 
global interconnectedness in shaping soft power dynamics.14 John Arquilla and 
David Ronfeldt explore the technological dimension of American soft power in 
Networks and Netwars: The Future of Terror, Crime, and Militancy. They discuss 
the transformative impact of digital networks, including innovations emerging 
from Silicon Valley, on global power structures.15 These technological and digital 
developments are not only economic assets but also potent instruments of cultural 
influence. Akira Iriye’s Cultural Internationalism and World Order offers valuable 
historical insight into the roots of cultural diplomacy and the role of.
Intellectual and educational exchanges in the evolution of the international order 

provide essential context for understanding programs like Fulbright.16 Similarly, 
Soft Power Superpowers, edited by Yasushi Watanabe and David L. McConnell, 
presents a comparative analysis of the soft power strategies of the United States 
and Japan. This volume highlights the importance of cultural exports, educational 
institutions, and international exchange programs in shaping a nation’s influence.17 
These case studies and scholarly perspectives illuminate the multifaceted nature 
of American soft power, demonstrating how culture, education, and technology 
converge to produce a sustained and attractive global presence.
In the following section, I would like to demonstrate how Hollywood and 

higher education can serve as Instruments of U.S. Soft Power. In contemporary 
international relations, two of the most potent sources of American soft power 
are its entertainment industry and higher education system. These sectors play 
a critical role in public diplomacy by projecting cultural values and influencing 
global perceptions of the United States. Jan Melissen’s edited volume The New 
Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations provides an in-depth 
exploration of the evolution of diplomacy in the information age, emphasizing 
the increasing importance of soft power as a tool for shaping international opin-
ion.18 Among the case studies discussed in the volume, Philip Seib’s essay, „Pub-
lic Diplomacy and the Media,” highlights the influential role of Hollywood in 
shaping global cultural narratives. Seib argues that films and television shows 
produced in the United States serve as powerful cultural communication tools, 
subtly embedding themes such as freedom, democracy, and individualism within 

14	 Joseph S. Nye, The Future of Power, New York: PublicAffairs, 2011, 81–104.
15	 John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, eds., Networks and Netwars: The Future of Terror, 

Crime, and Militancy Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2001, 3–6.
16	 Iriye, Cultural Internationalism, 63–67.
17	 Watanabe and McConnell, Soft Power Superpowers, 1–10.
18	 Jan Melissen, ed., The New Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations, 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, 3–8.
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globally consumed media content.19 These cultural exports contribute to con-
structing a favorable image of the United States, promoting its societal values 
and lifestyle ideals across diverse cultural contexts.
Hollywood, as a symbol of American creativity and freedom of expression, has 

long served as an informal ambassador of U.S. culture. Its films frequently depict 
American norms and ideals in a way that is both accessible and aspirational to inter-
national audiences. By portraying stories centered on heroism, justice, and demo-
cratic values, Hollywood not only entertains but also promotes a set of ideological 
frameworks that enhance the United States’ attractiveness on the global stage.20 
This form of cultural diplomacy fosters affinity and goodwill, making it easier for 
the U.S. to engage with international partners through shared cultural reference 
points. In addition to media and entertainment, American higher education makes 
a significant contribution to the country’s soft power. Prestigious institutions such 
as Harvard University, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and Stan-
ford University are centers of academic excellence and platforms for cultural and 
ideological exchange. These universities attract thousands of international students 
annually, offering them world-class education, exposure to liberal democratic 
values, and access to elite global networks.21 Studying in the United States often 
leaves a lasting impression. Many alumni return to their home countries with a 
deepened appreciation of American academic culture and democratic principles. 
These individuals frequently rise to influential positions in government, academia, 
and business, becoming informal ambassadors who help strengthen diplomatic and 
economic ties between the United States and other countries.22 Cultivating such 
transnational relationships through higher education represents a long-term invest-
ment in soft power, as it builds goodwill, credibility, and sustained international 
engagement. Hollywood and higher education exemplify the United States’ ability 
to influence international audiences through attraction rather than coercion. By 
shaping values, norms, and aspirations, these institutions extend America’s global 
reach and reinforce its soft power in an increasingly interconnected world.
In addition to cultural exports and higher education, the United States wields sig-

nificant soft power through its leadership in technological innovation. Silicon Valley, 
in particular, has emerged as a global symbol of entrepreneurship, creativity, and 

19	 Philip Seib, „Public Diplomacy and the Media in the Middle East,” in The New Public 
Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations, edited by Jan Melissen, Basings-
toke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, pp. 111– 118.

20	 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Pub-
licAffairs, 2004, 44–48.

21	 Yasushi Watanabe and David L. McConnell, eds., Soft Power Superpowers: Cultural 
and National Assets of Japan and the United States, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2008, 
36–40.

22	 Akira Iriye, Cultural Internationalism and World Order, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1997, 101–104.
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digital transformation. As the epicenter of the U.S. technology sector, it plays a crit-
ical role in shaping international perceptions of American dynamism and progress.
The role of digital networks and innovation in redefining global power dynamics 

is explored in Networks and Netwars: The Future of Terror, Crime, and Militancy, 
edited by John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt. The collection highlights the growing 
significance of decentralized networks in global affairs and their impact on emerg-
ing forms of influence. In the introductory chapter, Arquilla and Ronfeldt argue 
for a paradigm shift in understanding power, suggesting that information and com-
munication technologies have become central to exercising influence in both state 
and non-state contexts.23 David Ronfeldt further elaborates on this idea in Chapter 
2, „What Next for Networks and Netwars?”, where he discusses the emergence of 
digital networks as transformative actors in global governance and diplomacy.24
These theoretical insights provide a foundation for examining the technological 

sector, particularly Silicon Valley, as a site of soft power projection. Silicon Valley 
is synonymous with technological innovation and serves as a symbol of American 
ingenuity. Home to influential multinational corporations such as Google, Apple, 
Facebook (now Meta), and Microsoft, it embodies a culture of experimentation, 
entrepreneurial spirit, and forward-thinking design. The products and platforms 
developed in this region have reshaped communication, commerce, education, and 
governance worldwide, often carrying embedded values of openness, individual 
freedom, and innovation.25
Through the global reach of its technological ecosystem, the United States dis-

seminates cultural values and norms that reinforce its soft power. The accessibility 
of American-designed technologies and digital platforms has facilitated transna-
tional interaction, contributing to the construction of a positive image of the United 
States as a technologically advanced and future-oriented society. This perception 
enhances the country’s appeal to foreign talent, investors, and policymakers, posi-
tioning the U.S. as a desirable partner in global innovation and development.26

Moreover, Silicon Valley’s ecosystem fosters international collaboration through 
start-up incubation, venture capital investment, and academic-industry partner-
ships. It acts as a magnet for ambitious professionals from around the world, many 
of whom carry with them the ideals and practices learned during their time in the 

23	 John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, „The Advent of Netwar,” in Networks and Netwars: 
The Future of Terror, Crime, and Militancy, eds. John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2001, 1–25.

24	 David Ronfeldt, „What Next for Networks and Netwars?” in Networks and Netwars: 
The Future of Terror, Crime, and Militancy, eds. John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2001, 311–314.

25	 Joseph S. Nye, The Future of Power (New York: PublicAffairs, 2011, 83–88.
26	 Yasushi Watanabe and David L. McConnell, eds., Soft Power Superpowers: Cultural 

and National Assets of Japan and the United States, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2008, 
42–45.
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U.S. when they return to their home countries. In this way, technological leader-
ship serves as both an economic asset and a potent instrument of soft power, culti-
vating enduring networks of influence and goodwill.

2. Sports and Music Diplomacy as Means of Soft Power

Sports have long served as a strategic avenue for cultural diplomacy, and the 
United States has effectively utilized international athletic competition, most 
notably the Olympic Games, to project soft power. Success in global sporting 
events allows the U.S. to highlight its national values, including meritocracy, per-
severance, and individual excellence, while fostering a sense of mutual respect 
and goodwill among nations. American athletes frequently function as informal 
cultural ambassadors on the international stage. Their conduct and achievements 
embody key American ideals, including fair play, determination, and the pursuit of 
excellence. Their visibility in global competitions reinforces positive perceptions 
of American society and facilitates people-to-people connections that transcend 
political boundaries. The Olympic Games, in particular, provide a clear platform 
for such diplomatic engagements, enabling the United States to engage in non-ver-
bal, symbolic communication with international audiences.
A notable example of U.S. sports diplomacy is the global impact of the 1992 

Olympic basketball team, popularly known as the „Dream Team.” While not exten-
sively explored in academic literature, journalistic sources such as Anthony Lake’s 
article in Sports Illustrated provide compelling narratives that illustrate the cultural 
and diplomatic significance of this moment. Lake argues that the Dream Team’s 
participation in the Barcelona Olympics marked a turning point in the global per-
ception of American sports, showcasing athletic dominance, charisma, teamwork, 
and international outreach.27 The presence of globally recognized athletes like 
Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, and Larry Bird elevated the cultural influence 
of American sports. It helped popularize basketball worldwide, contributing to 
broader U.S. soft power efforts. Although sports diplomacy is sometimes underap-
preciated in traditional diplomatic discourse, its impact is considerable. Sporting 
success can shape international attitudes, promote intercultural dialogue, and serve 
as a unifying force in global society. For the United States, athletic achievement 
at events like the Olympics remains essential to its public diplomacy toolkit, rein-
forcing its international image as a land of opportunity, diversity, and excellence.
Music has long been a potent vehicle for cultural diplomacy and soft power 

projection. Its emotive and cross-cultural nature allows it to transcend linguis-
tic, political, and ideological barriers, making it a compelling tool for fostering 
international goodwill, enhancing national prestige, and advancing foreign pol-

27	 Anthony Lake, „6+2=2: How the 1992 U.S. Basketball ‘Dream Team’ Changed the 
World,” Sports Illustrated, August 2012.
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icy objectives. The United States and Hungary have leveraged music diplomacy 
through markedly different strategies, reflecting their respective cultural assets, 
historical trajectories, and geopolitical ambitions.
In the following section, I examine the global impact of American music and the 

role of U.S. government support in enhancing that influence. This is in contrast to 
Hungary’s heritage-driven, regionally focused cultural diplomacy. American music 
genres–from jazz and rock to hip-hop and pop–have become defining elements of 
global popular culture. Artists such as Elvis Presley, Michael Jackson, Madonna, 
Beyoncé, and Taylor Swift are among the most iconic figures in American cul-
ture, serving as entertainment icons and global ambassadors. Their international 
reach promotes values often associated with the United States, such as freedom 
of expression, creativity, and individualism.28 These musical exports reach diverse 
audiences through global media platforms, embedding American cultural norms 
and enhancing the country’s soft power. Historically, the U.S. government has rec-
ognized the strategic potential of music diplomacy. During the Cold War, the Jazz 
Ambassadors program, sponsored by the U.S. State Department, sent renowned 
musicians such as Louis Armstrong and Dizzy Gillespie on global tours to show-
case America’s artistic vitality and racial progress.29 Though such narratives often 
contrasted with domestic realities, they served essential symbolic functions during 
ideological competition with the Soviet Union.
In the contemporary period, music diplomacy continues through initiatives such 

as American Music Abroad, which sends musicians abroad to perform, lead work-
shops, and engage in cultural exchange.30
Coordinated by the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, these programs 

promote mutual understanding and reinforce American soft power through inter-
personal and cultural exchange. Additionally, integrating the music industry with 
global technology and media networks ensures the enduring visibility of American 
culture. American music’s commercial success and transnational dissemination 
generate revenue and ideological influence, shaping global imaginaries around 
liberty, diversity, and innovation.31
American music diplomacy is supported by public-private partnerships, media 

infrastructure, and U.S. governmental support, which enhances the effectiveness 

28	 Yasushi Watanabe and David L. McConnell, eds., Soft Power Superpowers: Cultural 
and National Assets of Japan and the United States, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2008, 
45–47.

29	 Penny M. Von Eschen, Satchmo Blows Up the World: Jazz Ambassadors Play the Cold 
War, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004, 1–6.

30	 Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, „American Music Abroad,” U.S. Depart-
ment of State, accessed April 26, 2025, https://exchanges.state.gov/non-us/program/
american-music-abroad

31	 Philip Seib, Public Diplomacy: New Dimensions and Implications, Cambridge, UK: 
Polity Press, 2009, 65–67.
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of American music diplomacy. Institutions such as the U.S. Department of State 
and organizations like the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts frequently 
incorporate musical performances into their public diplomacy programs. Cul-
tural exchange grants, international festivals, and embassy-sponsored concerts 
exemplify how music is utilized not simply as entertainment but as a diplomatic 
tool capable of building transnational relationships. Public diplomacy literature 
has emphasized that the soft power gained through music is particularly effective 
because it fosters emotional and symbolic connections. Joseph Nye argues that 
when a country’s culture and values are widely admired, its ability to attract and 
co-opt becomes more potent than its ability to coerce.32
Through its lyrical content and performative aesthetics, American music con-

veys messages of aspiration, diversity, and freedom that resonate with global audi-
ences.
In contrast to the U.S. model, Hungary’s approach to music diplomacy is 

rooted in its classical music heritage and cultural distinctiveness. Rather than lev-
eraging mass appeal through popular music, Hungary emphasizes intellectual and 
historical depth through institutions such as the Liszt Institute – Hungarian Cul-
tural Centers. These state-supported centers promote Hungarian culture abroad 
through concerts, language courses, and scholarly events highlighting the coun-
try’s contributions to European musical heritage.33 Hungarian music diplomacy 
draws heavily on the legacy of composers such as Franz Liszt, Béla Bartók, and 
Zoltán Kodály. Their work elevated Hungary’s cultural prestige and significantly 
contributed to the development of international music education. For instance, the 
Kodály Method, an influential pedagogical approach, continues to be promoted 
worldwide through training programs and workshops that form part of Hungary’s 
cultural outreach.34
Contemporary initiatives often emphasize collaboration with academic institu-

tions and cultural foundations, fostering long-term intellectual engagement and 
shared artistic development. Unlike the U.S. strategy, which targets mass audiences 
and integrates entertainment with commerce, Hungary’s model is more regionally 
and educationally oriented. Its programs focus on European neighbors, diaspora 
communities, and cultural elites rather than the broader global marketplace. Nev-
ertheless, the depth and coherence of Hungary’s cultural diplomacy contribute 
to a distinctive form of soft power rooted in authenticity, tradition, and artistic 

32	 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Pub-
licAffairs, 2004, 11–15.

33	 Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, „Liszt Institute – Hungarian Cultural 
Centers,” accessed April 26, 2025, https://culture.hu.

34	 László Vikár, Béla Bartók and the Kodály Method: A Legacy of Music Education, 
Budapest: Musicological Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 2013, 
29–33.
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excellence.35 The divergent strategies employed by the United States and Hungary 
underscore the flexibility and adaptability of music as a soft power resource. The 
United States utilizes popular music to project influence on a global scale, bene-
fiting from the synergistic relationship between its entertainment industry, gov-
ernment institutions, and digital infrastructure. Hungary, meanwhile, employs a 
focused, heritage-based approach that appeals to shared European values and intel-
lectual appreciation of high culture. Both models offer distinct advantages. The 
U.S. strategy yields extensive global visibility and cultural branding, while Hun-
gary’s approach fosters deep, context-sensitive cultural relationships. Together, 
they demonstrate how music diplomacy can reflect national identity, complement 
foreign policy objectives, and serve as an enduring vehicle for artistic engagement 
in international relations.
American music diplomacy is characterized by its alignment with popular 

culture and global commercialism. Programs such as American Music Abroad, 
sponsored by the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, continue the legacy 
of the Cold War-era Jazz Ambassadors initiative by sending American musicians 
overseas to perform, lead workshops, and collaborate with local artists. These ini-
tiatives promote cultural exchange and showcase American values, including cre-
ativity, inclusiveness, and freedom of expression.36 The prominence of American 
musicians in global media, ranging from the early days of Elvis Presley and Aretha 
Franklin to contemporary icons like Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, and Kendrick Lamar, 
has created a powerful cultural brand that promotes a positive image of the United 
States. These artists represent musical innovation and embody social narratives 
around identity, empowerment, and activism. Their international tours and digital 
presence reinforce American soft power by shaping cultural aspirations and offer-
ing narratives of democratic ideals and personal liberty.37
The U.S. government’s strategic use of music diplomacy also aligns with its 

broader public diplomacy goals. The Department of State integrates cultural pro-
gramming into bilateral and multilateral diplomacy, frequently leveraging music as a 
non-contentious and emotionally resonant form of outreach.38 Additionally, partner-
ships between private industry and public institutions allow for expansive reach, uti-
lizing global media and tech platforms to disseminate American music worldwide.

35	 György Szondi, Public Diplomacy and Nation Branding: Conceptual Similarities 
and Differences, Clingendael: Netherlands Institute of International Relations, 2008, 
17–19.

36	 Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, „American Music Abroad,” U.S. Depart-
ment of State, accessed April 26, 2025, https://exchanges.state.gov/non-us/program/
american-music-abroad.

37	 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Pub-
licAffairs, 2004, 11–15.

38	 Philip Seib, Public Diplomacy: New Dimensions and Implications, Cambridge, UK: 
Polity Press, 2009, 65–67.
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Hungary’s music diplomacy, by contrast, draws primarily on its rich heritage 
in classical music and national folk traditions. The country’s cultural strategy is 
implemented through institutions such as the Liszt Institute-Hungarian Cultural 
Centers, which operate in numerous countries to promote the Hungarian language, 
literature, and the arts. Named after Franz Liszt, these centers serve as hubs for 
concerts, exhibitions, and educational programming that highlight Hungary’s con-
tributions to European music and intellectual history.39 Hungarian cultural diplo-
macy often highlights figures such as Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály, whose work 
in ethnomusicology and music education established Hungary as a significant con-
tributor to 20th-century music. Contemporary Hungarian performers, composers, 
and ensembles continue to gain recognition through international competitions and 
cultural festivals. Hungary also supports cross-border cooperation through events 
like the Kodály Method workshops, which are popular among music educators 
worldwide and are often hosted in partnership with foreign universities and con-
servatories.40
Unlike the U.S., Hungary’s cultural diplomacy prioritizes depth over breadth. Its 

target audiences usually include academic institutions, arts communities, and dias-
pora networks. Hungary seeks to cultivate a culturally informed and intellectually 
engaged audience that associates the country with high culture, musical sophistica-
tion, and educational excellence through carefully curated programs and long-term 
partnerships.41 This strategy aligns with Hungary’s broader nation-branding efforts 
to strengthen its visibility in international cultural and diplomatic circles.
The contrasting strategies of the United States and Hungary highlight two via-

ble, context-dependent approaches to music diplomacy. The United States utilizes 
global media and pop culture to reach a broad international audience, presenting 
a model of soft power grounded in mass appeal and cultural branding. Hungary, 
meanwhile, emphasizes authenticity, historical depth, and intellectual engagement, 
promoting a distinct national identity rooted in artistic heritage. Both strategies 
have proven effective within their respective frameworks. The U.S. benefits from 
integrating public diplomacy and commercial culture, allowing it to maintain a 
pervasive and adaptable international presence. Hungary’s more focused and 
selective approach contributes to long-term cultural relationships and reinforces 
the country’s role as a guardian of classical European traditions.

39	 Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, „Liszt Institute – Hungarian Cultural 
Centers,” accessed April 26, 2025, https://culture.hu.

40	 László Vikár, Béla Bartók and the Kodály Method: A Legacy of Music Education 
(Budapest: Musicological Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 2013, 
29–33. 

41	 György Szondi, Public Diplomacy and Nation Branding: Conceptual Similarities 
and Differences, Clingendael: Netherlands Institute of International Relations, 2008, 
17–19.
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Ultimately, both models demonstrate that music remains a versatile and impact-
ful instrument of soft power, capable of bridging cultural divides and supporting 
broader diplomatic objectives. Whether through global pop icons or revered com-
posers, music diplomacy offers states a powerful means of engaging with the world.

3. Intercultural Competence in Education: The Role of American 
NGOs and Foundations

Philanthropy constitutes an increasingly prominent dimension of American soft 
power, particularly through the work of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and private foundations engaged in international development. Institutions such as 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Ford 
Foundation have had a significant impact on global health, education, poverty 
reduction, and sustainable development efforts. Their activities address pressing 
humanitarian needs and enhance the United States’ image abroad as a benevolent 
and innovative global actor. These organizations function as extensions of Ameri-
can civil society, demonstrating values such as altruism, public-private cooperation, 
and the pursuit of social progress. Through large-scale funding initiatives, public 
health campaigns, and educational reform efforts, they embody an alternative form 
of diplomacy based on humanitarian engagement rather than strategic interest alone. 
For example, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has played a leading role in 
combating infectious diseases such as malaria and polio, particularly in the Global 
South, where its initiatives are often more visible and impactful than formal U.S. 
government programs.42 The philanthropic model advanced by these foundations 
reflects a broader tradition of American voluntarism and civic engagement. Their 
global presence, particularly in vulnerable and underserved regions, reinforces the 
perception of the United States as a country committed to addressing transnational 
challenges through non-coercive means. As such, these efforts significantly contrib-
ute to the country’s reservoir of soft power by showcasing its capacity for global 
leadership, rooted in generosity, empathy, and innovation.
Matthew Bishop and Michael Green, in their influential work Philanthrocapital-

ism: How Giving Can Save the World, examine the rise of this phenomenon in the 
twenty-first century, highlighting how American philanthropists leverage wealth, 
managerial expertise, and partnerships to achieve measurable outcomes in global 
development.43
The authors argue that philanthrocapitalism-the strategic deployment of phil-

anthropic resources through market-based approaches-complements traditional 

42	 Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, „Our Work,” accessed April 26, 2025, https://www.
gatesfoundation.org/about/our-work.

43	 Matthew Bishop and Michael Green, Philanthrocapitalism: How Giving Can Save the 
World, New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2008, 1–20.
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forms of aid and diplomacy. It aligns well with American values of entrepreneurial-
ism and individual initiative while fostering international goodwill. Moreover, the 
operational strategies employed by these foundations often involve collaboration 
with local stakeholders, international organizations, and national governments, 
promoting inclusive and sustainable development models. By funding research, 
capacity-building, and institutional reform, American philanthropic institutions 
help shape global norms and priorities in fields ranging from access to educa-
tion to climate resilience. This indirect influence strengthens U.S. soft power by 
embedding its values and practices within the global development architecture. 
American philanthropy is a driving force for humanitarian progress and a subtle 
yet significant cultural and diplomatic influence.
Developing intercultural competence has become a key objective in education 

and public discourse in the context of increasing globalization and cultural plu-
ralism. The comprehensive report Developing Intercultural Competence through 
Education, authored by Barrett, Byram, Lázár, Mompoint-Gaillard, and Philippou, 
offers a detailed and systematic exploration of intercultural competence as both 
a theoretical construct and a practical educational goal.44 The report responds to 
pressing global concerns, notably the rise in prejudice, discrimination, and hate 
speech, and advocates for education as a strategic tool to promote understanding, 
inclusivity, and peaceful coexistence.
The authors contend that social fragmentation, political polarization, and eco-

nomic inequality have intensified cultural misunderstandings, exacerbating inter-
group tensions in many societies. In this climate, intercultural competence is not 
merely a communicative skill but a necessary civic attribute that enables individ-
uals to engage respectfully and constructively with cultural diversity. The report 
positions intercultural competence as a means to counteract the rise of extremist 
ideologies and divisive rhetoric, offering a framework for enhancing social cohe-
sion and resilience.45 This approach is particularly timely given the contemporary 
global environment, marked by increased migration, ethno-nationalist movements, 
and geopolitical instability. The authors assert that intercultural competence equips 
individuals to navigate these complexities with empathy and critical awareness. 
By extending the discussion beyond interpersonal exchanges to broader societal 
contexts, the report reinforces the idea that intercultural competence is vital not 
only for personal development but also for democratic citizenship and interna-
tional cooperation.46 Much of the report clarifies key concepts, including identity, 
culture, and intercultural encounters. The authors offer a nuanced account of per-
sonal and social identity, highlighting that cultural identity intersects with other 

44	 Martyn Barrett et al., Developing Intercultural Competence through Education, Stras-
bourg: Council of Europe Publishing, 2013, 7–9.

45	 Barrett et al., Developing Intercultural Competence, 10–12.
46	 Barrett et al., Developing Intercultural Competence, 14–16. 
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dimensions of individual identity, including gender, class, and religion. This inter-
sectional perspective underscores the multifaceted nature of the human experience 
and the importance of situating cultural interactions within broader socio-political 
contexts.47 The report defines culture as a dynamic and heterogeneous construct 
comprising material, social, and subjective dimensions. This conceptualization 
challenges essentialist notions of culture by acknowledging its contested, evolv-
ing, and context-dependent character. Such a definition allows for a more flexible 
and inclusive understanding of cultural affiliations, recognizing that individuals 
and groups continuously negotiate and reconstruct their cultural identities.48 The 
report’s emphasis on culture’s fluidity and complexity is both theoretically and 
pedagogically significant, encouraging educators to move beyond static or ste-
reotypical representations of culture and foster critical intercultural awareness in 
learners. The report contributes to a more informed and ethical engagement with 
cultural diversity, grounded in mutual respect and shared human values.
The article „Practical Guide to Intercultural Education” by Monica Filpisan 

offers a comprehensive exploration of intercultural education as a pivotal mecha-
nism for fostering cultural understanding and mutual respect. Set within the con-
text of the Romanian educational framework, the study emphasizes the need to 
equip schools and educators with tools to promote multicultural competencies and 
tolerance. The authors address key elements of intercultural education through the-
oretical insights and practical applications. One of the standout features of the arti-
cle is its commitment to a transdisciplinary approach, in which the school serves 
as a matrix for cultural and interpersonal relationships. The authors argue persua-
sively that schools must move beyond traditional curricula to incorporate artistic 
and multicultural dimensions, particularly in regions like Transylvania, which are 
characterized by ethnic diversity. They emphasize that schools must not impose 
cultural identities but should provide students with opportunities to explore and 
diversify their cultural awareness. This perspective aligns with the broader Euro-
pean educational goal of fostering unity in diversity.49
The article highlights the theoretical underpinnings of intercultural competence, 

a blend of attitudes, knowledge, and skills that facilitate understanding and inter-
action across cultural divides. The discussion of „cultural curiosity” and „openness 
to others” as fundamental attitudes resonates deeply with contemporary global 
educational challenges. Including practical skills, such as critical evaluation and 
discovery-based interaction, further strengthens the framework presented. The 
authors draw on works by notable scholars, including Anca Nedelcu, to ground 

47	 Barrett et al., Developing Intercultural Competence, 20–25.
48	 Barrett et al., Developing Intercultural Competence, 26–30. 
49	 Monica Filpișan et al., „Practical Guide of Intercultural Education,” Procedia – Social 

and Behavioral Sciences 46, 2012: 5523–5528.
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their arguments in established literature.50 The research is remarkable for its experi-
mental program, which involves Romanian and Hungarian students and practically 
demonstrates the theoretical principles outlined. The year-long project involved 
structured lessons and workshops to identify and dismantle stereotypes and prej-
udices. The authors describe innovative teaching methods, including case studies, 
problem-solving exercises, and discovery-based learning, to engage students in 
meaningful intercultural dialogues. Including activities like defining intercultural-
ity, understanding cultural diversity, and addressing negative social attitudes pro-
vides a clear blueprint for educators aiming to replicate such initiatives.51
However, while the article is rich in content, it could benefit from a more robust 

discussion of long-term outcomes and measurable impacts. While the authors note 
positive reception among students and the potential for broader application, con-
crete data on behavioral changes or shifts in attitudes would bolster the credibility 
of their findings. Additionally, the emphasis on local cultural dynamics is insight-
ful. Still, it may limit the article’s applicability to regions with different socio-cul-
tural contexts.52 However, „The Practical Guide to Intercultural Education” is an 
insightful and timely contribution to the field of intercultural education. It com-
bines theoretical rigor with practical application, offering educators valuable tools 
for fostering cultural understanding in diverse classrooms. The article highlights 
the crucial role of education in bridging cultural divides, challenging educators to 
reimagine schools as spaces that foster mutual respect and growth.53

4. Cultural Diplomacy and the Fulbright Program

Cultural diplomacy, as a tool of soft power, involves the exchange of ideas, 
values, traditions, and other cultural aspects to strengthen relationships, enhance 
socio-cultural cooperation, and promote national interests. In their book The Poli-
tics of Exchange: The Fulbright Program in Global Context, Giles Scott and Smith 
argue that culture is not just an adjunct to traditional diplomacy but a core element 
of a country’s foreign policy toolkit. They emphasize that cultural diplomacy can 
build bridges across political divides and foster long-term international relation-
ships based on mutual respect and understanding. The role of cultural and edu-

50	 Anca Nedelcu, Intercultural Learning Guide for Teachers, Bucharest: Humanitas Pub-
lishing House, 2003, 14–21.

51	 Pierre Dasen and Monique Rey, Intercultural Education, Iași: Polirom Publishing 
House, 1999.

52	 Emilia Cotoi, „Promotion and Protection of the Rights of the Child,” Procedia – Social 
and Behavioral Sciences 2, no. 2, 2010: 2927–2931. 

53	 Monica Filpișan et al., „Practical Guide of Intercultural Education,” Procedia – Social 
and Behavioral Sciences 46, 2012: 5523–5528. 
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cational exchange programs, such as the Fulbright Program and the International 
Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP), in promoting U.S. soft power is comprehen-
sively discussed in Giles Scott-Smith’s book, The Politics of Exchange: The Ful-
bright Program in Global Context. This work examines how these programs facil-
itate mutual understanding and enhance the U.S.’s influence internationally. This 
study examines the Fulbright Program as a tool of American soft power, exploring 
its impact on international relations through educational exchange.54
Programs like the Fulbright Program and the International Visitor Leadership 

Program (IVLP) have promoted cultural exchange and mutual understanding 
between the United States and other countries. These programs sponsor individu-
als worldwide to study, conduct research, or engage in professional development in 
the U.S., creating a network of global leaders with firsthand experience of Ameri-
can society and values. Such exchanges foster lasting relationships and goodwill, 
significantly enhancing the United States’ soft power.55 In the article „The Scholar 
as Diplomat: The Fulbright Program and America’s Cultural Engagement with the 
World,” Molly Bettie outlines the origins, purposes, and operational principles of 
the Fulbright Program, proposed by Senator J. William Fulbright after World War 
II to foster international peace through educational exchanges. Fulbright, a liberal 
internationalist, believed that such exchanges could prevent future global con-
flicts, influenced by his experience as a Rhodes Scholar.56 The central goal of the 
Fulbright Program is to promote international peace through mutual understand-
ing, thereby avoiding the connotations of propaganda. This mutual understanding 
is considered apolitical, emphasizing cultural connections over political ones. The 
program balances serving U.S. foreign policy and avoiding charges of cultural 
imperialism through three protective features: bi-nationalism, independent admin-
istration, and merit-based selection.
Bi-nationalism involves bilateral agreements with equal representation from the 

host country and the U.S, fostering a sense of shared endeavor. The program’s 
independent Board of Foreign Scholarships ensures academic integrity and shields 
it from political misuse. Merit-based selection of participants prevents political 
interference and nepotism, focusing on future leaders who can create a multiplier 
effect by positively influencing their societies.
Ultimately, the Fulbright Program aims to cultivate elite participants who, 

through mutual cultural exchange, will contribute to greater global understanding 
and peace. Kimberly Franklin’s article, „Long-term Career Impact and Professional 

54	 Giles Scott-Smith, „Cultural Diplomacy,” in Global Diplomacy, ed. Alison Holmes 
and Simon Rofe (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016, 176–189, 26–52.

55	 Scott-Smith, „Cultural Diplomacy,” 76–101, 132–156, 102, 131. 
56	 Lonnie R. Johnson, „Fulbright, Arkansas, and the Seventy-Fifth Anniversary of the 

Fulbright Program, 1946–2021,” Fulbright Austria, https://www.fulbright.at/news/
detail/fulbright-arkansas-and-the-seventy-fifth-anniversary-of-the-fulbright-prog-
ram-1946-2021).
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Applicability of the Study Abroad Experience”.57 explores the logic that studying 
abroad has a long-term impact on participants’ professional development. It inves-
tigates the professional outcomes and benefits of studying abroad as perceived by 
study abroad alumni ten years following their undergraduate experience. Through 
surveys, phone interviews, and email follow-ups, study abroad participants were 
asked to reflect on the skills, knowledge, and self-awareness they acquired and 
maintained during their study abroad experience. Inquiries were made into how 
and if these acquisitions proved professionally applicable, influenced career paths, 
and contributed to success.
To sum up, the Fulbright Program has made significant contributions to enhanc-

ing American understanding of foreign peoples and languages, as well as to improv-
ing the quality of foreign scholarship on the culture, history, and government of 
the U.S. The Program has successfully fostered private institutional relationships 
between American and foreign universities, leading to joint research. The Program 
has helped to expand the influence of the American model of higher education and 
of American research methodologies, which are admired worldwide. The Program 
has created 46 active binational agreements establishing independent bodies called 
Fulbright commissions. For more than three-quarters of a century, the Fulbright 
Program has been a global model for promoting peace through education and inter-
cultural understanding. A participant in the Fulbright Program is a cultural ambas-
sador in every sense. Cross-cultural education helps us learn for ourselves and all 
of us, and it helps us understand how life today and tomorrow might be better. 
Competition and hostility must give way to cooperation if we want to survive. This 
new way of thinking is the purpose of the exchange program.

5. The Fulbright Program in Hungary

Hungary’s involvement in the Fulbright Program began in 1978, marking the 
start of a new chapter in Hungarian-American academic cooperation.
Historical background: According to Kenneth Holland’s letter to Senator Ful-

bright, dated April 14, 1947, it appears that Hungary’s participation in the Ful-
bright Program was already planned in 1947, similar to the Marshall Plan. (www.
fulbright.hu)
In 1971, a Hungarian International Visitors Program delegation travelled 

to the US. Hungary has adopted a new policy toward exchanges with the U.S., 
which emphasizes scientific exchanges and lifts the previous ban on government 
exchanges. In 1972, two American professors traveled to Hungary to lecture on 
American English and American literature, funded under the Fulbright-Hays insti-
tutional grants program, which the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 

57	 Kimberly Franklin DOI: https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v19i1.279.
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supervised. In 1977, the Board of Foreign Scholarships (BFS) suggested attaching 
a formal Fulbright designation to exchanges with Eastern Europe. IREX strongly 
resisted this suggestion. Its Board unanimously rejected any attempt to subsume 
their exchanges into the Fulbright fold, even in name. CU (=ECA) officials’ ration-
ale was that, if IREX exchanges were kept private, they would most likely be 
able to continue in case of a breakdown in the good relations being enjoyed under 
detente and the Carter administration. CU officials feared that these grants would 
be jeopardized if IREX grantees were to be assumed under the Fulbright mantle.58
The 1st exchange agreement was signed between the U.S. and Hungary, entitled 

„Program of Cooperation and Exchanges between the Government of the USA and 
the Government of Hungary in Culture, Education, Science and Technology.” It 
was signed in Budapest on 6 April 1977. The Fulbright Program began modestly, 
providing for two 1-month lectureships from each country for the academic years 
1978-79 and 1979-80, a total of four Fulbright grantees. The second iteration of 
the exchange agreement, in 1979, extended the length of the Fulbright lectureship 
from one month to one semester during the academic years 1980-81 and 1981-82. 
However, they did not increase their number and remained at two per country. The 
3rd iteration of the exchange agreement was signed on December 4, 1981, for the 
full years of 1982 and 1983.59
The Hungarian-American Fulbright Commission administers the Program for 

Educational Exchange in Hungary. The Aims of the Office are supporting educa-
tional and research programs which are in harmony with the spirit of the signing 
partner states and which receive support from the two governments, organizing 
the exchange of Hungarian and American graduate students, teachers, scholars, 
researchers, lecturers and artists, increasing the visibility of Hungarian-American 
relations, and encouraging possibilities for scholarly exchange between the two 
countries. Over the past thirty years, around 1,000 Hungarians and 1,000 Ameri-
cans have participated in the U.S.-Hungarian exchange program. Initially, the pro-
gram was jointly administered by the United States Information Service (USIS) 
in Budapest and the Hungarian Ministry of Education. This early phase laid the 
groundwork for deeper institutional ties and the eventual establishment of a more 
structured framework for exchange.
A significant turning point occurred in 1990 when the governments of the United 

States and Hungary signed a bilateral agreement to establish a binational Fulbright 
Commission in Hungary. This agreement reflected the evolving political climate 
and a shared commitment to strengthening educational and cultural ties. The fol-
lowing year, in 1991, the Fulbright Association was founded in Hungary, further 
solidifying the program’s presence and fostering a growing community of alumni 

58	 U.S. Embassy in Hungary, „Fulbright Program,” https://hu.usembassy.gov/our-rela-
tionship/policy-history/fulbright-program/.

59	 U.S. Embassy in Hungary, „Fulbright Program,” https://hu.usembassy.gov/our-rela-
tionship/policy-history/fulbright-program/.
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and supporters. The official inauguration of the Fulbright Commission took place 
in Budapest in 1992. This marked the beginning of a new era in Hungarian-Amer-
ican academic exchange, characterized by expanded opportunities and increased 
institutional autonomy. In 1993, Hungary hosted its first Fulbright-Hays Summer 
Seminar program, welcoming sixteen participants from the United States. This 
event introduced American scholars to Hungary’s academic, cultural, and histori-
cal landscape, setting the precedent for future seminars. In 1996, Hungary played a 
prominent role on the international Fulbright stage by hosting the „Spirit of Global 
Understanding” conference, a major event commemorating the 50th anniversary 
of the Fulbright Program. The conference brought together alumni and dignitar-
ies from around the world. Mrs. Harriett Fulbright, widow of Senator J. William 
Fulbright, attended as an honorary guest, and former U.S. President Jimmy Carter 
delivered a keynote address that underscored the program’s enduring global rele-
vance. Further advancements occurred in 1997, with the establishment of a Com-
puter-Based Test (CBT) Center in Budapest. This innovation improved access 
to standardized testing for students and scholars. A year later, in 1998, Budapest 
hosted two major international gatherings: a meeting of Fulbright Commission 
directors from Europe, Canada, and Israel, and the sixth Conference for Overseas 
Educational Advisers representing Western, Central, and Eastern Europe. That 
same year, the CBT Center expanded its services by introducing the computerized 
version of the TOEFL exam, enhancing opportunities for applicants to demonstrate 
their English proficiency. By 2000, Hungary had hosted its fourth Fulbright-Hays 
Summer Seminar, in collaboration with Poland. Budapest also served as the venue 
for several significant academic events, including International Education Week, 
the Culture of Languages conference, and the American Linkages of Hungarian 
Higher Education conference. These events reflected the Fulbright Program’s 
growing role in individual academic development and in shaping the broader dis-
course on education, internationalization, and intercultural exchange in Hungary.60

6. Case Study of a Prominent Hungarian Fulbright Grantee, Using the Full 
Potential of Culture in Building International Relations

6.1. Prof. Tibor Frank (1948-2022) Visiting Professorships and Research 
Grants

Throughout the 20th century, educational relations between Hungary and the 
United States underwent significant evolution, culminating in a robust partnership 
by the early 21st century. The Fulbright Program became a cornerstone of this col-
laboration, symbolizing Hungary’s transformation from a member of the Eastern 
Bloc to a close ally of the United States following the monumental political shifts of 

60	 U.S. Embassy in Hungary, „Fulbright Program,” https://hu.usembassy.gov/our-rela-
tionship/policy-history/fulbright-program/.
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1989. This rapid change in Hungary’s geopolitical alignment enabled both nations to 
reap substantial benefits, particularly in educational exchanges. These programs sup-
ported Hungary’s transition, offering resources and opportunities to restructure and 
modernize its higher education system. The establishment of the binational Hungari-
an-American Fulbright Commission marked the beginning of stabilized and normal-
ized educational relations, making the early 1990s a high point in U.S.-Hungarian 
academic cooperation. The Fulbright Program emerged as the principal mechanism 
for fostering academic collaboration and mutual understanding in Hungary. Although 
the program’s design as an exchange of individual scholars and students limited its 
capacity for large-scale systemic reforms, it played a critical role in strengthening 
Hungary’s higher education sector. Its core principles of neutrality and fostering 
understanding ensured that it could not be easily manipulated for purely political 
purposes, even during periods of heightened tension. Furthermore, the continued 
involvement of private-sector organizations in the U.S. helped maintain a balance, 
preventing the program from being entirely co-opted by government agendas.
During Hungary’s post-Communist transition, the Fulbright Program adapted 

to meet the unique challenges of the era. With the collapse of the Berlin Wall 
and the rapid restructuring of Hungarian society, the program expanded its scope, 
becoming a tool for supporting Hungary’s political and economic transformation. 
Although the U.S. took a more active role in shaping the program during this 
period, the creation of the Hungarian-American Fulbright Commission restored 
the program’s binational governance structure, ensuring equal input from both 
nations. This collaboration allowed the program to address specific needs in Amer-
ican Studies, legal education, political science, and business, facilitating the trans-
fer of U.S. academic practices to Hungary.
The Fulbright Program exemplifies how cultural diplomacy can facilitate educa-

tional reform and cooperation. In Hungary, it supported the restructuring of higher 
education following the fall of communism, enabling the country to adopt interna-
tional standards and practices. By focusing on individual exchanges, the program 
provided opportunities for Hungarian scholars and students to gain firsthand expe-
rience in democratic systems, innovative pedagogies, and academic freedom. Upon 
their return, these participants became catalysts for change, influencing curriculum 
development, research initiatives, and institutional governance. The Fulbright Pro-
gram also reinforced Hungary’s integration into the global academic community 
by fostering collaboration in American Studies, legal education, political science, 
and business. These disciplines were crucial during Hungary’s post-communist 
transition, helping to build the foundations for democratic governance and a 
market economy. During this challenging period, from 1988 to 1990, Prof. Dr. 
Tibor Frank served as a Fulbright Visiting Professor of History at the University 
of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB) and at UCLA. In 1990–91, he was invited 
to the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR) as a distinguished visiting professor of 
history sponsored by the National Endowment for the Humanities. Between 1988 
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and 1997, he taught at UCSB Summer Sessions, while between 1994 and 1997, he 
was founder and director of UCSB’s The New Europe program. He was an István 
Deák Chair Visiting Professor in the history department at Columbia University in 
New York City in 2001, 2007, and 2010.61
His Humboldt Prize of 2002 took him to the Max-Planck-Institut für Wissen-

schaftsgeschichte (Max Planck Institute for the History of Science)  in Berlin, 
Germany. From 1992 he was a regular visiting professor at the Education Abroad 
Program of the University of California in Budapest, Hungary (1992–2008), at the 
Salzburg Seminar’s Center for the Study of American Culture and Language in Salz-
burg, Austria (1995), in the Nationalism Studies Program of the Central European 
University  (CEU), Budapest, Hungary (1999–2001), in the UNESCO-sponsored 
Minority Studies Program at the Institute of Sociology of ELTE (1995, 1997), and 
the IES Abroad Vienna (formerly Institute of European Studies) in Vienna, Austria.
Professor Tibor Frank, while a visiting Fulbright professor at UC Santa Bar-

bara, directed the festival. Hungary’s minister of foreign affairs, Dr. Géza Jesze-
nszky, was expected as a guest on the festival’s opening night. Sir Yehudi Menu-
hin conducted the Santa Barbara Symphony Orchestra, and Zoltán Kodály’s Háry 
János Suite was played. A recital of music, from Liszt to Bartók, was presented. 
There were two performances at the Arlington Theatre and the Lobero Theatre. 
The Takács String Quartet played quartets by Béla Bartók and Joseph Haydn in 
the Lobero Theatre. In addition, the Hungarian Spring organizers have scheduled 
poetry recitals, documentary and feature film presentations, and a three-day con-
ference on 20th-century Hungarian culture and society at UC Santa Barbara and 
the Santa Barbara Museum of Art. Hungarian Photographers of the Early 20th 
Century, featuring 16 works by Hungarian-born figures as diverse as André Kertész 
and László Moholy-Nagy, was exhibited at the Santa Barbara Museum.
The Library in Santa Barbara displayed lithographs of Lajos Kassák, Hungarian 

books from the early 20th Century, and manuscripts by ’the makers of modern 
Hungarian culture’.
As a PhD student at ELTE, I was fortunate to have the opportunity to interview 

Professor Dr. Tibor Frank, my supervisor, who provided me with valuable insights 
into the origins of the Fulbright Program in the U.S. and Hungary, as well as his 
contributions. He could also provide me with a reference list of key persons in the 
Hungarian-American exchange program.

7. A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intellectuals

Géza Jeszenszky’s article, A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intel-
lectuals, reflects on the significant role of intellectuals and the Fulbright Program 

61	 Interview with Professor Tibor Frank, conducted by the author, Budapest, March 3, 
2018.
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in the political transformations of Central and Eastern Europe during the late 20th 
century. Jeszenszky, himself a Fulbright scholar, recounts his experiences teaching 
and learning in the United States and how these influenced his subsequent political 
career. The article contextualizes the fall of socialism and communism, attributing 
it to numerous factors, including economic collapse, political unrest, and the actions 
of intellectuals who provided leadership and articulated alternative visions for gov-
ernance. Jeszenszky highlights 1989 as a pivotal year when the „political ice age” 
ended, ushering in the collapse of regimes across the region and paving the way 
for the emergence of democratic governance in countries such as Hungary, Poland, 
and Czechoslovakia.62 Jeszenszky credits the Fulbright Program as a crucial ena-
bler of this intellectual revolution. He asserts that many key political leaders in the 
post-communist period gained valuable insights, language skills, and democratic 
ideals through their experiences in Fulbright exchanges. These individuals played 
a pivotal role in shaping new policies, drafting democratic constitutions, and lead-
ing grassroots movements.63 Jeszenszky also reflects on his journey as a historian, 
educator, and eventual politician. His experiences in the United States allowed him 
to teach Central and Eastern European history honestly, free from the constraints of 
censorship prevalent in communist regimes. Through collaboration and dialogue, 
he developed a more nuanced understanding of communism’s systemic failures and 
shared these insights with his Hungarian students upon his return.
The article concludes with a hopeful yet cautious outlook on the future of democ-

racy in Central Europe. Jeszenszky emphasizes the need for continued cooperation 
among regional nations to overcome historical conflicts and build a unified, demo-
cratic Europe. He also stresses the enduring importance of education and intellectual 
exchange in promoting democratic values and preventing the recurrence of past mis-
takes.64 On „Fulbright Day, September 24, 2010”, Géza Jeszenszky, in his speech, 
celebrates the transformative role of the Fulbright Program in shaping post-commu-
nist Europe, particularly through its impact on intellectual and political leaders. He 
highlights the significance of intellectuals in „loosening” totalitarian regimes during 
the late 20th century by challenging ideological foundations, proposing alternative 
policies, and leading grassroots movements like Poland’s Solidarity unions. These 
efforts culminated in the peaceful political transformations of 1989, often referred 
to as the „Revolution of Intellectuals. His speech emphasizes the role of Fulbright 
scholars in this process, noting that exposure to the democratic and administrative 
systems of the United States equipped them with skills, language proficiency, and 
an understanding of free societies. Many scholars returned to their home countries 
inspired to implement reforms and introduce democratic practices.65 Drawing on 

62	 Géza Jeszenszky, „A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intellectuals”,1-2. 
63	 Jeszenszky, „A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intellectuals,” 3-7.
64	 Géza Jeszenszky, „A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intellectuals,” 2-4.
65	 Jeszenszky, „A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intellectuals,” 4-6.
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personal experience, Géza Jeszenszky recounts their time at the University of Cal-
ifornia, Santa Barbara, from 1984 to 1986. This period provided valuable tools and 
perspectives later applied in Hungary’s political movements and foreign policy dur-
ing the nation’s transition from communism. He also outlines the Fulbright Pro-
gram’s broader contributions, including fostering scientific advancements, reducing 
ignorance and prejudice, and building cross-cultural friendships. The program is 
portrayed as a vital mechanism for nurturing informed, globally minded leaders who 
are capable of influencing future generations and promoting cooperation in the post-
Cold War world.
In his speech, Géza Jeszenszky encourages Fulbright alumni to continue spread-

ing the program’s values, addressing prejudices, and highlighting positive aspects 
of the U.S. while constructively discussing its shortcomings. These efforts, com-
bined with showcasing their countries’ cultural and intellectual contributions, can 
enhance mutual understanding and further the program’s legacy.66

7.1 Remarks by Géza Jeszenszky for the „RETURN – U.S. Alumni in 
Hungary Conference”

Géza Jeszenszky’s speech at the RETURN – U.S. Alumni in Hungary Confer-
ence, delivered as a written address on January 31, 2015, reflects on the trans-
formative impact of the Fulbright Program on individuals and nations, particularly 
in the context of Hungary’s transition from communism. Jeszenszky recounts his 
experience as one of Hungary’s early Fulbright scholars in 1984, during which 
he taught Central and Eastern European history at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara. He describes this opportunity as pivotal, providing him with tools 
and experiences that he later utilized in Hungary’s political transformation and the 
development of its foreign policy.67

Jeszenszky emphasizes the program’s broader contributions to the fall of com-
munism and the resolution of the Cold War. He notes that exposure to the dem-
ocratic and administrative systems of the United States inspired many Fulbright 
alumni from Central and Eastern Europe to introduce reforms in their home coun-
tries. These individuals often rose to prominent positions in government, aca-
demia, and civil service, playing key roles in shaping post-communist societies. 
The speech highlights the enduring relevance of the Fulbright Program in fos-
tering scientific, political, and cultural advancement. Jeszenszky praises its role 
in reducing ignorance and prejudice, building friendships, and influencing new 
generations through shared values and collaboration. He emphasizes the impor-
tance of promoting an informed understanding of the United States, addressing 
misconceptions, and fostering positive bilateral relations, particularly in Hungary, 

66	 Jeszenszky, „A Fulbright Scholar in the Revolution of the Intellectuals,” 6-8.
67	 Géza Jeszenszky, „Remarks by Géza Jeszenszky for the RETURN – U.S. Alumni in 

Hungary Conference, January 31, 2015,” 1-2.
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where he perceives a decline in enthusiasm for the „American way of life.”68 Con-
cluding on an optimistic note, Jeszenszky calls on Fulbright alumni to leverage 
their experiences and insights to navigate the challenges of the post-Cold War era 
and contribute to realizing the great hopes of the 21st century. He expresses his 
confidence in the program’s ability to shape a better future through mutual under-
standing and cooperation.

8. U.S. Fulbright Grantees to Hungary in the period of 2000-2023: Fulbright 
U.S. Scholar and Visiting Scholar Program

The Fulbright U.S. Scholar Program and Visiting Scholar Program provide 
opportunities for American scholars to  teach, conduct research, lecture, and/or 
consult with other scholars and institutions abroad in more than 135 countries.

8.1 Top-Producing Hungarian Institutions
Top-producing institutions in Hungary are recognized for having the highest 

number of accepted U.S. applicants to the Fulbright U.S. Scholar Program between 
2000 and 2023. I conducted research using the data from the Fulbright Scholar 
Directory, a database of previous Fulbright U.S. Scholar and Visiting Scholar 
grantees.69
First, I conducted research to identify the Hungarian institutions participating in 

the Program. Then, I selected the period from 2000 to 2023 and compiled a list of 
the number of U.S. scholars visiting these institutions. The results are listed in the 
interactive tables below and refer only to U.S. Scholars and Visiting Scholars in 
Hungarian institutions within the framework of the Fulbright Program from 2000 
to 2023. According to the results of my study, the five top-producing institutions 
in Hungary with more than fifteen U.S. Fulbright scholars are: Eötvös Loránd 
University, the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, the University of Debrecen, the 
University of Pécs, and the University of Szeged. The second table lists the Hun-
garian institutions, along with the number of U.S. Fulbright scholars, ranging from 
six to sixteen between 2000 and 2023. In the third table, listed are those Hungar-
ian institutions that had fewer than five grantees during the specified period. The 
results show that during the studied period, 34 Hungarian institutions had U.S. 
grantees in the Fulbright Scholar and Visiting Scholar Program, with a total of 270 
grantees in Hungary.

68	 Jeszenszky, „Remarks by Géza Jeszenszky for the RETURN – U.S. Alumni in Hun-
gary Conference,” 2-3.

69	 United States Department of State, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, „Fulb-
right Program Impact Data,” 2019, https://eca.state.gov/impact/fulbright-program-im-
pact-data.
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Table 1. U.S. Fulbright Scholar and Visiting Scholar Grantees to Hungary 
between 2000 and 2023

1. Ábra: Az Egyesült Államok Fulbright ösztöndíjas és vendégoktatói 
programjának magyarországi résztvevői, 2000–2023”
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8.2 Disciplines in the U.S. Fulbright Scholar and Visiting Scholar Program to 
Hungary between 2000 and 2023

As part of my research, I was interested in determining the number of Hungarian 
institutions that have hosted U.S. Fulbright scholars and visiting scholars between 
2000 and 2023. Then, I wanted to know which disciplines were the most popular 
among the U.S. Fulbright grantees in Hungary. To further research, I utilized the 
data from the Fulbright Scholar Directory, a database of previous Fulbright U.S. 
Scholars and Visiting Scholars grantees.70 I have listed the disciplines offered by 
Hungarian Universities in this period in a table.
According to the results, 70% of the U.S. Fulbright Scholars and Visiting Schol-

ars researched Arts and Social Sciences in Hungary, while 30% conducted research 
in the Natural Sciences. In my interpretation, it is not surprising that, following the 
changes in Hungary’s political system in 1989, more scholars became interested 
in researching facts about history, political science, sociology, the arts, and the 
humanities. It was a challenging area to deal with the period’s social problems 
and political issues. The grantees from 2000 to 2023 may have been interested in 
participating in the new education reforms in Hungary, including those affecting 
higher education institutions, and they may have wanted to see how these insti-
tutions and scholars were coping with the latest situation in this part of Central 

70	 United States Department of State, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, „Fulb-
right Program Impact Data,” 2019, https://eca.state.gov/impact/fulbright-program-im-
pact-data.
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Europe. Education and business were also popular among the disciplines, as many 
Hungarian institutions sought to attract U.S. scholars to acquire new information 
in these fields.
According to my findings, the grantees in the natural sciences mainly conducted 

research in the fields of medical sciences, physics, engineering, and mathematics 
in Hungarian Institutions.

9. Challenges and Prospects in the Fulbright Program

While soft power offers a less confrontational means of influence, it faces sev-
eral challenges. Measuring its impact, ensuring consistency between values and 
practices, and maintaining credibility pose significant challenges. Nonetheless, the 
potential of soft power to foster international cooperation and peace underscores 
its enduring relevance in global politics.
Cultural heritage and identity play pivotal roles in both the genesis and reso-

lution of conflicts. Recognizing and respecting cultural diversity can contribute 
to peace-building efforts by promoting dialogue and understanding among con-
flicting parties. Initiatives focusing on shared cultural heritage, such as UNES-
CO’s World Heritage Sites, can foster a common identity and mutual respect. Case 
studies, including those involving reconciliation processes in post-conflict regions 
such as the Balkans, highlight the integral role of cultural considerations in achiev-
ing lasting peace.
Cultural industries, including film, music, literature, and art, have become sig-

nificant drivers of economic growth and soft power. Economic diplomacy lever-
ages these industries to open markets, attract foreign investment, and negotiate 
trade agreements, highlighting the interconnection between culture, economics, 
and international relations.
As nations engage in cultural diplomacy, the risks of cultural imperialism and 

the erosion of cultural diversity become pertinent issues. The dominance of West-
ern cultural products has sparked debates on the homogenization of global cul-
ture and the marginalization of indigenous cultures. Addressing these challenges 
requires promoting cultural diversity and protecting cultural expressions. Interna-
tional frameworks, such as the UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Pro-
motion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, provide a basis for safeguarding 
cultural diversity and ensuring equitable access to cultural resources.
Cultural diplomacy is pivotal in international relations, as it fosters mutual 

understanding and cooperation between nations. It involves the exchange of ideas, 
values, traditions, and other cultural aspects to strengthen relationships, enhance 
socio-cultural collaboration, and promote national interests. Cultural diplomacy 
offers numerous benefits. One of its primary advantages is strengthening a nation’s 
soft power. By projecting positive images and values, countries can influence 
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global public opinion and foster goodwill. Additionally, cultural diplomacy can 
support conflict resolution by addressing misunderstandings and building trust 
between conflicting parties.
There are several mechanisms through which cultural diplomacy operates, 

including cultural exchanges, international cultural festivals, and collaborative 
artistic projects. These activities showcase a nation’s cultural heritage while allow-
ing for the exchange of ideas and experiences. For instance, cultural exchanges 
like the Fulbright Program and the International Visitor Leadership Program have 
been instrumental in creating networks of global leaders with firsthand knowledge 
of American culture and values.
Despite its potential, cultural diplomacy faces several significant challenges. 

One key issue is the need for adequate funding and resources. The authors empha-
size that many cultural diplomacy initiatives are underfunded, thereby limiting 
their reach and impact. Furthermore, cultural diplomacy efforts must navigate the 
complexities of cultural sensitivity and avoid cultural imperialism, where one cul-
ture may dominate or suppress another. Effective cultural diplomacy requires a 
nuanced understanding of different cultures and a commitment to genuine, recip-
rocal exchange.
Cultural diplomacy is a vital component of modern international relations, 

potentially unlocking new avenues of cooperation and understanding. Bound, 
Briggs, Holden, and Jones argue that recognizing and investing in cultural diplo-
macy can enhance a nation’s soft power, resolve conflicts, and build lasting inter-
national partnerships. By addressing the challenges and leveraging the benefits, 
countries can unlock the full potential of culture in their foreign policy strategies.71

Conclusion

Throughout my study, I found that soft power represents a compelling aspect of 
international relations, offering a contrast to traditional forms of coercive power. 
Its emphasis on cultural diplomacy, value promotion, and moral leadership in for-
eign policy presents nuanced avenues for nations to influence the global stage. As 
the international landscape evolves, the strategic deployment of soft power will 
continue to shape global engagement, highlighting the importance of soft power in 
achieving diplomatic objectives and fostering global cooperation.
Through its manifold expressions, culture plays an indispensable role in bridg-

ing separation and building relations among nations.
This paper highlights the significance of cultural diplomacy in the realm of 

international relations, advocating for its strategic application to foster global 
understanding, cooperation, and peace. Exploring the multifaceted role of culture 

71	 Kirsten Bound, Rachel Briggs, John Holden, and Samuel Jones, Cultural Diplomacy 
(London: Demos, 2007.
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in international relations reveals its profound influence on diplomacy, global poli-
tics, and international cooperation. Beyond military might and economic leverage, 
culture emerges as a pivotal domain through which nations can project their influ-
ence, negotiate differences, and foster global solidarity. As the world navigates 
complex global challenges, the strategic engagement with culture offers pathways 
to mutual understanding and peace. Emphasizing cultural diplomacy, respecting 
cultural diversity, and harnessing the digital revolution present opportunities for 
shaping a more interconnected and empathetic global community.
The findings reveal that Fulbright mobility had a positive impact on the per-

sonal and professional growth of most participants. Scholars visited prestigious 
U.S. institutions and engaged in activities such as research, teaching, and disserta-
tion work. The study also highlights the program’s role in fostering cross-cultural 
understanding and strengthening institutional collaboration.
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