
City diplomacy: the New York World's Fair 
of 1939/40 
Article 

Published Version 

Oliva, M. (2022) City diplomacy: the New York World's Fair of 
1939/40. AMPS Proceedings Series, 24 (1). pp. 1-10. ISSN 
2398-9467 Available at https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/88050/ 

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the 
work.  See Guidance on citing  .
Published version at: http://architecturemps.com/proceedings/ 

Publisher: AMPS 

All outputs in CentAUR are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law, 
including copyright law. Copyright and IPR is retained by the creators or other 
copyright holders. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in 
the End User Agreement  . 

www.reading.ac.uk/centaur   

CentAUR 

Central Archive at the University of Reading 
Reading’s research outputs online

http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/71187/10/CentAUR%20citing%20guide.pdf
http://www.reading.ac.uk/centaur
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/licence


Cities in a Changing World: Questions of Culture, Climate and Design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AMPS | City Tech CUNY 

 

P
a

g
e

 1
 

 

CITY DIPLOMACY: THE NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR OF 
1939/40 

  

Author: 

MARA OLIVA 

 

Affiliation: 

UNIVERSITY OF READING, UK 

 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper challenges current understandings of the role of the city in diplomacy. Traditionally 

scholars have employed a nation-centered approach to the study of foreign policy, but historically 

cities have formed an important part of national strategies as well as developing their own public 

diplomacy agenda. In particular, cities have used international events to promote their image as a 

distinct player in world’s affairs. Using the New York World’s Fair of 1939/40 as a case study, this 
paper will establish its impact on the city’s rise to the international stage. It will challenge 

traditionalist histories of the World’s Fair by arguing that its uniquely global nature remolded a Great 

Depression stricken New York into one of the most important sites of international diplomacy of the 

twentieth century. By analyzing how New York tried to influence foreign publics’ perceptions of its 
values and identity, this paper will establish how the city developed its overall diplomatic strategy and 

came to acquire a distinct reputation and role from Washington DC in wider US foreign policy. The 

story of the World’s Fair is also an opportunity to explore the impact of diplomacy on the urban and 

fill some of the gaps in the history of New York, whose geographic and cultural landscape was 

irrevocably altered by the event and its aftermath. The Fair was built on a former vast ash damp in the 

Corona neighborhood in Queens. The works significantly changed the topography of the area and its 

cultural and social landscape. It was, then, turned into a park when the exhibition closed. Present-day 

Flushing Meadows-Corona Park still retains much of its 1939 layout. This paper will ultimately 

provide an original framework to rethink the historical significance of cities in the international 

system. 

 

CITY DIPLOMACY 

For the first time in history, the majority of the world’s population now lives in cities.1 This growing 

trend has not only transformed the urban landscape but the rise of “world cities” or “global cities” as 
competitive and cosmopolitan economic and cultural centers has had a significant impact on the 

international system too.2 The emerging literature has, however, thus far, focused on the role cities are 

playing in addressing twenty-first century global and transnational challenges, such as climate change, 

terrorism and pandemics. Little work has been done on the historical origins and evolution of city 

diplomacy.3 This is because the city has always been considered as a subnational actor. Following the 

1648 Peace of Westphalia, the international community established that the state is the only entity 
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with the financial and material resources and legal mandate to pursue foreign policy.4 Yet cities are 

the oldest political institutions. And city diplomacy is as old as the city itself. From the Greek Polis of 

the fifth century BC, to the Italian city-states (Signorie) of the Medieval and Renaissance periods to 

nineteenth century Vienna, cities have acted as centers for social, economic and political 

transformation and innovation and cultural interchange. 5  In the realm of soft power especially, 

through sporting and cultural events, educational institutions, such as: museums, galleries and 

theatres; representation activities: such as broadcasting and culinary demonstrations; as well as 

positive projections of the experience of working and living in the city, cities have been very 

successful in promoting both local and national interests.6  

Remembered as one of the most mesmerizing cultural events of the twentieth century, the New York 

World’s Fair of 1939/40 is an excellent historical case study to illustrate the transformative power of 

public diplomacy. The vast existing literature has predominantly focused on two aspects of the Fair: 

1) its support for science and technology; 2) its foreign pavilions. No attention has been paid to its 

impact on New York city itself. 

 

Why a Fair? 

The literature on the short- and long-term benefits of hosting international sports and cultural events, 

such as the Olympics and World’s Fairs, (or Expos, as they are commonly referred to today), is 

divided. A few scholars, such as Westlund and McAlvanah, have pointed out that often times costs 

outweigh benefits.7 Considerable financial investment is necessary to stage these occasions and more 

frequently than not, over optimistic projections turn into a revenue loss. Moreover, because of the 

monetary resources required, only a limited number of cities can afford to put forward a successful 

bid. Cities that are already in strong financial and political positions consolidate their status while the 

rest is further pushed to the periphery.8 From a soft power/diplomacy point of view, however, the long 

term gains offset the potential short-term losses. Hosting a Fair is a unique transformative opportunity 

for a city. It increases its visibility worldwide, promotes economic growth and often leads to urban 

development and regeneration. By cooperating with a variety of governments, international 

organizations, non-governmental entities, NGOs and corporations, the host city has a chance to carve 

its own place on the international relations scene and develop opportunities for political and economic 

collaborations.9  Through the fair’s theme, it can also implement a new vision for the future by 
spotlighting and addressing important issues for the international community; thus, boosting its global 

prestige as well as its political and cultural identity.10 At local level, building and hosting a Fair create 

new jobs, increase international and domestic tourism and generate a lasting legacy. Infrastructures, 

landmarks, attractions, parks, new commercial and residential areas, all add to visitors and residents’ 
quality of life.11  

 

THE NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR OF 1939-40 

The New York World’s Fair opened its doors on April 30, 1939. The date coincided with the 150th 
anniversary of US first president, George Washington’s inauguration in New York which was then the 
nation’s capital. It was the second most expensive US world’s fair (exceeded only by St Louis in 
1904) and the biggest international event since the end of World War I.12 It took place between two of 

the twentieth century most catastrophic events: the Great Depression and World War II. Planning had 

started in 1935, when the New York’s financial community led by George McAneny (banker and 
politician), Grover Whelan (NYC’s former police commissioner), and Percy Selden Straus (president 
of R.H. Macy and Company) had hoped to lift the city out of the Great Depression by replicating the 

success of Chicago’s Century of Progress Exposition of two years earlier and thus, injecting much 
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needed dollars in the local economy. Their optimistic projections of financial gains persuaded over 

120 executives and politicians to create a Fair Corporation whose headquarter was in the newly built 

Empire State Building.13 

The site chosen for the Fair was the Corona Dumps in Queens. Immortalized as a “valley of ashes” in 
F.S. Fitzgerald’s 1925 novel the Great Gatsby, the area was owned by the Brooklyn Ash Removal 

Company. It was a heavily polluted marshland and one of the worst breeding grounds for mosquitos. 

Yet its location, so close to the center of the city, transport links and extension, made it the ideal place 

to host what was supposed be the greatest show of the century.14 New York City’s civic authority 
enthusiastically endorsed the project which was in line with its development plans. Park 

commissioner Robert Moses, especially, had been dreaming of turning the land into a public park 

bigger than Manhattan’s Central Park since the 1920s. By his own account, he was much more 
interested in the aftermath of the Fair, than the event itself. “I am waiting for another less dramatic 
event,” he declared, “the night when the Fair closes..in another quarter of a century, old men and 

women will be telling their grandchildren what the Great Corona Dump looked like in the days of 

Fitzgerald….and how it all changed overnight.”15  He believed he could modernize and clean up New 

York City by building highways and public spaces. In 1931, he had led construction of the Grand 

Central parkway. This had made access to his first state park project: Jones Beach, in Nassau county, 

easier. It also kickstarted his quest to reclaim the land around the Corona Dumps. Finally, in 1935, 

with the support of NYC’s Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, Moses brokered an agreement with the Fair 

Corporation. The city would fund the reclamation work in exchange for receiving the land once the 

Fair was over.16 

 

The Fair in Numbers 

Work for the largest land reclamation project in the eastern US started in June 1936. In addition to the 

ash dumps, homes and buildings around Corona east 111th Street were condemned and included in the 

site. Moses gave residents a 30 days notice to move out. 450 workers on three daily shifts worked to 

level the ash, create a meadow and two lakes, and divert Flushing river. Infrastructure and 

construction of pavilions followed. 17  In less than four years, the foul-smelling swamp was 

transformed into what  Architectural Records described as the 8th wonder of the modern world18. It 

featured: 

-62 miles of roads 

-200 budlings 

-exhibits by 60 nations and 33 states 

-76 concessionaries 

-310 places to eat 

The Fair Corporation also made a $1.5 million investment into landscaping. By opening day, the park 

boasted: 

-10,000 tress 

-2 million shrubs 

-400,000 pansies 

-500,000 hedge plants 

-1 million bulbs 

-1.5 million bedding plants 

Architect William Delano, famous for having designed some of the most impressive mansions in the 

Northeast, designed a garden with installations of aquatic plants, sculptures and floral specimen from 

around the world. This became the Queens Botanical Garden when the Fair closed. It remained in 
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place until 1964 when works for hosting a new fair began. Many of the trees that had been planted for 

the 1939 Fair were transplanted in current garden location.19  

The money to finance this record-breaking project came from different sources. The city of New York 

invested $26.7 million to carry out the reclamation works and build its permanent pavilion. New York 

state contributed $6.2 million, and the federal government donated $3 million. Thanks to the Fair’s 
president, Grover Whelan’s impressive diplomatic skills, foreign governments contributed over $30 

million. This was mostly spent to build their pavilions. The final $27 million came through 

redeemable bonds, repayable in 1941 at 4% interest. It was agreed among all parties that any profit 

from the fair would be invested in turning the grounds into a public park to be named Flushing-

Meadow Corona Park.20 

 

Building the World of Tomorrow 

Whereas previous exhibitions had looked at the past to celebrate national achievements, the New 

York World’s Fair of 1939 presented a new utopistic vision of the future where technology and 

science could make a positive contribution to a safer and more peaceful world. Many Americans 

blamed technological progress for the job loss of the Great Depression and had lost faith in big 

business and capitalism. Through the displays, the Fair’s organizers wanted to show the public that 
technology was not the problem, but the solution. In this sense, as historian Robert Rydell, has argued, 

their aim was not dissimilar from all 1930s Fairs, “to restore popular faith in the vitality of the 

nation’s economic and political system.”21 But New York did not just want to restore faith, it also 

wanted to introduce a new blueprint for the future where the American way of life was everybody’s 
choice of life because of its ideals and values, and belief in progress, liberty and democracy. 

Underpinning this would be the strength of American capitalism. In short, an earlier version of what 

media tycoon, Henry Luce later called the “American century.”22 

New York would be the embodiment of this vision. This would also help in rethinking the role of the 

city on both the national and international scene. In the 1930s, the American people’s perception of 
New York was far from positive. It was seen as “a highhanded, overpriced and short-stuffed 

metropolis.”23 The Fair’s president, Grover Whelan, made revamping the city’s image one of his top 
priorities. The goal was, he declared, to “portray New York in a true light; to show the world that this 
is not a cold and indifferent city, but has a warm heart and sympathetic hand.”24 This would not only 

attract numerous visitors and much needed business, but it would also give New York the opportunity 

to act as the capital of peace. In light of the escalating tensions in Europe, Whelan hoped that the Fair 

could become the seat of an international peace conference too where the world powers would 

develop a peace program. He worked closely with the US State Department to recruit as many foreign 

countries as possible.25 Indeed, the Fair’s official guide book described the exhibition as a forerunner 

of the United Nations and an improved version of the League Nations; “the presence of 60 foreign 

participants proves the Fair a true parliament of the world.”26 

 

The Future is Urban: Democracity and Futurama 

Peace and democracy were reflected in the Fair’s architecture too. In the words of New York Mayor 
Fiorello LaGurdia, “the heart of the Fair” was at the intersection of Constitution Mall and Rainbow 

Avenue where the Four Freedoms statues stood.27 Created by Leo Friedlander, they represented the 

four basic human rights, as guaranteed by the American Constitution: Freedom of Speech, Freedom of 

Religion, Freedom of Press, and Freedom of Assembly. The theme would be later picked up by 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt in his Four Freedoms speech in January 1941 to outline the U.S. role 

in helping allies already engaged in WWII.28 
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From the statues’ location, visitors would get a bird’s eye view of the Fair’s site. This was organized 
around seven themed zones: Transportation, Communication, Business/Consumer, International 

Foods, Amusement, and International Government where all foreign pavilions were built. The Theme 

Center acted like a hub and linked all the zones. At its center were the Trylon and the Perisphere. 

Designed by Wallace K. Harrison and Jacquies-Andre Fouilhoux, these two futurist structures were 

taller than any other buildings on the Fair’s site and could be seen from the Bronx and Manhattan.29 

Inside the Perisphere, from two rotating balconies, called “the Magic Carpet”, fairgoers could watch 
one of the most popular attractions of the Fair: Democracity. This was a 6 minutes video that 

recreated the Fair’s organizers’ view of the ideal city of the future. A green, crime-free place where 

quality of life was guaranteed by integrating the best the urban, rural, industrial and business world 

had to offer and where men and women from all socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds could live 

together in peace.30  

The most popular exhibition at the Fair was Futurama hosted by General Motors. It perfectly captured 

the Fair’s message that technology could deliver a better future and that this future was urban. Created 

by Del Geddes, it portrayed an optimistic vision of life in 1960. A moving sound-chair took visitors 

through a large-scale model that depicted a clean, open city surrounded by green spaces and 

connected by automated highways for semi-automated vehicles. 31  Business Week described the 

exhibition as: “a tourist’s paradise.. which unfolds a prophecy of cities, towns, and countrysides 

served by a comprehensive road system.”32 

These two utopistic visions, Democracity and Futurama, greatly contrasted with the chaos in Europe 

and sent a message to the international community that the world of tomorrow was America and the 

city of tomorrow was New York. 

 

CONCLUSION: The Fair’s Legacy 

The first season of the fair closed on October 31, 1930. A second season took place the following year 

between May and October, with a slightly modified theme that focused more on peace due to the 

outbreak of WWII in Europe.33 Gallup poll reported that over 85% of fairgoers enjoyed the show.34 

Over 160 US and international magazines, 731 radio programs and 12 million column inches in 

newspapers reported enthusiastically about the Fair.35 Yet despite the positive publicity, the Fair failed 

to turn a profit. Only 25 million visitors of the expected 50 million turned up. Nonetheless, despite the 

financial losses, the Fair was undoubtedly an early successful example of city branding. From a soft 

power point of view, New York benefitted immensely from hosting the event and repaired its Great 

Depression-tarnished reputation. Its image went from dirty and corrupted capital of crime to world 

capital of prosperity and peace. The Fair positioned it to become the permanent seat of the United 

Nations. A place in Connecticut had originally been chosen for the new world organization, but as 

Whelan put it, New York had become “the center of information.”36 It made perfect sense for world 

leaders to gather in this cosmopolitan hub to protect and preserve democracy. Indeed, the New York 

city building served as its temporary home from 1946 to 1950. The city did not incur financial losses 

because when the Fair corporation declared bankruptcy, New York enforced its contractual rights to 

claim income from admission, rents and concessions.37 Overall, economic benefits and stimulus were 

estimated to be $1 billion from hosting the Fair. Moreover, diplomacy had an incredibly positive 

impact on the urban. The city benefitted from numerous infrastructure projects. There were major 

improvements to transport. Flushing Meadow Corona Park was built from nothing. It is now the 

fourth largest public park in New York City with a total area of almost 900 acres. It has become an 

important support for the local economy. It retains much of the layout from the 1939 World's Fair. Its 

attractions include the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, the current venue for the US 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USTA_Billie_Jean_King_National_Tennis_Center
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/US_Open_(tennis)
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Open tennis tournament; Citi Field, the home of the New York Mets baseball team; the New York 

Hall of Science; the Queens Museum of Art; the Queens Theatre in the Park; the Queens Zoo; 

the Unisphere; and the New York State Pavilion. These attract millions of local, national and 

international visitors every year and have improved the living experience in the borough of Queens.38 

As the New York Times wrote on Fair’s seventieth anniversary, it remains: “an extraordinary 
extravaganza of architecture and entertainment that no subsequent exposition in this country would be 

able to equal.”39 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/US_Open_(tennis)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Citi_Field
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Mets
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Hall_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Hall_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queens_Museum_of_Art
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queens_Theatre_in_the_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queens_Zoo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unisphere
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1964/1965_New_York_World%27s_Fair_New_York_State_Pavilion
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