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Case Study: To what extent is the rise of China as a global power dependent upon soft 
power? 

 
a. Soft Power as a means of Global Affairs. Is China’s ascent as a global power 
dependent upon soft power? Is China’s adoption of soft power ineffective?  

Applying a traditionalist framework of ‘Soft Power’ to China 

Joseph Nye, who first introduced ‘soft power’ into the lexicon in 1990, defined it as ‘the 
ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments - or hard 
power’.1 Soft power, thus, is framed as a positive attractive force that is useful for a state’s 
foreign policy; the currency of soft power has traditionally been culture, political values, and 

foreign policies.  

Recently, the term has also been 
used in changing and influencing 
social and public opinion through 
relatively less transparent channels 
and lobbying through powerful 
political and non-political 
organizations. In short, States are 
trying to synthesise artificial forms 
of soft power, prompting Nye to 
comment that ‘the 
best propaganda is not propaganda’, 
further explaining that during 
the Information Age, ‘credibility is 

the scarcest resource’.2 

Nye has increasingly criticized Beijing’s efforts to acquire soft power through centralized 
schemes, such as the spread of Confucius Institutes or the establishment at the end of 2015 of 
the China Public Diplomacy Association. According to Nye, soft power mainly accrues when 
civil society actors – whom the Chinese government tends to repress – make or do things 
with global appeal, not through top-down schemes which foreigners are likely to interpret as 
propaganda. Indeed, despite ‘spending billions of dollars to increase its soft power, China  

																																																													
1  Nye, Joseph.Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power(New York: Basic Books, 1990). 
2http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702304451104577389923098678842 

Summary, China is bringing about a rethink of how to use soft power. In this case China is 
using soft power to influence developments within as well as abroad. The following looks at 
three aspects of Chinese policy: 
a. Chinese adoption of Positive/Negative Soft Power  
b. Cyberspace and Censorship 
c. Investment in North Africa; Maritime Protectionism  
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has had a limited return on its investment’.3 Nye’s critique is consummate with a recent 
study - compiled by London-based Public Relations firm Portland - that placed China at the 
foot of the ‘30 global nations’ soft-power index.4  

Revisionism: ‘Negative’ Soft Power and the ‘Chinese Dream’ 

William Callahan posits that one of the unique features of Chinese soft power is its ‘negative’ 
aesthetic. Chinese soft power is ‘negative’ as it is often employed as a tool in domestic 
rather than foreign policy; it therefore promotes largely undesirable portrayals of foreign 
countries in order to mobilize China’s domestic audience. Indeed, whereas traditional 
analyses focus on whether soft power functions as a positive attractive force in Beijing’s 
foreign policy strategy, Callahan highlights that Chinese discussion of soft power does the 
exact opposite.5  

Callahan cites the example of the ‘Chinese Dream’, which has become routine party lexicon 
as the embodiment of the political ideology of the leadership under Xi Jinping. According to 

the party's theoretical journal Qiushi, 
the Chinese Dream is about Chinese 
prosperity, collective effort, 
socialism and national glory.  

While the PRC is strong in 
economic and military terms, its 
regime security as a “fragile 
superpower” is more tenuous. In 
this way, the “China Dream’s” 
negative soft power evokes a form 
of nationalism that is employed to 
safeguard the CCP’s regime 
legitimacy. For example, one of the 
most prominent aspects of China’s 

soft power policy is the spread of Confucius Institutes (CIH) around the world since 2004, 
regarded by the Chinese Vice-Minister Xu Lin as the ‘brightest brand of China’s soft 
power’.6  

But even China’s brightest brand employs negative soft power strategies. At a European 
Association of Chinese Studies (EACS) biennial conference in 2014, sponsored by CIH, Xu 
was upset by some of the paper topics, and dismayed by the prominent display in the 
conference materials of information about Taiwanese sponsors. Xu’s solution was to steal all 
of the programs and tear out pages that referred to CIH, Taiwan’s Chiang Ching-Kuo 
Foundation, and the Taiwan National Central Library.  

																																																													
3 http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/soft-power-china-has-plenty/?allpages=yes 
4http://www.economist.com/news/britain/21657655-oxbridge-one-direction-and-premier-league-bolster-
britains-power-persuade-softly-does-it 
5 William A. Callahan, Elena Barabantseva (2011) China orders the world: normative soft power and foreign 
policy, Washington, D.C: Woodrow Wilson Center Press. 
6 W. A Callahan, ‘Identity and Security in China: The Negative Soft Power of the China Dream’, Political 
Studies 35:3 (2015), pp. 216-229.  
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While such censorship was seen as a setback for China’s soft power in many journalistic 
commentaries, back in Beijing Vice Minister Xu was cheered by the Global Times, which 
saw her page-tearing protest as a heroic patriotic action in the fight against Taiwanese 
independence. Once again, the main audience for soft power activities, even those of China’s 
brightest global brand, is not outside China, but inside the PRC. It works through the 
negative strategy of censoring academic materials, rather than the positive strategy of 
spreading Chinese civilization. Trouble in Europe does not matter as much as success in 
Beijing.  

b. Soft Power as a Tool; Resolving Critical Global Issues. Chinese/US tensions in 
space / cyberspace. 

c. Soft Power as a means of Geo-Political Influence. Chinese interests in the 
Arctic and militarisation of South China Sea. 

Chinese Soft Power in Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

Of particular interest for the Algerian British Business Council (ABBC), China is setting up 
educational collaborations to invest in the Arab world’s scientific and technical workforce as 
a means of exercising soft power).7 

Maritime Trade Routes and South China Sea 

The “Asia-Pacific Dream (APD)” is an integral part of the “Chinese Dream”. This APD 
according to Xi Jingpin, would not 
only serve the interests of the PRC, 
but would benefit all the people of 
the region. It involves reviving the 
continental Silk Road and 
developing a Maritime Silk Road 
(also known as “One Belt, One 
Road”), both of which assert the soft 
power of China’s historical role as a 
center of Eurasia.8 It also promises a 
set of hard power sweeteners—such 
as low-cost funding through 
Beijing’s new Asia Infrastructure 
Investment Bank. Yet Asia-Pacific 
Dream is still more negative than 
positive because it is premised on  

excluding the U.S. from Asia’s security architecture in the twenty-first century. Once again, 
negative soft power trumps attractive soft power. 
 

																																																													
7 http://www.al-fanarmedia.org/2016/02/seeking-soft-power-china-expands-activities-in-arab-higer/ 
8	W. A Callahan, ‘Identity and Security in China: The Negative Soft Power of the China Dream’, Political 
Studies 35:3 (2015), pp. 216-229.	
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Cyberspace and Soft Power 

Some authors have sought a similarity between the domains of sea and cyberspace
 
when 

applying strategies on this old domain, the sea, to an emerging one, the cyberspace. An 
expansionist strategy in cyberspace could provide an economic increase and a similar 
security to that obtained with Mahan’s approach over sea power a century ago. Thus 

cyberspace dominance may be 
achieved applying control through 
strategies of hard power or soft 
power: China is in the process of 
deliberating whether to adopt 
expansionism (soft) or 
protectionism (hard) in cyberspace 
as a means of bolstering power and 
national economic prosperity.  

It is likely that expansionism will 
prevail in cyberspace; indeed, the 
CCCP’s recent protectionist 
intervention against US Company 

Google illustrates the limits of coercion in shaping global affairs in cyberspace. Google holds 
83% of the world market share; its algorithms return results to the users by indexing over 
one trillion Internet addresses.9 Since people generally only go through the first three or five 
search results, this allows Google to shape the preferences, a feature with no historical 
precedent. Over 1,000 million times a day, Google decides what is or is not important on the 
Internet. This is an example of soft power. China realized this when they held a dispute with 
the company. China wanted to censor Google search results in Chinese territory and launched 
attacks against Google infrastructure. The company relinquished and relocated its servers in 
Hong Kong. The cost of this action was the loss of power to influence in favor of government 
sponsored search engine Baidu, which provides service to a community of 400 million users 
and leads the search engine market in China.  

 

Sources Consulted 

Nye, Joseph. Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power (New York: Basic 
Books, 1990). 
 
William A. Callahan, Elena Barabantseva (2011) China orders the world: normative soft 
power and foreign policy, Washington, D.C: Woodrow Wilson Center Press. 
 
W. A Callahan, ‘Identity and Security in China: The Negative Soft Power of the China 
Dream’, Political Studies 35:3 (2015), pp. 216-229.  

																																																													
9		



Soft Power and Global Affairs 
9 March, 2016, Report Compiled by Peter Yates 

Peter	Yates	-	MEC	International	
www.meconsult.co.uk	

	

5	

 
News Articles 

 
<Cyberspace: Soft Power vs. Hard Power> 
http://www.ieee.es/en/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2013/DIEEEA33-
2013_PoderDuroPoderBlandoEnCiberespacio_MJCB_ENGLISH.pdf 
 
<China’s Soft Power Deficit> 
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702304451104577389923098678842 
 
<Soft Power Rankings> 
http://www.economist.com/news/britain/21657655-oxbridge-one-direction-and-premier-
league-bolster-britains-power-persuade-softly-does-it 
 
<Chinese perspective on Soft Power> 
http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/soft-power-china-has-plenty/?allpages=yes 
 
<Chinese Soft Power in North Africa> 
http://www.al-fanarmedia.org/2016/02/seeking-soft-power-china-expands-activities-in-arab-
higer/ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


