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Soft Power Debates in China ;:‘- -

How do you analyze the present situation of soft power debates in China?

We must first ask whether Chinese experts debate on soft power? If so, when have they
started debating, and what are the different approaches of the concept elaborated in
China? An increasing number of academic works have been focusing on China’s soft
power strategy in the past few years, both in China and in the rest of the world.
However, Chinese experts have been debating Joseph Nye’s concept for over two
decades. In the early 1990s, in parallel with the collapse of Soviet Union, the concept of
soft power started to gain certain interest in Chinese intellectual circles, although the
political leaders most often ignored what they then presented as a “Western concept”, in
a context of deep tensions that followed the 1989 Tiananmen Square events. Yet, Nye’s
first book that mentions soft power (1) was translated in Mandarin Chinese by He
Xiaodong as early as in 1992 and published by the very official China’s Military
Translation Press. An article written by Wu Chunqiu in 1990 also mentions various
components of power and includes some elements identified by Nye in a list aimed at
formulating a development strategy for China.(2) But it is an article written by Wang
Huning in 1993 that clearly addresses the issue of soft power in China for the first time.
With this text, Wang opened the debate on the relevancy of such an approach to Beijing,
suggesting that “if a country has a culture and an admirable ideology, other countries
will tend to follow. (...) It does not need to use a hard power, too costly and less
effective”.(3) This article is an outline of the concept developed by Nye, while the
culture is clearly identified as the main source of soft power. From then on, the
construction of soft power has been initiated in China, and although still hesitant at its
beginning, it differed from its general acceptance in the U.S. in the emphasis put on the

need to use it as a strategy to increase China’s influence and power.(4)

The non-Chinese experts have different approaches however on the reception of the soft
power in Beijing. Bonnie Glaser and Melissa Murphy argue in particular that the
concept has been well received since its introduction in China (5), while Sheng Ding
and Li Mingjiang believe on the other hand that this text has had little impact.(6) For
Sheng Ding, it is due to the fact that Wang Huning’s article was released too soon after
the Tiananmen Square events and the isolation China was facing at that time. He
believes it was not until the mid-1990 that “China has emerged from the trauma of
Tiananmen Square” and the academic circles then began to really look at soft power as a

relevant option.(7) This reluctance may also be explained by the various Chinese
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experiences in the second half of the twentieth century. Once focusing on its ideology in
the 1950s in order to take the leadership of the Third World, and later attempting to
spread the ideas of the Cultural Revolution in the late 1960s, China had already tried in
its own way to develop a form of soft power, with limited results to say the least, the
chaotic period of the Cultural Revolution (1965-1975) being the most significant
example. Therefore, it is not surprising that in the early 1990s, a generation of leaders
inspired by the ideas and recommendations of Deng Xiaoping chose to reject any
temptation to return to such strategies. The other explanation lies in the domestic
debates within the Chinese Communist Party, where conservatives have often been
reluctant to experience strategies clearly identified as emanating from the Western
world. Experts agree, however, on the fact that discussions were at first confined to
academic circles, and later, from the early 2000s, the interest in soft power has gradually

increased among politicians and the media.(8)

Since Nye’s ideas have generated more than a significant interest in China, soft power
has been slowly debated and redefined by the experts and the Chinese leaders, to the
point that it is possible to make mention of a “Chinese soft power”, with characteristics
different than the concept originally developed by Nye, and thus offering a genuine
reconstruction.(9) It should also be noted that several schools of thought have emerged
and debated China’s soft power, its characteristics and its goals. Not all the Chinese
scholars theorized the Chinese soft power in the same way, but instead proposed a very
different definition of it.

Among the various schools of thought, the “cultural school”, also known as the
“Shanghai school”, quickly became the main stream. This school is called “cultural
school” because of its emphasis on culture, and respects the orientations of soft power
proposed in Wang Huning’s article.(10) Yu Xintian, director emeritus of the Shanghai
Institute of International Studies (SIIS), summed up the position of the cultural school
by asserting that “soft power consists of ideas and principles, institutions and policy
measures that operate within the culture of a nation and that cannot be separated”.(11)
Culture is the main source of soft power because it includes two other sources of soft
power identified by Nye: foreign policy and domestic politics.(12) For the supporters of
the cultural school, ancient history and traditional culture are the main elements of the
Chinese cultural soft power. To improve the attractiveness of China in the world, this
school therefore advocates an intensive promotion of Chinese culture abroad. The
implementation of Confucius Institutes around the world is a direct consequence of this

strategy, and indicates the strong influence of the “Shanghai school” in the past decade.

During the 16th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in December 2002,
several reforms in the cultural field were officially launched with the aim of promoting
Chinese culture in order to serve the country’s strategic interests. But it is only in 2007,

at the 17th National Congress, that soft power was formally adopted as a political

strategy.(13) It must be reminded that this decision was taken at the initiative of the




given by Hu Jintao during the Congress confirmed the formal adoption of the concept of
soft power promoted by the Shanghai school. Officially, “Hu Jintao has called for a
renewal of socialist cultural initiatives, stimulating cultural creativity in the whole
nation and making culture an important part of Chinese soft power”.(15) This virtuous,
if not idyllic, vision of Chinese power is unusual to say the least, and for the first time
relies almost exclusively on the tools of soft power, first and foremost the cultural
influence, without ever mentioning the economic or military fields, except to indicate
that China seeks to play a more significant role in maintaining peace, to a level that has
been interpreted in China as a “national renaissance”.(16) Its main drawback is not to
propose a long-term vision, but to advocate support for cultural initiatives to promote
China in the world. In this sense, it is closer to what is often referred as ‘“nation

branding” than a clearly defined political strategy.

The other theoretical schools, currently less influent within the Chinese leaders, are
known as the “cultural secondary schools” that follow up on the vision of the Shanghai
school, but emphasize even more on the importance of cultural factors; and the “schools
culturally critical”, mainly composed of “the school of May 4, 1919” and “the school of
cultural pluralism”. Others put the current domestic politics and foreign policy strategies
in the center of soft power, and are usually identified as “political schools” of Su
Changhe, Jin Xu and Yan Xuetong.(17) If they could prevail in the future, depending

on the opportunity as well as the political choices, these schools are for the moment

more discreet, but still influence the strategy of mobilization of considerable means, and

China’s Grand strategy.

In your opinion, how will the situation likely evolve over the next five years?

As we have noted, it took several years for a soft power strategy to be debated and
officially recognized in Beijing, but its ultimate goals still remain unclear, and have not
been defined to date. The fifth generation of leaders led by the tandem Xi Jinping — Li
Keqiang that came to power in late 2012 also has not yet identified new trends, besides
the eloquent and most certainly intentionally unclear “Chinese dream”. It does not mean
however that China has abandoned its soft power strategy. To the contrary, it is likely to
be debated at a different level, which would incorporate China’s growing power,
assertiveness, and to some extent responsibility as a great power. Many Western experts
have thus questioned the possibility for the implementation of a “Beijing consensus”
that would compete with the “Washington consensus” and upset the international
economic system by providing, and imposing in certain circumstances, new rules.(18)
This hypothesis is for the time being firmly rejected by the Chinese leadership. The
question is however raised whether soft power is not just a temporary strategy, while the
establishment of a new hegemony would be Beijing’s ultimate goal. Even the Chinese
experts are questioning the path followed by the Chinese power (19), and raise the
question of a new governance model, while still hesitating whether they should make

mention of a “Beijing consensus”.
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It is however quite unlikely that such a mention will become Beijing’s official posture
under Xi Jinping, and we may therefore expect more debates within the next few years
that will shape China’s strategy for the future decades. One cannot therefore exclude a
significant turn in the definition and assignment Beijing gives to its soft power, notably
as regards a potential change of paradigm in regional or international relations. But it is
most likely that the Communist party will not fundamentally change the discourse that

has accompanied its soft power strategy since 2007 under Xi’s leadership.

What are the structural long-term perspectives?

This question concerns China as a great power in general, and the strategies that will be
implemented to reach its objectives, if any, in particular. It also suggests potential
structural transformations that would be the result of a soft power strategy. The answer
all depends on the direction that Beijing assigns and will assign to its soft power
strategy, and the fifth generation of leaders will most likely come with several
adjustments, comparable to those the Hu-Wen tandem imposed after 2002. Among the
many Chinese experts who have explored the issue of soft power, Li Mingjiang believes
that China’s leaders assign multiple objectives to soft power. These strategies are
implemented to: 1) fight against misperceptions and misunderstanding of China
(portrayed among others by foreign media); 2) improve the international image of the
regime; 3) challenge the excessive influence of foreign cultures (especially the
ideologies and beliefs that undermine the legitimacy of the party); 4) refute the theory of]
a China threat; and 5) maintain a stable and peaceful periphery.(21) These five elements
are subject to various debates within the Communist party, dividing mostly
conservatives and reformers. The different power and international affairs schools are
however also divided among groups such as globalists, regionalists or nationalists, who
diverge on what should be China’s role once it has become the first world economic

power.

Since soft power has become an essential component of China’s strategy, its fate is
closely associated to the evolution of the political and academic debates. Considering
its success, and although it still remains incomplete or partial (22), we may consider
with no doubt that it will remain however a priority in order to serve China’s influence
and public diplomacy. Alongside the “Chinese dream”, and although the success of this
slogan must still be demonstrated in the long term, we may also take into account the
impact of such public policies on the Chinese population, and ask whether China’s soft
power strategy primarily aims at “seducing” the world and giving a better image of a
regime usually highly criticized, or at improving the way the Chinese perceive their own

country and its leaders.

Notes:

(1) Nye, Joseph S., Bound to Lead: the Changing Nature of American Power, New York,
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