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China’s Soft Power in Northeast Asia

1. Western Soft Power Background

A relatively new term, soft power was introduced after the end of the Cold War by Joseph Nye. In reality, the idea of attractiveness, which it stands for, has been around since ancient times but has simply not been pointed out or rigorously pursued by policy makers. For example, Alexander the Great in his Asian campaign, brough with him cultural influence. Some of it prevailed even after his departure and fused with the local cultures (Gabrielyan 2015). Cicero, the Roman statesman and philosopher, stated that no power can solely rely on fear. A truly honored state also needs to demonstrate respect for law and moral values (Korab-Karpowicz 2016). 

Many instances of soft power can be seen throughout history. In Middle Age Europe the church held enormous authority among people, even though it sometimes conflicted with state power. The people stood with the church because of their positive belief. Moving forward, 17th and 18th century France made substantial efforts in promoting its language and culture throughout Europe. The result was French widely being used in diplomacy and even by certain foreign courts (Nye 2004). In the 20th century the use of attraction has been increasing, especially with the development of mass media. During both World Wars propaganda films, intended not only for home audiences, helped raise morale and support the overall effort. During the Cold War, the West used radio broadcasting, which was difficult for the Soviets to block. It brought in Western values and positive imagery (Nye 2006). Some people even emigrated from the East to the West because of the West’s appeal. Such trend occurred multiple times throughout history, where the most socio-economically advanced countries tend to attract foreign peoples. 

In the late 1980s, the United States came out as the victor of superpower rivalry only to find that its relative power was actually in decline (Kennedy 1989). To cater for this new reality and help America retain its dominant position Nye came up with the soft power concept. It means getting other actors to do what you want by co-opting rather than coercing them (Nye 2004). Instead of frightening other states by strength, attractiveness is used to make them voluntarily follow. Simply put, the difference between hard and soft power is that the former can be dropped on a city or your foot, whereas the other comes in the form of seduction (Nye 2008). Soft power mainly revolves around culture, political values and foreign policy. In broader terms it can include foreign aid, economy and even the military, when they are not used to coerce but as the object of admiration (Nye 2004). To sum up, soft power can be any aspect of a country, state or non-state, that is viewed positively abroad and helps create a good impression. Most people have some kind of an idol who they admire and, in some cases, even follow; in international relations states behave the same way. Unfortunately, in real world application, a positive image alone usually does not guarantee full support, unless combined with other measures. 


After winning the Cold War the United States stood unrivalled militarily. However, America did not, nor will it hardly ever, have enough strength to attain all of its global goals (Foreign Affairs 2019). The Clinton administration realized their country’s lacking appeal and utilized soft power in promoting liberal internationalism during the 1990s. At that time, it was necessary to shift people’s mindsets from associating soft power with Cold War propaganda to a new means of spreading peace and cooperation. Disseminating ideas has become easier than ever before in the information age (Nye 2008). During the first decade of systematically using soft power America’s image was on a positive trajectory. This later reversed with arrival of the Bush administration. The turning point was 9/11, after which the President declared the war on terror. It began with the Afghan invasion that initially received international support, but as the war drags on with no clear end and desired outcome in sight, skepticism is on the rise. The following year, George Bush labelled Iraq, Iran, and North Korea the axis of evil, and the US military later invaded Iraq. These actions meant a foreign policy shift towards preemptive warfare and unilateralism, which are viewed increasingly negatively both domestically and internationally. Soft power budget cuts followed, partly due to allocating funds for military spending and to avoid government shutdowns (Jones 2019). The next President Barack Obama worked on de-escalating and pulling out of the conflicts he inherited from his predecessor, but the problem is that soft power is very sensitive and requires long-term cultivation. Policy shifting throughout different administrations cannot do the required job overnight. This is especially true as the successive President Donald Trump is reasserting a hard power approach.                 

American soft power functions mainly on a bottom-up basis, where the actors operate more or less without governmental restraint (Oguzlu 2017). A significant role is played by non-governmental organizations, civil society and cultural industry. The latter is a good example of how the American way of life spreads worldwide through various media such as cinema, music and books. This is possible due to no state-defined cultural policy (Nye 2018). Artists can express free views, which may even contradict the governmental stance. A fairly common phenomenon is for foreign peoples to like American culture but at the same time dislike the country’s foreign policies, in a love-hate way. The freedom of soft power actors to reach out to the global audience is the backbone of American attractiveness. When examining the top level, the government exerts soft power through foreign and domestic policies. Consideration is given to how Washington interacts with other countries, works to develop international institutions and promotes security. At the same time domestic policies show the government’s behavior towards its own citizens, whether it upholds declared rights and the rule of law (Nye 2018). Being an established superpower, America has long been at the forefront of global events, as the champion of liberalism. This political philosophy has brought many admirers, especially in the West, but at the same time disapproval from other types of regimes functioning on different sets of principles. It is primarily likeminded liberal democracies that have voluntarily aligned with Washington. 

1.1 Composition of Soft Power

According to Joseph Nye, soft power has three main pillars. These are culture, political values and foreign policy. What is more, even the economy and military can be included if they make a country look positive in the eyes of others (Nye 2006). Because of its invisible nature soft power is projected through different actors; both state and non-state. Those under state control comprise its applicable soft power tools. There is a broad array of them including: 

· domestic and foreign policies 

· international cooperation 

· diplomatic relations 

· public diplomacy 

· cultural and educational exchanges 

· various types of state broadcasting 

· trade opportunities 

· economic and relief aid 

· developmental programs 

· peace-related military missions 

These are some of the most common tools, but states may further come up with and employ additional ones (Nye 2004). The government, unless having complete oversight over internal affairs, does not wholly control soft power dissemination. That is because there are other unofficial channels such as companies, NGOs, INGOs, and cultural products including films, music, sports and etc., which are also visible abroad. They likewise play an important role in forming foreign people’s opinions. Sometimes watching a movie may be the only insight someone has of a distant foreign country. However, even the non-governmental actors can cooperate with the state by willingly aligning with its policies. This happens for example with businesses that have international operations or INGO’s that put forth certain values (Nye 2011). 

 What needs to be emphasized is that soft power was coined by its author for the purpose of gaining foreign public support. This tends to make the concept more effective in nations with higher degrees of liberalism. That means where the public directly elects its leaders. It is because ordinary citizens choose those who represent their views, including proposed foreign policies. Soft power was conceived precisely to positively affect foreign people’s opinions (Nye 2004). However, things do not always go as planned and the message conveyed may be received in different ways than was intended. In such case it can actually hurt the projecting country’s image. 

In extension, soft power can be used for both morally good and bad causes alike, which of course depends on individual perspectives. For example, one of the most fearful dictatorships of the 20th century, Nazi Germany, had its own soft power. Many people sided with it not because of fear but because of astonishment (Nye 2006). How Germany got back up on its feet after being defeated in World War I, and once again became a powerful nation, impressed many. Another factor could have been that in modern societies young people get bored of peacetime well-being and look for some new alternatives, including extremism. Such people might then begin sympathizing with a newly arisen rebel, even though they do not fully understand all the implications (Huntington 2011). 

As is evident, soft power can be wielded in many various ways. Some of them are in the hands of governments, making up the tools, while others live a life of their own. Each country, of course, has unique conditions and preferred strategy. Nevertheless, there are certain predefined shared characteristics that help in identifying and sorting out soft power projection. This refers to the widely accepted five pillars that were put forth by Joseph Nye.
1.2 China’s Soft Power
In the Far East, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) understands the potential of soft power and has systematically been cultivating it to create a positive image. China is in a unique position because of its differing social, political, and economic structure to Western countries, more precisely America, for whom the concept was originally conceived. Nevertheless, it likewise aspires to look attractive in the eyes of other countries because this is far more beneficial than coercing others to work along.
China is gaining popularity in the broader world, especially in developing countries in Africa and South America. Some degree of success can also be seen in Asia (Pew Global Indicators Database 2020a). The main reason behind this is China’s extraordinary development since opening up in the late 1970s. While having a communist political establishment with a high degree of state control over its economy it has been able to flourish for the past couple of decades. This comes as an alternative to the widely held Western assumption that in order for a country to develop it is necessary to have liberal democratic governance along with a capitalist economy. China is providing inspiration to developing countries’ leaders by showing them another path. In addition to its politico-economic model Beijing has been providing extensive foreign aid and assisting with developing infrastructure. Some say this comes with strings attached but official relations with countries from the aforementioned regions mostly remain on a positive trajectory. There have so far been only limited cases where a backlash against Chinese presence has occurred. 

By being the home continent of the PRC, this is logically where it has the most interactions with other countries. The states in Asia’s northeast have historically been intertwined with China, which logically makes them highly important to the Chinese. Talk is of modern-day South Korea
 and Japan. North Korea
 is excluded from the analysis because there is lack of data to be studied.
 Both South Korea and Japan trace parts of their cultural roots back to China. This refers especially to Confucianism and governance model. On and off, and to varying degrees, mainly in the case of Korea but less so with Japan, they also belonged to China’s so-called tributary system, under the auspices of the Sinospheric/Sinocentric order. It basically meant recognition of its central status in exchange for a guarantee of regional stability and extensive trade opportunities (Simons 1995, Chinasage 2018, Swope 2002 and Fogel 2009). In today’s globalizing world, in which Western ideas have the leading narrative, China would like to revive the traditional Northeast Asian cultural and political sphere (Huntington 2011, Jiang 2002 and Xi 2013). 

However, the regional relations were not always peaceful, having left some historical grievances behind. Throughout history there have been many conflicts, some of the bitterest ones taking place in the 20th century. During World War II (WWII) Japan led an atrocious campaign against China in a bid for regional dominance until finally being pushed out. Couple of years later the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) entered the Korean War, siding with the North against the South. This conflict ended in a standstill that left the peninsula physically and ideologically divided till present day. Since these campaigns, China’s relations with South Korea and Japan have slowly been improving. There are now only occasional disputes. 

It is clearly beneficial for all three countries, and especially for fast-developing China, to have a peaceful neighborhood (Glaser and Murphy 2009). This is why Beijing has been reaching for new, softer, ways to enhance regional cooperation. It holds true even though the PRC has lately been becoming more assertive, most visibly in the South China Sea (Turcsányi 2018). Beijing certainly does not want to be viewed as a threat against which other actors might want to coalesce (Zhang 2012). However, at the same time, China wants to be at the center of regional affairs, waning Washington’s influence (Lippert and Perthes 2020).

China began rigorously using the soft power concept since 2007 when Hu Jintao elevated it into national strategic importance. As for his leadership, he lacked a stronger profile and ego, but these were precisely the features that got him the top job. Hu presided over enhanced institutionalization of party rule. “Not rocking the boat” was the motto of his tenure, during which the economy grew threefold. In the meanwhile, China began taking a tougher stance on territorial issues. This, among other countries, affected South Korea and Japan (Brown 2011 and Schiavenza 2013). The 2012 transition of power saw Xi Jinping become the new General Secretary. He is a strong and charismatic leader (Wasserstrom 2018). In his tenure Xi has been centralizing power of the CPC and pushing for the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. Its goal is the so-called Chinese Dream of wealth and power (CGTN 2020 and Stevens 2020). According to Xi Jinping there is need for further globalization. China is thus actively connecting with the world economy through existing but also its own new international platforms like the One Belt One Road (OBOR) Initiative. 
At the same time, the People’s Republic continues increasing its assertiveness, which as a side effect accounts for some regional frictions (Turcsányi 2018 and Zhou and Leng 2017). Soft power is thus being used by China to ease the situation and enhance regional cooperation. This is why it is necessary to take a closer look at the PRC’s soft power projection. It can help better explain the country’s behavior and relationships within Northeast Asia. This study may also serve as a roadmap of what might be expected in the future.
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� South Korea’s official name is the Republic of Korea (ROK).


� North Korea’s official name is the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).


� When elaborating on history before the split, Korea will be assessed as a whole.   
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