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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 
Despite the ‘hard’ successes achieved by emerging Asian countries, particularly by China, a wide range of 
questions and challenges surround the ability of these countries to match their ‘hard’ material power achievements 
with ‘soft power’. Naturally, observers often assume that these ‘soft’ forms of influence and power will follow in 
sequence. Common assumptions about how far Chinese soft power will reach however, should be approached 
with caution. 

Five indicators of Chinese soft power or lack thereof are explored: China’s explicit soft-power efforts so far; the 
conditions of civil society in China (which engender mistrust at home and abroad); Chinese universities which 
are getting bigger and not much better; China’s fearful approach toward the Internet; and the “universalism” of 
the modern Chinese vision. These factors are important for Australia and the US to consider when calibrating 
their collective response to emerging Asia.
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■■ Led■by■China,■economies■across■the■region■have■dug,■built,■manufactured,■
paved,■mined,■and■“infrastructured”■their■way■toward■economic■success.

■■ At■the■same■time,■‘soft’■power■has■not■paralleled■these■‘hard’■power■achievements.

■■ Owing■to■China’s■dominance,■the■possible■soft-power■ramifications■of■Asia’s■
rise■may■influence■other■factors■and■spread■in■other■directions.
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They have attained a new level of prosperity for tens of millions of their people, 
a historic escape from poverty for many hundreds of millions, and a standing 
and impact in world affairs unprecedented since the beginning of the colonial 
age. About the future prospects of continued “hard” achievements there is 
disagreement in detail but not about the fundamental prospects. Various challenges 
and impediments confront all of the economies of the region. These include:

• Rising wage rates, which reflect the success of Asian exporters but require 
adjustments in business strategy;

• Environmental constraints, difficulties, and outright disasters, ranging from the 
air pollution that is a major public-health problem in much of China to a growing 
supply/demand mismatch in the region’s water supplies;

• Rising exchange-rate value of the Chinese yuan and other currencies, which 
again both reflects success and creates challenges;

• Political complaints in trade-deficit countries, above all the United States, 
about the nature of their trading relationship with emerging Asian powers;

• A global economic shock that did even more than the global financial 
crisis of 2008 and onwards to disrupt world demand the products of Asian 
manufacturers;

• A China-specific financial shock radiating out from the very high proportion of 
loans for real estate, infrastructure, and other projects that had little apparent 
economic viability;

• Fears above all in China of the prospect of a “low-wage trap,” in which its 
economy a decade hence is simply a bigger, busier, more polluted version of 
its current role as world-outsourcer, rather than a source of the higher profits 
and higher-value jobs that come with the creation of globally known corporate 
brands;

• A related failure to develop the intellectual-property regimes, expectations of 
rule-of-law, and other aspects of civil society that have historically been part of 
other economies’ rise to high-end prosperity;

• Demographic changes that slow or stifle Asian economies, as the share of 
the population that is part of the active work force shrinks and the share that 
is retired increases;

• And others.

Each of these possibilities deserves and now gets careful attention from Asian 
economic and business leaders. Together they might seem to present quite a 
forbidding prospect. Through the decades of China’s industrial rise, economists 
and financiers have warned about the possibility of these impending limits. The 
most authoritative concise case is probably China’s Trapped Transition, by Minxin 
Pei. In this book, which came out in 2006, Pei argued that the inherent tensions 
and contradictions within the Chinese model of “guided capitalism” would become 
evident in about seven years‟ time, or more or less now. 

The point of cataloguing these “hard” obstacles is to establish, on the one hand, 

“Hard” Success in Asia

The “hard” aspects of Emerging Asia’s achievements in the past three decades are beyond 
question. Led by China, economies across the region have dug, built, manufactured, 
paved, mined, exported, and “infrstructured” their way toward economic success.
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that they are serious indeed; but also to note that in all but the very most dire 
predictions, they threaten at worst to slow or weaken the rise of China and the 
surrounding Asian economies, rather than reverse their progress altogether or 
threaten them with collapse. Over a 30-year period, economic managers in every 
Asian country except Japan have found ways to deal with whatever technical, 
policy, or international constraint was at the time the greatest challenge to their 
continued growth. (Japan, although the most technologically advanced Asian 
society and the richest per capita, has since the early 1990s suffered a distinctive 
political failure, in not being able to match its considerable resources to its main 
challenges.) Based on their track record over the past generation, the economic 
managers of China and the other emerging Asian countries deserve the benefit of 
the doubt on their ability to meet this next range of obstacles.

But “Soft” Failure?

A different range of questions and challenges surrounds the ability of emerging 
Asian countries to match their achievements in “hard” material power with “soft 
power” in its broadest sense. It has been natural for many observers to assume that 
these forms of influence and power will come in sequence. The world’s dominant 
“hard” power since the close of World War II has been the United States, and its 
economic, military, and technological strength has given it tremendous influence 
in softer cultural and ideological realms as well. Its universities set the standards 
for the rest of the world, and attract the world’s talent; its entertainment products 
affect styles everywhere else; American corporations, business practices, and 
even business concepts and language have displaced their local predecessors. 
Apple, Google, Facebook, and the NBA illustrate ways that technological and 
economic success has wide-ranging social and cultural implications.

During the Cold War era, the Soviet Union strived as best it could to draw ideological 
and cultural benefits from its military and technological achievements, the most 
dramatic of which was Sputnik. Through the centuries before the rise of the United 
States and the Soviet Union as international rivals after World War II, a sequence 
of European states had demonstrated the outsized influence that their languages, 

religions, political systems, underlying ideologies, approaches to education, 
standards of taste and fine arts, and even sporting preferences all enjoyed, thanks 
to military and industrial strength. Great Britain was paramount in this field, but 
France, Spain, Portugal, Holland, Germany, and even Italy demonstrated this 
principle.

Therefore it would seem natural, and has been highly tempting, to assume that 
the ongoing economic miracle in emerging Asia will lead to an era of Asian 
dominance, or at least greatly increased influence, in all related soft-power realms 
as well. The shorthand reference for this point among some threatened feeling 
Americans is, “Well, I guess my children will have to learn Chinese to get a job.” 
Perhaps the most evocative political rendering to date was the famous minute-long 
“Chinese Professor” ad, which 
a group called Citizens Against 
Government Waste ran during 
the American 2010 mid-term 
election campaigns. It was set 
in a futuristic-looking classroom, 
labeled “Beijing 2030 AD,” in 
which a tough-talking Chinese 
academic informed a huge 
lecture-auditorium audience, in 
Mandarin, about the way the 
Americans had followed all previous empires into ruin by their inability to pay off 
their debts. The implied message was that everything the American empire had 
meant — for dominant language, dominant universities, dominant ideology — had 
been washed away by its material failures. 

These tensions show up as well in debates about the superiority of Asian political 
models for the economic and technological challenges of the new era. In the late 
1980s, at the crest of Japan’s perceived power and during emergence of “Tiger” 
economies like Singapore’s and South Korea’s, discussions were known as the 
“Asian Values” debate. They concerned whether a liberal Western world had in fact 

A different range of questions and 
challenges surrounds the ability of 
emerging Asian countries to match their 
acheivements in “hard” material power 
with “soft” power in its broadest sense 
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become libertine and self-indulgent, and whether therefore it was fit for competition 
with guided societies like Lee Kuan Yew’s in Singapore. Now the debates are 
centered on China and concern whether Western democracies are in any practical 
or moral position to preach their liberal values to Asian societies. Western readers 
got their clearest look at such arguments through reports on the fenqing, or 
Chinese “angry youth,” who were speaking up in nationalistic resentment of being 
lectured at by Western officials who always assumed they held the moral high 
ground — or in essays like “Democracy Is not the Answer,” from a Shanghai-born 
venture capitalists (who once worked for Ross Perot) named Eric X. Li. The pomp 
and precision of the opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympics could be seen as, 
and was certainly intended as, an advertisement for the unstoppable might of the 
Chinese system. 

The possible soft-power ramifications of Asia’s rise, and especially China’s, 
spread in many other directions as well. The need to attract Chinese graduate 
students, tourists, and investors. The expectation of Chinese ascendancy in areas 
of competition from piano-playing to sports. The reluctance to criticize Chinese 
government policies or to stand up against its censorship or other illiberal practices. 
(Google resisted Chinese edicts on censoring search results, and steadily lost 
share in the fastest-growing Internet market in the world. Facebook was eager to 
step in and make deals for new Chinese access.) A general assumption that what 
Chinese interests want, is eventually what will occur. 

Australia and the United States naturally view this aspect of emerging Asian and 
Chinese power from differing perspectives. The United States still has a much 
larger economy than China’s, and an incomparably larger military and diplomatic 
reach around the world. Australia enjoys a more favorable structural economic 
relationship with China, in its role as exporters of fuel, food, and other commodities, 
but its scale puts it in a far more dependent situation than that of the United States. 

As an American who has lived in and traveled throughout China, but also with 
substantial connections in Australia, my judgment is that Australian elite opinion 
tends —understandably — to overestimate China’s all-fronts dominance and the 

certainty of its continued rise. That assessment no doubt reflects limitations and 
preconceptions in my role as American. But for these purposes I will try to argue 
that the soft-power component of China’s rise, as part of emerging Asia, is the one 
that is still most tentative and likely to be frustrated. This case, if true, will have both 
positive and negative implications for Australia and the United States. 

The discussion that follows concentrates strictly on China, but does so deliberately. 
On the soft-power side, the role of the United States is well-established, for 
both better and worse. People around the world know what they enjoy about 
American culture, and what they dislike or resent. For the foreseeable future 
American entertainment outlets, technology companies, news media, universities, 
international corporation, and military forces as well will continue to project the 
mixture of idealism and crassness that is American culture

Something similar is true of Australia: The world may think it understands the 
nuances of Australian culture better than it actually does, but the overall positive 
image Australia has around the world — friendly and open people, on average 
athletic and attractive, in an unpretentious and egalitarian culture, set in a distinctive 
and spectacular natural landscape, with an economy that is a mixture of the most 
basic raw materials and the most refined artistic and cultural tastes — is likely to 
continue. 

As for the rest of emerging Asia: each one of these countries has an important and 
distinct cultural imprint around the world. Through the past generation, South Korea 
has done more than any others to raise its identity as a center of design, fashion, 
and artistic taste. But in none of these cases does the individual or combined “soft 
power” impact of countries other than China seem likely to make a major mark on 
the world. 

In this as in so many other areas, China is different. The purpose of the rest of this 
paper is to suggest reasons for caution in assumptions about how far Chinese soft 
power will reach. Here is a series of factors to consider, and then what implications 
Australia and the United States might draw.
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1. China’s Explicit Soft-Power Efforts Have, So Far, 
Often Been Crude and Self-Defeating

Soft power is most “powerful” when it works as an attractant. It works when 
people imagine themselves transformed, improved, by adopting a style or values 
that originated somewhere else. Koreans and Armenians imagine they will be 
freer or more successful if they become Americans—or Australians or Canadians. 
Young men and women from the provinces imagine they will be more glamorous 
if they look and act like people in Paris, London, New York — or Shanghai. 

From the Chinese government’s point of view, soft power instead has so far boiled 
down to using money to win other people’s goodwill or acquiescence. Chinese-built 
roads in Africa and Latin America; Chinese investment and interaction in Europe 
and the United States. The public-opinion elements of the soft-power campaign 
have often backfired, since they have been crudely propagandistic in the fashion of 
the government’s internal news management. 

At regular intervals over the past decade, Chinese investment in new broadcast 
networks, or greatly expanded distribution of state-owned newspapers aimed 
at foreigners, like China Daily, has been undermined by news reports conveying 
the opposite of the “harmonious society” contentment of their country. Among 
many possible illustrations is the government’s furious response to the selection 
of Liu Xiaobo for the Nobel Peace in 2010. The foreign ministry all but ruptured 
relations with Norway, whose parliament oversees selection of the Peace Prize 
winner. In so doing, the Chinese government naturally frightened and antagonized 
a range of other nations, who had new reason to wonder what a steady increase 
in Chinese power might mean. Chinese officials threatened small states with trade 
sanctions and other difficulties if they attended the award ceremony—and then 
preposterously claimed that most of the world’s governments joined in denouncing 
the choice.

With a more coldly cynical understanding of how to influence world opinion, or 
with a greater interest in this component of its “soft power,” the government could 

have registered its disagreement and then underplayed the Nobel Prize episode. 
It could have conveyed through unflappability the message that it was serenely 
confident enough to absorb such petty blows. Such calculated calm generally still 
seems outside the government’s capability.

Similar examples occur at least weekly, in controversies over “Confucius Institutes” 
sponsored by the Chinese government around the world. In principle, the Institutes 
are a benign way to promote and subsidize the study of Mandarin language (as 
the Alliance Francaise and Goethe Institutes have promoted study of their national 
languages), and to foster appreciation of Chinese dance, art, literature, and culture 
of all sorts. But often they have invited trouble for the universities that host them by 
enforcing strictures on discussion like those maintained within China itself. 

A more bizarrely self-damaging 
case occurred during the 
otherwise highly successful 
Beijing Olympics. As a gesture of 
openness, internationalization, 
and “soft power,” the Chinese 
government offered to set aside 
three areas for “authorized 
protests” during the Olympics. 
But then, every single application for an authorized protest was denied, and many 
of the applicants were arrested. It was as if the government had hired Orwell as its 
image consultant.

At around the time of the Olympics, before the bad publicity China suffered with 
the jailing of Liu Xiaobo, a scholar from the Swedish Institute of International Affairs, 
Johan Lagerkvist, argued that China would likely lose more and more international 
support unless the government fundamentally reconceived its connections with the 
rest of the world. “China’s internal stability/security and survival of the Communist 
Party will always be more important to China’s leaders than the image it projects 
for outside consumption,” he contended. A choice between maintaining domestic 

From the Chinese government’s point 
of view, soft power has so far boiled 
down to using money to win other 
people’s goodwill or acquiescence
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order and pleasing outside critics was no choice at all. “Pouring money into Chinese 
equivalents to CNN and Al-Jazeera won’t help [without] reform initiatives,” he said.

In every country, internal interests come first. But Chinese officials have apparently 
not yet spent enough time on the world stage to learn what their American, British, 
French, and other counterparts also had to learn: at least feigning awareness of the 
interest of mankind.

2. The Conditions of Civil Society in China Engender 
Mistrust - at Home, and Abroad

China’s greatest soft power success comes from its greatest tangible achievement: 
bringing hundreds of millions of people out of abject poverty within a single 
generation. A system that can achieve such a goal properly demands close attention 
and respect for what it has done right. This achievement has also been the principle 
source of legitimacy for the Communist party through these past years of rapid 
development. 

Especially during the post-Olympic years in China, the achievements of the system 
have been questioned more forcefully than at any time since the Tiananmen Square 
era. The main source of friction is a set of questions about what China is giving up 
because of its system of unaccountable, or only hazily accountable, political power. 

Sometimes the question is posed, in China, as to whether life in this Communist 
country has begun to seem intolerably unequal and unfair. The Gini coefficient (the 
main measure of inequality) of American society has risen steadily over the past 
half century, as both income and wealth have become more skewed. China’s has 
risen higher, faster. China has dozens of billionaires, and hundreds of millions of 
peasants. Such extremes are part of many developing societies, but they have a 
cumulative effect inside China, especially combined with a growing sense that the 
rules for achieving success have been rigged. 

“It is hard to get anyone in Beijing under the age of thirty to indicate anything 
but contempt for the government,” a professor at one of the city’s most famous 

universities wrote to me during the crackdowns of 2011. “There really is a sense 
among young people and college students that everyone is grabbing everything 
they can.” The professor mentioned a survey prepared by the consulting firm Bain 
& Company, as part of its annual “China Wealth Report” for a major Chinese bank, 
whose results were being hotly discussed in China at about that time. It covered 
the richest people in China, those with investable assets worth more than $1.5 
million, and found that almost half of them had 
considered leaving the country. 

China’s most precious assets, the aspiring next 
generation of the best positioned families, were 
more and more being sent overseas. Nearly 
every member of the ruling State Council has a 
son or daughter with an Ivy League— or Oxford/
Cambridge or Berkeley/MIT—degree. (These of 
course included the now-notorious Bo Guagua, 
son of Bo Xilai and Gu Kailai of Chongqing, who 
became an alumnus of Harrow, Oxford, and the 
Kennedy School at Harvard.) Such extensive 
knitting-together of China’s leaders with outside 
institutions makes it easier for China and the 
rest of the world to coexist in the long run. But it 
creates a deep strain inside the country. China’s 
leaders don’t believe enough in the country’s own 
school system to place their children in it.

The current tension in China seems less based on 
absolute extremes of circumstance than with the 
ways people are getting ahead and becoming rich. In 2011 a video attracted millions 
of views on the Chinese Internet. It showed a young student at Dezhou University, 
a provincial school in Shandong province, being picked up by her boyfriend—in 
his family’s helicopter, which landed on the school grounds. Even at a British prep 
school this would draw a second glance; at a second-tier university in a Chinese 

China’s greatest soft 
power success comes 
from its greatest tangible 
achievement: bringing 
hundreds of millions of 
people out of abject 
poverty within a single 
generation...this has 
also been the principle 
source of legitimacy for 
the Communist party 
through these past years 
of rapid development
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in The Telegraph in England was headlined, “China: The Ultimate Brain Drain?” 

During his time as leader of one of the world’s great universities, Levin has placed 
special emphasis on developing ties with students and institutions within China 
and has visited the country often. When I asked him in Beijing just before the 2008 
Olympics whether it would be possible to create a first-rate academic system 
within a political and media environment as closed as China’s, his response was 
immediate and positive. “Sure,” he said. “The Soviet Union did it.” He went on 
to argue that a surprisingly large share of the curriculum of a leading international 
university could fit and flourish even within the confines of modern Chinese 
controls. Certainly in math and sciences, engineering, music, and some other 
liberal-arts fields, the universities of the Soviet era were strong; and today’s China 
is far less sweepingly totalitarian than the Soviet system was even in its reform era. 

Yet by the time the Berlin Wall fell, the Soviet Union and its Eastern bloc nations 
were as short on the broader cultural and intellectual achievements that great 
universities both promote and symbolize as they were on high-tech consumer 
goods. Universities become great by attracting the best scholars and the best 
students from around the world. Few of the world’s most sought-after candidates 
were competing for places at universities in Leningrad or Warsaw. Few ambitious 
graduate students or aspiring inventors who had a choice of where to live chose to 
live in or move to the Soviet bloc to realize their dreams. 

China’s situation is obviously more promising than the Soviet Union’s, and it 
is already more attractive to students and teachers who want to be part of the 
excitement that is modern Chinese life. But the culture of China’s educational and 
research establishment symbolizes some of the country’s problems now, and a 
change in that culture would be significant.

When the Royal Society emphasized the output of research papers from scientists 
at Chinese universities, it counted only the volume of the work, not its quality. 
This same Royal Society paper showed that while China had nearly matched the 
United States in total output of papers, it barely registered in international standings 
of cited work—papers significant enough to be referred to by scientists in other 

coal-mining province, with a beau known to be from a politically connected family, 
it opened a vein. 

The inequality, corruption, and hypocrisy of American society are among the 
biggest sources of its soft-power problems in the past decade. (The other biggest 
sources, of course, are the extensive U.S. military presence around the world.) 
Questions about the inequality, corruption, and basic dishonesty of the modern 
Chinese system sap its support among its own people and limit the reach of its 
soft power overseas.

3. Chinese Universities are Getting Bigger and Not 
Much Better

America’s universities are perhaps the single most important element in its overall 
soft power. This is only slightly less true of England — which, after all, also has 
Shakespeare, the Royal Family, and the Beatles.

China’s universities illustrate a limit in its soft power. If they could flourish and 
mature, almost anything would be possible in China’s appeal to the world. But so 
far that has not seemed likely.

The news that the outside world receives about China’s out- put of cars, computers, 
buildings, and high-speed trains applies to China’s approach to higher education as 
well. Huge amounts of money are being spent; classrooms and laboratories are 
being equipped at record speeds; larger and larger cohorts of graduates are being 
tested, trained, and prepared for their own success and their nation’s. “In twenty-
five years, only a generation’s time, these universities could rival the Ivy League,” 
Richard Levin, the president of Yale, said in a speech at the Royal Society in London 
in 2010, referring to India’s ambitions as well as China’s. “This is an audacious 
agenda, but China, in particular, has the will and resources that make it feasible.” 
Soon thereafter, the Royal Society issued its own report on national trends in 
scientific research, which had a similarly cautionary and awestruck tone. A BBC 
summary of the report said that “China is on course to overtake the US in scientific 
output possibly as soon as 2013—far earlier than expected.” Also that fall, a report 
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through Nobel Prizes, which was one reason the selection of Liu Xiaobo was so 
galling. Clearly Chinese scientists are capable of world-leading work, and many 
Chinese-born or ethnically Chinese scientists have been recognized with Nobel 
Prizes for their research. But as of 2011, all such awards have been for work 
conducted in American, British, French, or other foreign laboratories. No one of any 
ethnicity has won an award for scientific work within a Chinese institution.

4. China’s Fearful Approach Towards the Internet

The clearest modern indication of a society’s confidence or insecurity is its policy 
toward the Internet. The Chinese government’s steady attempt to throttle its 
people’s connection with the outside world is a dramatic sign of its nervousness 
and an indication of limits on its soft power.

At the time of the Olympic Games, the genius of China’s “Great Firewall” system 
might have been described as its flexible repression. The guiding principle seemed to 
be that Chinese censorship would make it just difficult enough to find unauthorized 
material that the great majority of Chinese citizens wouldn’t bother—but would 
allow enough loopholes and pressure valves that people who really cared about 
finding something could manage to do so. The loophole mainly took the form of the 
government’s turning a blind eye toward VPNs— virtual private networks, which 
were in effect ways that anyone willing to spend one or two dollars per week could 
buy safe passage through, under, over, or around the Great Firewall.

Google was evicted from China in early 2010, and within a year doing business over 
the Internet anywhere in the country became significantly harder. VPNs suddenly 
stopped working. In countries with ubiquitous high-speed broadband, like Japan 
and South Korea, web pages load practically as soon as they are selected. In China, 
during the crackdown in early 2011 to prevent anything like the “Arab spring” from 
spreading to China through the “Jasmine Revolution” protests, you could wait five, 
ten, thirty seconds for a page to appear—if it appeared at all.. 

Just after the disastrous 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan, I corresponded 
with a Western journalist who had returned to his home in Shanghai from the 

laboratories and other countries.

An increasing number of domestic Chinese and international reports have 
underscored what anyone teaching classes in Chinese universities has noticed: 
that Western complaints about “publish or perish” pressures are nothing compared 
with the imperative for industrial-scale output among many Chinese scholars. 
In 2010, a British scientific journal revoked seventy papers it had received from 
two scientists at the same university in China; the journal said that the laboratory 
“findings” had simply been faked. “Academic fraud, misconduct and ethical 
violations are very common in China,” Rao Yi, a professor and dean of the life 
sciences school at Peking University, told the Associated Press after that episode. 
Another Chinese professor, Zhang Ming of Renmin University in Beijing, told The 
New York Times, “If we don’t change our ways, we will be excluded from the 
global academic community.” 

A culture of copying shows up in many ways in China, as it has in other societies 
during periods of catch-up. Anyone who has studied American history is aware that 
through much of the nineteenth century American “inventors” and industrialists 
went far by copying and stealing British and European designs. The most emotional 
note in Charles Dickens’ dispatches from America in the 1840s is his irritation about 
pirated U.S. copies of his works.

The United States outgrew this phase; the question for China is whether it will do 
so too, and, if so, when. Thirty years after China’s opening to world commerce, 
more than a decade after its entry into the World Trade Organization, nearly all 
software and videos used in China are pirated. In 2011, Microsoft’s CEO, Steve 
Ballmer, pointed out that almost as many personal computers were sold in China 
as in the United States, but Chinese customers bought only one twentieth as many 
licensed copies of Windows as Americans did. Nearly every day the foreign and 
local Chinese press in China carries accounts of patients who suffer after taking 
faked medicines, or pilots who have flown for airlines with faked flight-training 
certificates.

The Chinese system strains mightily toward ultimate recognition of its achievements 
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devastated areas of northern Japan. The Japanese government was being criticized 
for not saying more, faster, about its problems, he pointed out—but then he drew 
the contrast with China. “One of the more helpful sites to those of us trying to get 
a sense of what might be happening at the stricken Daiichi Fukushima plant has 
been that of the Union of Concerned Scientists,” he wrote in a note. “Yet upon 
returning home to Shanghai last night for a few days, I find that the site appears to 
be blocked here in China.” Then the real reflection on China: “What are they”—the 
Chinese government—“afraid of? Or is the answer simply that these days, they’re 
afraid of everything . . .”

A prominent blogger in China sent out this tweet in the summer of 2011: “Anyone 
bullish about China should come and try to use the Internet here.” Or to put it 
as the head of an American Internet company did in an e-mail to me during the 
crackdown, “Ultimately, if they want to take the country’s Internet connections 
‘Third Word,’‟ none of us can prevent that.”

One of China’s main nationalist papers, Global Times, has argued that China needed 
special treatment and understanding in circumstances like these. It was still too 
early in China’s development to unleash the full power of free communications 
on the society. The government-run People’s Daily has chimed in to the same 
effect. An editorial in 2011 said that “Chinese people fear turbulence and worry 
about being led into troubles and so they ardently hope for stability, harmony and 
peace” — and therefore are glad to be shielded from the tumult of unfiltered online 
discussion. This was putting a proudly nationalistic gloss on the idea that there was 
a time and place for each stage of development, and that the proper time had not 
yet come for Chinese people to choose and filter information on their own.

Opinion polls in China, for what they are worth, suggest that many people were 
indeed comforted by the government’s role in shielding them from dangerous 
views. But in my experience there are many people who feel infantalized and 
diminished by this reminder that they’re not quite part of the modern world. 
Students at universities seem dutiful rather than sincere in explaining that they 
didn’t really miss much by using the Baidu search engine instead of Google. “They 
are kind of embarrassed,” one tech expert said on a radio program in Beijing in 

2011. “It suggests a kind of second-rateism for the country, even now.”

In an interview with a Chinese Web site in 2011,10 Richard Parris, an Australian 
Internet-technologist living in Beijing, pointed out that the number of Chinese 
people directly affected by Internet censorship was relatively small. But he argued 
that the restrictions had a disproportionately large effect on the country and its 
potential. The small group directly inconvenienced constituted a disproportionately 
large share of those Chinese with ambitions to operate at the highest level of 
scholarship, scientific research, technical innovation, and other elements of truly 
first-rate international activity. Among others, they would likely include those 
with the greatest ambitions to learn from and compete with the world’s best in 
aerospace or other advanced high-tech fields. Hip and worldly young Chinese 
might be embarrassed in front of their foreign friends by these remnants of 
backwardness, Parris said. But the real damage to the country was that in any line 
of work that depended on international communication, “there was a sense that 
this could make China second-rate. If you’re an Internet professional, this is not the 
place you’ll want to work if you want to be competing with the best. This will still 
be a place where people can make money. But they will go to Silicon Valley—or 
India” (or other countries he could have mentioned) “to be part of real innovation.”

“I feel so sorry for China’s scientists, engineers, and artists in all of this,” a foreign 
friend of mine who has worked for years as a musician in Beijing told me during the 
Jasmine Revolution crackdowns of 2011. “Just at the moment that should be their 
‘coming out,’‟ which happens by sheer luck to coincide with the blossoming of the 
Internet as the very fabric and medium of the scientific and artistic worlds at large, 
they have these additional handcuffs slapped on them by their own government. 
They have plenty enough access to the Internet to know how important it is, but 
just enough obstacles to prevent them from joining and taking advantage of it all.”

Or, as another correspondent suggested in an e-mail exchange, “What country 
ever rode to pre-eminence by fighting the reigning technology of the time? Did the 
Brits ban steam?” If they had, they would presumably have suffered in the soft-
power realm as well.
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5. The “Universalism” of the Modern Chinese Vision

Through the centuries of Western military, technological, and economic dominance, 
“universalism” of some sort has been so basic a part of international relations that 
it barely needed to be discussed. The leaders of the French Revolution issued their 
Declaration of the Rights of Man—not the rights of Frenchmen. The Declaration of 
Independence began, “When, in the course of human events,” not “events in the 
colonies of North America.”

The idea that anyone could—and should—“aspire” to Western standards is 
simultaneously the most and least admirable part of the Western tradition. Most 
admirable in advancing the principle that people of different origins, races, and 
religions should be judged and valued by the same standards. Least admirable in the 
gap between that principle and a discriminatory reality, and in the condescension it 
implied for the unfortunate non-Westerners of the world.

The best and worst parts of the American model are intensified versions of this 
Western universalism. In theory, anyone can become an American. Most Americans 
innocently, or pridefully, assume that in fact most people around the world want 
to become Americans, and would if they only had the chance. (And many do want 
exactly that.) The self-satisfaction of this view can make non- Americans roll their 
eyes, but it is connected to the factor that is the enduring secret of American 
national strength.

America’s challenge is strangely conservative: somehow it has to avoid destroying 
the cultural conditions that have been so important to its growth. China’s challenge 
is more complicated. The country’s successes over the past three decades arise 
mainly from allowing more and more of its people to apply ideas, ambitions, and 
energies in ways that benefit themselves and their families, and that build the 
national economy at the same time. To take the next step in its development, it will 
have to alter that equation in subtle but significant ways, by granting broader scope 
to individual ambition than has been possible through the Communist Party’s 
decades in control. The institutions at the heart of such “soft” success have until 
now been areas of signal weakness for China.

In its international dealings as well as in most of its domestic operations, today’s 
China gives more weight to duties and ethics based on personal relations than 
on abstract principles of how people in general should be treated. It is too pat to 
put the ethical system the way one Chinese friend did: “Everything for my family 
and friends; nothing for anyone else.” But a variant of these sentiments goes 
through many aspects of Chinese life. Still-limited awareness of interests outside 
China’s immediate ambitions will, I think, affect China’s ability to project soft power 
and improve its standing in the world. One illustration of the tension appears in 
debates even inside China about the significance of a “China Model” for national 
development.

In the years leading up to the Beijing Olympics, as China’s economy seemed 
capable only of growth, and as people around the world began talking about a 
“Beijing Consensus” or a “China Model” in tones that assumed away all the 
uncertainties facing the country, some people inside China also took up the theme. 
One of the most highly evolved illustrations came in 2011, when a scholar at the 
Geneva School of Diplomacy and International Relations named Zhang Weiwei 
gave a lecture in Holland about the distinctive elements that would mark China’s 
new contribution to international affairs.

The central distinction, according to a careful translation and analysis1 by David 
Bandurski, of the China Media Project of the University of Hong Kong, was the 
entirely inward-looking and self-guided nature of the Chinese model. America might 
consider itself exceptional or unique as the first purely invented nation, but China 
was unique because . . . it was unique: “China is not a magnified East Germany, 
nor is it an amplified Eastern Europe,” Zhang wrote. “Nor is it any ordinary country.” 
He enumerated all the reasons that what was true of China was not necessarily 
true of any other society on earth. It was a “civilization-type nation,” where the 
boundaries of a culture (supposedly) overlapped with the boundaries of a state. It 
has a five- thousand-year history, and a language whose written form had lasted 
more or less through that time. “It is as though ancient Rome was never dissolved, 
and continued to the present day . . . with a central government and a modern 
economy . . . [and] a massive population in which everyone speaks Latin.” And on 
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through other traits, until the clinching argument that China was the civilization of 
the “four ultras”: ultra- populated, ultra- vast in geographical scope, ultra-ancient in 
historical traditions, and ultra-deep in its culture.

Apart from “ultra-populated,” the other distinctions clearly reflected a narcissistic 
view. Russia is almost twice as big as “ultra-vast” China; Egypt, Turkey, and other 
countries have “ultra-ancient” histories; Indians, Javanese, Koreans, and members 
of other societies feel their cultures are “ultra-deep.” The significant point about 
the statement is not whether it is true, but that so many people in China might 
believe it. As individuals they might deal easily with people from other countries 
and cultures. But the standards they would apply to their society would be rules for 
China, not rules for mankind.

A Chinese intellectual named Yang Hengjun made just that point in response to 
Zhang‟s essay. Yang made a trenchant criticism of the crony-capitalism that he 
said was creating inequality, corruption, and ultimately stagnation in China. He 
also quoted, approvingly, a pre-communist-era philosopher on China’s weakness 
for nationally minded as opposed to universal thinking. “All reactionary thought in 
contemporary China is of the same tradition,” that philosopher, Ai Siqi, wrote in 
1940. “It emphasizes China’s ‘national characteristics,’‟ harps on China’s ‘special 
nature’,‟ and wipes aside the general principles of humanity, arguing that China’s 
social development can only follow China’s own path.”

The British in their centuries of strength meant to bring parliaments and courts 
to their colonies, as the Romans had long before them. The Americans preached 
their universal ideal; the Soviets and the true-believing communist Chinese had 
a message for all the downtrodden of the world. But, Yang Hengjun said in the 
conclusion of his essay, the more China emphasized its own uniqueness, as a 
“civilizational economy” that combined history, scale, and technology in a way 
that by definition no other society could approach, the more it excluded itself from 

discussions about alternatives for the world as a whole.

The Limits of Soft Power

Emerging Asia has been a material success, on a scale and at a speed the world 
has not seen before. But for the foreseeable future, the soft power of the main 
emerging power, China, is likely to lag far behind its “hard” achievements. This 
is a major factor for Australia and the United States to consider in calibrating their 
response to emerging Asia.

This report may be cited as:
James Fallows, “Soft Power in Emerging Asia and its Implications 
for the Alliance,” Alliance 21 Report (United States Studies Centre 
at the University of Sydney, August 2012).
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