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Dear Reader,  
 
 
We are proud to present the 2014 Exchange Journal of Public Diplomacy. The Exchange Journal is a graduate 
student-run print and online publication of the Association of Public Diplomacy Scholars at Syracuse 
University. It provides public diplomacy scholars and practitioners with a forum to share research and 
experience that expands the field’s body of knowledge. This is the fifth volume of the Exchange Journal.  
 
This year’s theme, “Public Diplomacy in Emerging Nations” began as an attempt to observe public 
diplomacy from a non-American perspective. It has spiraled into this journal which is chocked full of 
different perspectives about public diplomacy and how it is practiced around the world.  
 
It should be noted that we are using a very loose definition of emerging nations. Turkey, India, China, 
Russia, and Mexico are anything but emerging nations. They are full-fledged countries that are major 
players in the world. We think this makes the journal even more relevant. Comparative studies are an 
increasingly important part of political science; therefore it needs to become an important of public 
diplomacy so that we as a discipline can move forward. 
 
We sincerely hope you enjoy this year’s volume, and we look forward to inspiring thought and debate 
on the subject.  
 
 

Sincerely,  
 

The 2014 Exchange Journal Staff  
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India‟s Digital Diaspora Diplomacy:  

Operationalizing Collaborative Public Diplomacy Strategies for 

Social Media  
 

  

Bhattiprolu Murti & R.S. Zaharna  

 

 

 

Abstract 
This study examines how India uses digital media to connect with its diaspora as part of its 

diaspora diplomacy. In order to analyze the strategy and its effectiveness, the study 

operationalized Cowan and Arsenault’s (2008) theoretical framework of three layers of public 

diplomacy – monologue, dialogue and collaboration – by identifying corresponding layers of 

social media components. The study draws a more distinctive line between dialogue and 

collaboration in digital strategies: dialogic entail relationship-building and knowledge sharing, 

while collaboration creates ownership, relationship transformation and knowledge creation.   This 

analytical lens was then applied specifically to assess the website of Overseas Indian Facilitation 

Centre, or OIFC, a joint venture between Indian government and the country’s largest trade body, 

the Confederation of Indian Industry. The study found the OIFC website is geared heavily toward 

monologue form of communication, emphasizing dissemination of information over genuine 

dialogue or relationship building with diaspora. 
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India‟s Diaspora Diplomacy:  

Operationalizing Collaborative Public Diplomacy for Social Media  

  

 

 

The importance of Diasporas has increased exponentially in the wake of a 

steep rise in global migration. At the last count in 2010, about 214 million had 

migrated from their homelands, up from 150 million in 2000 (International 

Organization of Migration, 2013). Diasporas are communities of migrants from a 

homeland living in one or many host countries (Ostergaard-Nielsen, 2003).  

The rise in global migration comes at a time when advances in 

communication technology have made it easier for diasporas to remain actively 

engaged with their homelands (Bravo, 2012).   Diasporas play an important role in 

the development of their homelands through advocacy, remittances, philanthropy, 

skills transfer and business investment (Brinkerhoff, 2012). In recent times, India 

has made concerted efforts to engage with its 22 million strong diaspora spread 

over 205 countries (data from the Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs website, 

2013). 

India took a number of steps that indicate a transformative change in the 

way it perceives and engages with its diaspora. In 2004, it launched a new ministry 

called the Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs aimed at easing migrants‘ transition 

to India and to engage with them. In 2006, it created a new Public Diplomacy 

Division under its Ministry of External Affairs. The south Asian nation also 

boosted investment in communication technology, and invested heavily in social 

media (Hall, 2012; Suri, 2011). India revamped its government websites, realizing 

that some of those sites might be the first contact for diaspora looking to engage 

with India (Hall, 2012).   
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India also partnered with private industry to augment its outreach efforts. In 

2007, India‘s Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs, and a non-state entity, the 

Confederation of Indian Industry, the country‘s most powerful industry group, 

jointly launched the Overseas Indian Facilitation Centre (OIFC, www.oifc.in). In 

contrast to other Indian government-related sites that focus on foreign publics, the 

OIFC site is one of the few websites that heavily targets the Indian diaspora 

community. The question is, how effective is the website for building and 

maintaining relations with its diaspora? 

This study examines how India is using its digital media to engage with its 

diaspora as part of its public diplomacy outreach. Specifically, the study will look 

into the website of the OIFC initiative.  While there has been an increase in 

diaspora public diplomacy and particularly the digital platforms that seek to engage 

diaspora, few studies provide assessment tools. In order to better understand how 

countries, including India, are using digital media in their diaspora public 

diplomacy efforts, this study operationalizes the three-layer public diplomacy 

framework proposed by Cowan and Arsenault (2008) for digital media strategies. 

Following this brief introduction, the literature review surveys scholarship how 

various countries, including India, are using digital media to engage with the 

diaspora.   

 

Literature Review 

Diaspora diplomacy is a relatively new phenomenon (Rana, 2013). Kishan 

Rana described diaspora diplomacy as ―engaging a country‘s overseas community 

to contribute to building relationships with foreign countries‖ (2013, p. 70). Not all 

diaspora engagement with their homelands is necessarily be positive.  Brinkerhoff 

http://www.oifc.in/
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(2004) argues that in some situations of conflict, diasporas may raise funds to 

prolong disputes, even when their homelands are willing to negotiate. However, in 

general it is widely accepted that diasporas play a constructive role in national 

development. In addition to economic remissions, countries reach out to diaspora 

because of their potential political capital to help advance a country‘s agenda 

(Rana, 2013). Bravo (2012) says the economic clout of the diaspora played an 

important role in driving El Salvador and Costa Rice to engage in public diplomacy 

through the social media. Sheng (2007) says there is growing evidence of Chinese 

diaspora‘s influence on the country‘s politics and foreign policy. He says the digital 

media allow Chinese diaspora to set aside its ethnic differences to come together to 

reinforce the concept of ―big family‖ in cyberspace, thereby contributing to Chinese 

nationalistic discourse (p. 641).  

The proliferation of digital technologies have facilitated communication 

between countries and their diaspora communication. Both use social media sites to 

engage with each other for a variety of reasons. Hiller and Franz (2004) say 

migrants use online network to develop new relationships in the host community; 

nourish old relationships in their homeland and rediscover lost ties in their 

homeland. Bernal (2006) and Graziano (2012) argue that social media play a 

cohesive role in bringing together diasporas from different parts of the world. 

Bravo (2012) explored how El Salvador employs an effective social media 

engagement strategy to build long-term relationship with its diaspora. Importantly, 

there is a growing realization among many countries that national image building 

should be an integral part of their foreign policies.  
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India, Public Diplomacy and Diaspora Diplomacy  

India, with its 5,000-year-old history, has a wealth of soft power, including 

its diverse culture and democratic traditions (Thussu, 2014).  However, for many 

years yet it didn‘t fully exploit its soft power to advance its foreign policy 

objectives. Hall (2012) argues that the India‘s renewed attention to public 

diplomacy has been fueled by its views of how China is using its soft power to 

exert its global influence.  India is now attempting to make better use of its digital 

technology and soft power to influence and engage with its domestic and foreign 

publics (Hall, 2012). Hall (2012) identifies three key features that he says are 

hallmarks of India‘s ―new public diplomacy‖ (p. 1090). First, India is actively 

looking for new audiences, including domestic populations in India and the 

diaspora in the West. Second, India seeks to inject transparency to its foreign 

policy-making process. Third, it wants to concentrate its efforts on new media 

sources relative to traditional media. 

 India set up its Public Diplomacy Division in 2006 but began its push into 

Web 2.0 in 2009 after its new chief, Navdeep Suri, took over the division in 2009. 

India launched its @IndianDiplomacy account on Twitter in July 2010, and soon 

followed it up with accounts in Facebook, YouTube and Blogspot using the same 

name. Suri (2011) identifies several initiatives that India took in the public 

diplomacy arena such. For instance, in 2010, it projected its soft power by 

organizing Indian film festivals in several countries, including Algeria, Mexico and 

Malaysia. Suri (2011) says India opened its ―@Indiandiplomacy‖ Twitter account 

in July 2010, the first by any division of Government of India. Subsequently, the 

division debuted on Facebook, YouTube and Blogspot under the same name. Suri, 

who was the chief of the Public Diplomacy Division of India‘s Ministry of External 
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Affairs, says when the division launched its public diplomacy website on Oct. 20, 

2010, it became the first government site in the country to use all of the Web 2.0 

tools.  

India‘s efforts to promote its soft power have been driven by perceptions 

within domestic policy makers that India has not sufficiently brought its soft power 

achievements to the public knowledge. To better disseminate the initiatives it has 

taken, India‘s public diplomacy efforts target both foreign publics and domestic 

publics (Hall, 2012). Suri (2011) too highlights the importance of more publicity of 

India‘s achievements to counter any negative discourse about the country.  

Over the past several years, as India has boosted its public diplomacy efforts 

to foreign publics, it has also reached out more to its diaspora. This outreach to the 

diaspora underscores the increased importance of diaspora in fulfilling its foreign 

policy objectives. Several Indian politicians have publicly acknowledged that 

Indian diaspora living in the U.S. played a pivotal role in the Indo-U.S. 2005 

nuclear agreement (Sasikumar, 2007). Griffen (2011) provides an example of how 

Indian officials used Twitter to  provide real-time information to Indian officials 

about the situation during the 2011 Libyan crisis, providing an option for the Indian 

government to send a ferry to pick up the stranded people. In an effort to reach out 

to its diaspora, India has invested heavily in social media, opening Twitter, 

Facebook, YouTube and Flickr accounts (Hall, 2012; Suri, 2011) and refreshed its 

government websites. Because these websites are points of first-contact for the 

government with the India diaspora it is important to assess their effectiveness. One 

possible lens for assessing these sites is the Cowan and Arsenault (2003) model.  
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Theoretical Framework 

Cowan and Arsenault (2008) suggested that public diplomacy practitioners 

should think of public diplomacy in three layers: monologue or unidirectional 

information flow; dialogue or flow of information in multiple directions; and 

collaboration based on cooperation and partnership with targeted audiences. Each 

layer has its strengths, and practitioners must know when to use which one for 

effective outcomes. For instance, a well-crafted speech for monologue could evoke 

strong emotions; a thoughtful dialogue could lead to mutual understanding; and a 

productive collaboration could lead to lasting trust and respect (Cowan & 

Arsenault, 2008). 

The three layers of public diplomacy can be enhanced by putting them into 

practice with new digital media, or the so-called Web 2.0 (Arsenault, 2009). 

Monologue, or one-way communication is used to either enhance their image or the 

credibility of messages. For the monologue layer, it appears that many countries 

continue to rely on read-only websites and other similar digital media resources in 

pursuit of their public diplomacy efforts. Sheng (2007) says the Chinese 

government has greatly expanded its virtual territory, including launching websites 

targeted at diasporas.  

Though India is a late entrant to public diplomacy, it understands the need 

to enhance its image through one-way communication channels. In 2002, India 

launched its most visible advertising campaign, called Incredible India, in a bid to 

promote the country as a tourist destination. Some believe the one-way 

communication plan has been a success, raising India‘s profile as a desirable tourist 

destination (Kerrigan, Shivanadam & Hede, 2012; and Suri, 2011). In recent times, 

the Public Diplomacy Division of India‘s Ministry of External Affairs has made 
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some advances, posting on its website text and video files of topmost news from 

India that can be downloaded and used freely (Public Diplomacy Division [PDD], 

2013). 

In turning to the dialogue layer, advances in communication technologies, 

including social media technologies, now provide greater opportunities for national 

governments to engage in dialogue with their diasporas. For instance, El Salvador‘s 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs uses its website, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to 

engage in two-way communication with its diaspora (Bravo, 2012). India‘s Public 

Diplomacy Division understands the importance of dialogue, noting on its website 

that public diplomacy ―goes beyond unidirectional communication; it is also about 

listening to a range of actors. Successful public diplomacy involves an active 

engagement with the public in a manner that builds, over a period of time, a 

relationship of trust and credibility.‖ In September 2011, it launched a contest 

called ―India is‖ global video challenge (http://www.youtube.com/realindiais). The 

government invited people from across the world to create a three-minute video 

about India based on their perceptions and experiences. The competition received 

245 entries from 40 countries, out which seven short films were declared winners. 

Cowan and Arsenault (2008) argue that the third layer of public diplomacy, 

collaboration, provides the strongest opportunity for relationship building. 

According to them, collaboration between national governments and foreign 

publics strengthens trust and credibility, which is sustained even if policies aren‘t 

popular. 

In the digital media, online collaboration replicates face-to-face interaction. 

For instance, several national governments have established a presence in Second 

Life, a three-dimensional online virtual world to reach out to the foreign publics 

http://www.youtube.com/realindiais
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(Arsenault, 2009). Brain circulation is another example of collaborative cooperation 

between nations and diasporas. Brain circulation is a mechanism of cooperation in 

which highly skilled people who left their native countries can contribute for the 

development of their homelands – while they are still in their host countries 

(Pellegrino, 2002). In other words, talent goes out of the homeland but knowledge 

circulates back to the homeland, ensuring a win-win situation for the host country 

as well as for the country that lost the talent.  

Studies show that China (Sheng, 2007), Costa Rica (Bravo, 2012) and India 

(2011) all use brain circulation in varying degrees in their collaborative efforts. 

Bravo (2012) says Costa Rica successfully created an online network of Costa 

Rican scientists living within and outside the country. The aim of the social media 

engagement in the project with the scientists was not aimed at preventing brain 

drain – or loss of skilled human power – but is aimed at for mutual advancement. 

Collaboration can also be seen in Brinkerhoff‘s (2004, 2005) studies in Afghanistan 

and Egypt, respectively. She says diasporas of the two countries used online social 

media interaction and supplemented it with offline official support from local 

government officials.   

Although the layers of Cowan and Arsenault (2008) PD model provide 

insight in  how some countries are using social media to engage with foreign 

publics, few studies focus on diaspora engagement, including specifically on India 

diaspora.  This study seeks to fill that gap by using the three-layered model to 

analyze the digital strategies that India is using as part of its diaspora diplomacy.  
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Methodology 

This paper uses a case study to examine how India conducts its public 

diplomacy, using a frontline website of an Indian public-private partnership 

targeted to its diaspora. Yin (1989) defines case study as an empirical research in 

which a phenomenon is studied within its real-life context. The case study approach 

also provides a wealth of details and information about the research topic (Wimmer 

& Dominick, 2011).   

 The website of Overseas Indian Facilitation Centre (OIFC), www.oifc.in, 

was selected as the specific case study. The OIFC, with its headquarters Gurgaon, 

Haryana, near New Delhi, was set up in 2007 with the aim of expanding economic 

engagement between Indian diaspora and India. In addition to containing rich detail 

for the case study method, the OIFC was selected for several reasons related to 

India‘s goal of engaging its diaspora. First, a review of Indian government-

associated sites suggests that the OIFC site showcases the best effort of a state and 

non-state public diplomacy partnership. Second, while other Indian government-

related sites such as its Public Diplomacy Division focus on foreign publics, the 

OIFC site appears to be the only website that is heavily targeted to diasporic 

audiences. Third, the OIFC site incorporates multiple and varied forms of digital 

platforms which was important for analyzing the three-layered dimensions of the 

Cowan and Arsenault‘s (2008) framework.   

  An analysis of a frontline website of an Indian government venture to see 

if it adheres to best practices in social media will help provide a snapshot of India‘s 

digital communication efforts. Though a website is not intrinsically a social media 

space, it can include social media elements such as live chat or spaces where the 

diaspora and state officials can share content (Bravo, 2012). 

http://www.oifc.in/
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Operationalizing the Three-Layers of PD for Digital Strategies 

In order to analyze the OCIC website, the method sought to operationalize 

the three layers of Cowan and Arsenault‘s (2008) theoretical framework – 

monologue, dialogue and collaboration – by identifying corresponding social media 

components.  

 

Monologue 

The first layer, monologic communication, allows for very little or limited 

ability for audience participation. For instance, electronic newsletters do not allow 

users to alter their content. According to Cowan and Arsenault (2008), the 

fundamental function is to convey an idea or perspective to the audience. In other 

words, one-way communication can be considered to involve knowledge transfer. 

Examples of monologic communication in digital media: 

1. Speeches 

2. Newspaper articles/Online magazine 

3. Press releases  

4. Factsheets and brochures 

5. Quick Response, or QR, codes  

6. Videos, or vodcast 

7. Audio postings, or podcast 

Though largely informational, these monologic communication channels, 

may sometimes use a combination of Web 2.0 features (Arsenault, 2009). For 

instance, an online magazine will have space for readers to write back with 

comments. 
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Dialogue 

The dialogic component of Cowan and Arsenault‘s (2008) theoretical is 

based on two-way or multi-directional communication. Taylor, Kent and White 

(2001) say the most important feature of a dialogic website is the inclusion of 

interactivity. Sites that include dialogic loops offer visitors a mechanism to 

respond. Taylor, Kent and White (2001) say that to be a truly dialogic website, the 

organization must follow through with the two-way conversation by responding to 

the comments from visitors. Kent and Taylor (1998) say dialogue should not be the 

means to an end but should be seen as the end in itself, with the aim of forming a 

relationship. Moreover, Cowan and Arsenault (2008) say dialogue should primarily 

be seen as a method for improving relationships, not necessarily for reaching an 

agreement or winning a debate. The two scholars say the basis for such a 

relationship is in listening, ensuring that the public knows its voice is being heard 

and that they have a voice. This study suggests that another way to look at dialogic 

communication is to see it as a mechanism for knowledge sharing. Examples of 

dialogic communication in digital media are: 

1. Live chats 

2. Surveys 

3. Facebook  

4. Twitter 

5. LinkedIn 

6. Comments/Feedback 

7. Skype, which allows audio, video and instant messaging options 
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Collaboration 

According to Cowan and Arsenault (2008), collaboration as part of public 

diplomacy may refer to joint projects or achievements of common outcomes, with 

participation of people from different countries. The digital media component of 

collaboration can typically be identified by looking for evidence of diaspora-

homeland participation in projects in homelands. These projects could involve 

intangible projects such as joint creation of a microfinance model or tangible 

outcomes such as production of a solar microwave.  

While both dialogue and collaboration focus on relationship building, 

Cowan and Arsenault‘s study does not sufficiently distinguish between dialogue 

and collaboration in a social media setting. For example, in a hypothetical scenario, 

two participants from different countries share ideas and information on a social 

media site for an easily identifiable goal – writing a music piece. After a period of 

dialogue one person withdraws and the remaining person uses the ideas gleaned 

from the discussion, and improvises on it to create the music piece, retaining sole 

ownership.    

Collaborative digital initiatives have several features that can extend 

dialogical strategies beyond relationship-building and knowledge sharing. First is 

ownership. Fisher (2013) argued that ownership is one of the important factors that 

influence collaborative public diplomacy. This research posits that for genuine 

collaboration to take place, joint ownership of the end product or project is 

necessary. In other words, the two parties must actively participate and influence 

the production process, while retaining equal ownership.  

Second is knowledge creation. Zaharna (2013, 2014) highlighted the 

importance of new knowledge and innovation as distinctive features of 
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collaboration. The parties do not simply exchange information, they generate 

knowledge. This study believes that ―new knowledge‖ that resulted from the 

association should form the basis of recognizing a project as collaboration in an 

online environment.  

Third is relationship transformation. Cowan and Arsenault (2008) argued 

that collaboration could result in more lasting relationships, with participants 

―forever bound‖ by their common experience (p. 21). This research posits that 

relationships, however strong, could dissipate over time, hence an effective 

measurement of collaborative project is ―relationship transformation.‖ They each 

have produced new knowledge that neither could have produced alone or 

separately. That awareness of their contribution to the project, the joint ownership 

and new knowledge that has been created has pushed the relationship to a new 

level, not binding the participants, but ―transforming‖ them forever.  

An example of evidence of collaboration on a website is the presence of 

three-dimensional virtual worlds such as Second Life (Arsenault, 2009). In Second 

Life, users create avatars for online interaction that includes replicating real-life 

cultures, customs and real estate. All dimensions of face-to-face interaction in a real 

world are now replicated in a virtual world (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009). A variation 

of this collaborative effort is brain circulation. Costa Rica‘s online network of 

scientists, the Ticotal, allows scientists in Costa Rica to collaborate with diaspora 

scientists, while they are still in their host countries.  

The next section uses these social media data from the OIFC website were 

tabulated in the results section to analyze the site. 
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Results 

The Overseas Indian Facilitation Centre unveiled its website in the same 

year the organization was launched, in 2007 (Times of India, 2007). The state and 

non-state joint venture sought to pool the resources of both the partners in a bid to 

expand Indian diaspora‘s economic engagement with its homeland. The governing 

council is made up of members drawn from the Indian government, Indian industry 

and members of Indian diaspora.  

The site http://www.oifc.in/ is information rich, with details about OIFC, 

investing in India, networking resources, frequently asked questions and answers. 

The ―home page‖ has links to at least four other social media sites. The site has 

Indian stock market information, an exchange rate converter, news updates focused 

on business, finance and immigration. A quick response, or QR, code for reading 

on mobile devices, which was available in 2013, does not appear now. The home 

page has several tabs, including on doing business in India and various sectors in 

India where opportunities for investment and collaboration exist. The site‘s 

contents were analyzed by the operationalized digital strategies corresponding to 

the three-layer model proposed by Cowan and Arsenault (2008). 

 

Monologue 

The website shows heavy evidence of one-way communication layer. It has 

a newsroom with press releases, diaspora news and media kit with information that 

can be downloaded by visitors to the site. The press releases 

(http://www.oifc.in/Newsroom/Press-Releases) cover a gamut of financial and 

business information that could be of interest to the diaspora. For example, the 

press release from Feb. 23, 2013, links to an article from Chandrajit Banerjee, the 
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chief of Confederation of Indian Industry. In that piece he urges the Indian 

government to introduce in its budget a bill to increase transparency in real estate 

deals to protect diaspora. The article was written five days before the Indian finance 

minister presented the budget for 2013-2014 in the Indian Parliament, indicating the 

owners of the site understand the timeliness of providing information. 

In 2013, the site had a tab for ―diaspora,‖ which now has been removed, 

with the diaspora information now clubbed under the original ―resources‖ tab. 

―Facts on diaspora‖ provides general information such as its numbers and its 

dispersion. The site notes that about 950,000 unique visitors visited the site since its 

launch in 2007 (as of April 17, 2013). As of that date, people from 189 countries 

were registered on the site. 

The diaspora tab also provides details of investment opportunities that are 

available only to persons of Indian origin and certain other diaspora members. It 

outlines which sectors these diaspora members may invest and how they can 

repatriate their earnings, for instance from investments in real estate 

(http://www.oifc.in/investment-real-estate-overview). 

The site, which showed evidence of customization of digital information in 

the form of a QR code in 2013, does not carry that anymore. Arsenault (2009) says 

public diplomacy experts must create more than one digital channel to reach out to 

the targeted populations to better disseminate information.  

 

Dialogue 

The OIFC‘s website included dialogic elements that facilitate two-way 

communication with Indian diaspora. These elements include ―ask an expert‖ 

section, and links to Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and YouTube accounts. The 
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Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/OIFC.IN) is informative, updated 

regularly and includes photographs to attract visitors, and interactive features such 

as polls and quizzes to engage them, so visitors spend more time on the page. For 

example, on its Facebook page, the OIFC conducted an interactive quiz ―Know 

your India Quotient‖ and announced the results earlier this month, which led to 186 

―Likes‖ as of April 23, 2013. Overall, the Facebook page had garnered 92, 953 

Likes as of that date. This study chose a random time, April 1 and April 23, 2013, 

to analyze the postings. It found that though most of the postings by OIFC elicited 

cumulatively thousands of Likes, but very few comments. The OIFC doesn‘t appear 

to have posted any follow-up comments. 

The site‘s Twitter link (https://twitter.com/@OIFCIndia) shows that from 

April 1 to April 23, 2013, the OIFC tweeted 23 times, averaging one tweet a day. 

There were four ―retweets‖ and one tweet marked as ―favorite‖ for that period, 

indicating practically little engagement with the publics. There were 681 followers 

as of May 1, 2013. 

Under its ―Ask an expert‖ section (http://www.oifc.in/ask-an-expert), the 

OIFC uses two-way communication channel to link visitors to its website to various 

partners. Out of a total of 28 states and seven Union Territories (or federal 

territories) in India, 12 states had agreed to provide state-specific investment 

information for diaspora members as of April 2013.  

 

Collaboration  

The OIFC site shows evidence of brain circulation efforts. Twelve states in 

India now partner with OIFC in offering services to diaspora to help them set up 

projects in those states. Diaspora members can collaborate in sectors such as 

https://www.facebook.com/OIFC.IN
https://twitter.com/@OIFCIndia
http://www.oifc.in/ask-an-expert
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infrastructure, agriculture and energy. A document 

(http://www.oifc.in/Uploads/MediaTypes/Documents/RFP-for-oifc-website-

management.pdf)  on the site says as of April 2013, the OIFC has promoted more 

than 1,000 state-level public-private partnerships. In addition, the OIFC‘s home 

page has a link to a site called Global INK 

(http://moia.gov.in/services.aspx?id1=289&idp=289&mainid=196 ), a network that 

draws on the expertise and knowledge of the Indian diaspora and foreign publics in 

areas such as environment, healthcare and science technology, without the need for 

bringing the experts back to India. Both of these are examples of the collaborative 

layer, the third layer suggested by Cowan and Arsenault (2008).  

The collaborative projects on the Global Ink website, as of 2013, were by 

invitation only. Visitors could register at the site but site owners invite selected 

people. However, this research evaluated the ―discussion forum,‖ a two-way 

communication channel, on the Global Ink website. As of April 23, 2013, there 

were four categories for discussion: Environment, Healthcare, Innovations, and 

Science and Technology. Of those, two categories showed evidence of activity. 

There were a total of four threads from Sept. 27, 2012, to Feb. 4, 2013, with three 

of the threads initiated by the same person on the same day, Feb. 4. The threads had 

not elicited any response as of the study date. 

Table 1: Digital Media Components 

Digital media components of Cowan and Arsenault‘s (2008) three-layers of public diplomacy: 

 

 

Three Layers of Public 

Diplomacy 

 

Digital component 

 

OIFC website 

 

 

Monologue:  

 

Posted press releases 

 

Yes, newsroom 

site with press releases  

http://www.oifc.in/Uploads/MediaTypes/Documents/RFP-for-oifc-website-management.pdf
http://www.oifc.in/Uploads/MediaTypes/Documents/RFP-for-oifc-website-management.pdf
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 One-way communication 

 No implied relationship 

 Knowledge transfer 

 Little scope for change in 

content 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newsletters/brochures 

 

 

 

Yes, 

IndiaConnect, a monthly 

newsletter on the current 

investment opportunities 

and trends in India 

 

Podcast (audio) 

 

 

No 

Vodcast (video)   

 

No 

QR (Quick Response) codes – for 

mobile platforms 

 

Yes 

News update (tie-up with Indian 

newspaper Economic Times) 

 

Yes 

Events/Announcements 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Dialogue: 

 Two- or multi-directional 

communication 

 Knowledge sharing 

 Relationship building 

 

 

Survey 

 

Yes 

Live chat Yes 

Ask the expert Yes 

Contact us Yes 

Facebook Yes 

Twitter Yes 

LinkedIn Yes 

Comments/Feedback Yes 

 

 

Collaboration 

 Two- or multi-directional 

communication (inherent) 

 Project ownership 

 Knowledge generation 

 Relationship 

transformation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3D virtual world (e.g. Second Life) 

 

 

 

 

No 

Brain circulation 

 

Yes. OIFC network 

groups 

 

https://www/globalink.in/ 

 



22 

 

 

 

 

 

 Section V: Discussion & Conclusion 

 As can be seen from application of the operationalized Cowan and 

Arsenault (2008) model for digital strategies, the OIFC site fits into that narrative of 

monologic, or one-way communication. The website is heavily geared toward 

disseminating information to the diaspora through newsletters, press releases, 

brochures and publications. Newsletters, for instance, provide news and business 

that could potentially be of interest to the diasporas, such as immigration, visas, 

taxes, and financial information.   

Cowan and Arsenault (2008) argue that dialogic communication often times 

is a better option to improve relationships. In the context of India, there are few 

studies that examine India‘s dialogic communication efforts. Hall‘s (2012) research 

focuses on India‘s one-way communication efforts, while Suri (2011) concentrates 

on India‘s image-building efforts. The OIFC‘s website incorporates elements of 

dialogic communication but it does not show evidence of genuine two-way 

conversation. Moreover, the quality of relationship with readers in communication 

is often more important than the quantity of readers. It is in here that the OIFC 

exhibits its shortcomings. OIFC‘s Facebook page, for instance, indicates that 

―Likes‖ outnumber comments by a massive margin in the study timeframe, 

indicating that readers are endorsing what are they are seeing but are not motivated 

sufficiently to leave comments. As a result, there is little incentive for the people 

behind the OIFC Facebook to post follow-up comments or engage sufficiently with 

the visitors. Hence, the interaction is not geared toward two-way communication 

but the means to an undefined goal. This strategy is in contrast to Arsenault‘s 
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(2009) argument that ―the benefits of dialogue are most pronounced when 

communicative interaction is the goal, not a means to an end‖ (p. 147).  

Two-way engagement also appears to be weak on various discussion forums 

of the OIFC site and at the collaborative site, Global INK, as of May 2013. Some of 

the topics have no postings, and even if there are postings, discussions or comments 

are rare. Madhur Kotoky, writer for the well-known Public Diplomacy Blog, 

wonders whether any ―discussions [are] happening in the forum‖ (personal 

communication, April 23, 2013). The core of India‘s efforts is apparently aimed at 

providing information rather taking a relational approach in public diplomacy. 

Relational approach involves the ability to listen to what the publics have to offer, 

engage with them to identify mutual interests and develop confidence-building 

measures to further strengthen relations (Zaharna, Arsenault & Fisher, 2013).  

The roots of this hesitation to engage in genuine two-way communication 

could perhaps lie in the bureaucratic set up of India. Guidelines issued to Indian 

officials handling social media postings are that the postings should be non-

political, with the intent of using various social media sites as tools to deploy Indian 

soft power (Suri in Griffen, 2011). That suggests the bureaucratic-heavy Indian 

government believes that an external authority can only bring about changes within 

the targeted publics.  

Yet such control may be the opposite of what is needed for collaborative 

public diplomacy. According to Fisher (2013), the idea of an all-powerful external 

authority greatly underestimates the power of people within the targeted publics. 

Fisher says future public diplomats will have to grapple with the challenge of how 

to influence people through collaboration. Fisher suggests public diplomats should 

identify key focal points where groups of people aggregate, and use facilitative 
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tools to collaborate with each other. The aim is not to tell the publics what needs to 

be done but to identify how to collaborate with these groups in a manner that 

provides the greatest benefit to them, according to Fisher (2013). Zaharna (2014) 

argues that when the targeted publics are motivated to become stakeholders, they 

acquire the feeling of ownership of the project and rededicate themselves with 

greater enthusiasm, further strengthening the relationship. 

India potentially needs to redefine its social media strategy, so it can reach 

those people who it believes can best project India‘s interests and move from 

dialogic to collaborative communication. Brinkerhoff‘s (2004, 2005) studies in 

Afghanistan and Egypt, respectively, show that collaborative efforts of diasporas 

can yield positive results in their homelands. In India, collaborative efforts by OIFC 

seem to have yielded results, with more than 1,000 projects in 12 states in India that 

are partnering with OIFC.   

Finally, this study has sought to distinguish between dialogical and 

collaborative strategies for digital media. Both are two-way and easily 

distinguished from one-way monological communication. However, dialogic 

features knowledge sharing and relationship-building, while collaborative features 

project ownership, which leads to knowledge creation and relationship 

transformation. 

India could gain from a frank assessment of the country‘s dialogic 

engagement with its diaspora. As Cowan and Arsenault (2008) note, evidence that a 

nation allows dissension could be one of the most effective tools in the public 

diplomacy toolkit.  India could consider encouraging genuine two-way dialogue 

with a focus on collaborative efforts in ways that benefit the publics because it 
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would help bring in sync the country‘s public diplomacy efforts and its democratic 

principles.   
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Screenshot of OIFC in 2014 
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Screenshot of OIFC in 2013 
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Abstract 

Despite a sound political and economic outlook, Mexico’s international image has been on a 

roller coaster ride. After years of downward spiral, the Mexican moment has again raised 

expectations. However, structural and systemic factors hamper Mexican public diplomacy at a 

time when keeping that positive momentum is critical for the country’s national interests. The 

systemic challenge for all emerging nations derives from widespread confusion and uncertainty 

regarding future power shifts and dynamics. Whether the world is to be multilpolar, nonpolar, or 

interpolar, public diplomacy will play an important role in accomplishing foreign policy 

objectives. Unlike other emerging countries, Mexico has unique historical and geopolitical 

considerations that can hamper its public diplomacy, or serve as catalysts for sustained growth. 

Considering Mexico’s unique circumstances, two tracks are suggested for public diplomacy in the 

coming order: one specifically for the United States and one for the rest of the world. In both 

cases, the Mexican population must participate in the dialogue and connect its own well-being to 

Mexico’s international reputation. 
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Keeping the Mexican Moment Alive: A Case for Public Diplomacy 

 

The Mexican Moment 

In late 2012, the ―Mexican Moment‖ began, triggered by an article penned by 

newly-elected President Enrique Peña Nieto. Media outlets and analysts followed  

by highlighting Mexico‘s macroeconomic stability and growth prospects, all 

underlined by an ambitious reform package approved by Mexico‘s Congress 

throughout the course of 2013. By most accounts, Mexico is a relevant country in 

the international system: 14th largest economy in the world and 2nd in Latin 

America, 11th in terms of population (with a median age of 27), and a top-twenty 

largest contributor to the United Nations regular budget. Nevertheless, Mexico‘s 

image in the world is at an impasse. At a time when competition and uncertainty 

characterize international relations, poor perceptions are luxuries that no country 

can afford.  

 

In the president‘s 2012 Economist article, he stated that ―As the largest Spanish-

speaking country in the world, Mexico ought to play a key international role‖ 

(Peña, 2012). The move from Mexican moment to Mexican momentum implies an 

ambitious and results-oriented domestic and foreign policy agenda. Public 

diplomacy practices are slowly becoming commonplace. For example, it is now 

customary for a letter to the editor or an op-ed signed by the minister or the 

president to appear in local newspapers in the country they visit prior to their 

arrival.  The social media outlets for embassies and consulates are beginning to 

listen to their constituencies. However, all countries are competing for exposure in 
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a sluggish global economy and Mexico faces unique challenges as it attempts to 

prolong the Mexican moment into a cycle of positive development and reputation. 

 

This article discusses opportunities and obstacles in defining the role that public 

diplomacy can play to consolidate Mexico‘s image as a responsible player 

domestically and globally. 

 

Mexico emerged 

French President Francois Hollande recently stated that ―Mexico is not an emerging 

economy. It is an economic power.‖ (González, 2014). With 11 free trade 

agreements, it enjoys preferential market access to 43 countries. Accordingly, it is 

also extremely vulnerable to fluctuations in the global economic and financial 

markets, more so considering its interdependence with the United States, which 

remains the country‘s primary trading partner par excellence. The country trades 

over $500 billion annually with the United States (Census, 2014) equivalent to 

approximately $1 million per minute. If Mexico is an economic power, the 

underlying causes for what could be termed ―perpetual emergence‖ should be 

analyzed. The general public does not see such Mexican leadership in their daily 

lives. 

 

The problem with the term ―emerging economy‖ is that there is no finite end, no 

point at which the national image can legitimately move on to ―emerged‖. In the 

Mexican psyche, this only reifies a generational struggle for development 

characterized by pessimism, distrust of authority and a revolutionary history 

distrustful of major power influence. Until average Mexican citizens begin to 
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objectively compare their economic, social and political well-being with that of 

most countries, rather than limiting comparisons to the United States, the 

sociological stigma of ―underdevelopment‖ is likely to stymy public diplomacy 

efforts. Mexico‘s biggest strategic problem is not its international reserves or its 

debt-to-GDP ratio, but economic inequality amongst the population. More 

Mexicans need to reap the benefits of foreign policy at every level, rather than 

believe that there is no correlation between their standard of living and the 

international image of their country. By constantly hearing that Mexico is 

emerging, some parts of society may simply understand that the goal posts have 

been moved once more and foresee a longer road ahead.  

 

What kind of power in which kind of world? 

Despite sharing a border with the United States and fostering substantial 

relationships with other parts of the world, Mexico‘s foreign policy, and public 

diplomacy specifically, need to be anchored in an understanding of power dynamics 

in the world. The main difficulty in contemporary strategic planning is the absence 

of consensus regarding the type of world we live in, or the one we will see emerge 

in the coming years. The United States is likely to continue to be an important 

player for decades to come, but so-called middle or emerging powers such as 

Mexico are both subjects and directors in the polarity debate. The power of 

networks and the changing nature of power require states to base their strategies on 

contextual intelligence (Nye, 2013). For the purposes of this paper, three paradigms 

will be analyzed and related to public diplomacy.  
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Richard Hass suggested that we are in a ―world dominated not by one or two or 

even several states but rather by dozens of actors possessing and exercising various 

kinds of power‖ (Hass, 2008). This is known as the ―non-polar‖ world.  

 

Meanwhile, Samuel Huntington saw a continuation of American dominance but 

cautioned that ―some combination of other major states‖ would be needed for 

effective action in the future (Huntington, 1999). In such a multipolar world, the 

imperative is to maintain a balance of power amongst a variety of actors, meaning 

that there will always be forces of power maximization and minimization at play at 

any given point in time.  

 

Beyond nonpolarity and multipolarity, Gionvanni Grevi coined the term 

―interpolarity‖, arguing that states will remain the dominant actor in global politics 

but non-state actors will have increasing capabilities to stimulate systemic change. 

While competition exists, contemporary interdependence is difficult to ignore. 

 

For some years, Mexican officials have stated that the country has ―multiple 

belongings‖, meaning that it is part of North America, but also Latin America. It 

shares strong historical and cultural ties to Europe, but is also Latin America‘s 

gateway to Asia Pacific. While diversification is undoubtedly an economic and 

financial imperative, little has been written about the public diplomacy implications 

of these strategic relationships. Do such multiple belongings downplay Mexico‘s 

unique identity in a globalized world? Can strategic insertion benefit the country‘s 

projection in diverse communities? In part, these questions remain unanswered due 

to the lack of consensus regarding global power structures. The multiplicity of 
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actors and the finite capabilities of a state make its relationships more, rather than 

less important. 

 

Regardless of the paradigm with which one ultimately agrees, if any, ―it is very 

likely that only a few countries will emerge as central hubs of the system in the 21st 

century, creating a sort of asymmetrical multipolarity with a distinction between 

dominant or central powers, major powers, regional powers and local powers‖ 

(Renard, 2009). Ergo, how a country is perceived and how it seeks to be perceived 

by other states and non-state actors will have a direct correlation with its exercise of 

power, whether globally, regionally or locally. In this light, it is possible that ―the 

only remaining superpower is international public opinion‖ (Anholt, 2014).  

 

Where does Mexico stand? 

As with any neighborhood, the way its inhabitants perceive their home and their 

neighbors will ultimately dominate the narrative about the area‘s reputation. 

Mexico in the North American neighborhood is a case in point. While the United 

States has a tangible interest in ensuring that Mexico is prosperous, peaceful and 

stable, American public opinion remains steeped in ages-old stereotypes.  

According to the global Anholt-GfK Nation Brands Index (NBI), Mexico ranked 31 

overall in 2010, down from 28 in 2009. Amongst those polled in the United States, 

Mexico scored lowest, coming in at 42 (Anholt, 2012). The trend is not promising, 

demonstrating ―…a country with an already weakened reputation and, in some 

cases, a severely damaged image.‖ (Anholt, 2012).  
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Before the Mexican Moment, a Vianovo study showed that 50% of Americans had 

an unfavorable opinion of Mexico, 39% had a neutral point of view and only 17% 

had a positive view (Curzio, 2013). All of this, despite the fact that Mexico is far 

from being a hostile country towards the US or its citizens. Yet 72% associated 

Mexico with drug trafficking, 21% with corruption and merely 7% as a good 

tourism destination.  

 

While it is instinctual to claim that American opinions are not necessarily shared by 

the rest of the world, international discourse about Mexico is inexorably linked to 

US perceptions. The impact of the American media enterprise on Mexico‘s image 

cannot be understated because much of the world sees Mexico through the eyes of 

Hollywood, not Mexico‘s. American society feels the need to portray Mexico in a 

negative light in order to highlight positive aspects of its own. As articulated by 

Nicholas Cull: ―a Mexico outside of the law to contrast with American respect for 

it; a dirty and chaotic Mexico in the face of a clean and orderly United States, and a 

lazy Mexico vis-a-vis a hard working United States.‖ (Cull, 2012). No other 

emerging country faces such a direct challenge. 

 

Whether there is a relative decline of US power, a relative rise of other actors 

shaping perceptions, or a combination of both in various fields, the extent to which 

Mexico is able to influence the American lens or reframe the means through which 

its image is projected abroad will be critical in developing public diplomacy 

strategies going forward. Because the US will be relevant to some degree in the 

years to come, it will do little good to ignore the weight of this relationship in 

public diplomacy planning. Specific narratives for other actors should be 
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developed, but they cannot neglect the triangular nature of the American lens when 

it comes to Mexico. 

 

How Mexicans see Mexico: the need for public diplomacy within 

The Mexican population was asked, ―Do you consider Mexico to be more Latin 

American than North American or more North American than Latin American?‖ 

Those surveyed were divided into leaders and the general public. Leaders feel 

increasingly North American. The public feels increasingly Latin American. Less 

than 10% of those polled felt that Mexico belonged to both (México, las Américas 

y el Mundo, 2013). The majority of the population does not feel that it belongs in 

both North America and Latin America, as the ―multiple belongings‖ discourse 

suggests. Accordingly, government efforts to portray Mexico as an integral part of 

both face the challenge of finding civil society and business partners that genuinely 

agree on such a multifaceted image. 

 

The fact that the public feels more Latin American is both cultural and economic. 

45% Mexicans live below the poverty line.  Meanwhile, tens of thousands have 

died in the past 7 years as a result of organized crime (CNN, 2013). Such self-

identification with Latin America invariably ties the country‘s reputation to that of 

the rest of the continent, which, at least until recently, is one associated with 

poverty, corruption and exoticism. Despite catchphrases like ―The Aztec Tiger‖ in 

the international media, widespread domestic skepticism exists, leading one analyst 

to conclude that ―If Mexicans are not convinced, Mexico‘s moment will not last 

long.‖ (Oppenheimer, 2013). 
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Cull has written that ―In many ways, for Mexico to have a better reputation, it 

needs to be a better place‖ (Cull, 2012). Such analysis is entirely in line with Joseph 

Nye‘s assertion that ―The effectiveness of public diplomacy is measured by minds 

changed (as shown in interviews or polls), not dollars spent or slick production 

packages…It is sometimes domestically difficult for the government to support 

presentation of views that are critical of its own policies. Yet such criticism is often 

the most effective way of establishing credibility‖ (Nye, 2008). In the case of 

Mexico, efforts to build a better country and project a balanced image abroad are 

intertwined, but its citizens need to be included. 

 

“Pick me!” 

A major challenge for public diplomacy of emerging countries lies in the inherent 

competition for investment, prestige, tourism and trade shared by all growing 

economies. The only real similarity between the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China) and the MIST [MIKTA] (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey 

[Australia]) countries are that they were both conceived by Jim O‘Neill of the 

financial firm Goldman Sachs. Other groups, such as Next 11 (Bangladesh, Egypt, 

Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Turkey, South Korea, 

Vietnam) and the Emerging Market Global Players (EMGP) hail from private or 

academic sectors. The fact that governments‘ actions attempt to live up to these 

expectations is a testament to the influence and power of non-state actors not only 

in messaging, but in agenda-setting.  

 

The BRIC countries have held sideline meetings at the UN General Assembly and 

also presented common positions on certain multilateral issues. The public 
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diplomacy payoff is primarily the reiteration of the group itself, particularly at 

times when other groups, such as MIKTA seek to take their place as the darlings of 

foreign investors. In April of 2014, the MIKTA countries held their first ministerial 

summit beyond the General Assembly, in which they agreed to meet at least three 

times annually and discussed important global governance issues. They also 

recalled that they are all members of the G20 and took the opportunity to reiterate 

their support for that forum. All these actions are byproducts of competition. 

 

If we see the world as multipolar in the traditional realist sense, Mexico is unlikely 

to become an international power hub because it would necessarily challenge the 

United States directly. Such a new balance of power would, at the time of writing, 

be unrealistic and undesirable considering the interdependence between the two 

countries. Established powers interested in altering the balance of power are more 

likely to choose the path of least resistance by increasing the capabilities and 

forging alliances with other emerging powers where they have greater competitive 

influence before attempting to alter the United States‘ intraregional balance. 

Regional power hubs are a more likely scenario in a multipolar world. A balance of 

power is more manageable with a smaller number of major regional players. For 

Mexico‘s public diplomacy, this would mean projecting regional identity (North or 

Latin America) and exercising peripheral soft power via a hub state. 

 

A non-polar world, in turn, allows for Mexico to advance specific interests through 

ad-hoc coalitions with various power brokers, but is destined to be messy because 

―a large number of actors tend toward greater randomness and disorder in the 

absence of external intervention‖ (Hass, 2008). However, such disorder is 
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reminiscent of the phrase ―Anarchy is what states make of it‖ (Wendt, 1992). In 

other words, there are risks and opportunities in that relative disorder that emerging 

countries can capitalize on. For example, nonpolarity facilitates niche diplomacy. In 

the past, Mexico has excelled in disarmament and climate change negotiations. 

Public diplomacy in a non-polar world opens a host of possibilities by projecting 

values, culture and trade in various constituencies with coalitions of other states and 

non-state actors to accomplish foreign policy objectives. Given the inherent 

―messiness‖ of this world, all of diplomacy will be subject to a process of creative 

disruption, where only those who adapt can be winners. 

 

Meanwhile, interpolarity posits a synergy between power shifts and increasing 

interdependence, arguing that established and emerging powers converge to form 

global governance structures (Grevi, 2009). In such a world, both emerging and 

established powers recognize the necessity of working together and accommodate 

each other's interests, arguably redefining the balance of power. The clearest 

example of interpolarity may well be the G20, which emerged gradually through 

the G8+5 formulas (Jokela, 2011). In this paradigm, Mexico must work alongside 

both stronger and weaker actors to advance mechanisms of systemic management 

and thrive. A public diplomacy problem in the interpolar paradigm is that it 

presumes the agreement of major players. As time passes, new players emerge, 

power shifts, and the mechanisms put into place may no longer be beneficial. Thus, 

interpolar public diplomacy requires actors to identify these shifts and decide 

whether to promote changes to the status quo or advocate for its continuity. 
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In all three paradigms of polarity, countries and other actors are competing to be 

included in the new world order (whatever that may be). They feel they cannot 

afford to be left out of the game in a strategic environment characterized by 

volatility. Mexico is very much in this competition. 

 

The Mexican advantage in the competition is access to American elites, as 

demonstrated by the NAFTA negotiations and other successful lobbying efforts 

(Ferrer, 2007). The immediate disadvantage (ironically) is an excessive focus on 

the United States in the past. While China, Brazil and others have engaged 

emerging regions, such as Africa, and are consolidating their relationships, Mexico 

is late to the party and beginning construction those relations. Nonetheless, 

tremendous steps are being taken in the right direction. In September, the president 

announced Mexican participation in UN peacekeeping operations during the High 

Level Debate of the General Assembly. Combined with other policy initiatives, 

―walking the talk‖ of global responsibility is a promising asset for public 

diplomacy. 

 

Which paradigm ultimately prevails (if any) is not up to Mexico alone. Its 

geopolitical position as a neighbor to the US, an energy producer, and a top 

exporter give it a unique place among emerging countries that complicates the 

application of policy recommendations that might suit other so-called emerging 

economies. In other words, Mexican policy formulations will necessarily be 

somewhat different than those that could apply to other emerging states. This does 

not mean that the country is destined to be forever alone and misunderstood. 

Rather, it has the capacity to make truly unique contributions. 
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Two roads lead to Rome 

Mexico‘s public diplomacy strategies going forward must differ from those of 

traditional, established powers in order to work. While the country benefits from 

being grouped into favorable categories that predict an economic boom, it is 

equally vulnerable to harsh criticism if it fails to live up to such high expectations 

(Alper and Rojas, 2014). An analysis of how the BRIC countries have been 

portrayed in 2013 compared to 2009 would demonstrate this effect. Mexico must 

seek to be an attractive member of the ―emerging‖ groups of countries, but must 

also differentiate itself from those groups at times. 

 

Mexican public diplomacy should function on two basic tracks: the first is directed 

at the United States and recognizes the disproportionate influence of actors within 

that country in shaping global public opinion. The second involves is a ―back to 

basics‖ strategy that should be deployed in places where either little is known about 

Mexico or where there is a strong official relationship, but the foreign public is 

either not engaged or (in the case of other middle powers) could feel threatened by 

the potential of Mexico‘s rise. This should not be confused with simple promotion, 

but be driven by coalitions and people-to-people connections around particular 

issues. Adaptability of such strategies to the contemporary realities of each country, 

region or community is key.  

 

In an ideal public policy planning exercise, a country‘s public diplomacy strategy 

should be able to function in the multipolar, nonpolar and interpolar paradigms, 

guiding decisions with contextual intelligence. Because we have no crystal ball, the 
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adaptability of public diplomacy strategies and constant evaluation will determine 

their effectiveness. Ironically, the sources of such contextual intelligence come 

from the very practice of public diplomacy itself. Nicholas Cull defines public 

diplomacy as ―an international actor‘s attempt to manage the international 

environment through engagement with a foreign public‖ (Cull, 2009). Since the end 

of public diplomacy is the change of the environment itself, the core approaches are 

listening, advocacy, cultural diplomacy, exchange, broadcasting and psychological 

warfare (Cull, 2009). With a mix of these approaches, and marked emphasis on 

various ones in particular situations, a country is able to garner the contextual 

intelligence that Nye posits as fundamental to guiding policy. 

 

Approach 1: A Mexican lens for American eyes 

As demonstrated earlier, Mexico and the United States have ties that bind. The 

official relationship is multifaceted, mature, and comprehensive. Because both 

countries are democracies subject to influences from not only domestic, but 

transnational non state actors, network diplomacy is inherently complicated. The 

issues on the bilateral agenda cover everything from immigration to trade to 

security. Perhaps more than any bilateral relationship of that scale, what happens in 

one country directly impacts the other, leading public opinion to play an important 

role in guiding policy outcomes. 

  

Fortunately for Mexico, it has the infrastructure in place to engage in serious public 

diplomacy with its northern neighbor. The world‘s largest consular network in any 

one country is Mexico‘s 50 consulates in the US. In each of those, relationships are 

fostered with diaspora groups, commercial interests, opinion leaders and other 
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actors with standing in politics. Effective use of the consular network constitutes 

―polylateralism‖, a form of engagement that widens relationships beyond 

organizations and includes interested individuals (Wiseman, 1999). On the other 

hand, these consular offices must also deal with the traditional documentation and 

citizen assistance functions and are often overburdened with these duties, limiting 

proactive engagements and communication (Ferrer, 2007). 

 

The need to publicize high-level arrests and accomplishments against drug cartels 

during President Felipe Calderon‘s administration hampered rather than enabled 

public diplomacy efforts. In 1993, economic issues dominated Mexican coverage in 

the American press. Only 13% of articles in the New York Times and the Wall 

Street Journal dealt with crime, corruption or undocumented immigration. In 

contrast, 84% of the articles published in those periodicals in 2010 were crime-

related. A mere 7% and 8%, dealt with economic and political issues, respectively. 

The Mexican press did not help matters at all, as 57% of Reforma‘s headlines 

between April and May of 2011 were also negative (Newell, 2011). As a result, the 

average American citizen associated Mexico less with economic opportunity and 

more with violence, corruption and undocumented immigration. 

 

Impressive efforts were made to promote tourism and dispel myths. The ―Mexico 

Taxi Project‖ was an overt attempt to counter the negative perceptions about 

Mexico. It consisted of hidden cameras in taxis and town cars picking up American 

tourists returning from Mexican vacations. The cab driver would ask them about 

their trip and they expressed candid and positive opinions (Elliot, 2011). After all, 

Mexico is the top foreign destination for Americans, with 20,546,361 visitors in 
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2013, up 1.2% from the previous year (US Office of Travel and Tourism Industries, 

2014).  

 

Digital promotion also played a major role in this endeavor, with user-friendly and 

attractive websites such as visitmexico.com and mexicotoday.com. According to 

Jaime Díaz and Mónica Pérez, these efforts gave Mexico a more competitive image 

and marginally increased positive perceptions of Mexico in the US population 

(Díaz and Pérez, 2012).  

 

However, these efforts suffered from several shortfalls: 1) they were government-

directed; 2) they highlighted eccentricities and exoticism of Mexico at a time when 

foreign policy highlighted the ―shared responsibility‖ of the US in its southern 

neighbor‘s troubles and 3) they were essentially promotional campaigns focused 

around tourism. In parallel, while most Mexican embassies and consulates abroad 

did open Twitter and Facebook pages during the Calderón administration, they 

lacked a coherent government-wide strategy that tended to be unidirectional and, in 

most cases, did not engage with the local publics (Lozano, 2013). Brand managers 

today are running into the same obstacles. Most governmental entities continue to 

view public diplomacy as an extension of marketing, rather than as a means to 

compliment and achieve foreign policy objectives in a world exponentially flooded 

with actors of varying degrees of influence. 

 

Mexican public diplomacy in the United States has been defensive in recent years 

due to political backlashes in both countries and structural asymmetrical realities 

(Starr, 2010). Fortunately, public diplomacy is ―moving away from a 

http://visitmexico.com/
http://mexicotoday.com/
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straightforward promotional perspective‖ and towards a form of diplomatic 

engagement with other actors (Melissen, 2011). The natural evolution of this 

development is the participation of civil society and people-to-people connections. 

For example, the diaspora policy went from ―what can the diaspora do for 

Mexico?‖ to ―what can Mexico do for its diaspora?‖ (J.C. Lara in Mexican Public 

Diplomacy Workshop, 2013). The interactions between Americans and Mexicans 

exponentially outnumber and out-impact governmental relationships. In this light, 

Mexican public diplomacy should seek to be permanently present in debates of 

interest to second and third generation immigrants. 

 

Social media must be a part of the solution. Collen Graffy sums up the concept: 

―Public diplomacy is the art of communicating a country‘s policies, values and 

culture to the people of another nation. Public Diplomacy 2.0 is the art of using this 

new Internet phenomenon in order to achieve those objectives—‗citizen to citizen, 

person to person‘—and more.‖ (Graffy, 2009) Mexico‘s efforts were classified as 

―Public Diplomacy 1.5‖. While efforts were present, the full potential of social 

media was not used to multiply and engage stakeholders in messaging (Lozano, 

2013). To date, there is no evidence that marketing campaigns actually have a 

lasting effect on a nation‘s brand (Anholt, 2012). 

 

The public diplomacy approach with the US should take into account the following 

strategic guiding principles: 

1. If the Mexican population is not enthusiastic about their country‘s potential for 

economic growth, and a stronger global role, the US population will reflect it. 

People-to-people connections drive the relationship. 
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2. The economic competitiveness narrative must focus on America‘s own middle 

class. If the only targets of public diplomacy are elites, the majority of the US 

population is less likely to see Mexico as an opportunity and more as a threat. 

Listening first and advocating later will help. 

3. 65% of Americans receive their news primarily online (Franceschi, 2013). A 

full-fledged public diplomacy 2.0 strategy needs to account for local political 

views and engage grassroots movements as impromptu brand ambassadors that 

can communicate shared futures. 

4. Mexico must still tread carefully in lobbying efforts on divisive issues such as 

immigration reform. If the American political establishment perceives 

intervention on a domestic issue tied to national identity, such as immigration, 

efforts are likely to backfire. 

5. A special strategy to engage second and third generation persons of Mexican 

origin must be developed. These groups are more educated and politically 

active than first generation migrants and should promote Mexico as a partner 

rather than ―the place my parents left to seek a better life‖. These communities 

are natural sources of political influence and candidates for exchanges. 

 

Approach 2: Back to basics 

Nation branding refers to the perceptions in people‘s minds about a country. It 

includes general qualities and appreciations between the consumers and the brand 

(country). A nation brand exists without the control of the brand owner, and 

effective brand management requires a robust coalition of government, the private 

sector and civil society required for this enterprise (Lozano, 2013). Consequently, 

the concept of competitive identity becomes relevant. It recognizes that any country 
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must compete for the attention of other states, companies and private individuals in 

a global marketplace. Furthermore, it should be a ―component of national policy 

and not […] a ‗campaign‘ that can be separated from conventional planning, 

leadership, governance or economic development (Anholt, 2012). The primary 

similarity between nation branding and public diplomacy is that relationship 

building remains the central paradigm for both (Szondi, 2008). 

 

While Mexico is an undisputed cultural power because of its unique historical and 

social identity, the link between its cultural diplomacy and soft power is not 

developed. In part, this is due to a lack of human and financial resources, a 

misunderstanding of soft power as subordinate to hard power, the greater influence 

of cultural commerce (books, movies, arts) over diplomacy, and an absence of 

lasting strategic relationships beyond the governmental sphere (Gutiérrez-Canet, 

2013). An excessive focus on the cultural component in Mexico‘s foreign policy 

has led the diplomatic apparatus to neglect the other functions of public diplomacy: 

listening, advocacy, exchanges and broadcasting (Cull, 2012).  

 

In order to have effective public diplomacy, Mexico should build on its strong 

cultural diplomacy and incorporate the other functions of public diplomacy 

alongside it. Using the core approaches of Nicholas Cull‘s model, Mexico can 

identify areas that deserve greater focus and investment. Other recommendations, 

such as establishing a ―Mexico Institute‖ to promote Mexican culture and Spanish-

language (Curzio, 2013), are long overdue and necessary to build synergies that 

facilitate listening, advocacy, exchanges, and cultural diplomacy. Curzio also 

suggests having an international broadcasting channel, an idea in line with Cull‘s 
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core approaches. Mexican telenovelas have been translated into over 27 languages 

and have proven to be an effective cultural export that increases Mexican presence 

among foreign publics (Guajardo-Villar, 2012). However, Mexican society has 

failed to capitalize on this tool to project the kinds of messages it wants (and 

needs). 

 

Neither the mutlipolar, nonpolar or interpolar paradigms deny the relevance of 

regional or thematic blocs of states. Mexico is beginning to adapt the experiences of 

other regions. Jan Melissen wrote about East Asia: ―…in the absence of well-

established multilateral structures, the potential for public diplomacy to contribute 

to regional community-building is recognized.‖ (Melissen, 2011). Mexico, despite 

being a staunch supporter of robust multilateralism, has displayed diplomatic 

pragmatism. The Pacific Alliance is a deep integration mechanism that goes well 

beyond free trade. However, one of the three primary objectives of the alliance is to 

―Become a platform for political articulation, and economic and trade integration, 

and project these strengths to the rest of the world, with a special emphasis on the 

Asia-Pacific region‖ (Alliance, 2014). Such a focus on promotion, and the explicit 

mention of Asia-Pacific is an example of what could be called ―network mirroring‖. 

Just as other states that seek bright economic futures have projected themselves in 

strategically integrated regional or thematic blocks (i.e. The European Union); 

Mexico, Colombia, Chile and Peru are doing the same in the name of 

competitiveness.  The face of Mexico´s competitive identity is now the Pacific 

Alliance on one hand, and the overall North American scheme on the other.   

 

The back-to-basics approach should be based on the following: 
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1. There must be a conscious move away from a government-centered marketing 

approach and towards resilient non-state-based alliances. 

2. Public diplomacy must become a domestic endeavor to convince Mexicans of 

the importance of their international image, facilitate travel, work, and 

volunteer opportunities abroad, and support international development 

assistance schemes. 

3. Competitive identity should be region-based and move away from the nation 

brand concept, as regions theoretically fare better off than individual states in 

the polarity debate. 

4. Cultural promotion is the most developed tool in Mexican public diplomacy to 

date, and should be strengthened. It requires better coalitions to reach 

populations that have traditionally not come into the picture. Having the 

coalitions in the first place allows space for activities incorporating other tools 

and approaches. 

 

Keeping the Mexican Moment alive 

Mexico has been blessed with a sibilant intake of fresh air thanks to the Mexican 

Moment. As this paper has demonstrated, significant challenges stand in the way of 

making that moment a lasting one. The Mexican moment was not entirely 

constructed by the government, but is a byproduct of national circumstances 

interacting in the current global environment. Both the domestic and the 

international spheres must be tended to in order to turn the moment into Mexico‘s 

great leap forward and keep it from becoming Mexico‘s long drag. In using public 

diplomacy for this endeavor, Mexico (and all emerging economies) need to 

understand that public diplomacy is a means and not an end.  
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The Mexican moment has created high expectations both at home and abroad. 

Mexico‘s ability to project itself as a reliable economic and political partner with 

strong social capital is not separate from the domestic agenda, and must therefore 

become a coordinated, coherent part of national policy.  

 

However we understand polarity in the years to come, the world is unquestionably 

made up of overlapping networks in which traditional and new forms of diplomacy 

coexist. The strategic lines set out in this paper are mere contemplations of how 

public diplomacy can play a role in shaping that environment at this snapshot in 

time. What is clear is that public diplomacy for emerging states cannot be a one-

size-fits-all approach, and that Mexico specifically has at least two general spaces 

for action with unique considerations. 
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Abstract 

Soft power has become a popular foreign policy concept adopted by many different governments 

around the world, despite its lack of depth or broad applicability. The Russian government is 

among those eager adopters and has, over time, reconceptualized and transformed the concept to 

make it fit the Russian worldview and specific foreign policy objectives. The paper provides a 

critical examination of soft power as presented in the Russian official and academic discourse, 

and examines some of the key strategies serving as foundation for the Russian approach. The 

paper concludes that according to the current official interpretation of the concept, the most 

recent events in Ukraine can be seen as an example of Russia’s soft power success. 
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„Russification‟ of „Soft Power‟: Transformation of a Concept 

―For Russia, soft power doesn’t have to mean being a softy.‖
i
 

 

Introduction 

―Soft power‖ refers to the ability to influence the behavior of others – ―to get 

others to want what you want‖ – following the reasoning that ―proof of power lies 

not in resources but in the ability to change the behavior of states‖ (Nye, 1990, pp. 

153-171). Coined in 1990 by Joseph Nye, the concept seemed to provide a short-

hand and easy way to explain why America was winning the war of ideas and to 

justify the unipolarity of the world that was emerging at the time. Yet, it also 

provided a formula for moving away from coercion-based ―hard power,‖ towards 

an ostensibly more ―benign‖ form of influence that relied on attraction and 

persuasion, and ultimately, on the target‘s free will. The latter characteristic made 

soft power a very popular concept, not only among the American political 

leadership, but also around the world (Hayden, 2012; Pamment, 2012; Sun, 2012). 

Despite Nye‘s American-centric conceptualization of soft power, other states 

seem to be very eager to adopt the concept as well. As Gary Rawnsley suggests, 

soft power has become ―the latest fashionable catch-all term that all governments 

must claim to do otherwise they are out of step with the times‖ (2012, p. 124). This 

is especially true for emerging and re-emerging powers, who want to attain global 

significance, recognition, and legitimacy for policies that might not be too palatable 

to their rivals and partners alike. However, to wield soft power, these actors first 

need to de-Westernize the concept (Rawnsley, 2012). This process involves 

reinterpreting soft power through their own cultural, historical, and socio-political 

lens, indigenizing the assumptions and the language involved, and 
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reconceptualizing it in a way to fit it to their own interests and objectives, as well as 

to their available resources.  

Russia is a case where this process has been especially prominent: there has 

been a lot of discussion of soft power in official and academic circles, as well as in 

the wider media, dissecting the concept itself and its applicability to Russia. 

However, this effort has been largely overlooked by the Western literature, which 

remains heavily focused on a few cases, and primarily on the US (Hayden, 2012; 

Rawnsley, 2012; Zaharna, 2012; Zahran & Ramos, 2010). This oversight leads not 

only to a major gap in the academic literature and to an overall lack of 

understanding of how other actors use and adapt the concept of soft power, but also 

– as the example of the currently ongoing crisis in Ukraine demonstrates – to a 

misunderstanding of Russia‘s foreign policy thinking, motivations, and actions. 

This paper will address some of these issues, providing an analysis of the Russian 

conceptualization and adaptation of soft power, and demonstrating how the case of 

Ukraine should be seen within this broader context of Russia‘s soft power strategy. 

 

Soft Power or Hegemony? 

Nye conceptualized soft power as the ability to achieve desired policy outcomes 

through cooptation and attraction, as opposed to military or economic coercion 

(1990). The ultimate objective of soft power is to influence and shape the 

preferences of others, utilizing three key resources: a country‘s culture and 

attractiveness; its political values; and the perceived legitimacy of its policies (Nye, 

1990, 2004). Nye suggests that soft power comprises leadership by example and the 

ability to shape others‘ preferences, because that brings about attraction and 

―attraction often leads to acquiescence‖ (2004, p. 6). According to him, the 
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principal way through which international actors wield soft power is public 

diplomacy – i.e. a country‘s communication directly with a foreign public – by 

demonstrating one‘s culture and political values, as well as imparting certain norms 

and worldviews that make the policies of the country more legitimate for the target 

public (Nye, 2008, p. 94). 

Nye tries to present a benign concept that, if taken at face value, has done away 

with coercion and influence, and is founded in credibility, legitimacy, and 

cooperation. He seems to rely on the Habermasian distinction between ―the 

unforced force of the better argument‖ and direct domination (1998, p. 306). 

However, soft power is still a form of power, and by shaping and influencing 

others‘ beliefs and desires for the purposes of securing their compliance implies 

that the other actors might be undermining their own interest by giving in to the 

desires of the agent (Barnett & Duvall, 2005; Lukes, 2005a, 2005b). This weakness 

is emphasized further by Nye‘s failure to specify exactly how soft power works: 

how it cultivates influence and affects decisions. Referring to this issue, Craig 

Hayden suggests that Nye‘s vision of soft power ―provides an uncritical [sic] 

argument for hegemonic control‖ and essentially constitutes a ―translation of 

Gramsci‘s hegemony thesis into a relatively value-neutral concept for 

policymakers‖ (2012, p. 38). 

Discussing the issue in much greater detail, Zahran and Ramos demonstrate the 

similarity between soft power and Gramscian hegemony, not only in terms of 

attempts to create ―a collective will‖ and a certain ―social order‖ worldwide, but 

also through the establishment of a network of social institutions – a ―historic bloc‖ 

– to facilitate the maintenance and the reproduction of that social order (2010). 

Consequently, hegemony presupposes ―an active and voluntary consent on the part 
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of the people‖ (Fontana, 2008, p. 86). Furthermore, force is seen as a constitutive 

element in that process, since ―it lies down on a secondary level while the 

mechanisms of consent prevail in society, but it is still latent and emerges in 

moments of rupture of the consent‖ (Zahran & Ramos, 2010, p. 24). Thus, 

according to the Gramscian interpretation of the American approach to soft power – 

the presumed universality of its culture and political values, the active promotion of 

liberalism abroad, and the desire for global leadership – closely resembles 

hegemonic power and should be seen within the context of US foreign interests, as 

opposed to some altruistic or neutral effort (Layne, 2010; Zahran & Ramos, 2010). 

 

Russian Soft Power 

Russia suffered several major blows during the 1990s, particularly due to all the 

political and economic chaos following the demise of the Soviet Union, and the 

wars in which the country was involved domestically and abroad. This made it 

extremely difficult for Russia to engage in the rapidly converging global political 

and economic processes. By the time Vladimir Putin became president in 2000, 

Russia recognized that it was having a major image crisis abroad, not only because 

of what was happening inside the country, but also because it was suffering from a 

damaging identity crisis and a severe lack of a ―national idea‖ on which public 

diplomacy and soft power efforts could be centered (Dolinskiy, 2013b; Feklyunina, 

2008, 2010; Lebedenko, 2004). The ―color revolutions‖ in Georgia and Ukraine, 

and the rapid move of other former Soviet states towards closer ties with the West – 

at the expense of Russia‘s interests – accentuated the urgency of the soft power 

problem for the Putin administration (Popescu, 2006). For them, the issue fit within 

the greater geopolitical game that went far beyond Russia‘s immediate region: a 
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global rivalry with, and more importantly, resistance to the international hegemonic 

project of the West under American leadership.  

The concept itself does not appear in Russian official discourse till the late 

2000s; however, ideas associated with it go back to Putin‘s early days. To better 

understand the concept‘s later transformation in Russia, it is important to start by 

examining the related ideas and worldviews that served as foundation for its 

interpretation, reconceptualization, and indigenization over time. Perhaps central in 

this discussion is ―sovereignty,‖ which has become a fundamental principle in 

Russia‘s domestic and foreign policy, particularly since Putin‘s consolidation of 

power (Popescu, 2006). Writing in 2005, Nikolai Petrov characterized two basic 

features in the concept: the primacy of sovereignty over democracy and a sovereign 

―style‖ of Russian democratic development which does not have to correspond to 

Western standards (p. 182). 

Kremlin advisor Vladislav Surkov elaborated on the principle in a 2006 speech, 

arguing that Russia‘s unique political culture as well as the tendency of gravitating 

towards chaos and fragmentation necessitated the country to develop its own 

distinctive view of sovereignty that relies on consolidation and centralization of 

power, and on the resistance to Western encroachments upon Russian domestic 

affairs (Surkov, 2006; Ziegler, 2010). According to Surkov, the Western promotion 

of liberal democracy in 1990s purposely encouraged weakness and instability in 

Russia, and the country needs to take a stand against the external threats that its 

sovereignty still faces today (Surkov, 2006, 2009; Ziegler, 2010). This view allows 

Russia to develop an approach to its domestic and foreign policy that explicitly 

refuses to adopt Western/American conceptualizations and worldviews, and 

provides the foundation for defending Russia‘s own interests at home and abroad. 
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Another fundamental perspective is the view of soft power as essentially an 

American ploy to extend its influence. Most of the Russian writing on soft power 

refers directly to Nye and discusses the strengths and weaknesses of the American 

―tools of influence‖ presented as soft power (Kosachev, 2012; Kulikov, 2013; 

Leontyev, 2013; Palazhchenko, 2013; Ponomareva, 2012b). This is accompanied 

by the interpretation of soft power as essentially a ―projection of hard power‖ 

(Leontyev, 2013). As such, the interpretation suggests that the actor targeted by soft 

power tends to be weak, and their physical security and moral principles susceptible 

to outside influence and control (Kulikov, 2013; Leontyev, 2013). This further 

reflects the vulnerability perceived by the Russians regarding Western soft power.  

 

The Russian Interpretation 

The key to understanding the increasing prominence of the concept in Russia is 

the political context of the various ―color revolutions‖ taking place in the former 

Soviet countries in mid-2000s, the Arab Spring, and the mass anti-Putin protests in 

Russia itself in 2011-2012. These were directly associated with American soft 

power and expansionism, and were seen as attempts to undermine Russia‘s interests 

at home and in the region (Dolinskiy, 2013b; Filimonov, 2010; Vapler et al., 2010). 

In a much-cited article written as a part of his pre-election campaign in 2012, Putin 

reinforced this view: 

Unfortunately, [soft power is] often used to foster and incite extremism, 

separatism, nationalism, manipulation of public consciousness, and direct 

interference in the internal affairs of sovereign states. […] the activities of 

"pseudo-NGOs" and other structures that, with external support, are pursuing 

goals of destabilization in different countries are unacceptable. […] Another 
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hindrance to strengthening of the bilateral relationships is the American attempt 

at ―political engineering,‖ not just in parts of the world traditionally important 

to us, but also during election campaigns here in Russia. […] The US and other 

Western countries are seeking to usurp the human rights agenda, politicize it 

completely, and use it as an instrument of pressure. (Putin, 2012) 

Therefore, Russia sees soft power as a threat that needs to be resisted and actively 

countered. 

Yelena Ponomareva, a professor at the Moscow State Institute of International 

Relations and a prominent political pundit, has written several reports exploring the 

nature of ―color revolutions‖ and their relationship to soft power (Ponomareva, 

2012a, 2012b, 2013). Synthesizing a lot of the writing done on the subject in the 

2000s, she suggests that unlike the revolutions of the past, external involvement in 

―color revolutions‖ is mostly public and open, enacted under the guise of soft 

power and the selective appeal to international law and supposed universal rights 

and values. Ponomareva makes a direct reference to Gramsci and argues that the 

US uses soft power to extend its hegemony around the world by relying on new 

ICT tools and its local civil society affiliates to influence the domestic affairs in 

other countries (Ponomareva, 2012a, 2012b). To counter that domestically, she 

suggests that Russia  needs a strong leader who is confident about his legitimacy, 

has reliable law enforcement agencies, and is not averse to enforcing law and order 

by all means. The only way to respond internationally, she suggests, is to create and 

promote Russia‘s own soft power as an antidote to the American effort 

(Ponomareva, 2012a, 2012b). 

Ponomareva‘s perspective provides a compelling insight into the thinking in 

Moscow, shedding further light not only on Russia‘s domestic decisions – such as 
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the ―Foreign Agents Law‖ or the banning of USAID activities – but also on their 

stance over Ukraine, support of the Assad regime in Syria and the overall 

opposition to Western involvement in other countries (Abbakumova & Lally, 2012; 

Amnesty, 2013; BBC, 2012; Calamur, 2013; Ostroukh, 2012). These issues are 

seen in light of a zero-sum soft power competition between the US and Russia, 

where Russia must stand up to the challenge, or lose out entirely. This perspective 

also explains the government‘s dualistic approach to soft power: while regarding it 

as another weapon of the West, Russia is nonetheless keen to acquire the same soft 

power tools and capabilities to extend its own influence in the region and around 

the world. 

 

Foundations of Russian Soft Power 

The official discourse states that a major aspect of Russian soft power effort 

should be directed at establishing a world that is multipolar and based on mutual 

respect (Russia MFA, 2000, 2008, 2013). Perhaps the most significant issue here is 

the perception that the US is pursuing its interests by selectively violating 

international law, with absolutely no regard to the interests of others (Kremlin, 

2013, 2014; Russia MFA, 2000, 2008, 2013; OPRF, 2012; Putin, 2012). Moscow 

openly opposes the American ―soft empire‖ (Vapler et al., 2010), suggesting that its 

approach is very simplistic, exclusive, and based primarily on imposition of its own 

views and norms upon others (Kremlin, 2013, 2014; Lukyanov, 2014; OPRF, 

2012). 

The key, then, is to create a competitive alternative to the American approach, 

which would establish cultural and civilizational standards that are different from 

those of the US and are more acceptable by many others around the world 
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(Kosachev, 2012; Kulikov, 2013; Surkov, 2009). To counter the universalist 

liberalism promoted by the United States, therefore, Russia must present a strong 

alternative morality: one of conservatism and non-intervention (Kosachev, 2012; 

Kremlin, 2013; Tsygankov, 2013; Vapler et al., 2010). This position is based on the 

presumption that Western dominance has created a ―crisis of legitimacy‖ for the 

unipolar world, leaving a major vacuum that can be filled by Russia through 

facilitation of cross-civilizational dialogue and reconciliation (OPRF, 2012). In fact, 

the ―civilizational‖ emphasis is very prominent in most of the soft power discourse, 

not only positioning Russia as a country that straddles multiple civilizations and can 

therefore act as an interpreter between them, but also as one that can constitute a 

strong ―civilizational pole‖ on its own (Kosachev, 2012; Kremlin, 2013; Kulikov, 

2013; Leonova, 2013; Russia  MFA, 2010; OPRF, 2012; Tsygankov, 2013). As 

Andrei Tsygankov points out, the new language of a ―civilization-state‖ adopted by 

Moscow is directed at internal consolidation of Russia – through a stronger 

integration of the numerous national, ethnic, and cultural groups – which can also 

serve as a cohesive identity and image to be presented to the rest of the world 

(2013). 

In one of his articles, Konstantin Kosachev, head of Rossotrudnichestvo, 

provides a representative outline of Russia‘s soft power strategy and approach. He 

suggests that instead of relying on soft power approaches developed by others – 

namely, those of the US and China – Russia should develop its own soft power 

model, one of development, which rests on three key principles: cooperation, 

security, and sovereignty (Kosachev, 2012). Thus, firstly, Russia‘s relationship with 

the other country should be based on a fundamental equality between two partners, 

rejecting the imposition of any ideology or form of government. Secondly, Russia 
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should respect the internal and external security concerns of its partners and should 

not risk instability or chaos for the sake of idea-promotion. Finally, sovereignty 

should be key, because it is supreme in international law and because Russia 

believes that other countries should be able to make their own domestic and 

geopolitical decisions (Kosachev, 2012). 

Thus, unhappy with a unipolar world order, Russia has taken upon itself to 

resist American hegemony, even if that means wrapping its own attempts to expand 

influence in soft power language. To do this more successfully, Russia had to 

reconceptualize and indigenize the concept, inserting ideas such as sovereignty, 

stability, civilizationalism, and multiculturalism into the language. Russia has come 

up with its own resources of soft power which correspond to the three foundations 

suggested by Nye. In terms of culture and attractiveness, Russia wants to utilize the 

rich heritage of its past, emphasize its multicultural makeup, wield the potential of 

the Russian language as one of regional and global significance, and represent a 

moral pole of conservative and religious values. On the other hand, the promotion 

of Russia as a diverse, (ethnically) tolerant, and inclusive nation, and most 

importantly, one that respects sovereignty and stands up to the violations of 

international law by the United States and its allies, are seen as key to enhancing 

the attractiveness Russia‘s political values and the legitimacy of its policies. 

 

Tools and Mechanisms 

As in the US and other countries, the discussion of soft power in Russia is 

closely intertwined with that of public diplomacy and the various specific ways that 

Russia can try to reach out to foreign publics and enhance its image abroad. These 

tools range from cultural diplomacy and international broadcasting, to Russian 
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language promotion, educational opportunities and exchanges (Andreev, 2014; 

Bovt, 2013; Filimonov, 2010; Kosachev, 2012, 2013a; Russia  MFA, 2010; 

Silayev, 2014; Torkunov, 2013; Vasilenko, 2013). Due to its limited scope the 

paper will focus on two key aspects within this set of mechanisms which have 

emerged as the most prominent and central tools for wielding and enhancing 

Russian soft power: development and humanitarian assistance, and the cultivation 

of civil society networks abroad. 

In May 2013, Vladimir Putin approved a major hike in the budget of the Federal 

Agency for the Commonwealth of Independent States, Compatriots Living Abroad 

and International Humanitarian Cooperation – Rossotrudnichestvo – increasing it 

from 2 billion rubles in 2013 to 9.5 billion by 2020 (about $263 million) 

(Chernenko, 2013). This increase reflects an overall policy shift in Russia regarding 

international development aid and humanitarian assistance, which they regard as 

key components of wielding soft power. Firstly, it is a result of Russia redirecting 

its development aid from global institutions such as the World Bank, where 

resources and funds are usually pooled towards more bilateral relationships and 

assistance projects, where Russia‘s involvement and support will be clearly 

highlighted and recognized. Secondly, it is a part of the overall effort by the 

government to expand its activities in terms of development assistance and funding 

of cultural activities (Chernenko, 2013; Dolinskiy, 2013a; Kosachev, 2013b; 

Ryazantsev, 2013). Thus, Rossotrudnichestvo is put in charge of overseeing the 

entire effort. 

More important, however, is the idea of ―humanitarian cooperation,‖ which has 

become central to the Russian discourse on soft power over the past several years 

(Kosobokova, 2006; Russia MFA, 2008; Russia  MFA, 2010; Russia MFA, 2013). 
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The Russian definition of ―humanitarian‖ is very different from the English one in 

that it does not deal with government involvement or assistance in cases of grave 

human rights violations or disaster situations. Instead, the Russian 

conceptualization of ―humanitarian cooperation‖ comprises projects that involve 

developing cultural ties, creating cross-civilizational dialogue, civil society support 

and assistance to compatriots living abroad (Zonova, 2013). 

The primary responsibility of implementing this policy is given to 

Rossotrudnichestvo, which is charged with ―creating an objective understanding of 

modern Russia‖ around the world by promoting Russian language-learning and 

education, organizing various cultural programs, and reconnecting with the Russian 

communities living abroad (Rossotrudnichestvo, 2008a, 2008b). The primary 

region of focus for Rossotrudnichestvo, as suggested by its name, is the 

Commonwealth of Independent States as well as the greater post-Soviet area, not 

only because of the historical, cultural and linguistic ties, but also because these 

countries have many ethnic Russians living on their territories (Rossotrudnichestvo, 

2008c). The objective is to recreate a common linguistic and cultural space, with 

Russia at its core. Ultimately, this is meant to serve as the foundation for the 

reintegration of the greater region and assist in the establishment of the Eurasian 

Union under Russian leadership (Bugajski, 2004; Filimonov, 2010; Kosachev, 

2012; Leonova, 2013; Russia MFA, 2013; Palazhchenko, 2013; Vapler et al., 

2010). 

Rossotrudnichestvo‘s task of reconnecting with the Russian diaspora, primarily 

in the ―near abroad,‖ is in line with the foreign policy objective of protecting and 

promoting the rights of ethnic Russians living abroad (Rossotrudnichestvo, 2008c). 

It is also a sign of increasing recognition of the need to establish a network of 
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communities that can be organized and mobilized to further promote the Russian 

language and culture, as well as represent Russian interests in their host countries 

(Kremlin, 2012; Lavrov, 2013; Russia MFA, 2008; Russia  MFA, 2010; Russia 

MFA, 2013; OPRF, 2012). These attempts constitute an integral part of Russia‘s 

―civil society development‖ strategy, prominent in the discourse on soft power 

(Filimonov, 2010; Kosachev, 2012, 2014a; Russia  MFA, 2010; Russia MFA, 

2013; OPRF, 2012; Zonova, 2013). 

Consequently, this approach corresponds to Russia‘s overall interpretation and 

conceptualization of soft power as influence and hegemony. In its effort to oppose 

American soft power around the world, and particularly in its neighborhood, Russia 

is determined to reinforce its influence through financing and overseeing a network 

of civil society organizations that complement Russia‘s hard power by promoting 

and defending its perspective and interests – i.e. a ―historic bloc‖ of sorts. This 

mechanism is perceived to be even more significant and effective in the post-Soviet 

region. 

 

The Case of Ukraine 

For Russia, given this reinterpretation of the concept, the most recent events in 

Ukraine concern soft power as much as hard, military or economic power. Ukraine 

is a country of key strategic importance for Russia for a variety of reasons that 

range from security and economic interests to cultural, ideational and geopolitical 

(Coy, 2014; Russia MFA, 2013; Orr, 2014). Yet, the Russian interests have been 

under constant threat in Ukraine since the early 2000s, and particularly after the 

―Orange Revolution‖ of 2004-2005 (Karaganov, 2014; Klepach, 2014; Zatulin, 

2005). The calls for NATO membership and later for an association agreement with 
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the EU, were coupled with hostile, nationalist and anti-Russian rhetoric by social 

and political forces that wanted to distance Ukraine from Russia (Karaganov, 2014; 

Migranyan, 2014). 

Such developments in the country not only undermined Russia‘s security 

interests and its plans for the Customs and Eurasian Unions, but, the Russians 

claimed, also put the millions of ethnic Russians living on the territory of Ukraine 

under a constant threat (Karaganov, 2014; Kosachev, 2014b; Miller, 2008; 

Nemenskiy, 2014; Zazhigaev, 2005). In light of the Russians‘ conviction that the 

Maidan protests and the regime change in Kyiv were perpetrated by the West, and 

the perceived – and propagated – threat to their compatriots living in Ukraine, 

Russian military and economic responses had to be accompanied by various soft 

power resources and tools that they had been cultivating over the years (Karaganov, 

2014; Kosachev, 2014b; Nemenskiy, 2014; Roslycky, 2011; RT, 2014). This was 

particularly true since Maidan was initially seen as an indication of Moscow‘s lack 

of soft power in the country (Kosachev, 2014b). The events that followed in 

Southeastern Ukraine and Crimea should, therefore, be seen as Russia‘s ―soft‖ 

retaliation to Western interventionism, and a test run for Russia‘s network of civil 

society and community organizations that, Russia believes, makes up the 

foundation of its soft power in the region. 

To protect its interests in Ukraine, Russia relied on its soft power by activating 

its already existing network of civil society organizations to mobilize the local 

Russian and Russian-speaking community to action. Russia also saw an opportunity 

to enhance its soft power by demonstrating that it can stand up to the West and 

act/advocate on behalf of its compatriots who were allegedly under threat. 

Meanwhile, to make the process more palatable to the international community, 
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Russia is trying to invoke universal concepts and norms involving legitimate 

democracy, protection of human rights and other humanitarian concerns, principles 

of self-determination, and fairness in international law. The official Russian 

perspective on the crisis in Ukraine is, therefore, very closely related to its overall 

soft power strategy and is an example of Moscow‘s attempt to resist and deflect 

Western influence by enhancing its own. 

 

Conclusion 

Soft power has been reinterpreted and reconceptualized to fit the Russian 

worldview and its own domestic and foreign policy objectives. Throughout this 

process of indigenization, the emphasis has shifted from appeal and attraction, 

initially suggested by Nye, to influence and hegemony, which despite giving the 

concept negative connotations, has also facilitated its adoption by the Russian 

foreign policy establishment as a mechanism that can mask Russia‘s own global 

and regional ambitions. 

The discourse on soft power usually borrows heavily from the language of 

international law, various normative principles and standards, and suggests that 

Russia should learn from the West, while reinterpreting those concepts and 

principles in a way that would serve Russia‘s own interests. Russia strives to resist 

Western attempts to undermine its sovereignty and interests by presenting an 

alternative moral and normative pole in international affairs, and by using various 

communication tools and a network of friendly civil society organizations to ensure 

that its worldview and interests are promoted and accepted abroad. This 

interpretation and approach were displayed across Southeastern Ukraine and 

Crimea, presenting an exemplary case of Russia‘s soft power strategy. Although it 
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has already harmed Russia‘s relationship with the West, as well as Ukraine, and has 

certainly affected the perception of the country among the Western public, Russia‘s 

priorities are elsewhere – namely, the near abroad, Asia, Africa and Latin America 

– and are focused on the demonstration that it can and will stand up for its interests, 

even if those are perceived as illegitimate by the West. In that regard, according to 

the Russian official perspective, the events in Ukraine can be seen as a success case 

for Russia‘s soft power. 
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Turkish Soap Opera Diplomacy: A Western Projection by a Muslim Source 

 

 

 

Soap Operas as Cultural Diplomacy 

Culture is a fundamental component in shaping a nation‘s public diplomacy, 

sometimes through serving as an explicit product or other times as an implicit 

attribute.
2
 Culture can be defined as ‗the set of values and practices that create 

meaning for a society that has many manifestations‘.
3
 A nation‘s culture is a 

combination of its image, reputation and national brand that emerges from a 

combination of its history, traditions, values, society, arts, and contributions to 

global civilization, and yields explicit products. In this respect both high culture and 

popular culture products are equally soft power resources.  

Employing cultural outputs or elements in wielding a nation‘s soft power 

(one of the core approaches of public diplomacy) is described as cultural 

diplomacy. Cultural diplomacy is also defined as ‗the management of the 

international environment through making [the nation‘s] cultural resources and 

achievements known overseas and/or facilitating cultural transmission abroad‘.
4
 

Cultural diplomacy is an approach to establishing long-term relationships, 

corresponding with the relationship-building tool of public diplomacy.
5
 It is thus 

                                                           
2 R. S. Zaharna, Battles to Bridges U.S. Strategic Communication and Public Diplomacy after 9/11, 
New York: Palgrave, p. 118.  
3 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The means to Success in World Politics, New York: Public Affairs 

Press, 2004, p.11.  
4
 Nicholas J. Cull, Public Diplomacy: Lessons from the Past, CPD Perspectives on Public 

Diplomacy, USC Center on Public Diplomacy, Los Angeles: Figueroa Press, 2009, p. 19.  
5
 Mark Leonard, Public Diplomacy, London: The Foreign Policy Centre, 2002, pp. 18. 
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one of the key elements of public diplomacy, 
6
dependent upon mutual exchanges, 

dialogue, understanding and relationship building. 
7
 

While cultural diplomacy is more in line with the tender minded school 

(new public diplomacy) because of its nature, on various occasions (such as the 

export of popular culture), the pursuit of soft power can also be in line with a more 

traditional approach to public diplomacy. Popular culture, which encompasses 

music, cinema, television and other forms of art, as well as the implicit cultural 

attributes (the essence of a nation‘s culture), is a major producer of soft power. In 

this context, popular culture can be characterized as just another (but highly 

effective) mode of old public diplomacy. Products of popular culture can hold key 

importance in which media continuously facilitates the construction and molding of 

a nation‘s image.
8
 There has been extensive research on popular culture and its 

effects, particularly those in the realm of critical theory. As a tool of public 

diplomacy, popular culture attains a cultivation effect amongst the intended 

audience, through the exposure of values and messages emerging from the source 

country. ‗Cinema, music, art and literature add color, detail and richness to people‘s 

perception of the country and help them to get to know the place almost as well as 

if they‘d been there; better, in fact, because the picture that‘s painted is often a little 

idealized, and all the more magical for being intangible and incomplete‘.
9
 Kunczik 

argues that although images of nations are formed through multi-faceted processes 

that entail multiple information sources ‗radio and TV transmissions of 

international programs, newspapers and magazines, cultural exchange programs, 

                                                           

 
7
 see Benno Signitzer and Timothy Coombs, ‗Public relations and public diplomacy: Conceptual 

Convergences‘, Public Relations Review, 18, pp. 137-147.   
8 Please see Michael Kunczik, Images of Nation and International Public Relations, Mahwah: New 
Jersey, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1997.  
9
 Anholt, Competitive Identity, p. 100.  
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sports, books, news services and so on are probably the strongest image shapers‘.
10

 

American drama series such as Dallas, Dynasty and Flamingo Road have 

substantially dominated the global television audience projecting a certain image of 

family and capitalist business, hence providing clues for international audiences to 

understand the American culture.
11

  

Cultivation of a nation‘s image and culture are processes that develop over 

time. Nye argues that the cultivation and achievement of desired outcomes can take 

place by setting an example by offering other intangible assets such as attractive 

personalities, culture, political values, institutions and policies.
12

 Hollywood has 

been very effective in cultivating foreign audiences supportive of America‘s 

position in the world and the values of American life.
13

 By projecting the American 

dream, Hollywood has thus globally promoted the American brand and image. On 

another level, Hollywood has played a large role in shaping the global perception of 

other cultures (seemingly in competition to the American culture), such as the 

Russians of the Soviet Union and Arabs.
14

 In all these powerful respects, the 

creation and promotion of a nation‘s image through popular cultural outputs such as 

television programming and cinema is the exemplar of the tough-minded school of 

public diplomacy, where a one-way asymmetrical communication model is 

employed to great effect.  

 

 

                                                           
10 Michael Kunczik, Images of Nation and International Public Relations, Mahwah: New Jersey, 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1997, p. 1.  
11 Richard Collins, Television: Policy and Culture, London: Unwin Hyman, 1990, pp.118- 130 
12

 Nye, Soft Power, p. 11 and 31.  
13

 Please see Peter Van Hamm, ‗Power, Public Diplomacy and the Pax Americana‘, Jan Melissen 

(Ed.) The New Public Diplomacy, New York: Palgrave, 2007, pp. 47-66.  
14 Michael Kunczik, Images of Nation and International Public Relations, Mahwah: New Jersey, 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1997, p. 131-133. 
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The Emergence of Turkish Soap Operas 

The film and television industry in Turkey has been steadily growing, 

despite suffering immense setbacks from political and economical crises. It was not 

until the late 1990s that better quality productions were introduced to domestic 

audiences, eliciting almost a period of Renaissance in film production.
15

 Turkish 

cinema has only been generating acclaimed award-winning productions since mid-

90s. The emergence of a more democratic socio-political sphere and the related 

openness to debating societal issues helped Turkish cinema to flourish; for 

example, producers and films received awards at Berlin, Rome, Cannes and various 

other film festivals. With this new visibility in the film industry, coupled with 

Turkey‘s motivation in expanding its sphere of influence, it is no surprise that a 

recent movie, Kelebeğin Rüyası –Butterfly’s Dream- was Turkey‘s entry for the 

2014 Academy Awards foreign language films category.
16

  

Turkish television was dominated first by American series in the 70‘s and 

80‘s, and then by Mexican and Brazilian telenovelas in the early 90‘s that were 

somewhat more palatable for the Turkish cultural consumers. American and 

Mexican shows were better alternatives to the low quality domestic productions. 

However, in the late 90‘s television production began to improve drastically with 

the implementation of new technologies, advancements in film schools and 

liberalization of the mass media. Turkish television production underwent a 

Renaissance in the late 90‘s and early 2000‘s, overlapping with developments in the 

film industry.  Thus in the last seven years, Turkish soap operas have emerged as a 

main pillar of Turkey‘s non-governmental public diplomacy initiatives, becoming 

                                                           
15

 Elif Tunca, ‗Sinemamızın Umutlu Tarihi‘, in Abdurrahman Şen, Türk Sinemasında Yerli 

Arayışlar, Ankara: T.C. Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlığı, No 24, 2010, pp. 13-35.  
16 For more information about the movie: http://www.kelebeginruyasifilm.com  

http://www.kelebeginruyasifilm.com/
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instruments of soft power. Turkey‘s unprecedented global success in exporting its 

popular culture products can rightly be assessed as a part of its cultural diplomacy 

initiatives, despite having no organic ties to the state itself. This unprecedented 

success came as a surprise to the TV production industry, as well as to policy 

makers who were already busy with the push to increase Turkey‘s regional 

influence. For that reason Turkey‘s economic development, political advancements, 

foreign policy ambitions and advancements in popular culture products all 

influenced and reinforced one another along related vectors.  

The initial expansion into foreign markets began through an action-drama 

series titled ‗Deli Yürek‘ in the early 2000‘s, which was first exported only to the 

Caucasus because of cultural connections. This initial step created hopes for the 

Turkish film and television industry to become a global competitor in the cross-

cultural entertainment industry. Since then, over 120 soap operas have been 

exported on TV channels globally, reaching audiences in over 130 countries 

including Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, Qatar, Greece, Afghanistan, Pakistan, 

Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, İran, Macedonia (FYROM), Lebanon, 

Libya, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, U.A.E, Serbia, Algeria, 

Bahrain, Djibouti, Bulgaria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Madagascar, Mauritius, 

French Polynesia, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal and Vietnam.
17

 Qatar based MBC, a 

channel with a liberal outlook (and perhaps itself aiming for a push towards 

Western style modernity palatable to Middle Eastern audiences) has been a catalyst 

for the vast expansion of these soap operas in a diverse region. Very recently, one 

of the most widely acclaimed historical drama series Muhteşem Yüzyıl (Magnificent 

Century) was exported to Italy and China‘s CCTV. In countries such as Greece and 

                                                           
17 Yeliz Candermir, ‘Turkish soap operas: the unstoppable boom’, Blogs WSJ, April 29, 2013, 
http://blogs.wsj.com/middleeast/2013/04/29/turkish-soap-operas-the-unstoppable-boom/  

http://blogs.wsj.com/middleeast/2013/04/29/turkish-soap-operas-the-unstoppable-boom/
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Russia, the shows are aired with subtitles, while the leading Middle East market 

views the shows dubbed in the Syrian Arabic variety. Significantly, the use of 

Syrian Arabic eliminated the disconnect that caused by dubbing previously 

marketed Mexican telenovelas in literary/classical Arabic, a more unapproachable 

version of Arabic.
18

  

Some of the most popular Turkish soap operas include: 

 

TIMS PRODUCTION 

 

YEAR SHOW 

2013 Happy 

Family 

Journal 

2013 Lovebird 

2012 Game of 

Silence 

2012 While Mom 

Was 

Sleeping 

2011 Magnificent 

Century 

2011 Heartbreak 

Mansion 

2011 College 

Diary 

2010 Little 

Secrets 

2010 Pebble 

Stones 

2009 Guardian 

Angels 

2009 If Only I 

Were a 

Cloud 

2009 Es-Es 

2008 Pendent 

2006 Dead Room 

                                                           
18 Alexandra Buccianti, ‘Dubbed Turkish soap operas conquering the Arab World: social liberation 
or cultural alienation’, Arab Media and Society, Issue 10, Sprin 2010, pp. 4-28. 
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Data collected from TIMS website: http://www.tims.tv/en/productions 

 

AY YAPIM 

 

YEAR SHOW 

2013 Black 

Money 

Love 

2013 Kurt Seyit 

ve Sura 

2012 Medcezir 

2012 Karadayı 

2013 20 minutes 

2012 The End 

2011 Kuzey 

Güney 

2011 Red Scarf 

2010 Fatmagül‘ün 

Suçu Ne 

2009 Ezel 

2008 Forbidden 

Love 

2007 Samanyolu 

2007 Dudaktan 

Kalbe 

2007 Aşk 

Yeniden 

2007 Menekşe ile 

Halil 

2006 Falling 

Leaves 

 

Data collected from AY Yapım website: http://www.ayyapim.tv  

 

 

 

 

http://www.tims.tv/en/productions
http://www.ayyapim.tv/
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AVŞAR FİLM 

 

YEAR SHOW 

2014 Not Defteri 

2013 Karagül 

2013 Bugünün 

Saraylısı 

2011 Lale Devri 

2011 Yer Gök 

Aşk 

2008 Aşk Yakar 

2005 Ihlamurlar 

Altında 

2004 Çemberimde 

Gül Oya 

 

Data Collected from Avşar Film website: http://avsarfilm.com.tr  

 

ERLER FİLM 

 

YEAR SHOW 

2013 Küçük 

Ağa 

2010 Aşk Bir 

Hayal 

2006 Arka 

Sokaklar 

 

Data collected from Erler Film website: 

http://www.erlerfilm.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=66&Ite

mid=92  

 

MED YAPIM 

 

 

http://avsarfilm.com.tr/
http://www.erlerfilm.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=66&Itemid=92
http://www.erlerfilm.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=66&Itemid=92


87 

 

 

 

YEAR SHOW 

2012 Eve Düşen 

Yıldırım 

2011 Adını 

Feriha 

Koydum 

2011 Canım 

Babam 

2011 Umutsuz 

Evkadınları 

2010 Karadağlar 

 

Data collected from Med Yapım website: http://www.medyapim.com/tr 

 

Each episode, with a recap of 30 to 45 minutes, runs between 90 to 120 

minutes long. As a result the audience exposure time exceeds those shows that are 

generally produced in the West. The storylines tend to follow stories that are very 

real for many, and difficulties that can be experienced by anyone such as 

relationship problems, sibling rivalries, marriage problems, struggles to make ends 

meet, domestic abuse, peer pressure and substance abuse. Moreover, some of the 

stories specifically deal with local and/or regional concerns such as child brides, 

dowry, abduction and honor killings. The soap operas have lavish settings mostly, 

but the story lines themselves are still very relatable and are a representation of 

daily difficulties. This is perhaps one of the driving forces behind the soap operas‘ 

success. The soap opera/drama genre has featured romance, domestic 

violence/women‘s issues, and even crime. The romance/dram genre, which 

dominate the market, are pitched to female audiences. Even those with 

violence/crime themes do not shy away from a love triangle or any romance plot 

featuring good-looking, athletic actors who are almost always passionately 

overprotective of their women. Therefore, once more the female audience is 

targeted in the hopes of attracting viewers through the casting of male leading 

http://www.medyapim.com/tr
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roles.. As mentioned above with regard to the storylines, the soap operas include 

pre-marital sex, nudity, adultery and love triangles, which are perhaps topics not 

too risqué for a Western audience but are considered risqué for Middle Eastern 

markets. Variety refers to this risky choice as ‗taboo themes coming in disguise as a 

Turkish soap opera‘.
19

  

The target audience for these series is mostly women, which explains why 

the stories tend to revolve around women and the men they are interested in. One 

notable feature of Turkish soap operas is what could be called as the ‗beauty 

factor‘. The physical attractiveness of the actors and actresses is difficult not to 

notice; some are former models or trained actors who are chosen to look good on 

TV. Hence, the attractiveness of actors and actresses function in drawing in more 

viewers.
20

 The actors and actresses who could not have gained fame through 

serious theatrical arts not only become celebrities, but also utilize their popularity 

through signing product endorsement deals in Turkey and elsewhere. For instance 

Kıvanç Tatlıtuğ, the leading actor in some of the most notable series was featured in 

a TV commercial for cologne in the Middle East and also in a music video by 

Lebanese singer Rola Saad.
21

 Another famous actress Tuba Büyüküstün starred in a 

shampoo commercial aired in the Arab world in 2011. Beren Saat, another actress, 

starred in a soap commercial for a Turkish company that was aired on Arabic TV 

channels.
22

  It would not be an overstatement to suggest that the most widely 

acclaimed soap operas have become a culture of their own, most of the times 

yielding their own offshoot merchandise. For instance, Muhteşem Yüzyıl depicted 

                                                           
19 Nick Vivarelli, ‘Turkish Soaps slip by Middle East Censors’, Variety, October 9, 2013, 
http://variety.com/2013/biz/news/turkish-soaps-slip-by-middle-east-censors-1200706654/  
20 Pilot test conducted by the author in Los Angeles among Arab expat students. 
21 Cologne commercial: Mohannad and Lemis; Music Video: Rola Saad, Nawyahalo, 2008.  
22 Tuba Büyüküstün for Pantene, Beren Saat for Duru. 

http://variety.com/2013/biz/news/turkish-soaps-slip-by-middle-east-censors-1200706654/
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Süleyman the Magnificent, (also an artisan and a poet), crafting an emerald 

diamond for his beloved concubine Hürrem. Shortly after the episode was aired, 

emerald Hürrem rings, ranging from genuine emeralds to plastic, became a huge hit 

in Turkey, then also spreading to the wider Middle East. Also, the hamam (Turkish 

steam bath) and palace scenes on the show have had a transformative effect in 

recreating hamams as spheres of social interaction. To illustrate, in Turkey, going 

to a hamam was reinvented with Hürrem Sultan, inspiring traditional wedding 

hamams.
23

 In regards to the international audience, Turkish soap operas have 

translated into an increased rate of incoming tourists, notably from the Middle East 

to İstanbul, where the greatest numbers of these shows are produced.  

The protagonists represented in the soap operas are almost all women, 

reflecting a combination of weaknesses and strengths, while possessing a great deal 

of femininity luring in the leading male characters. The stories revolve around 

women, their relations with men and their families. The protagonist women 

generally seek power, challenging societal norms set for their gender, yet are 

simultaneously looking for their prince charming. Even crime/action themed soap 

operas have a central focus on romance, the main driving force of the Turkish soap 

opera world. For instance the racy series ‗Forbidden Love‘ shattered the moral 

boundaries of conservative Muslims in Turkey and abroad, even though the series 

itself was ironically adapted from a 19
th

 century Ottoman novel depicting the story 

a young woman searching for true love in the course of seeking revenge against her 

mother. The protagonist, a young independent İstanbul socialite, marries a wealthy 

businessman seeking to replace the love of her deceased father. However, it is not 

                                                           
23 Hürrem’s Effect on Invitiations, Hürriyet Daily News, 
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/hurrems-effect-on-
invitations.aspx?pageID=238&nID=20738&NewsCatID=381  

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/hurrems-effect-on-invitations.aspx?pageID=238&nID=20738&NewsCatID=381
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/hurrems-effect-on-invitations.aspx?pageID=238&nID=20738&NewsCatID=381
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too long until she finds a passionate new love in her husband‘s step-nephew. 

Hence, the ultimate sin of adultery only becomes a means to finding that impossible 

true love while she is trying to break free from the marriage. Another well-known 

soap opera ‗Magnificent Century’ depicts the story of the Ottoman Sultan 

Süleyman‘s concubine Roxelana and her journey in becoming the legal wife, queen, 

significantly changing the rules of the Harem. Consequently, Hürrem Sultan not 

only challenges the norms of her society but also the palace while gracefully 

seeking the love and care of his beloved emperor. Noor, the first famous Turkish 

series similarly showed that marriage is about equal partnership and where one 

cannot find it the misery can be solved through legal means.
24

 The content of these 

series indicate the central role of women to the storylines, searching to empower 

themselves only to surrender to the patriarchal society later on. Nevertheless, the 

storylines reflect a can-do approach, representing the endless possibilities in the 

face of difficult times. For that reason, these series have had enormous impact on 

how women deal with their everyday hurdles in the Middle East.
25

 Kısmet, an Al-

Jazeera documentary by Nina Maria Paschalidou eloquently discusses the role of 

female characters in Turkish soap operas and female empowerment.
26

  

The success of Turkish soap operas in the Arab world only dates back to 

2007, when a low-popularity television drama series in Turkey, ‗Gümüş‘ (Noor) 

was picked up by Middle Eastern private broadcaster (MBC), which crafted a hit-

                                                           
24 Harry Van Versandaal, ‘New tool for female empowerment: Turkish soap operas’, Ekhatimerini, 
March 16, 2014, 
http://www.ekathimerini.com/4dcgi/_w_articles_wsite4_1_16/03/2014_538206  
25 Kısmet: How Soap Operas Changed the World, Al Jazeera Witness Films, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-

20131117152457476872.html 
26 Kısmet: How Soap Operas Changed the World, Al Jazeera Witness Films, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-

20131117152457476872.html 

http://www.ekathimerini.com/4dcgi/_w_articles_wsite4_1_16/03/2014_538206
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-20131117152457476872.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-20131117152457476872.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-20131117152457476872.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-20131117152457476872.html


91 

 

 

 

series out of the show.
27

 MBC‘s channel 2 and 4 both feature Western content 

including American shows such as The Dr. Oz Show, Mad Man, Project Runway 

and Pretty Little Liars. MBC has been the primary outlet carrying Turkish soap 

operas subtly promoting a liberal and Western lifestyle, not contradicting the 

network‘s preferences. However MBC‘s coverage has created a wave of criticism 

within the more conservative societies in the Middle East.
28

 Nevertheless, Turkish 

series in the Middle East became Turkey‘s soft power tool
29

, owing to MBC‘s 

initial efforts in endorsing a Western content. This media coverage thus enabled a 

socio-political reunion between Turkey and the Middle East, developing a Turkish 

style Hollywood effect. The final episode of Gümüş/Noor alone reached an 

audience of 70 to 80 million Arab viewers.
30

 Following the success of Turkish soap 

operas MBC turned to İstanbul once again in capitalizing the Turkish style 

Hollywood effect by producing Extra Turki, a celebrity entertainment program. 

Extra Turki reports on Turkish television stars and offers exclusive interviews.
31

 

Each episode is shot at various touristic spots such as the Topkapı Palace, Sait 

Haim Paşa Palace, Yıldız Park and various other spots with the view of the 

Bosphorus. Additionally, Turkish television stars have been greeted with much 

enthusiasm in the Arab world and have set new beauty norms triggering a so-called 

                                                           
27

 Kerem Öktem, ‗Projecting Power: Non-Conventional Policy Actors in Turkey‘s Intenational 

Relations‘, in Kerem Öktem, Ayşe Kadıoğlu, Mehmet Karlı (Eds.), Another Empire: A Decade of 

Turkey’s Foreign Policy Under the Justice and Development Party, İstanbul: Bilgi University 

Press, 2012, p. 99.  
28

 Muhammad Ayish, ‗Television Broadcasting in the Arab world‘, in Noha Mellor, Muhammad 

Ayish, Nabil Dajani, Khalil Rinnawi (Eds.), Arab Media Globalization and Emerging Media 

Industries, London: Policty, 2011, p. 92.  
29 ‘Turks put twist in racy soaps: Soap operas in the Arab World yield their own soft power ‘ The 

New York Times, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/18/arts/18abroad.html?_r=0, June 17, 2010.  
30

 Kısmet: How Soap Operas Changed the World, Al Jazeera Witness Films, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-

20131117152457476872.html  
31 Extra Turki MBC, http://www.mbc.net/ar/programs/extra-turki.html 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/18/arts/18abroad.html?_r=0
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-20131117152457476872.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2013/11/kismet-how-soap-operas-changed-world-20131117152457476872.html
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‗Turkish Look‘, which defines the new trends in plastic surgery in the Middle 

East.
32

  

Turkish soap operas have been sweeping the Middle East, Balkans, parts of 

Europe, the Caucasus and Africa, and are rapidly spreading across Russia and Asia, 

and most recently South America. Turkish drama series exports exceeded $100 

million, with the majority being distributed by Calinos Entertainment and Global 

Agency.
33

 Muhteşem Yüzyıl (Magnificent Century), the controversial drama series 

on Ottoman Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent, now airs in 70 countries, and was 

sold to Emirates in 2013 to be aired on their flight entertainment system. The same 

drama series has been exported to Italy, the first Western European country to 

purchase the series. Interestingly, Muhteşem Yüzyıl has become a hit show in 

Greece,
34

 stirring political debates while growing interest in Turkish language 

classes.
35

 Currently, China‘s CCTV is the latest addition to the global expansion of 

Turkish soap operas.  

To this day, over 100 Turkish soap operas have been exported globally, 

acting as a cultural powerhouse. As a result Turkish soap operas and actors became 

cultural ambassadors representing the country of origin, while at the same time 

being criticized as neo-Ottoman cool. This concept reflects the debate on Turkey‘s 

more assertive foreign policy towards the Middle East and the criticism that the 

new foreign policy is merely trying to reinstate the Ottoman glory as well as the 

                                                           
32 ‘Turkish look all the rage among Arab women‘, Globserver Middle East, April 27, 2013, 

http://globserver.cn/en/north-africa/press/turkish-look-all-rage-among-arab-women.  
33

 For a list of series exported by Calinos Entertainment and Global Agency please see: 

http://www.calinosentertainment.com/tvseries/ and 

http://www.theglobalagency.tv/sts/lovebird.php  
34

 Zafer Yörük and Pantelis Vatikiotis, ‗Soft Power or Illusion of Hegemony: The Case of the 

Turkish Soap Opera ‗Colonialism‘‘, International Journal of Communication, Vol 7, 2013, pp. 

2361-2385.  
35

 Christos Teazis, Muhteşem Serüven, ATAUM e-bülten, Şubat 2013, p. 6. 

http://www.ataum.ankara.edu.tr/ebulten/subat2013.pdf  

http://globserver.cn/en/north-africa/press/turkish-look-all-rage-among-arab-women
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commercialization of goods related to the Ottoman Empire. To illustrate, Marketing 

campaigns have employed an Ottoman narrative to boost sales with the success of 

‗Magnificent Century’, a drama series on the life of the Ottoman Sultan Süleyman.
36

 

As a result, one can draw connections between the rising popularity of Turkish soap 

operas, the shows becoming major cultural exports and more assertive Turkish 

foreign policy.  

 

Charm Effect of Identity  

Turkish soap operas are perhaps most popular in the wider Middle East, 

which is the primary consumer of these cultural products. There has been ongoing 

discussion on the popularity of Turkish soap operas, yet there seems to be a lack of 

sufficient research and analysis. I will first examine the source effect, and then 

address the identification component in the attractiveness of soap operas from an 

identity perspective.  

The credibility of a media‘s source is related to whether or not the source is 

palatable to the target audience. Particularly for the Middle East, credibility is one 

of the most notable factors in the thriving popularity of Turkish soap operas. 

Similarly, American efforts to engage with the Arab audience in the aftermath of 

9/11 via Radio Sawa and Al-Hurra demonstrated the role of source and its effect on 

credibility.
37

 A large part of Turkish soap operas‘ credibility lies in the medium 

itself originating from a Muslim country unlike the culturally alien Western or 

                                                           
36

 for a discussion on soap operas and neo-Ottoman cool please see Omar al-Ghazzi and Marwan 

M. Kraidy, ‗Neo-Ottoman Cool 2: Turkish Nation Branding and Arabic Language Transnational 

Broadcasting‘, International Journal of Communication, Vol 7, 2013, pp. 2341- 2360. For a 

discussion on Ottomania, soap operas and foreign policy please see: Elif Batuman, ‗Ottomania: a 

hit TV shows reimagines Turkey‘s imperial past‘, The New Yorker, Feb 17 & 24, 2014, pp.50-58.  
37

 Mohammed al-Nawawy, ‗U.S. Public Diplomacy and the News Credibility of Radio Sawa and 

Television Al-Hurra in the Arab World‘, in Philip Seib (Ed.), New Media and the New Middle 

East, New York: Palgrave, 2007, pp. 119- 137.  
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Latin American shows, while the Middle East is more value defined.
38

 Therefore, 

the role of religion is a major factor as well. In this context, Seib argues that the 

Middle East is value-driven where religion plays a significant role, hence pointing 

to undeniable effect of cultural dynamics and the presence of Islam in the socio-

political sphere.
39

 The failure of Hi magazine, aimed at creating a dialogue with 

Arab youth focusing on American values to resonate with the targeted Arab 

communities, is perhaps a prime example of a cultural based public diplomacy 

challenge.
40

 Cultural, historical and social similarities therefore play a key role in 

the way audiences identify with the source and the medium. Psychoanalytic 

literature can be one perspective to study the identification effect of soap operas. 

Erikson, a key figure in psychoanalytic identity theory, defines identification as the 

initial form of emotional tie with an object/person. Primary identification is formed 

between a child and parents.
41

 The prerequisite of identification is idealization of 

the object (parent). Imitation and modeling are the outcomes of idealization. At this 

time the child unconsciously embraces the characteristics of the parents and 

imitates their behavior, hence learning through modeling. Secondary identification 

takes place when an individual identifies with leaders or others that they envy or 

with whom they feel they share common characteristics.
42

 To elaborate, individual 

identification is more likely to occur when one person thinks the other person or 

                                                           
38

 Darell Ezell, Beyond Cairo: US Engagement with the Muslim World, New York: Palgrave, 

2012, pp. 105-114. 
39 Philip Seib, Public Diplomacy and the Media in the Middle East, CPD Perspectives on Public 

Diplomacy, Paper 6, USC Center on Public Diplomacy, Los Angeles: Figueroa Press, 2013, p. 11-

20.  
40

 R.S. Zaharna, Battles to Bridges: U.S. Strategic Communication and Public Diplomacy After 

9/11, New York: Palgrave, 2010, pp. 34-35.  
41 Please see Erik H. Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis, W.W. Norton and Company, New York, 

1968. 
42

 Please see M. Mahler, F. Pine, A. Bergman, The Psychological Birth of the Human Infant, Hutchinson and Co, 

London, 1975.  
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leader is ‗like them‘ or has attributes that resonate with them. Hence, attractive 

power is a prerequisite of identification.  

The complex psychological process of individual identification can be 

applicable to large-group such as nations.
43

 Variables such as a nation‘s identity, 

history, values, norms, culture and economy can have profound behavioral effect on 

whether a country can identify with another one. This identification effect may 

have leverage on whether a country is found attractive on the basis of soft power. In 

this regard, it is no surprise that despite a slight decline in attractiveness perhaps 

stemming from Turkey‘s official position vis-à-vis the Syrian civil war and Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt, Turkey still remains the main non-Arab influential figure in 

the Middle East.
44

  

When it comes to the Arab Middle East, it would be fair to suggest that the 

broader population uphold religious values and is very traditional. Once more, 

drawing from the credibility of the source element, the Western and modern nature 

of the Turkish soap operas are likely to be embraced despite the conservative nature 

of the audience. As a matter of fact, the role of identification and religion play a 

significant role in the effectiveness of messages and acceptability to Western 

themed shows. From another perspective, a broadly modern portrayal of everyday 

life depicted in the Turkish soap operas may be found attractive not only because of 

the messages represented but also because of the secular imagery. Most series are 

shot in the upscale İstanbul neighborhoods adorned with sceneries of the Bosporus. 

                                                           
43

 For a discussion on large group identity please see Vamik D. Volkan, ‗Large-Group Identity, 

International Relations and Psychoanalysis‘, Paper presented at Gasteig Cultural Center, 
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A recent study argues that Turkish soap operas helped accommodate what had been 

considered culturally alien, namely the Muslim and more Western identity, which 

may have increased regional interest in these series.
45

 As a matter of fact, the 

introduction of an alien culture could have been the major motivation behind the 

success of these series. Muslim yet modern Turkey, as the producer of these shows 

can trigger the ‗identification‘ effect. It might be easier for the audience to identify 

with these shows and the source country because of religious and regional 

connections. Viewers may therefore be comfortable with these shows despite their 

modern and secular settings. Perhaps the audience can easily identify with a culture 

and the products of a proximal culture.
46

 The complex relationship between Turkish 

soap operas and the religion element is also embodied in the above mentioned 

modernity aspect. While the shows are produced by predominantly Muslim Turkey, 

they do not imply at any point that the shows are emanating from a Muslim country 

per se, and are rather perceived as reinforcing secular traditions.   

The projective identification dynamic of soap operas are largely discounted 

in terms of Turkish drama series. Projective identification is described as an 

individual projecting the good or bad parts of the self (identity) to an object and 

then re-identifying with those aspects. In terms of media use, an audience is likely 

to find aspects that one could identify with and features that viewers would like to 

see in themselves. As a result, those identifiable features are projected back into the 

self, distorting the lines between the TV character and the audience. Viewers see 

                                                           
45

 Eylem Yanardağooğlu and Imad N. Karam, ‗The Fever that Hit the Arab Satellite Television: 

Audience Perceptions of the Turkish TV Series‘, Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, 

Vol. 20, Issue 5, 2013, pp. 561-579.  
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themselves in the characters.
47

 By way of example, female characters in these soap 

operas that are portrayed as independent women may essentially manifest qualities 

that the female audience finds identifiable such as being strained in an abusive 

marriage. Hence they imagine themselves as having the free, independent features 

of that female character, first projecting and then identifying with it. This could 

explain some Arab females‘ endeavors in seeking emancipation from the traditional 

roles or pursuing their freedom from an oppressive spouse.  

 

Implications in the Middle East 

Female characters in the soap operas acquire a dual identity symbolizing 

both strength and vulnerability at the same time. The storylines are centered on 

women where the female characters represent a synthesis of modernity and 

traditionalism, a very impeccable reflection of the in-between sentiment of Turkish 

society. As a result, the characters appear to be in a lost space, trying to find the 

balance between the traditionalist society and modernist demands of the modern 

age. Being in between is manifested by the emancipation of women from traditional 

social patterns. However, as the characters seek their independence, they still have 

a need to feel appreciated by male characters. In that sense, as much as the shows 

are about the current state of women in the society, they also reflect shifts in 

defining and redefining gender roles. Therefore, the soap operas while being a 

source of entertainment are also a source of inspiration within the trajectory of 

shifting social norms in the Middle East.  

                                                           
47

 Donald D. Diefenbach and Mark D. West, ‗Cultivation and the Third-Person Effect‘, in Michael 

Morgan, James Shanahan, Nancy Signorielli (Eds.), Living With Television Now, New York: Peter 

Lang, 2012, pp. 329-346.  
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In a similar vein, romance is a traditionally disregarded aspect of the 

traditional Middle Eastern family makeup. Together with the Turkish soap operas a 

missing component of the Arab domestic life has come under the limelight. 

Magnificent Century‘s Sultan Süleyman is frequently depicted as reciting his own 

poetry to his wife Hürrem stressing on the traditional romantic aspect of 

relationships, suggesting that even an emperor can fall under the spell of a beautiful 

woman.
48

 Similar to female characters, male characters too demonstrate a shift 

between traditional paternalistic culture and a more modern understanding of the 

role of males in the society. To illustrate, leading male characters often show 

romantic gestures such as bringing flowers, birthday/anniversary celebrations, 

showering with extravagant gifts, openly expressing their love and, more 

importantly, fighting for love. In that regard, the still aggressive, dominant and 

protective behavior of male character is undermined by their newly found romance. 

By way of example, young Arabs profess to have learned romance from Muhannad, 

the leading character in the series Noor, and their preference to include romance in 

their relationships and get to know their future spouse prior to setting marriage 

arrangements. Bringing flowers to wives, celebrating birthdays, and showing 

affection are new behaviors in the region.
49

 Salamandra terms this change in gender 

relations and romantic relationships ‗the Muhannad effect‘.
50

 Thereby it can be 

argued that one of the major implications of these soap operas is the introduction 

and normalization of romance in the Arab social life.  

                                                           
48 Ottoman Sultan Süleyman wrote his own poetry in Persian and Turkish with the alias ‗Muhibbi‘. 

A vast majority of his work was devoted to his wife Hürrem.  
49

 Notes from a pilot research conducted by the author in Los Angeles amongst groups of Saudi 

exchange students. 
50

 Christina Salamandra, ‗The Muhannad Effect: Media Panic, Melodrama, and the Arab Female 

Gaze‘, Antropological Quarterly, Vol 85, No 1, pp. 45-77.  
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Notably, a new behavioral trend is emerging via the soap operas, causing a 

generational divide between youngsters and their parents in terms of views on 

romance, gender relations, family lifestyle and individuality. Young audiences 

complain about their parents not understanding the new way of life and the 

importance of romance in building a healthy, happy relationship. It appears that no 

matter how inaccessible societies may seem, new media trends have a cultivation 

effect that can in the long run lead to significant sociological shifts. Consequently, 

it can be argued that these audiences are being cultivated with Western lifestyle, 

and that a modern, yet Muslim Turkish identity is thereby being projected globally.  

These massive transformations in the Arab Middle East have caused a 

friction between Muslim religious clergy and Turkish soap operas which are 

apparently providing a new set of dynamics for everyday social conduct, especially 

concerning the social roles of women. In 2009, a Saudi Islamic cleric declared it 

was permissible to kill owners of satellite television stations that show immoral 

content referring to the Turkish soap operas.
51

  Similarly, in Afghanistan the 

religious ulema called for the cancellation of ‗Forbidden Love‘ on the grounds that 

it was corrupting the youth.
52

  

 

Conclusion 

Turkey is an emerging power in the global market utilizing a multi-faceted public 

diplomacy strategy through humanitarian assistance, developmental aid, mediation 

efforts and various cultural initiatives. Although most of these PD tools involve the 

                                                           
51 Simon Henderson, Saudi Arabia Changes Course Slowly, The Washington Institute, Policywatch 
1479, February 18, 2009,   http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/saudi-
arabia-changes-course-slowly  
52 International Religious Freedom Report for 2011, 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/193129.pdf,  p.11.  
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state, media exports have emerged as a non-government cultural diplomacy tool of 

its own. As a matter of fact, the soap operas received certain criticism from 

Turkey‘s conservative circles. However, the unexpected success of these cultural 

exports became convenient tools in reinforcing Turkey‘s foreign policy ambitions 

vis-à-vis the Middle East. The role of identification plays a significant role in the 

widely acclaimed success of these shows. As a result, this unprecedented exposure 

to Turkey‘s cultural outputs seems to invoke Arab females‘ emancipation from the 

given social roles owing to the Western content of the soap operas. Despite the 

ongoing backlash from various Muslim clergies, a generational gap is giving 

impetus to a gradual social change and shifts in gender roles. Given the long-term 

success of Turkish soap operas, the Western content of the shows will continue to 

be a source of inspiration for the women in the Middle East while providing the 

pretext that enhances Turkey‘s soft power.  
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Abstract 

The study of public diplomacy often proceeds with an empirical approach, focusing on crafting 

policy instruments and measuring policy efficiency. But this approach tends to render descriptive 

and quantitative results. This paper contextualizes public diplomacy in theoretical terms, 

institutional structure, and policy priority, and points out three common misconceptions in 

comparison of U.S.-China public diplomacy. It means to draw attention to normative and 

qualitative approaches that should be applied to the fledging interdisciplinary study of public 

diplomacy.  
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Misconceptions in Comparative Study of Public Diplomacy: A U.S.-China Case Study 

  

 Overview 

China‘s fast rise in the past three decades from an isolated backwater leftist 

regime to a top-tier economic and political power is an historic phenomenon. 

China‘s economic success poses challenges to the status quo of the world order on 

two levels.  

First, it demonstrates that developing countries can bypass Western-style 

economic privatization, market absolutism and democratic institutions to achieve 

economic fulfillment and political independence. Inspired by the showcase of 

China, Third World countries think that their survival could be bettered by cherry-

picking the adaptable parts of the Western development model and availing 

themselves of foreign investments and technologies without themselves becoming 

Westernized. China‘s model of development, coined as ―The Beijing Consensus‖ 

by Joshua Cooper Ramo in 2004, could chip away the viability of the U.S. model 

prescribed in the Washington Consensus, and promote an alternative worldview 

that reinforced by the U.S.-led West and commonly shared by the international 

community. 

Second, fueled by its growing economic and political power, China‘s 

national interests have become more diversified and expanding. China has become 

more assertive in territorial disputes over islands in the East and South China Seas. 

It has increased its defense budget substantially in recent year to upgrade military 

weaponry. China has also gone on the defensive against Western criticism on its 

human rights records and authoritarianism and has insisted on the legitimacy of its 

political system at the present stage of social development. China, once a follower 
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of the international order during its process of integration into the world, is now 

trying to reshape the rules and institutions of the international system to better serve 

its interests. In addition to its mighty presence in the UN and WTO, China‘s 

marching footsteps have been found in international financial institutions usually 

dominated by the West. It has gained over 6% membership quotas in IMF, 

becoming the third largest power in this institution. China‘s share in World Bank 

has also risen to 4.42%, next to Japan and the U.S. China now has the will and 

capacity to pursue its own global agenda. 

Against this backdrop is a seeming decline of U.S. power. America‘s 

excessive use of military force in the Middle East and increasing number of cases 

of human rights abuse in secret prisons around the globe turned international 

sympathy for the U.S. after 9/11 into international outrage. The global financial 

crisis that broke out in 2008, with the Wall Street at the eye of the storm, dragged 

down the national economy and put a huge question mark on the viability of the 

U.S. development model based on deregulation, overconsumption and 

hyperfinancialization. Edward Snowden‘s revelation on the U.S. National Security 

Agency‘s blanket surveillance on a global scale compromises the moral height of 

the U.S. as the advocator of democracy and freedom. It seems that a rebalance of 

global power distribution is in process. 

The point of concern about the rebalance is that the U.S. and China are 

heterogeneous powers in terms of political and social institutions, ideology and 

culture. This generates a vicious circle of distrust. On the one hand, the U.S.-led 

West worries that China is becoming a rogue force that will overhaul the 

international order; on the other hand, suspicious about U.S. strategic intention to 

contain China‘s rise, China feels precarious in an adverse external environment. To 
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make the rebalance less disruptive, the U.S., the most powerful custodian of the 

existing West-dominated world order, has to shape a rising China into a responsible 

stakeholder instead of a revolutionary, and China has to demonstrate the peaceful 

intention of its rise. Therefore, public diplomacy is needed to foster a common 

ground of mutual respect and understanding between the two countries.  

China has made enormous public diplomacy efforts to assure the U.S. and 

the world of its goodwill and to make its message of peace and harmony heard and 

understood. When Russia invaded Georgia‘s South-Ossetia region in 2008, Beijing 

was hosting the Summer Olympics with extravagance and courtesy. When the 

world economy was at the peak of the financial crisis in 2010, China hosted 

Shanghai Expo, inspiring the world with technological innovation and new 

investment opportunities. Since 2005, under the endorsement of the Chinese 

government and in collaboration with American education institutions, 97 

Confucius Institutes and 357 Confucius Classrooms have been established across 

the U.S., serving as Chinese culture and language education centers.
1
 In terms of 

international broadcasting, the Chinese government has allegedly spent $7.1 billion 

to expand the overseas outlets of its media.
2
 Flagship state-run media, such as 

China Central Television, Xinhua News Agency and China Daily all have 

established state-of-the-art facilities either in New York or Washington, D.C., and 

have started localizing their productions in the U.S.  

The U.S. is also becoming more public diplomacy savvy in handling U.S.-

China relations. When President Obama visited China in 2009, he creatively held a 

town hall meeting with over 400 Chinese university students. He greeted the 

audience with local dialect, and advocated the universal value of freedom of 

expression, religious belief, access to information and political participation. The 
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event was live streamed online in China and reviewed positively by young Chinese. 

The U.S. Embassy in China is keen to use social media to conduct public 

diplomacy in China. For instance, the Embassy has kept posting Beijing air quality 

data recorded by the Embassy‘s facility on Weibo – China‘s most popular social 

media platform. This measure strengthened environmental protection awareness 

among China‘s civil society and created popular pressure on the Chinese authorities 

to upgrade its air quality monitor standard. At the same time, the U.S. Embassy also 

took these opportunities to share information about the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency and Clear Air Act on Weibo to advocate U.S. environmental 

policy. 

This kind of checklist-like quantitative comparison can help the two 

countries draw lessons from each other‘s policy practice. However, without 

contextualizing public diplomacy in clearer theoretical, institutional, and policy 

frameworks, this kind of comparison can also be misleading because it correlates 

the quantity of public diplomacy measures with their effects, and engenders policy 

contest with no clear purpose. 

  

 Theoretical Misconception 

According to liberal international relations theory, the fundamental actors in 

international politics are individuals and private groups who are rational and risk-

averse. They communicate and take collective action to promote differentiated 

interests under constraints imposed by material scarcity, conflicting values and 

variation in societal influence. States represent some subset of domestic society, 

and it is on the basis of the subset‘s interests that state officials define state 

preferences and act purposively in world politics. The configuration of 
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interdependent states‘ preferences determines state behavior. (Moravcsik, 1997) In 

the liberalist view, international and domestic spheres are inextricably linked. 

States‘ internal structures determine whether their relations are cooperative or 

conflictual; more focus should be given to the precise interactions between 

individuals and states. (Slaughter, 2000) 

The rationale behind public diplomacy is based on the assumption that 

government policy should be responsive and responsible to its citizens‘ public 

opinion. Therefore, country A could shape the public opinion in country B through 

direct communication and exchange with the public of country B, and hence 

indirectly influence country B‘s government policy towards country A. In this 

sense, by targeting societal actors to shape representation and state preference, 

public diplomacy is a liberal approach to diplomacy and international relations. It 

inherently embraces the ideal of interdependence, cooperation and mutual 

understanding, and is non-excluding in its nature.  

However, in reality, people often view public diplomacy through the lenses 

of realist power politics, partly because of the popularization of the concept of ―soft 

power‖ that blurs the line between liberalism and realism. According to realist 

international relations theory, in international politics the only important collective 

actor is state; power determines the outcomes of state interaction; state can be 

treated as if their dominant preference were for power (Slaughter, 2000). It stresses 

the exclusiveness of power politics and hegemon. It leads to a comparative and 

competitive view on a nation‘s ability to coerce or induce another nation to perform 

a course of action. Scholars and diplomats have often view public diplomacy as a 

measure to craft a nation‘s soft power, and consider the persuasion and 
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communication ingrained in public diplomacy as calculated measures to add up to 

soft power.  

This theoretical misconception leads to the misunderstanding of the 

relations between soft power and public diplomacy. Joseph Nye (2008) pointed out:  

The resources that produce soft power arise…from the values…a country 

expresses in its culture, in the examples it sets by its internal practices and 

policies, and in the way it handles its relations with others. Public diplomacy is 

an instrument that governments use to mobilize these resources to communicate 

with and attract the publics of other countries. (p.94)  

In other words, soft power is an organic quality of a country exuding naturally from 

its history, culture, social and political institutions. Public diplomacy is an 

international political communication practice that makes a country‘s soft power 

more visible, audible, tangible and comprehensible. Public diplomacy ―sells‖ a 

country‘s soft power as it is; it doesn‘t produce soft power.  

U.S.-China public diplomacy has always been framed in a zero-sum mode. 

Senator Richard G. Lugar argued that U.S. was in deficit in terms of public 

diplomacy competition with China.
3
 Senator Dana Rohrabacher called for 

establishing a reciprocal relationship between the number of visas issued to state-

controlled media workers in China and in the United States.
4
 In 2010, over 170 

University of Chicago faculty members petitioned against the establishment of a 

Confucius Center and called the center an academically and politically ambiguous 

initiative sponsored by the Chinese government and a risk to the university 

reputation. 

Correspondingly, U.S. public diplomacy practitioners also sense hostility in 

China. Former U.S. Consul General in Shanghai Beatrice Camp complained that 
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the Chinese government refused to allow the U.S. Consulate General in Shanghai to 

open an American presence post in Nanjing, required U.S. universities to have 

Chinese partners, and restricted the number of U.S. movies that can be shown in 

China. Her impression was that the Chinese government was not always 

comfortable with the U.S. public diplomacy practitioners‘ efforts to speak directly 

to the Chinese people, and sometimes even cancelled the U.S. public diplomacy 

programs without explaining the reasons.
5 

 

It is obvious that the theoretical misconception also causes confusion of 

public diplomacy and propaganda. To start a comparative study of public 

diplomacy, a fine line between propaganda and public diplomacy has to be drawn. 

Propaganda is a form of disinformation, which is set to produce an emotional 

response from the audiences. It has destructive intention to gain ground by 

defaming the adversary and whitewashing oneself. On the contrary, public 

diplomacy stresses on the impartial dissemination of information, truth telling and 

policy interpretation. It intends to decrease misunderstanding, stereotype and 

distrust between countries through candid political and cultural communication and 

exchanges between peoples. It is a win-win and constructive policy practice in 

which the gain of one is not at the cost of the other.  

The confusion about public diplomacy and propaganda has ideological and 

political roots. For China, the biggest liability in its public diplomacy toward the 

U.S. is its regime‘s nature. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) rules the Chinese 

government. Due to collective memory of the Cold War antagonism, for 

Americans, communism is strongly correlated with foreign propaganda and 

repressive domestic censorship. Although the CCP has departed from the leftist 

revolutionary mindset and led the country onto a path of state capitalism, a regime 
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that still calls itself ―communist‖ and rhetorically pursues socialist aspiration is 

hard to be appreciated and trusted by the American public. Any public diplomacy 

endeavor carried out by the Chinese government will be viewed as a propaganda 

activity that whitewashes the Communist China and counters American values. 

Although the curriculums and textbooks of the Confucius Institutes are about the 

Chinese language and culture, some Americans view the Confucius Institutes with 

wary eyes and regard them as CCP propaganda outlets. Despite the fact that 

China‘s global push for its media is more for self-explanation than it is an anti-U.S. 

campaign, the presence of the Chinese media in the U.S. – such as CCTV America 

and China Daily USA – has been seen as the localization of CCP‘s propaganda 

machines.  

For the U.S., the biggest liability in public diplomacy towards China was a 

part of an outdated legislation – the Smith-Mundt Act, which banned the domestic 

circulation of publications and broadcasting for U.S. public diplomacy use. This 

was tantamount to announcing that U.S. public diplomacy is an overseas-oriented 

propaganda activity, from which U.S. citizens should be quarantined. This 

undertone gave the Chinese government a good reason to question the intention of 

U.S. public diplomacy in China. Fortunately, on July 2, 2013, the Smith-Mundt 

Modernization Act became effective. It finally broke down the 

compartmentalization of domestic and foreign audiences and introduced 

transparency and candidness into the U.S. public diplomacy effort. 

 

 Institutional Misconception 

It is widely agreed that public diplomacy is a type of government-sponsored 

diplomatic activity. Since government is the major actor in public diplomacy, the 
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government autonomy granted by the political institution of the country decides 

how public diplomacy can be carried out.  

The U.S. government is in a political institution of checks and balances. The 

U.S. economy is based upon market-oriented private entrepreneurship. On the 

contrary, the Chinese government has very centralized power, and state-owned 

enterprises take the lion share of the country‘s economy. When the two countries‘ 

public diplomacy programs are paired up for competitive comparison, the result of 

the comparison is misleading.  

China‘s vibrant public diplomacy programs benefit from the fact that 

China‘s highly centralized political institution fits the general definition that public 

diplomacy is a government-sponsored effort. China is a country with strong state 

and weak society. The Chinese government seldom worries about checks and 

balances with regard to budget making. It can effectively mobilize astronomical 

amount of money to boost certain programs that it values, such as vigorous global 

expansion of Chinese media outlets and the Confucius Institutes.  

However, although China seems to have formidable numbers of public 

diplomacy programs, a closer check reveals that China‘s public diplomacy 

resources are scattered and tangled in a complicated bureaucratic system. The 

cultural exchange programs are in the charge of Ministry of Culture; the education 

exchange programs are in the charge of Ministry of Education; the international 

broadcasting is in the charge of Publicity Department of the Central Committee of 

the CCP and the State General Administration for Radio, Film and Television; 

foreign aid is in the charge of Ministry of Commerce; the internet-based 

communication programs are in the charge of the Information Office of the State 

Council; political affairs, diplomacy and foreign journalists stationed in China are 
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in the charge of Ministry of Foreign Affairs. There is no single central authority to 

fully coordinate the public diplomacy effort.  

In recent years, to ramp up China‘s soft power, Chinese officials and 

scholars have united in their call for making public diplomacy resources even more 

concerted and integrated by the government (Wang, 2008). Take China‘s Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs for example. In 2009, it upgraded the Division of Public 

Diplomacy under the Information Department to the higher level and more heavily 

staffed Public Diplomacy Office to coordinate and mastermind the public 

diplomacy effort of the Ministry, its foreign missions and beyond. The office 

strengthened training programs catering to various tiers of diplomats to make them 

more public diplomacy conscious and more qualified in policy advocacy towards 

foreign audiences.
6
 Under its initiative, the Foreign Ministry established the Public 

Diplomacy Advisory Panel in 2010, mainly composed of retired senior Chinese 

ambassadors. The panel‘s missions are to give public diplomacy policy advice and 

to make public diplomacy campaigns by taking advantage of their diplomacy 

expertise and less sensitive status as retirees.
7 

The Public Diplomacy Office also 

established an inter-ministerial coordination mechanism in an effort to achieve 

better communication between public diplomacy-related ministries in the Chinese 

government.
8
 

On the contrary, the U.S. democratic system features a strong society and 

weak state. Intricate legislations put the government budget under rigid scrutiny of 

the Congress. For example, the Smith-Mundt Act, also called the Information and 

Educational Exchange Act of 1948, strictly regulated government public diplomacy 

activities. It cautiously allocates public financial resources, and puts public 

diplomacy under the supervision of the Congress. Sec 401 mandated:  
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Whenever the Secretary shall use the services, facilities, or personnel of any 

Government agency for activities under authority of this Act, the Secretary shall 

pay for such performance out of funds available to the Secretary under this Act, 

either in advance, by reimbursement, or direct transfer. The Secretary shall 

include in each report submitted to the Congress a statement of the services, 

facilities, and personnel of other Government agencies utilized in carrying on 

activities under the authority of this Act, showing the names and salaries of the 

personnel utilize, or performing services utilized, during the period covered by 

such report, and the amounts aid to such other agencies under this section as 

payment for such performance. 

The Information and Educational Exchange Act of 1948 also limited the 

proliferation of government-sponsored public diplomacy programs by giving 

preference to private-owned entities, as Sec 502 mandated: 

 In authorizing international information activities under this Act, it is the sense 

of the Congress (1) that the Secretary shall reduce such Government 

information activities whenever corresponding private information 

dissemination is found to be adequate; (2) that nothing in this Act shall be 

construed to give the Department a monopoly in the production or sponsorship 

on the air of short-wave broadcasting programs, or a monopoly many other 

medium of information. 

The spirit of this legislation foretells the future of U.S. public diplomacy. 

Due to limited public funding, public diplomacy programs are heavily subject to 

government fiscal prejudice. Fiscal hardships caused by the economic crisis since 

2008 have led to downsizing public diplomacy. Voice of America was asked to turn 

off its Mandarin Chinese broadcasting service; the 63-year-old Advisory 
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Commission on Public Diplomacy was dismissed for 19 months beginning in 

December 2011.
9
 Due to the institutional preference to the role of private entities in 

public diplomacy, the U.S. government has retreated from the major sponsor to 

major initiator, and a large portion of public diplomacy effort has been relayed to 

the private sector. Hence, the inaction of VOA is not only because of the shortage 

of funding, but also because of the fact that the dominance of U.S. private media 

groups, such as CNN and The New York Times, over the international media sphere 

makes state-run media unnecessary.  

Therefore, if institutional differences are not considered, a mere superficial 

comparison between government-sponsored public diplomacy programs by China 

and the U.S. is invalid. On the one hand, although the Chinese government can 

afford proliferation and upgrade of public diplomacy programs, close affiliation 

with the Chinese government makes many programs seem politically charged and 

ideologically sensitive in the American people‘s view. This negates the 

accessibility and effectiveness of China‘s public diplomacy in the U.S.  

On the other hand, it is not realistic to fit China‘s ―square peg‖ in the U.S. 

―round hole.‖ The best universities in China are all public universities, while in the 

U.S. the best are private. In China, big media companies are all state-owned, while 

in the U.S. big media companies are all private. If the proposals by some U.S. 

Senators to equalize U.S.-China public diplomacy, such as requiring a reciprocal 

number of journalists stationed by state-run media or reciprocal number of culture 

and language institutes funded by government, are implemented, there will be a 

sudden die out of China‘s public diplomacy in the U.S., simply because there is no 

private sector to back it up. Therefore, China‘s massive push of government-
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sponsored public diplomacy programs in the U.S. is an institutional byproduct 

rather than a conspired scheme. 

In contrast, although the U.S. government is diffusing and scaling down its 

public diplomacy programs, the strong presence of U.S. private cultural and 

educational businesses in China, which pursue no obvious public diplomacy 

agenda, are contributing to the U.S. public diplomacy automatically. Many 

American TV programs have started to reach wider Chinese population due to 

growing availability of private TV dishes and the Internet. The Chinese people can 

read major newspapers such as The New York Times and the Washington Post 

online. Major publishing companies in China synchronize cultural and newsworthy 

publications in the U.S. Cultural performances with unique American taste, such as 

jazz performances and Broadway musicals are introduced to the Chinese audience 

by private performing art agencies. There are hundreds of thousands of Chinese 

students learning English language at private American English education institutes 

such as the Wall Street Institute School of English and Berlitz in China. All these 

enriched and omniscient private businesses have been performing an adequate 

public diplomacy function objectively and making the U.S. government-sponsored 

programs such as VOA, Information Resource Center, Educational Advising, and 

Cultural Exchange less and less relevant and more and more symbolic. To some 

extent, a waning government role in U.S. public diplomacy is an institutional and 

economical choice rather than a political nonfeasance.  

 

 Policy Misconception 

Public diplomacy often becomes null in front of incommensurable 

foreign/domestic policy. In the U.S. case, inefficiency of its public diplomacy 
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towards China originates from an incoherent China policy. In public, U.S. officials 

have insisted for years that they do not have a policy to contain China. On January 

14, 2011, former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton said: ―A thriving America is 

good for China, and a thriving China is good for America. And U.S. friends and 

allies in the Asia-Pacific want to move beyond outdated, zero-sum formulas that 

might force them to choose between relations with Beijing and relations with 

Washington (Clinton, 2011).‖ However, on November 16, 2011, during China-

Philippines disputes over South China Sea, Secretary Clinton announced: ―the 

United States will always be in the corner of the Philippines and we will stand and 

fight with you (Tandon, 2011).‖ Her announcement was accompanied with the 

declaration of the U.S.-Australia agreement to deploy 2,500 Marines in Australia to 

strengthen alliances in Asia, a move that was seen as a signal to balance the 

growing influence of China in the Southeast Asia region. This is just one of many 

cases in which the U.S. government‘s deeds belie its words. Public diplomacy as an 

integral part of the overall diplomacy cannot stand on itself. If U.S.-China policy is 

antagonistic in general, its public diplomacy, no matter how friendly it seems to be, 

will be seen as an expediential distraction.  

For China, inefficiency of its public diplomacy is caused by its domestic 

policy rather than its U.S. policy. Joseph Nye (2012) pertinently pointed out: 

What China seems not to appreciate is that using culture and narrative to create 

soft power is not easy when they are inconsistent with domestic realities…The 

2008 Olympics were a success, but shortly afterwards, China‘s domestic 

crackdown in Tibet and Xianjiang, and on human rights activists, undercut its 

soft power gains. The Shanghai Expo was also a great success, but was 

followed by the jailing of the Nobel peace laureate Liu Xiaobo and the artist Ai 
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Weiwei. And for all the efforts to turn Xinhua and China Central Television 

into competitors for CNN and the BBC, there is little international audience for 

brittle propaganda. Now, in the aftermath of the Middle East revolutions, China 

is clamping down on the Internet and jailing human rights lawyers, once again 

torpedoing its soft power campaign.  

To sum up, it is the Chinese government‘s domestic policy, which is heterogenic to 

the U.S. democratic values, that discredits the Chinese government and makes its 

public diplomacy measures in the U.S. unwelcomed and distrusted. The Chinese 

government has to be seen as a legitimate and righteous government in the eyes of 

the U.S. public before any substantial public diplomacy program can further its 

influence; otherwise, China‘s public diplomacy that aims to project a balanced 

image on China will be seen as an attempt to make believe.  

From a broader viewpoint, inefficiency of U.S.-China public diplomacy is a 

curse of the dilemmatic bilateral relations. The U.S.-China relationship is the most 

important bilateral relationship in the world. Public diplomacy aiming at creating a 

solid basis of mutual understanding between the peoples and minimizing strategic 

misinterpretation is essential for the healthy development of U.S.-China relations 

and the security of the world. However, the importance of this bilateral relationship 

is based more upon strategic deterrence rather than on strategic alliance; and the 

relationship is charged with ideological dichotomy and political sensitivity. 

Therefore, public diplomacy has always been marginalized and overwhelmed by 

strategic planning on hot-button issues, such as arms sales, territorial disputes and 

national security.  
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 Summary 

Generally speaking, three common mistakes are usually made unconsciously in 

comparing U.S.-China public diplomacy. 1) Confusing public diplomacy with 

another form of political communication: propaganda. This mistake is due to 

incoherent and confused theoretical and ideological approaches to public 

diplomacy. 2) Overstressing the role played by the government. The reason for this 

mistake is the institutional compatibility of public diplomacy, which is defined as a 

government-sponsored diplomatic practice, with the political institution of big 

government. 3) Overestimating applicability of public diplomacy. This mistake is 

made if the relations between public diplomacy and overall domestic or foreign 

policy are overlooked. Being mindful of the theoretical, institutional and policy 

misconceptions behind these mistakes can help public diplomacy scholars and 

practitioners evaluate public diplomacy in a more qualitative and comprehensive 

way. 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the construction of the ―Self‖ in regional community building—that is, the 

―actorness‖ of a regional entity in the international system. Specifically, I address the function of 

official public diplomacy in regional organization. I contend that formal public diplomacy is a 

crucial component to the internal identity formation and external image formation processes that 

constitute regional ―community building,‖ leading to the ―Self.‖ In explicating the development of 

a regional institution’s actorness, public diplomacy is conceptualized through constructivist 

networks. I posit that these network representations reflect the continuous nature of identity and 

image in community building.  I have two purposes in this analysis: first, to advance network 

interpretations of identity formation and image formation, demonstrating the various functions of 

public diplomacy conceptualized in regional organization; and second, to apply them to the 

community building of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which explicates the 

envisaged function of public diplomacy in the ―Roadmap‖ to integration, and in resolving the 

credibility disconnects of ASEAN’s present actorness.  
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Public Diplomacy and the “Self” in Regional Organization: A Network Approach to Identity 

Formation, Image Formation, and ASEAN Community Building 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In the contemporary postmodern period, regional organization has been revived as a 

global phenomenon. The present wave of post-Cold War regional integration has 

experienced variations in the self-definitions of multilateral groupings; institutions 

have embraced different logics and orders, from collective defense in the form of 

regime-based regionalization to a customs union assuming a structure of rules-

based regionalism. The International Relations literature has thus focused on why 

regional organizations are created and what purposes they serve, but has not 

concentrated on how such arrangements are formed. How does a regional 

organization define itself, and how does that process unfold? 

In this paper, I examine the construction of the ―Self‖ in regional 

community building—that is, the ―actorness‖ of a regional institution in the 

international system.
ii
 The ―Self,‖ which I refer to as ―actorness,‖ is the product of 

identity and image
iii

; actorness, therefore, comprises both elements.
iv

 Regional 

community building, which is the process of regional organization toward a 

conceived actorness, encompasses identity and image formation. Conceptualizing 

identity building as an internal phenomenon and image building as an external 

experience, projecting cohesion to the international community across both 

frontiers requires effective public diplomacy. Accordingly, I address the following: 

what is the function of official public diplomacy in regional community building? 

I contend that formal public diplomacy is a crucial component to the 

internal identity formation and external image formation processes that constitute 
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regional ―community building,‖ leading to the ―Self‖ of a regional institution. In 

explicating the development of a regional community‘s international actorness, 

public diplomacy is conceptualized through constructivist networks. I have two 

purposes in this analysis: first, to advance network interpretations of identity 

formation and image formation, demonstrating the various functions of public 

diplomacy conceptualized in regional organization; and, second, to apply them to 

the community building of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

which explicates the envisaged function of public diplomacy in the ―Roadmap‖ to 

integration, and in resolving the credibility disconnects in ASEAN‘s present 

actorness. 

 This paper proceeds as follows. The next section explains the conceptual 

foundation of my analysis. The third and fourth parts expound network 

representations of identity and image formation, respectively. The fifth section 

outlines ASEAN‘s blueprint according to the network identity process. The sixth 

part reviews ASEAN‘s image-building problem through the network image 

process. The last section provides concluding remarks. 

 

Conceptual foundation 

In this analysis, I present network diagrams that depict the function of public 

diplomacy in the identity and image formation processes of a regional institution. I 

maintain that constructivist network interpretations embody the continuous nature 

of identity and image, and that public diplomacy plays a vital role in creating a 

collective regional identity. To elucidate my contention and the supporting 

diagrams, I expound on the following operational terms and premises: actorness, 
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identity, and image; community building; public diplomacy; constructivism; and, 

networks.   

The actorness of a regional institution is the collective Self of the member 

states. As mentioned earlier, actorness is a function of both identity and image. The 

identity of a regional organization is composed of the collective history, tradition, 

heritage, culture, and socio-political values, inter alia, of member states.
v
 Image 

denotes a regional institution‘s internally-conceived representation (self-

representation) and its reflection back to the region as the external perception of the 

international community. 

Community building refers to regional integration, oriented either to the 

structure of regionalization or regionalism. In addition, this term entails the 

processes of identity building and image building vis-à-vis actorness. Accordingly, 

community building is the reification of identity and image, as it involves the 

convergence of member states toward shared norms that have a constitutive effect 

on both elements.
vi

 

Official (or formal) public diplomacy, as defined by Sharp, is ―the process 

by which direct relations are pursued with a country‘s people to advance the 

interests and extend the values of those being represented.‖
vii

 In sum, official public 

diplomacy is an instrument employed, to varying extents, for policy. As Cull 

maintains, sound public diplomacy is connected to policy
viii

; in this linkage, the 

former functions to facilitate the goals of the latter. Nye explicates this relationship 

further, averring that the strategic value of public diplomacy is its capacity to 

achieve ―milieu goals,‖ which are objectives that produce an operating environment 

more conducive to ―high‖ policy and ―high‖ policy ends.
ix

 Public diplomacy can 

assume various forms. As Cull describes, formal public diplomacy is comprised of 
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five functions: listening; advocacy; cultural diplomacy; exchange diplomacy; and, 

international broadcasting.
x
 I add to this the function of networking.

xi
  

Constructivism is the ideological basis of this community building 

framework because it encapsulates the continuous creation of both identity and 

image.
xii

 Akin to Anderson‘s conception of ―nationalism,‖ regional community 

building is an ―exercise in learning, adaptation, and collective self-imagination.‖
xiii

 

Therefore, in contrast to Realism and Liberalism, constructivism neither takes 

identity as a given nor proposes it as exogenous to actorness. Instead, 

constructivism explains the endogeneity of identity in the development of the 

―Self‖ through constant interaction and socialization.
xiv

 This paradigm emphasizes 

identity as an ongoing reinterpretation of ―essentialist‖ (i.e., fixed) and non-

essentialist attributes.
xv

 Accordingly, constructivism establishes the evolving nature 

of actorness, which is the product of the continuous identity and image formation 

processes. 

A network approach is utilized because it depicts the decentralized, 

multidirectional nature of identity building and image building dynamics. 

Integrating these premises together, I contend that constructivist networks are 

instructive representations that reflect the continuous systemic construction of 

identity and image in community building. In these networks, public diplomacy is 

cardinal to the processes of identity and image formation, and thus, the creation of a 

regional institution‘s actorness. 

 

Identity formation 

Regional community building, and thereby construction of actorness, begins with 

the internal dimension of identity formation. How does public diplomacy fit in the 
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identity building process? Concisely, the purpose of public diplomacy is to achieve 

milieu goals that engender the realization of the regional identity. I explain, through 

a linear representation, the general public diplomacy-policy linkage that 

characterizes the soft power instrument‘s strategic value. I then diagrammatically 

elaborate on this linkage through a ―nodal point‖ network interpretation of identity 

building.
xvi

  

 Cull underlines that effective public diplomacy is connected to policy.
xvii

 As 

Nye explains, the function of public diplomacy in this connection is to secure 

―milieu goals,‖ thus creating an operating environment more conducive for 

achieving ―higher‖ policy goals. This linear relationship is depicted in Figure 1.  

In extending this public diplomacy-policy linkage to community building, 

the role of public diplomacy does not change in the institution‘s process of identity 

formation. However, Rasmussen maintains that public diplomacy‘s connection to 

policy goals is more intricate than the simplistic linear representation in Figure 

1.
xviii

 Referring to Figure 2, he contends that public diplomacy operates in a 

network of interests, which he terms ―nodal points.‖
xix

 This representation is an 

adaptation that fuses Rasmussen‘s network analysis and Nye‘s goal differentiation 

(possession versus milieu) in the context of regional organization.
xx

  

Figure 1: Public Diplomacy-Policy linear linkage. 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 
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 As depicted in the network diagram, public diplomacy is indirectly 

associated with the ultimate goal of regional identity. Between public diplomacy 

and the high policy goal of regional identity are intervening variables—the milieu 

goals and possession goals. Public diplomacy operates by engendering the milieu 

goals that allow for the higher policy interests to be secured. Following the 

constructivist paradigm, these milieu goals of public diplomacy are realized as a 

consequence of a recurring intra-regional socialization phenomenon. Indeed, 

through its diffusion of norms among member states, public diplomacy 

instrumentalizes the socialization process that constitutes regional identity building.  

Referring to Figure 2, public diplomacy creates favorable routes to regional 

identity through various, overlapping links and by realizing shorter-term goals. 

Consistent with the objectives of public diplomacy, Figure 2 conveys, for instance, 

the compound impact that the milieu goals of mutual understanding and inter-

cultural competence (between member states) can have on higher policy possession 

goals.
xxi

  

Without public diplomacy, normative convergence among member states 

(resulting from socialization) would be unlikely, rendering regional identity elusive. 

This nodal point network representation illustrates the potentially diffuse impact of 

public diplomacy in the community building process of identity formation. But 

identity is only one part of a regional institution‘s actorness. 
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Figure 2: Networked nodal points of identity building. 

 

 

 

Source: Author. Adapted from Rasmussen (2010); Nye (2004). 

 

Image formation 

To develop a comprehensive actorness, identity must be complemented by an 

image. How does public diplomacy fit in the image building process? Succinctly, 

public diplomacy serves to project a regional identity to the international 

community by communicating policies and images. I explicate the role of public 
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diplomacy in reifying the internally-derived identity and image through two 

network interpretations, which convey the relationship of public diplomacy with the 

elements of policy, image, and identity. 

Explaining the formation of a polity‘s ―international role,‖ which 

corresponds to my conception of ―actorness,‖ Luciarelli describes the interaction of 

three fundamental variables: political identity, foreign policy, and external 

image.
xxii

 Luciarelli‘s process begins with a polity‘s internally-constructed political 

identity. This identity is conveyed through foreign policy. The reaction of the 

international community to the polity‘s conduct of international relations then 

creates a feedback effect that transmits an external image to the polity. In sum, the 

development of an ―international role‖ depends on a polity‘s political identity (the 

internally conceived role) corresponding to the international community‘s image of 

the polity (the external perception of the polity‘s role). Although Luciarelli includes 

the important feedback process via the external image, she excludes the effect of 

public diplomacy.  

Divergently, I develop on Cross‘ conceptualization, which accounts for 

public diplomacy in the interaction of the variables of identity, policies, and 

image.
xxiii

 Through Figure 3a, I posit a network of relationships between these 

elements that conveys, in one dimension, the process of image building. (These 

variables are capitalized—e.g., ―Image‖—to indicate nodes of the network.) 

Referring to the external perception of the international community, Image is a 

function of proactive Public Diplomacy that concretizes Identity; and this exercise 

of Public Diplomacy occurs through a range of linkages. 

The representation in Figure 3a underscores the multidirectional 

relationships of the four variables and their continuous processes, the centrality of 
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Identity, and the dimensions of state-driven and civilian-led public diplomacy (i.e., 

official public diplomacy vs. New public diplomacy). As conveyed in the diagram, 

Image, Policies, and Public Diplomacy are functions of Identity, the component that 

is fundamental to all processes.
xxiv

 Accordingly, Identity is positioned as the central 

node of the network. The relationships within the top and left inner triangles, as 

well as those along the outer edges of the network, constitute official public 

diplomacy. By contrast, the right inner triangle is the realm of the New public 

diplomacy. However, civilian-led public diplomacy is outside the scope of this 

analysis. I, therefore, translate this macro overview of Figure 3a into a micro 

representation in Figure 3b to isolate the realm of official public diplomacy, which 

is the focus of my analysis. 
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Figure 3a: Network dimensions of image building – Macro overview. 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 
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Figure 3b: Network dimensions of image building – Micro overview. 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 

 

 

In the process of developing actorness, the image building process operates 

from the identity building process. Figure 3b, a micro overview of the image 

formation network, illustrates the various sequences through which public 

diplomacy can be conducted to impact the external image. Particularly, public 

diplomacy proactively projects a regional identity in two ways—by directly 

promoting images or accompanying policies. 

In both scenarios, Identity is the basis of any formal public diplomacy 

strategy. I explicate, first, public diplomacy‘s direct promotion of an internally-

contrived image. This forms an Identity-Image-Public Diplomacy-Image-Identity 

system of relationships. Referring to Figure 3b, the sequence of influences in this 
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path unfolds as follows: Identity shapes the formation of a self-conceived Image; 

this internal Image is promulgated through Public Diplomacy, which initiates a 

feedback process; the product is an improved external Image that reinforces 

Identity. 

In a second linkage, public diplomacy accompanies policies to engender an 

external image from the international community that corresponds to the self-

conceived image. This forms an Identity-Policies-Public Diplomacy-Image-Identity 

system of relationships. Tracing this in Figure 3b, the sequence is as follows: 

Identity shapes Policies, which are enhanced by Public Diplomacy; this triggers a 

feedback process that improves the external Image and strengthens the Identity. 

Figures 3a and 3b demonstrate the range of multivariate relationships of 

Public Diplomacy with Image, Identity, and Policy in the network image formation 

process. Nonetheless, proactive public diplomacy, which effectively reifies identity 

and enhances the external image, solely operates through two linkages. Hitherto, I 

have expounded the theoretical function of public diplomacy in identity and image 

formation processes utilizing constructivist network interpretations. In a substantive 

application, I employ these community building networks to explain the nature of 

public diplomacy in ASEAN regionalism. 

 

ASEAN community building 

The identity and image formation processes of regional community building that I 

have articulated can be applied to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) and its construction of its actorness. Utilizing the earlier representations 

of network identity formation—based on nodal points—I illustrate the institution‘s 

―Roadmap‖ to the collective identity of an ―ASEAN Community‖ through one of 
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the blueprint‘s three pillars: the ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC).
xxv

 

Subsequently, I integrate the network approach of image formation to explicate the 

credibility disconnects of ASEAN‘s actorness. 

A means of regional security and development in Southeast Asia since 

1967, ASEAN has recently reinvigorated its spirit of integration.
xxvi

 The origin of 

the institution is in the Cold War security cooperation between five nations—

Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand.
xxvii

 Following 1984, 

ASEAN has expanded to 10 nations, with the inclusion of Brunei Darussalam, 

Burma, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. Although the institution has continued its 

security dimension despite the end of the Cold War, its economic cooperation has 

become the priority.  

 In the 21st century, the institution seeks to adapt itself; it has the objective 

of creating a comprehensive ―ASEAN Community‖ by 2015.
xxviii

 Borrowing from 

the postmodern integration exemplar of the European Union, ASEAN has 

developed its own blueprint for community building, referred to as the ―Roadmap,‖ 

that is comprised of three pillars: the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC); the 

ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC); and, the ASEAN Political-Security 

Community (APSC).
xxix

 Applying the constructivist network interpretations to the 

institution‘s community building, I focus on the role of public diplomacy in the 

third dimension—the ASEAN Political-Security Community. I first describe the 

function of public diplomacy in ASEAN‘s identity building process as envisaged in 

the institution‘s Roadmap. I then discuss the credibility challenge public diplomacy 

must resolve in the image building process to establish the institution‘s conceived 

actorness. 

 



137 

 

 

 

The ASEAN Community identity 

One pillar of the collective ASEAN identity, which I refer to as ―the ASEAN 

Community,‖ is the Political-Security dimension, or APSC. How does public 

diplomacy fit in ASEAN’s formation of its identity? The institution‘s Roadmap 

outlines the identity building agenda. Utilizing the linear and nodal point 

representations, I map the envisioned impact of public diplomacy in this process. 

According to the Roadmap, ASEAN public diplomacy assumes several 

forms. Through these modes, public diplomacy achieves milieu goals that support 

the high policy possession goal—the collective ―ASEAN Community‖ identity. 

The functions of public diplomacy prevalent in the strategy toward the regional 

identity are advocacy, broadcasting, exchange diplomacy, and networking.
xxx

 

Applying the conception of the public diplomacy-policy linkage established earlier, 

Figure 4 depicts the basic linear relationship of ASEAN public diplomacy to the 

established ASEAN Community identity. However, the public diplomacy-policy 

connection envisioned in the Roadmap fabricates an elaborate system of interests. 

 

Figure 4: Public Diplomacy-Policy linear linkage of ASEAN. 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 
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Adapting the earlier representation of network nodal points, Figure 5 

demonstrates the envisaged milieu goals of public diplomacy and their linkage to 

the realization of the ASEAN regional identity. As the diagram illustrates, the high 

policy objective of ―ASEAN Community‖ identity is facilitated by two sets of 

secondary possession goals: on one level, the confluence of all three pillars; and, on 

a second level, the sub-pillar objectives. These high possession goals are supported 

by the range of milieu goals, which themselves are achieved by public diplomacy. 

In the following, I systematically discuss ASEAN‘s envisaged role of public 

diplomacy in this network interpretation by approaching the four APSC secondary 

possession goals and their supporting milieu goals, which are conveyed in Figure 5. 

Referring to this diagram of the network identity formation process, a first 

sub-possession objective is political development. In pursuit of this, public 

diplomacy is oriented to attain the milieu goals of the promotion of democratic 

principles, protection of human rights, peace and stability, appreciation of national 

diversity (in political systems, culture, and history), good governance, and mutual 

understanding and assistance among member states. Public diplomacy is conducted 

primarily through advocacy, broadcasting, exchange diplomacy, and networking.  
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Figure 5: Networked nodal points of ASEAN identity building through APSC. 

 

  

 

Source: Author. Adapted from Association of Southeast Asian Nations (2009b); 

Rasmussen (2010); Nye (2004). 

ASEAN‘s efforts, for instance, consist of seminars and workshops for experience-

sharing on pluralism and tolerance, as well as media exchange programs. 

Furthermore, the public diplomacy strategy involves facilitating dialogue between 

public and private sectors, promoting public awareness, and cross-national 

education connections and curriculum development.
xxxi

 

A second sub-possession goal is conflict resolution. To engender this high 

objective, the milieu goals of public diplomacy are the pacific settlement of disputes 

and peace and stability. Incorporating the functions of advocacy and networking, 
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public diplomacy, for example, aims to establish regular multi-stakeholder 

workshops on ―peace, conflict management and conflict resolution,‖ and to link 

ASEAN peace centers to enable ―experience-sharing.‖
xxxii

 

 Conflict prevention is a third secondary possession objective. To facilitate 

this outcome, public diplomacy must attain the milieu goals of confidence-building 

measures, as well as transparency and understanding of defense policies and 

security perceptions. The public diplomacy strategy integrates exchange diplomacy 

and broadcasting functions. ASEAN initiatives include bilateral exchanges between 

military institutions at all levels (e.g., military academies and colleges) and 

―voluntary briefings on political and security developments in the [Southeast Asian] 

region.‖
xxxiii

 

The last sub-possession goal is peacebuilding. In this pursuit, the milieu 

objectives of public diplomacy are humanitarian assistance, capacity building in 

post-conflict areas, and cooperation in reconciliation.  Advocacy, exchange 

diplomacy, and networking are the main forms of public diplomacy. Campaigns, 

for instance, are centered on promoting cooperation for the resettlement of refugees 

and internally displaced persons, as well as ―civil-military dialogue and 

coordination.‖
xxxiv

 Concurrently, other initiatives include inter-communal exchange 

activities and public participation—of academia, media, and non-governmental 

organizations, inter alia—in reconstruction and rehabilitation efforts.
xxxv

 

The ASEAN Roadmap outlines the envisaged function of public diplomacy 

in the institution‘s APSC pillar and longer-term formation of the collective ASEAN 

Community identity. As the network representation of the Roadmap depicts in 

Figure 5, public diplomacy develops the foundation for the regional identity. Public 

diplomacy‘s normative diffusion engenders region-wide convergence, which 



141 

 

 

 

achieves milieu goals and establishes positive conditions for the high policy 

objectives. However, the collective identity must be concretized in the image 

building process to complete the construction of ASEAN actorness. Public 

diplomacy has a critical role in this phase as well. 

 

The ASEAN Community image 

ASEAN‘s actorness is based not only on its internally-contrived identity, but also 

on its externally-derived image (i.e., the perception of the international 

community). How does public diplomacy fit in ASEAN’s projection of its conceived 

image? Unfortunately, the international community‘s perception of ASEAN does 

not relate closely to the regional institution‘s own conception of itself in the world 

system.
xxxvi

 Therefore, the priority for public diplomacy in ASEAN image building 

ought to be the ―credibility‖ issue.
xxxvii

 

 The development of ASEAN‘s actorness is undermined, paradoxically, by 

the ―ASEAN way‖ culture embedded in the institution‘s evolving Community 

identity. The culture of the ―ASEAN way‖ has produced credibility disconnects in 

two related areas, which are depicted in Figure 6: first, between the ASEAN 

Community identity and its external image (the external image perceived by the 

international community); and second, between the ASEAN Community identity 

and the implementation of policies concerning the APSC. 
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Figure 6: Network dimensions of ASEAN image building – Micro overview. 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 

 

The ―ASEAN way‖ is the approach to relations among member states. The 

culture‘s informal, non-institutional, ad-hoc nature of governance is 

problematic.
xxxviii

 A corollary of this method is that the ―ASEAN way‖ places 

primacy on process rather than results, which has impacted the projection of a 

cohesive regional institution. 

The ASEAN Community identity involves a conflict between the ―ASEAN 

way‖ and the institution‘s liberal values.
xxxix

 Consequently, this friction in the 

collective identity has generated a lack of credibility on two frontiers. First, there is 

a disconnect between the ASEAN Community identity and the external image held 

by the international community.
xl

 Following from its identity, predominantly 

composed of liberal values, ASEAN conceives of itself as a ―democratic, tolerant, 
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participatory, and transparent Community,‖ which is concurrently ―cohesive, 

peaceful, [and] stable.‖
xli

 Nonetheless, the international community does not 

maintain this precise image of ASEAN.
xlii

 This discrepancy, between the external 

image of the international community and the internal image conceived by ASEAN 

itself, is a product of intra-regional politics in the APSC sphere. 

  The credibility gap between identity and image is, in part, a consequence of 

the second disconnect between the ASEAN Community identity and the 

implementation of policies concerning APSC issues.
xliii

 Despite the embrace of 

―unity in diversity,‖ variation in national socio-political structures is a source of this 

disconnect.
xliv

 There is no region-wide consistency on national political 

organization, which renders tenuous the image of community convergence on the 

aspects of democracy, tolerance, and participation.
xlv

 Furthermore, disputes 

between member states and intrastate conflict undermine the intended impressions 

of peacefulness and stability; APSC issues that continue to pose challenges to 

internationally-perceived regional solidarity include Burma‘s political situation and 

the border dilemma between Cambodia and Thailand. Collectively, this evidence 

underlines the absence of ASEAN cohesion, and thus the discrepancy in the 

institution‘s external image and identity. 

Public diplomacy is often used reactively by governments characterized as 

inexperienced in the soft power realm. While damage control is a task for the soft 

power instrument, the function of public diplomacy in ASEAN image building must 

be proactive. Accordingly, in changing the external image of ASEAN, the 

institution‘s public diplomacy in the APSC sphere should reify the internally-

conceived image. (Variables that are capitalized—e.g., ―Image‖—indicate nodes of 

the network.) Mapping this in Figure 6, the sequence would begin with Identity, 
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which is the basis for an internally-constructed Image; this Image is projected 

through Public Diplomacy, which feeds back an improved external Image that 

correlates more closely with the Identity (Identity-Image-Public Diplomacy-Image-

Identity connection). Concurrently, ASEAN public diplomacy in APSC issues must 

be bounded to APSC policies. Tracing this in Figure 6, the sequence would flow as 

follows: Identity instructs Policies, the implementation of which is accompanied by 

Public Diplomacy; this Public Diplomacy then results in an external Image that is 

more closely related to Identity (Identity-Policies-Public Diplomacy-Image-Identity 

linkage). 

As the network representation in Figure 6 depicts, identity building is 

inherently connected to image building. Public diplomacy‘s function is to ensure 

consistency across both processes. This analysis of ASEAN has expounded the 

credibility disconnects that result when public diplomacy is not wielded properly. 

Instead, public diplomacy must be utilized proactively to reify the ASEAN 

Community identity and shape the external image. Indeed, both the network 

identity and image formation processes illustrate the significant functions of public 

diplomacy in constructing ASEAN‘s actorness in the international system. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has demonstrated the function of public diplomacy, theoretically and 

substantively, in regional community building and the construction of actorness. I 

have advanced network interpretations of identity and image formation to explain 

public diplomacy‘s constructivist role. I contend that official public diplomacy is 

cardinal to the regional community building processes of internal identity formation 

and external image formation, which have the constitutive effect of producing an 
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evolving conception of actorness—that is, the ―Self‖ in the international system. In 

an application of this constructivist network approach to ASEAN community 

building, I have mapped the milieu goals linking public diplomacy to the higher 

policy objectives of the Political-Security pillar (APSC), ultimately leading to the 

ASEAN Community identity. Concurrently, I present the credibility disconnects 

that public diplomacy must correct to project ASEAN‘s internally-conceived 

image.  

   In addition to this insight, my analysis has implications for other 

conceptual issues. This examination prompts discussion on the idea of ―actorness‖; 

the relationship between the variables of Policy, Image, and Identity
xlvi

; the impact 

of informal public diplomacy (i.e., New public diplomacy) on regional community 

building; and, the explanatory utility of constructivism to explain regional 

organization. These dimensions provide avenues for future research. Nevertheless, 

the constructivist network interpretations advanced in this paper demonstrate the 

function of public diplomacy in the complex processes of regional community 

building and, ultimately, the formation of the ―Self.‖ 
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