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Abstract Since 2004 China has set up over 700 Confucius Institutes and Confucius
Classrooms around the world to promote its language and culture and thereby to
shape its image. Despite this impressive number Confucius Institutes are surprisingly
understudied, especially in terms of their actual structure, operation mode and
activities. This paper uses German Confucius Institutes as a case study to bridge this
gap. It first discusses the concepts of public and cultural diplomacy and culture
institutes as a conceptual tool to analyze Confucius Institutes. It then turns to the
case study to provide empirical data to better understand this instrument of China’s
image shaping efforts. It argues that Confucius Institutes are connected to the rise of
China and a unique member of the family of national culture institutes.
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China’s Image

Introduction: China and Its Image Problems

The images of nations are a crucial factor in international relations (e.g. [1, 2]. Some
time ago Hertz noted that “It is perhaps no exaggeration to say that today half of
‘power politics’ consists of image-making” and that with “the rising importance of
publics in foreign affairs, image-making has steadily increased” [3:187]. This is
especially true for China. Following Rabinovitch, it is “reasonable to assert that
image considerations weigh heavily on the minds of Chinese decision-makers”
[4:32].

A recent CNN poll found that 58% of Americans believe China’s growing
economic and military strength is a threat to the U.S. [5:3]. This perception of China,
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which is reminiscent of the China Threat debate, is partly grounded in rather vague
fears of China and partly based on China’s actual behavior. It seems safe to assume
that China’s most recent harsh dealing with western journalists in March 2011, its
brash response to the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to Liu Xiaobo in late 2010,
as well as the western impression that China was undermining a positive outcome of
the Copenhagen Climate Conference in December 2009, all resulted in the situation
that China “has to deal with the reactions of sceptical publics across the globe”
[6:15]. China is seen as a spoiler of the international environment and as an enemy
of human rights at home and abroad as a result of its support for regimes in
Myanmar or Sudan (ibid.). In addition, the global public perceives China as a threat
to people’s jobs [7]. Whether all this is true is not important because “the image of a
certain nation exists in many people purely as affect with no knowledge basis
whatsoever” [2:43].

Some argue that “China’s greatest strategic threat today is its national image” and
“how China is perceived by other nations […] will determine the future of Chinese
development and reform” [8:12]. Therefore it shouldn’t come as a surprise that the
Chinese government “has become quite attentive to China’s national image in recent
years” [9:48]. This attentiveness is not only reflected in concepts such as Peaceful
Rise/Development and Harmonious Word by which China wants to convince the
world of its benign intentions. Beyond that, the Chinese government is increasingly
active in practical terms in recent years. One component of this comprehensive
“charm offensive” [10] is the internationalisation of Chinese state media. Xinhua,
CCTV and China Daily receive vast sums of money to “go out” and explain China’s
point of view to the world [11]. The second main pillar is the Confucius Institutes,1

which are set up by the Chinese government around the world to promote Chinese
language and culture.

The aim of this paper is to introduce Confucius Institutes as a tool of China’s
public/cultural diplomacy, which China uses to shape its global image. The paper
uses Confucius Institutes in Germany as a case study to analyse the structure,
finances, activities, and the criticism Confucius Institutes face. It also describes the
relevance of these institutes and argues that Confucius Institutes, as any other culture
institute, are to some extend in service of their country’s foreign policy goals.

Theoretical Background: Public Diplomacy, Cultural Diplomacy and Culture
Institutes

Public diplomacy is considered “one of the most salient political communication
issues in the 21st century” [12:ix], nonetheless no generally accepted definition exists
[13:73]. Broadly understood, public diplomacy is “a country’s engagement and

1 Next to Confucius Institutes there are also so called Confucius Classrooms which have the same goals
and aims, but differ slightly in structural terms. According to Starr they are aimed at secondary education
rather than universities [59:71]. The case study in Germany, however, shows that Classrooms can be set up
between Chinese partners and local schools, friendship associations or other China related cultural
institutions. Germany has three Confucius Classrooms and according to one director Classrooms are not
limited to schools. As long as the international partner is not a university the institution becomes a
Classroom while some have connections to a Confucius Institute and others do not (I5).
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communication with foreign publics” [14:3] which “involves the cultivation of
public opinion to achieve the desired geopolitical aims of the sponsor” [15:5]. Others
define public diplomacy as “an international actor’s attempt to advance the ends of
policy by engaging with foreign publics” [16:6].2

One controversial subject concerns the importance of the government as actor of
public diplomacy. Tuch defines public diplomacy as “a governments process of
communicating with foreign publics in an attempt to bring about understanding for
its nation’s ideas and ideals, its institutions and culture, as well as its national goals
and current policies” [17:3]. As the term suggests public diplomacy “is almost
always, by definition, an open process” [17:4]. It is obvious that public diplomacy
takes place in public and has to be directed at the public, “but for it to be diplomacy,
it has to entail a role for the state” [18:8].

In contrast, Gonesh and Melissen emphasise that public diplomacy contains “all
of the activities by state and non-state actors that contribute to the maintenance and
promotion of a country’s soft power” [19:7].3 While Melissen argues that non-state
actors as well as supranational and sub-national players develop public diplomacy
policies of their own [20:12], Castells uses a more individual centred approach and
describes public diplomacy as “the diplomacy of the public, that is, the projection in
the international arena of the values and ideas of the public […] to harness the
dialogue between different social collectives and their cultures“[21:91].

The fact that public diplomacy is initiated by governments leads to the accusation
of propaganda. As Richard Holbrook noted: “Call it public diplomacy, or public
affairs, or psychological warfare, or—if you really want to be blunt—propaganda”
[22:B07]. Governments aim to distinguish both concepts and argue that public
diplomacy deals with “the known facts”, while propaganda is based on a mixture of
facts and untruths [23:3]. For Nye “good public diplomacy has to go beyond
propaganda” [24:101], because “information that appears to be propaganda […] may
turn out to be counterproductive if it undermines a country’s reputation for
credibility” [24:100].

Propaganda “in the most neutral sense means to disseminate or promote particular
ideas” [25:2], however, in general it has a “highly negative” connotation [26:383].
Jowett/O’Donnell describe this negative and dishonest connotation by listing words
“frequently used as synonyms for propaganda [such as] lies, distortion, deceit,
manipulation, mind control, psychological warfare, brainwashing, and palaver” [25:
2–3]. For them “propaganda is the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions,
manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a response that furthers the
desired intent of the propagandist” [25:7]. This paper applies the negative
understanding of propaganda to discuss Confucius Institutes and thus follows Nye
that good public diplomacy has to go beyond propaganda to be successful.4

The government centred approach is the main feature of public diplomacy in
Chinese understanding. Public diplomacy is seen as a diplomatic activity organised

2 For a critical overview see for example Kemming [117].
3 As a growing body of literature deals with Chinese soft power (see, for example, 10, 54–56, 118–126),
this paper will not engage in this discussion. However, for the sake of completeness, it is noted that
“public diplomacy is one of soft power’s key instruments” [20:3], or the tool through which soft power is
wielded [127:xiii].
4 In the Chinese language the term propaganda (xuanchuan) does not have this sinister connotation.
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and conducted by a state government directed at the public in foreign countries
[27:186] in order to realize its own national interests and create a favourable
international environment [29]. For China, the task of public diplomacy is to
introduce China to the world and help foreigners to understand the real China [30].
In this context it aims to enhance friendship through international cultural exchange
and communication [32:13]. But there are also voices in China who outline that the
government no longer holds the monopoly to conduct public diplomacy. As Zhao/
Zhang observe, public diplomacy in China is no longer limited to the diplomatic
service. It can be performed by any government department, by the society or even
by individuals [33].

Another theoretical issue concerns the distinction between public diplomacy and
cultural diplomacy. Cull for example divides the practice of public diplomacy into
five elements: listening, advocacy, cultural diplomacy, exchange diplomacy, and
international broadcasting [34:31]. For him cultural diplomacy as a subset of public
diplomacy is “an actor’s attempt to manage the international environment by making
its cultural resources and achievements known overseas and/or facilitating cultural
transmission abroad” [34:33]. In the case of China he understands Confucius
Institutes as the “central project of Chinese cultural diplomacy” [35:12].

Mark on the other hand is of the opinion that cultural diplomacy is not just a
“synonym for public diplomacy, nor for international cultural relations, and nor is
the practice simply another form of propaganda” [36:65]. One difference between
public and cultural diplomacy concerns practical activities. Mark attributes reactive
media briefings as an element of public diplomacy, which in his understanding sits
“outside cultural diplomacy’s rubric” [36:66], see also [37:23]. As Gienow-Hecht
states, it is “difficult to find a common international denominator for an action used
internationally in a highly heterogeneous manner” [38:32] and therefore cultural
diplomacy “thus can be, but is not necessarily part of, public diplomacy” (ibid.).

In China there is also no definite distinction between public diplomacy (gongong
waijiao) and cultural diplomacy (wenhua waijiao). In general culture and cultural
exchange are understood as an important part of a country’s foreign policy [27, 28,
31, 32] and public or cultural diplomacy are seen as the instrument to conduct this
exchange. Culture is understood as an effective tool in the struggle of power and
interests among nations [39:7] and can be used to attract societies and people of
other countries [39:12]. The country whose culture is the mainstream and leading
global culture is the “winner in the international power struggle” [39:2]. In this
context it is noted that western nations, based on their political, economical and
cultural strength, have a dominant position [40]. Li blames the US culture to “wolf
down local cultures and to influence local people’s thoughts and behavior” [39:3]. In
his understanding US culture is mainly spread via the “brutal information policy” of
the “media power USA” (ibid.). It is against this background that Chinese scholars
see the danger of cultural imperialism (wenhua diguo zhuyi) in relation with western
cultural diplomacy [40]. Therefore, the argument goes, it is necessary that China
takes part in this cultural competition and promote its culture in the world (ibid.).
The tool for these activities is cultural diplomacy as a part of a China’s foreign
policy [39:2].

One major instrument for a country to exert its cultural diplomacy is culture
institutes. Mitchell [41] identifies three models for culture organizations or institutes.
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First, the model of government control in which the government, through a ministry
or an official agency, exercises direct control. Examples of this form are France,
Italy, the USA5 and the developing countries as their culture “occupies a sensitive
position in their national identity” [41:72]. The second is the model of non-
governmental, autonomous agencies. In this case the government provides money
through a ministry but delegates policy control and execution to an independent
agency such as the British Council or the Japan Foundation (ibid.). The last is a
mixed system in which the government retains overall control but funds and
contracts non-official agencies to operate independently within their competences.
The prime example for this system is Germany with its numerous cultural agencies
(Mittlerorganisationen) [41:72].

These institutes are mostly set up for rather practical (political) reasons. France
started its cultural diplomacy after its defeat in the war against Prussia (1870–1) and
founded the Alliance Françoise in 1883 by “invoking her cultural patrimony as a
means of rehabilitation” [41:23]. The British Council was set-up in 1934 as a
reaction to the success of official cultural institutions of France, Germany and Italy
[42:268] and “to counteract Nazi plans for global cultural hegemony” [43], see also
[44:39]. And Germany’s Goethe-Institute was set-up with the initial idea to
rehabilitate Germany’s reputation after World War II [45:36]. This, I argue, is also
the case with Confucius Institutes, which are not only designed to teach language
and promote culture, but are “also aimed at balancing the dominant American
(popular) cultural influence” [46:209]. Furthermore, I argue that Confucius Institutes
also contribute, at least indirectly, to China’s foreign policy agenda. To better
understand this contribution it is first necessary to better understand the actual
structure and working mode of Confucius Institutes.

Confucius Institutes as a Tool of Chinese Cultural Diplomacy

Li Changchun describes Confucius Institutes as “a huge element of China’s great
plan of international publicity” [47] and for State Councilor Liu Yandong, Confucius
Institutes are “an important brand of international Chinese language education and a
significant platform for educational and cultural exchanges” [48]. While Chinese
officials identify Confucius Institutes as an important tool of China’s international
exchange and image shaping, the western academic interest in these institutes is still
surprisingly small. Confucius Institutes are mentioned in works dealing with nation
image and branding [8, 49], public diplomacy [50–53] and China’s soft power [54–
56].6 However, most of these works only mention Confucius Institutes without
further analysis.

So far only a handful of non-Chinese academic publications have focused on
Confucius Institutes [28, 57–61]. Hans Hendrischke, director of the Confucius
Institute at the University of Sydney, identifies one weakness of these works when
he notes that only “little of this literature […] is based on actual evidence of

5 Mitchell refers to the United States Information Agency (USIA) which existed from 1953 to 1999.
6 Various works dealing with China’s international relations also mention Confucius Institute (e.g. 128,
129) even though sometimes they are mistakenly referred to as “Confucian Institutes [130, 131].
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activities of Confucius Institutes” (quoted in [62:2]. This is the basis for the present
article which deals with the activities, but also with the structure, the finances and
the critical issues of Confucius Institutes. Besides the existing literature various
documents from the Office of Chinese Language Council International (Hanban) are
available (mostly online). Both these sources provide a wealth of information, but
mostly only in a very general manner which is not sufficient to understand how
Confucius Institutes actually work. Therefore the empirical data for this study is
based on semi-structured interviews with managers and/or directors of German
Confucius Institutes7 and the reference materials of Confucius Institutes prepared for
the Third and Forth Confucius Institute Conference held in 2008 and 2009 [63, 64].
The gathered information are tested and contrasted with the more general assumption
from the literature.

In 2002 the Chinese government “announced plans to set up institutions
overseas to systematically promote Chinese culture and language” [65:114]8 and
in 2004 China set up the first Confucius Institutes to “develop and facilitate the
teaching of the Chinese language overseas and promote educational and cultural
exchange and cooperation between China and other international community’s”
(Constitution and By-Laws of the Confucius Institutes). At the end of 2010 a total
of 322 Confucius Institutes and 369 Confucius Classrooms have been put in place
in 96 countries and regions [66]. At first glance these numbers are very impressive
when taking into account that, for example, the German Goethe Institute maintains
149 institutes in 93 countries. However, one has to keep in mind that first, it seems
not all Confucius Institutes/Classrooms are currently in operation. Second, a
number of institutes “are said to be one-room offices with a sign and no program”
[67:2], and third, many Confucius Institutes’ offices are hardly comparable with
Goethe Institute or British Council offices in terms of personnel, equipment or
large scale facilities.

The total number of registered students at Confucius Institutes increased by 56% over
the year 2010, amounting up to 360,000 and the total number of teachers, part-time and
full-time, has reached 4,000, with a net increase of 1,000 in 2010. According to Hanban
statistics half are from China and half from the local countries [66].

In March 2004 Chen Zhili, then member of the Chinese State Council in charge
of Confucius Institutes, proposed to use the name of the most prominent
representative figure of Confucianism—Confucius—to name these institutes after
[68, 69:50, 70:81]. According to Wang, Confucius is the representative figure of
China’s traditional culture and thus, choosing Confucius as titular saint for teaching
Chinese abroad is an indicator for the revival of traditional Chinese culture [71:65].
That might partly be the case, however, it seems more reasonable that the name-
giving was “a branding issue” [59:69]. Not discussing the strategic exploitation of
Confucius by the CCP here, it is obvious that Confucius is much more famous
around the world than Lu Xun and Lao She, let alone Guo Moruo. Furthermore,

7 The interviews (I1-I9) with managers or directors of eight German Confucius Institutes and one
university without a Confucius Institute were conducted between September and December 2009 during a
research stay at the GIGA Institute of Asian Studies, Hamburg. Institutes and interviewees remain
anonymous and I only quote by name from material that is already in the public domain.
8 Other authors are a bit more reserved and note that China started to develop the idea to set up institutions
to promote Chinese language teaching overseas [82, 83, 132].
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Confucius has positive associations with teaching and culture, and as Jain/Groot put it:
“A ‘Mao Zedong Institute’ probably would not be welcomed in most countries” [72].

The Office of Chinese Language Council International, also known as Hanban,
Hanban in Beijing is responsible for Confucius Institutes. Hanban is composed of
representatives from 12 ministries and commissions within the Chinese central
government [73:1], while the Ministry of Education carries the main responsibility.9

Hanban/Confucius Institute Headquarters is in charge of placing teachers, the
development and distribution of teaching materials, and it coordinates the
cooperation between the partner institutions in China and abroad which run
Confucius Institutes. The headquarters furthermore approves applications for the
establishment of new Confucius Institutes and supervises their operations and
ensures quality management. The Council of the Confucius Institute Headquarters is
currently chaired by Liu Yandong, member of the CCP Central Committee Political
Bureau and State Councillor [74].10

Establishment of Confucius Institutes

The requirements to establish a Confucius Institute include among other things the
following: there has to be a demand for learning the Chinese language and culture at the
applicant’s location; the personnel, space, facilities and equipment for language and
culture introduction have to be available; the capital for the establishment has to be in
place, and “the sources of funds for operation have to be stable” (Constitution and By-
Laws). According to the Constitution and By-Laws, any “corporate entity outside of
China capable of facilitating language instruction, conducting educational and cultural
exchange activities […] may apply to the Confucius Institute Headquarters for the
permission to establish a Confucius Institute” (Constitution and By-Laws). This statement
indicates that international partners take the initiative to establish a Confucius Institute and
it is not so much the Chinese side trying to establish institutes around the world. But at
second glance it is not that obvious whether international parties or Chinese counterparts
initiate the establishment as it is sometimes the case that Chinese universities hold field
trips abroad and negotiate with foreign partners to set up such an institute [58:652].

The case study in Germany shows that both ways are possible. Some institutes
explained that the first ideas to establish a Confucius came from staff members of
their Chinese partner university (I5), which advised its German partner that it could
be helpful to set up a CI (I1). Two other managers also said that the “impulse
probably emanated from the Chinese side” as well (I6).11 Another German university
“was asked from several Chinese universities” whether it would be interested in
establishing a CI (I8). Interestingly, while the long time partner university “was a bit

9 Ministries and commissions involved include for example the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry
of Finance, or the State Press and Publication Administration and the State Administration of Radio, Film
and Television.
10 The Vice Chairs in early 2011 included: Yuan Guiren: Minister, Ministry of Education; Li Haifeng:
Director, Overseas Chinese Affairs Office of the State Council; Xiang Zhaolun: Deputy Secretary-General,
State Council; Zhang Shaochun: Vice Minister, Ministry of Finance.
11 There is no final confirmation because the interview partners at both institutes were not personally
involved in the planning and setting up of the Confucius Institutes there.
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hesitant” the Confucius Institute at this particular university was established within the
scope of a newly established partnership with another Chinese university (ibid.). But there
were also German institutions taking the initiative to establish a Confucius Institute (I5, I7).

When Confucius Institutes started, there were ambiguities about the final number
of institutes. One German manager for example reveals that speculations made a
circuit whether only one institute would be established in Germany (I7). These
uncertainties are also reflected in the fact that the Chinese side adjusted the number
of institutes several times. At the beginning the plan was to set up 100 of these
institutes [75] but this number was already reached in 2007 [76:69]. As the
international demand increased dramatically the numbers were constantly revised
upwards and one report from Xinhua even noted that the plan would be to establish
1000 institutes by 2020 [67, 77:2]. Whether Hanban will reach this goal remains to
be seen as it appears that Hanban is slowing down the number of new inceptions.
Paradise refers to talks with Hanban officials in late 2007, stating that “many
inquiries arrive from abroad about setting up Confucius Institutes, and in some cases
[Hanban] has not been able to approve applications” [58:652]. This is echoed by Xu
Lin, Chief Executive of the Confucius Institute Headquarters, who noted in early
2011 that Hanban receives three applications each day, but “we cannot confirm every
enquiry. There are financial constrains and we are short of teachers who could work
in these regions” (quoted in [78].

Structure of Confucius Institutes

One unique feature of Confucius Institutes is their structure. Starr identifies three operation
modes for Confucius Institutes: wholly operated by Hanban; with local partners as joint
ventures; and “wholly locally run offices licensed by the Beijing headquarters” [59:70].
The joint venture seems to be the most common one and it is the principal form of
organization for Confucius Institutes in Germany. They are managed by Chinese
universities and local partners, mainly also universities, while Hanban as the umbrella
organization is also involved. The local partner mostly provides local personnel and the
rooms and facilities, while the Chinese university normally sends a co-director and
teachers and Hanban provides books and further financial support.

According to Guo the selection of international partner universities is relatively
“random” [79:31]. That might be the case elsewhere, however, in Germany most
institutes are based on previously existing ties between a university in China and the
German host university. On the Chinese side certain universities are responsible for
more than one Confucius Institute: one university in Shanghai cooperates with two
German Confucius Institutes, while one university in Beijing even works with three
German partners.

Within this joint venture structure both sides are looking for benefits. The German
side appreciates the benefits for language courses. The institutes provide language
classes for students of Sinology who want to improve their Chinese (I5), or filling
the gap for universities without a Chinese department (I2). Another manager
summarizes the advantages upfront: “For universities it is interesting for two obvious
reasons: it earns money and in general projects with China also earn prestige” (I6).
This is also one benefit for Chinese universities. Cooperation with international
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universities helps Chinese universities to improve their domestic academic
relevance, which is important because “international exchange” is an index for
evaluation of Chinese universities and colleges [79:32, I6].

Another benefit for China results from the structure itself. The cooperation with
international universities is a huge advantage for Confucius Institutes because they
benefit greatly from the credibility and reputation of their host universities. Above of
that, local partners are contributing financially to Confucius Institutes and thus co-
financing the People’s Republic’s cultural diplomacy.

Yet another advantage of this joint venture for China is worth mentioning: the
Chinese government is still restrictive regarding foreign cultural institutes in China.
Until now there are only a few foreign cultural institutions in Beijing. Germany’s
Goethe Institute is the oldest, present since 1988, followed by the French in 2004
and the Spanish in 2005. Currently the political principle is “one country, one
cultural institute” [80:17]. China avoids these self-imposed difficulties altogether
because Confucius Institutes in Germany are formally registered associations in
Germany and therefore formally not Chinese institutions. Therefore China can easily
establish more than one cultural institute in a certain country, without impinging
official cultural treaties and agreements.

Nevertheless, this structure is not without its weaknesses. Some international
partners are too careless and do not do adequate research whether there is a serious
demand for an institute [81:181] and thus “haphazardly establish a Confucius
Institute [83:55]. But also Chinese universities lack comprehension and sometimes
do not understand the needs of foreign partners and the regional characteristics
properly. Furthermore, Li suggests that some Chinese universities want to turn
Confucius Institutes mainly into a “cash cow”, “poster child” and an “opportunity to
travel abroad” (ibid.).

Some Chinese scholars are especially critical about the selection process for
Chinese universities, particularly the less prestigious ones. While there are rules and
regulations for the foreign partner universities, according to Liu, the selection of
Chinese universities should follow a stricter policy [68:146], also [81]: the
universities should have an institute for education administration, they should
already have started to develop international cooperation with some success, these
universities should have a branch or department for teaching Chinese as a foreign
language and they should have a department related to Chinese traditional culture,
such as Traditional Chinese Medicine, music, architecture, eating or travel/tourism.
Furthermore these universities should have a stable contingent of teachers and, last
but not least, should have a good social prestige [68:146; 69].

Financing of Confucius Institutes

This Joint Venture structure also affects the financing of Confucius Institutes and makes
it a comparatively budget-priced tool of China’s cultural diplomacy. In 2008 the Straits
Times stated that “Hanban’s annual budget is reported to be US$ 15 million” [84:S8]
and another study reveals that the Chinese government had spent US$ 26 million on
Confucius Institutes worldwide by the end of 2007 [85:31]. Yet another report says
that Hanban’s annual budget was “US$145 million in 2009” [67:2].
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According to Xu Lin, the funding for the institutes in 2009 “from both China and
abroad […] has increased to 119,000,000 US dollars in total, showing a 50–50%
share from both sides” [86:18], which means Hanban spent almost US$60 million
for Confucius Institutes in 2009. However it should be kept in mind, that the annual
budget of the British Council is about US$1billion [67:2] and the budget of
Germany’s Goethe Institut in 2010 was about 334 million Euro with roughly 223
million Euro donation from the German Federal Foreign Office [87].

How much money each individual institute eventually receives remains somewhat
vague. Xu Lin reported that the average budget for each institute in 2009 was “over
400.000 U.S. dollars” [86:18]. Some report that institutes get a “starting budget of
€850,000 and an operational budget of €200,000 per year” [88], while another study
reveals that several institutes in Japan had annual budgets of over US$ 200.000
[73:1]. The institutes in Germany, however, receive US$100.000 [76, 89] on
average, and institutes can apply for extra project money (I3, I5).

The general rule, as one manager explained, implies that both partners should
contribute roughly half of the necessary money (I6). This means that although
Hanban provides money to local partners, these partners have to invest as well. The
biggest amounts of expenditure are costs for local staff and premises which are
provided by the local partner institution. Taking into account the average figure of
about US$100.000 a year,12 it comes as no surprise that institutes around the world
are looking for further financial support. In 2007 Chen Zhili indirectly promoted this
approach when she said Confucius Institutes should increasingly conform to market
mechanisms [85:32]. Almost every institute in Germany has external sponsors, some
provide a certain amount of start-up funding (I3) and others provide support in the
form of donated items (I6).

A related issue concerns the question of how long Hanban subsidies the institutes.
According to one report, Hanban aids newly established institutes partly or
sometimes fully for 3–5 years, depending on the local financial situation [85:31].
The case study reveals a certain change in thinking within Hanban about the
financial support for the institutes. In the early stage, until 2007/2008, most institutes
in Europe received start-up annual funding of US$100.000 for the first 3 years,
which led to uncertainties and concerns about the future of the Confucius Institute
project [76:70]. It seems likely that the authorities in Beijing took the concerns of
local partners seriously. This assumption is backed by the interviews in Germany.
One manager mentioned that the initial 3 year limitation was cancelled and the plan
now is to fund institutes in a long ranging manner (I5). A concrete result of these
reflections might be the fact that newly established institutes in Germany have a
starting contract period of 5 years (I7, I9). In general, the way how contracts are
extended is described as very informal, unproblematic and straightforward (I2, I6).

One indicator for this change in thinking, according to Weigl, is the fact that
Confucius Institutes are included in the current Ten-year plan of the Ministry of
Education [90:35]. The so called “National Outline for Medium and Long-term

12 Due to the shifting exchange rate from US Dollar to Euro this sum could easily shrink to only 79.000
Euro (I5) or only even 67.000 Euro (I7).
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Education Reform and Development (2010–2020)” states the necessity to “enhance
the quality and level of Confucius Institutes [teaching]”, and in the section about
“Major Projects and Pilot Reform Projects” it states in the context of international
educational exchange to “support the establishment of Confucius Institutes” [91]. As
Confucius Institutes are mentioned in this plan, there is more confidence regarding
the financial situation and one manager in Germany is sure “the funding is safe at
least until 2020” (quoted in [90:35]. One manager on the other hand is of the opinion
that “institutes are evaluated and roughly 100 institutes will remain and will get funding.
This is the tendency […], it won’t be that much subsidies no longer” (quoted in [90:35].
People in charge of German Confucius Institutes also doubt whether there is such an
enormous demand for Chinese language and culture, which also leads to the
assumption that maybe not all institutes will survive in the long run (I5).

Various interview partners praised the flexibility of Hanban to take the objections and
suggestions from partner institutions into account (I3, I5, I7), and it seems as Hanban is
willing to adapt its rules and regulations to some extent. Apparently the awareness
evolved that it is very difficult—if not impossible—for a cultural institution to survive
without any subsidies. But I argue that this it not only an economic question. At a second
glance it is obvious that it cannot be Hanban’s goal that all institutes operate financially
completely free and independent. If there is no more money coming from Beijing, there
would be no need to listen to “guidelines and assessments” anymore. Or more to the
point: Hanban would no longer have bearing on what happens at the institutes.

Activities of Confucius Institutes

Confucius Institutes provide opportunities for people all over the world to learn
about Chinese language and culture. Their target audience is the mainstream public
that mostly does not have any special China-knowledge (I8). Another group of
attendees are students from the host university who practice and improve their
Chinese (ibid.). Based on the interviews, analysis of institutes’ programs and “The
Confucius Institute Conference Reference Materials” from 2008 and 2009, it can be
concluded that the main tasks of Confucius Institutes are (fee required) language
courses for various levels and reasons (Business Chinese, Tourism Chinese), as well
as cultural events like exhibitions, film screenings, readings, concerts and lectures
[63:187]. The schedules differ from institute to institute and different institutes have
different priorities, but generally all offer more or less the same content.

The emphasis and demands for language and culture13 varies from institute to
institute across Germany. In one institute fewer people attended Chinese classes (in
one semester six to eight classes with four to 13 people), but up to 60 people

13 The separation between culture and language follows the practical understanding in the context of the
course offerings at Confucius Institutes and not so much academic discussions. A proper definition of
culture would go way beyond the scope of this paper as it is “perhaps impossible to define culture to
everyone’s satisfaction“[133:422]. Beside other aspects, language is one of the most important aspects of
culture, because “language is the principal means whereby we conduct our social lives. When it is used in
the contexts of communication, it is bound up with culture in multiple and complex ways“[134:3]. Here it
should be added that language obviously is a precondition to promote a country’s culture abroad.
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attended the various China lectures. One reason is that the lectures are free of charge
(I3).14 This is echoed by another manager: “Many people cannot or do not want to
learn Chinese because they have to pay for, but many people want to know more
about various China topics” (I5). Yet another manager describes the emphasis in a
70–30 ratio between culture and language (I6). In 2009 about 1200 people attended
various language courses at this institute, including a free calligraphy course and free
experience course during the Open Day, while almost 3000 people attended
“Chinese language and culture promotion activities” such as concerts, readings,
exhibitions and movies [64:219–20].

One director explains that “language is definitely our main business” (I2). 385
people attended 1032 instruction hours at this institute [64:232], while 1500 people
attended “Chinese language and culture promotion activities” [64:233] and 180
visitors came to three talks by “distinguished scholars” (ibid.). Another manager
confirms that the focus is on language: “Of course language teaching is the essential
task. By means of language one gets to know more about culture. And while our
resources are limited we cannot do everything” (quoted in [90:65].

Another important aspect of the Confucius Institutes programs are the mentioned
lectures featuring distinguished scholars. Lectures included topics such as “Tradi-
tional Chinese Medicine”, “The Silk Road” [64:220], and readings with writers like
Duoduo and Wolfgang Kubin [64:233] or Yu Hua [64:240]. Besides teaching
Chinese and hosting lectures, two more activities evolved in recent years: education
of local Chinese teachers (I6, I3, [64:263], and “In China programs including
summer camps, educator delegation and teacher training” [64:221, 234, 246].

International Skepticism and Criticism

Although the official aim of Confucius Institutes is to teach Chinese language and culture
and thus “to promote friendly relations with other countries” [92], these institutes are not
without their critics. Generally speaking, there are two groups of people discussing
these institutes, namely the critics who see Confucius Institutes as “a sinister attempt to
extend Chinese political control activities to Western universities, [and] most foreigners
actually involved in the programme [who] reject these fears” [59:79].

At least three points of criticism can be identified. Because of the structure and
their links to the Chinese government via Hanban, more often than not Confucius
Institutes are labeled as one of “China’s foreign propagandists” [93:159] which, the
argument goes, the Chinese government uses “in its drive for global dominance”
[94]. Another concern is that Confucius Institutes might influence the teaching
activities at their host universities [95:33; 96, 97:124]. According to Chey:

“The Institute campaign is welcomed by many academics in the Chinese
Studies field as a way to save their disciplines from being axed and as a way to
strengthen their teaching by bringing in language teachers from China. These

14 In this context it is worth mentioning that there is no tradition to pay for education in Germany. There
were intense discussion about tuition fees in Germany and some Länder introduced those fees. However,
currently only a handful of Länder charge a maximum of 500 Euro per term.
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considerations apparently outweigh concerns about potential loss of academic
freedom” [95:44].

Another critic, David Matas,15 claims that

“informally [Confucius Institutes] become a vehicle that the Chinese
government uses to basically intimidate the academic institutions to run
according to their guise and also as a vehicle for infiltration and spying into
campuses to find out what’s going on hostile to their interests” (quoted in [98].

Other critics accuse the Communist Party of China of wishing to “establish
Confucius Institutes around the world to spread communist party culture in the name
of Chinese culture. None of the Confucius Institutes offers the Confucian teachings,
but in language courses communist propaganda is spread” [99].16 The critics note
that “through the teaching material, Beijing propagates its ideology of patriotism for
the Communist Party and China, autocratic culture, and nationalism” and thus
“Beijing Chinese language schools brainwash students overseas” [100:B2].17

Beyond these seemingly at least partly ideologically driven criticisms, there are also
voices who question the whole value of these institutes. For example François Jullien, a
prominent French Sinologist and Philosopher, takes the view that Confucius Institutes
basically present cultural stereotypes, which do not fulfill the complexity of the Chinese
civilization [76:70]. Accordingly, there are also western scholars who refuse to
establish Confucius Institutes. In 2007, Mette Halskov Hansen, professor of Sinology
at the University in Oslo explained: “We don’t believe that establishing a Confucius
Institute would be the best way to create good academic relations to Chinese
institutions and lecturers” (ibid). One German university with a respected department
of Sinology was asked several times to establish a Confucius Institutes, but “under the
offered conditions it was out of question for us” (I4). Interestingly enough there were
“no ideological reservations” but much more practical reasons like to work load for a
potential German director and the biggest problem was space and premises which the
university would have had to supply (ibid.).

The Joint Venture structure, which is part of the reason for the critics to assume
that Confucius Institutes are a propaganda tool, is on the other hand seen as a benefit
by the people involved in these institutes. “It is advantageous that both sides are
financing the project and therefore both have a say in the work” (I3). According to
several managers, this structure actually prevents the institutes from becoming a pure
propaganda tool. “China needs the international partners because if the international
partner quits, the project cannot survive” (I7), which implies if there is too much
pressure coming from Beijing, the German partners might quit. Or as one manager
points out: “I’m doing this on a voluntary basis, so I could quit the job just at
anytime” (I1).

15 A senior legal counsel, Matas represented Lai Changxing in his extradition proceedings and co-
authored “Bloody Harvest: Revised Report into Allegations of Organ Harvesting of Falun Gong
Practitioners in China”
16 A writer and essayist, Xu, according to her own website, “feels [her]self called upon to actively resist
against the terror regime” because according to her, “Red China is a threat for the world” (http://xu-pei.
lila-lotus.de/, access 24.2.2010).
17 Quoted in The Epoch Times, a newspaper founded by practitioners of Falun Gong.
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Furthermore China “has to adopt itself to local circumstances and thus we have
some influence on the Chinese side” (I7). The strategy to establish institutes with
international partners leads to an active involvement of non-official foreign partners,
who promote Chinese culture [51:38]. Liu therefore describes Confucius Institutes as
the most “open minded institutions China ever had” [85:31]. This is echoed by local
staff in Germany. “The whole project is a learning process for the Chinese staff.
They are going back with a different view” (I1). Managers of German Confucius
Institutes are also confident that the whole project might have some ripple effects
within China. “If you are going global, you have to be open-minded and accept
things you normally wouldn’t accept that easy. And China is forced to be open for
things like this” (I2).

All interviewees assured that until now there was no interference from the
Chinese side and no attempts to push topics in a certain direction.

“We are no executive organ of the Chinese Ministry of Education. Of course who
is givingmoneymay try to have a say, but as far as I can see it none of the institutes
connected to a university would allow an intervention in its independence (I6).

“Actually Hanban doesn’t impinge on our daily work at all” (I9) is a statement
heard from almost any staff member at German Confucius Institutes. Accordingly
“Hanban is much more like an offer platform. You can choose various parts and
structural elements to integrate in your own program” (ibid.). Another revealing
point is the following argumentation: “Hanban is much more an administrative body
which is not so much interested in questions of content. Besides, there are too many
institutes around the world and [Hanban] cannot have a close look at everyone” (I5).

All this sounds like the old Chinese saying after which the sky is high and the
emperor far away, however, there are critical issues and there are limitations for
Confucius Institutes [136]. And people in charge of Confucius Institutes are fully
aware of the problems. “Of course everybody knows about topics you cannot really
do, this is definitely a disadvantage” (I3). This is the general understanding throughout
the institutes. “When it comes to precarious topics the independence is limited. If
topics like Tibet or Taiwan would be handled too critical, this could be an issue” (I3).

However, the case study in Germany indicates that it partly depends on the local
personnel18 what happens at Confucius Institutes and what does not. “If we would
do critical topics, it should be in a balanced manner and with the necessary respect
towards sensitivities in China” (I3). Another director noted that he “didn’t ask
anyone what we can do or not. Insofar I surely square it with my conscience or with
what I know about China, what we can do and what we cannot do” (I7).

In this context another interviewee admits that the local institute “couldn’t
probably exhibit Ai Weiwei but I guess we could hold a discussion with the Tibet
Initiative”19 (I6). Yet another one admits that “it would be very interesting to see

18 All German Confucius Institute staff at the managing level has academic and working experience with
China. Most of them are Sinologists, be it as former students or lectures. The few who did not study
Sinology have working relations with China, mostly in the academic field.
19 Tibet Initiative Deutschland e.V. describes itself as “the largest and oldest political Tibet Support Group
in Germany.” It tries to “influence the People’s Republic of China with all nonviolent means to put an end
to arbitrariness, torture, political and cultural oppression in Tibet.” (http://www.tibet-initiative.de/eng/tid/
about_us/, access March 3rd 2010.)
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what happens if someone would really invite dissidents. It would be interesting to
see how far one could go and how this would be handled” (I9). But the general
understanding is as follows:

“Confucius Institutes are not an institute for anti-Chinese organizations, like
dissident groups or Falun Gong. It would be dewy-eyed to affirm this. We
know where we stand and I think we make full use of the space we have. But
that Falun Gong appears here, that’s a physical impossibility “(I2).

However, it seems Hanban does not really trust its international partners. At the
Third Confucius Institutes Conference in 2008, it turned out, that the topics Tibet,
Falun Gong and Taiwan “are not very welcomed” [90:36].20

The accusation of propaganda in textbooks is rejected by Confucius Institutes
personnel in Germany for one simple reason: “Most of the textbooks are only in
Chinese and English and many people coming to our institute are not that fluent in
English so we have to use German materials as well” (I9). But it is not only a
language problem. “Many of the Chinese teaching materials miss the point regarding
habits and taste of German learners” (I3). In general, Confucius Institutes in
Germany all confirm that they are “very autonomous in the usage of teaching
materials” (ibid.). Although Hanban has published teaching materials and reference
books in 45 languages [66], most of the institutes in Germany combine teaching
materials offered from Hanban with German books and resources and are even
starting to design their own teaching materials. Not only German Confucius
Institutes are designing own materials, but about 104 Confucius Institutes have
developed and published 77 local Chinese language-teaching materials and have
thus greatly alleviated the pressure of textbook shortage [66].

Practical Issues of Confucius Institutes

Apart from this partly ideologically driven skepticism in the West, Confucius
Institutes face several practical problems. At the joint Conference of European
Confucius Institutes in Belgium in late 2009, Xu Lin highlighted two major issues:
first the “shortage of teachers who are proficient with local languages”, and second
the “insufficient supply of tailor-made teaching materials” [101:17]. To solve the
teacher problem Hanban started recruiting university graduates regardless of their
majors, who are trained for one year to become language teachers [102]. This
method obviously raises the question of teaching quality and thus questions the
effectiveness of Confucius Institutes as a whole. In the case of Germany, one specific
issue concerns teachers who do not speak German (I2, I3, I6).

Another issue raised is that institutes in Germany should cooperate more closely
to use resources more efficiently [64:250]. At the time of the interview, one institute
proposed the launch of an annual conference and wanted to set up a website for all
German institutes, but that eventually did not occur (I3).21

20 This was confirmed by one interviewee via e-mail after the talk with the author.
21 In the meantime a joint website for all German institutes was set up: http://www.konfuzius-institute.de/
index.php
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Another problem affects the recruitment of new students. For some institutes it is
harder to find enough students than for others. In some German Länder Chinese is
not taught at schools, or Chinese is only regarded as a hobby which limits the
potential audience for some Confucius Institutes [64:257]. Another weak point
concerns the library which at most institutes consists mainly of books sent from
Hanban. “The quantity of books is still quite small [63:227/228] and the readability
does not yet meet local standards and therefore the books do not attract more readers
(ibid.). Therefore some institutes started to upgrade their library with books bought
with budget money (I5).

The Relevance of Confucius Institutes

Paradise is of the opinion that “only time will tell whether the Confucius Institutes
can help spark a more sympathetic understanding of China and usher in a more
benign view of it” [58:664] and Gil assumes that “the benefits China gains from this
project are currently limited” [57:67]. This caution is reasonable, but nevertheless
Confucius Institutes have a certain importance for China.

While the Chinese side emphasizes that Confucius Institutes are “purely academic
and cultural” [103], I argue that next to the promotion of language and culture,
Confucius Institutes have also more far reaching political purposes, at least
indirectly. In practical terms Confucius Institutes should help China to do business
and open markets [82:46/47]. Duan Yi, a former Hanban employee, explains that
Confucius Institutes are among other things an effective mechanism for the scientific
contribution to economic globalization [104:51]. For China’s economy and trade
Confucius Institute can provide competitive advantages through language and
cultural support and assistance (ibid.). In this context, the Chinese culture is
understood as a pathfinder for Chinese economy aboard (ibid.).22

In more strategic terms the establishment of Confucius Institutes is not just to
internationalize education, but furthermore Confucius Institutes are a special
representation of China’s soft power which is an important contribution to enforce
the good image of China [69:51]. Chen and Zheng argue similarly, stating that
Confucius Institutes are not a passive reaction to western cultural domination, but
much more “a pro-active expansion […] to change China’s image” [105:74].

In the Chinese understanding various countries nowadays promote their language
and culture globally which leads to an “intense competition” in the field of
international culture promotion [81:181]. As mentioned earlier, the promotion of
culture in the international area also happens for concrete foreign-policy reasons.
Organizations like the Goethe Institute or British Council, even though they are
acting independently, are to a certain degree working for their governments and their
foreign policy goals. “The British Council plays a crucial role in building overseas
influence for the UK […]. Our activity and programs delivers benefits for Britain at

22 Duan mentions two Confucius Institutes which are involved in cooperation with the business world:
The Confucius Institute in Poitiers, France, is teaching French staff of the Chinese communications
company ZTE Chinese and the Confucius Institute in Thailand, with its partner Southwest University, is
helping the company Chongqing Motorbike to enter the Thai market [104:51].
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home and abroad” [106:2]. The German Goethe Institute, “acting on behalf of the
Federal Republic of Germany […], promotes various issues of foreign cultural and
educational policy” [135]. The German Federal Foreign Office defines this field of
diplomacy as “a contribution to crises prevention, protection of human rights and
democracy promotion” [107:4] and also emphasizes that “our cultural work abroad
is not simply neutral, but is value orientated” [108:1]. These examples illustrate that
not only “cultural work can support foreign policy goals” [109:25], but furthermore
that the utilization of culture is “an intrinsic aspect of foreign policy” [41:67]. For
Belanger this leads to the “problem of the ‘politicization’ of culture by foreign
policy” [110:678] and he correctly argues that “cultural diplomacy has never been
apolitical, even if in general, and quite naturally, it claims to be so” (ibid.).

And this, I argue, is also the case with China. For example, the Ministry of
Culture outlines, that even teaching Chinese as a foreign language “is of
strategic significance […] to enhance the friendship and mutual understanding
as well as the economic and cultural co-operation and exchanges between
China and […] the world and to elevate China's influence in the international
community” [111]. Furthermore Confucius Institutes are meant to show a friendly
and cosmopolitan China, to shape a favourable global surrounding for China and,
as outlined, they should pave the way for the Chinese economy. All this is without
a doubt essential for China’s development in the coming years and thus the
development of Confucius Institutes has a political dimension. In addition,
Confucius Institutes “devote themselves […] to construct a harmonious world”
[112], which also has political implications.

The concept of a harmonious world implies multilateralism to realize common
security, mutual beneficial cooperation to achieve common prosperity, inclusiveness
where all civilizations coexist harmoniously, and lastly a reform of the United
Nations [113]. In this context it “emphasizes on harmonious coexistence among
countries with different cultures and systems in contrast to Samuel P. Huntington’s
discourse on ‘the clash of civilisations’” [114:46]. A harmonious world “accepts that
power politics continues to exist and the democratization of international relations
has yet to be realized; but dialogue, exchanges and harmonious coexistence have
become the mainstream in international relations, and mutual respect and equality
among states have emerged as the consensus of the international community” (ibid.).
Although the concept is meant to show “no intention to challenge the existing U.S.
centric international system” however it can be assumed that its political
implications “are directed, in part, at the U.S.” [6:5]. This is echoed by Men [115]
who notes, that “[w]ithout mentioning the name of the United States, China made it
clear that such policy of multipolarity was to counterbalance against it” (31).

Conclusion

As the analysis reveals “cultural diplomacy is very much a political activity designed
to serve national interests in an ostensibly cultural guise” [116:80] and China with its
Confucius Institutes/Classroom is no exception here. Basically there is nothing to
criticize about this as many countries maintain government sponsored or supported
organizations to promote their language and culture abroad. The Chinese
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government is well aware of the importance of image and reputation in the
international arena and is acting in a rather sophisticated manner.

Taken together, it can be argued that the Chinese approach is as strategic as it is
efficient. By utilizing the current global fascination with Chinese language and
culture, the Chinese government has found interested international partners to co-
finance the Confucius Institutes and thus partially fund China’s “charm offensive”
[10]. Or as Xu Lin puts it, this cooperative model guarantees that Confucius
Institutes are an instrument that helps the Chinese government to obtain huge effects
with the least amount of money (quoted in [85:33].

As with any other culture institute, the Confucius Institutes are committed to their
government at home. In this way there are no differences between Confucius
Institutes and its equivalents in Great Britain, Germany, France, Spain or elsewhere.
The big difference, however, springs from the authoritarian nature of the Chinese
political system. This leads to the situation that Confucius Institutes lack one crucial
component of other culture institutes, which is the detachment from the state
(Staatsferne). Therefore Confucius Institutes are basically not supposed to approach
topics which are labeled sensitive from the official Chinese point of view. However,
it should also become clear, that Confucius Institutes are not merely a propaganda
tool in the sinister sense of the word as they neither propagate China’s Scientific
Development Concept or the Three Represents nor actively telling lies. But when it
comes to sensitive topics Confucius Institutes turn quiet or even silent [136:11].
Therefore it is safe to say that concerns regarding Confucius Institutes “are not
completely unfounded, but may not be totally warranted” [67:1].

The analysis of Confucius Institutes reveals that China’s cultural institutes abroad
differ in various aspects from its counterparts. The described joint venture structure
plays a crucial role here. The involvement of local scholars (mostly familiar with
China) prevents by and large a misuse of these institutes. As the case study also
shows, to a certain degree it is up to the people in charge what is happening at
Confucius Institutes and how far they might go to test the limits. This limitation of
possibilities is an issue of which people in charge are well aware of. There cannot be
any final judgment whether these circumstances might lead to a form of self-
censorship, but it is also argued that staff members or members of Confucius
Institutes councils—which mostly are recognized scholars—wouldn’t probably risk
their reputation for doing Chinese propaganda.

Precisely because of the joint venture structure I argue that Confucius Institutes
might be—in the long run—a more successful tool of China’s charm offensive than
China’s ‘going out’ media, which are under the complete control of the Chinese
government.

But all efforts to shape China’s image are hampered by one basic issue. Cull, as
most others, observes that China’s international image “still faces severe problems
[and] the reputation of China is hostage to the reputation of its exports” [50:133].
Therefore all efforts to shape China’s image in the world hit the wall because no
Confucius Institute can “blot out the cause of Tibet in the western mind, or erase the
memory of the repression of the Tiananmen protests, or counterbalance stories of
censorship and religious persecution” (ibid.). Against this background, “all Beijing
can do is try frantically to distract attention from these issues by presenting
alternative stories and rebuke the world’s media for accentuating the negative”
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(ibid.). How successful Confucius Institutes can be in this regard remains to be
seen, but the growing number of about 700 institutes right now seems to prove
the Chinese government right with its Cultural Diplomacy with Chinese
Characteristics.
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