Confucius Institutes: Authoritarian Soft Power

One of the tools China has used to expand its international influence and promote its model of governance
is the fast-growing network of Confucius Institutes. The institutes, which provide instruction in Chinese
language and culture, typically operate as partnerships between Chinese universities and a university in
the host country, with the latter supplying a site and other facilities, and the former providing the staff and
teaching materials. The centers are supervised by the Chinese Language Council International (Hanban),
which sets their guiding principles, budget, and curriculum.® The council is composed of representatives
from 12 state ministries and commissions, including the ministries of education, foreign affairs, and
culture.? The Confucius Institutes initiative describes its purpose as “enhancing intercultural
understanding in the world by sponsoring courses of Chinese language and culture, so as to promote a
better understanding of the Chinese language and culture among the people of the world.” However, some
observers have raised concerns about the potential effects of Chinese state influence on academic freedom
in the host countries. A set of draft guidelines for the institutes suggests that Chinese authorities would
require them to comply with political directives on sensitive issues, such as Taiwan’s international status
or historical inquiry related to persecuted ethnic and religious minorities: “Overseas Confucius Institutes
must abide by the One-China Policy, preserve the independence and unity of the People’s Republic of
China, and ... refrain from participating in any political, religious or ethnic activities in the country where
they are located.”® The network has expanded rapidly since the first institute opened in Uzbekistan in
2004.* There are now more than 295 of the centers in 78 countries, with a total of 500 set to be
established before 2010. The existing institutes include more than 20 in Southeast Asia,® over 40 in the
United States,® and more than 70 in Europe.” Others have been founded in African countries, including
Zimbabwe and South Africa.® The project has entailed the deployment of more than 2,000 staff
members,® and more than 300,000 sets of textbooks and audio materials worth over $26 million.°
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