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SOFT POWER ON THE WORLD STAGE: THE NOBEL ACT OF 
BUILDING BRIDGES OR SPREADING PROPAGANDA 

 
International relations encompasses the complex interactions among various 

actors actively engaged in global politics. A sovereign state wields the power to 
shape its internal affairs, which subsequently ripple outward and have influence on 
other geopolitical actors, exerting what we term "external influence." A state is one 
of the main actors in international politics, and it has sovereignty over its territory 
and population. A state can make decisions and implement policies that affect its 
own interests and security, as well as the interests and security of other states and 
actors. For example, a state can decide to join or withdraw from an international 
organisation, to impose or lift economic sanctions on another state, to declare war 
or peace with another state, or to recognise or deny the legitimacy of another state 
(Kaufman, 2013, p. 8-15). These actions and policies can have significant 
consequences for the international system and the global order. Therefore, a state’s 
internal actions and policies are not isolated from its external influence but rather 
are intertwined with it. 

Power is the essence of international relations in accordance to realist theory 
of international relations, as it enables states and other actors to shape or constrain 
the actions of others on the global stage. It is a metric system by which a state is 
recognised on the global arena. Power is the driving force behind global issues and 
conflicts, as well as the international order. It can be wielded to establish, uphold, or 
alter the rules and norms that regulate the interactions among states and other 
geopolitical actors. It can also be utilised to collaborate or compete with other actors 
on various issues and regions that affect their interests and values (Kaufman, 2013, 
p. 51-58). Power can be manifested and exercised in different ways, such as by hard 
power or soft power. 

Hard power is the ability of a state to influence the behaviour of other 
geopolitical actors through coercion, which basically means applying brutal military 
force, economic sanctions, threats, and trading money for a vote. According to the 
realist theory of international relations, which is one of the four key theoretical 
frameworks introduced by Joyce P. Kaufman in her book "Introduction to 
International Relations: Theory and Practice", states are rational actors who seek to 
maximise their power and survival in an anarchic world where there is no central 
authority to enforce rules or norms (Kaufman, 2013, p. 46-50). Therefore, states rely 
on their own capabilities, especially their military and economic strength, to deter or 
defeat potential adversaries and secure their allies. Realists argue that hard power is 
the most effective and reliable way of ensuring a state’s security and influence in the 
international system. 
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However, hard power is not the only way to affect other geopolitical actors. 
On the contrary, we have a concept of soft power. Soft power is a term that was 
coined by Joseph Nye in 1990 and describes the ability of a country, or its 
government to be exact, to persuade someone, usually other geopolitical actors, to 
do something without using force or threats; that’s what's called coercion, but rather 
by appealing to their values, culture, and interests (Nye, 2005, p. 5-8). 

Soft power can be seen as a form of attraction that basically makes others want 
what a state that implements soft power wants. This involves promoting one’s 
culture and values through various means, such as music, art, literature, education, 
sports, or media. 

Soft power is not just a concept; it's a way countries have been affecting 
international relations, diplomacy, and cooperation for centuries. But until recent 
times, it was hard power that prevailed in the world, but new research conducted by 
international relations scholars shows us that there is another way to reach the same 
goal of gaining power on the world stage, but much more effectively, without 
massive casualties that appear during the times of military confrontations, and 
preserve ethical norms. This new concept of soft power, which has been around only 
for a few centuries and hasn’t yet been fully analysed, is especially relevant as the 
world is globalised as never before in the history of humankind. Soft power has 
become more relevant and important in the contemporary globalised world, where 
states face complex and interdependent issues that require cooperation and 
coordination rather than confrontation and competition (Ohnesorge, 2019, p. 23-83). 
Liberal theory argues that soft power is a more effective and sustainable way of 
enhancing a state’s security and influence in the international system. 

To better understand the concept of soft power, below are some of the 
successful practices of soft power implementation around the world. 

During the height of the Cold War, the U.S. government orchestrated a 
brilliant display of soft power by dispatching jazz musicians to various corners of 
the globe. This musical initiative was not merely about entertainment. Beyond the 
applause and admiration, they forged cultural connections, fostered goodwill, and 
sparked a fascination with American society that extended far beyond the concert 
halls and worked as a deliberate strategy to showcase the creativity and freedom 
inherent in American society. Jazz, with its improvisational nature and diverse 
influences, embodied the spirit of American culture, a culture founded on liberty, 
innovation, and democratic ideals (Nye, 2005, p. 11-12). By leveraging the soft 
power of jazz, the U.S. government effectively demonstrated the vibrancy and 
dynamism of American democracy, influencing hearts and minds around the world. 

In addition to the above-mentioned, think about Hollywood, where American 
movies have captured the hearts of people worldwide, creating an image of the 
United States beyond politics or economics (Nye, 2005, p. 13-14). Hollywood's 
impact on how people around the world view the United States is undeniable. 
Through its films, Hollywood shapes perceptions of America. Similarly, Bollywood, 
India's film industry, showcases the power of culture. Its colourful and vibrant films 
reach audiences far and wide, making India a cultural ambassador. 
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Norway has demonstrated remarkable soft power through its commitment to 
environmental protection and sustainability. The country's role in the global arena 
has been elevated by initiatives like the Nobel Peace Prize, which often recognizes 
individuals and organizations working toward environmental conservation and 
climate change mitigation. Norway's proactive stance on clean energy, renewable 
resources, and climate change agreements, such as the Paris Agreement, has 
positioned it as a global leader in environmental diplomacy. By consistently 
advocating for environmental responsibility and supporting international efforts to 
combat climate change, Norway has gained trust and respect on the global stage 
(Nye, 2005, p. 55-68). This approach is more effective than hard power because it 
fosters collaboration and inspires other nations to join in tackling pressing global 
challenges rather than relying on coercion. 

What is more, Germany's reputation for precision engineering and high-
quality manufacturing has significantly enhanced its global influence. The "Made in 
Germany" label has become synonymous with reliability and innovation. This 
success in engineering and manufacturing has led to Germany's prominent role in 
international trade and diplomacy (Nye, 2005, p. 69-84). Other nations seek to 
collaborate with German companies and adopt their technological advancements. 
Germany's soft power in this regard is more effective than its hard power because it 
is based on mutual cooperation and trust. Nations willingly engage with German 
industries and technologies, leading to economic partnerships and diplomatic ties 
that are built on shared interests and mutual respect rather than coercion. 

Ukraine’s soft power has been on the rise since the full-scale invasion by 
Russia. The country’s citizens and President Zelenskyy bravely stood up against 
Russia’s ruthless atrocities, which led to an increase in Western sympathy and the 
role Ukraine plays in participating in international conferences and taking decisions 
that positively affect the world. What is more, Ukraine’s increased soft power has 
helped it tackle the grain export issue with Poland. The temporary embargo on 
Ukrainian grain transition through Polish territory has caused tensions between 
Poland and Ukraine as our relatively cheap, great-quality grain undermines the 
Polish one, creating a damping effect. However, Ukraine’s increased soft power 
gives Ukrainian spokespersons an edge at negotiations as they are backed up by 
western support, which helps to resolve the issue in Ukraine’s favour and preserve 
its interests. 

In each of these cases, soft power has been harnessed to increase a country's 
role on the global stage. By promoting values, culture, and expertise in various areas, 
these nations have cultivated positive international relationships and influence, all 
without resorting to the use of force or coercion. Soft power encourages cooperation, 
fosters goodwill, and builds lasting partnerships, making it a potent tool for shaping 
global affairs (Ohnesorge, 2019, p. 10-14). 

Recent practices show that with the concept of soft power, it is not only a 
matter of a government's actions but also a matter of citizen participation and 
contribution. A crucial role has been played by liberal and feminist practitioners in 
broadening the pole of actors on which the implementation of decisions depends. 
Having done various layers of analysis, focusing more on the individualistic role, 
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they were enlightened to see that the decisions being taken are also influenced by 
international organisations, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), multinational 
corporations (MNC), religious actors, citizens (especially women in accordance with 
the feminist concept), diaspora and ethnic minorities, and even criminal formations 
and terrorist groups (Ohnesorge, 2019, p. 88-225). 

NGOs, businesses, startups, and civil organisations whose work, ideas, and 
creativity are implemented into real projects (music, art, literature, education, sports, 
charity, cultural activities, etc.) that spread all over the world, appeal to a broader 
audience beyond borders, especially now in a globalised world, and by that, enhance 
a state’s power without a government’s direct involvement. 

For instance, let’s take a closer look at South Korea’s successful cultural 
initiative, K-pop, that has been spreading all across the world and has positioned 
South Korea as one of the major soft power actors in the world, thanks to its cultural 
products and industries, such as K-pop, K-drama, K-movie, K-beauty, K-food, and 
K-fashion (Ro, 2020, p. 1). These cultural products and industries have been created 
and promoted by South Korean citizens, artists, entrepreneurs, and companies, who 
have used their talent, innovation, and technology to produce high-quality and 
appealing content for global consumers. One thing we should all put emphasis on is 
that the government was barely involved, although it has gained enormous benefits 
from it. According to a report by the Korea Foundation for International Culture 
Exchange, the export value of South Korea’s cultural content increased from $2.4 
billion in 2009 to $10.7 billion in 2019. South Korea's relations on the diplomatic 
front have skyrocketed. As a showcase, we can take a look at the popular K-pop 
band BBTS, which was hosted by Joe Biden at the White House on May 31, 2022, 
as part of their role as youth ambassadors, celebrating Asian American, Native 
Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander Heritage Month and promoting a message of respect 
and positivity (Kim, J., 2022). They discussed Asian inclusion and representation 
and how to combat anti-Asian hate crimes and discrimination. The foreign artists 
having a meeting with the president of the United States is a significant result of 
enhanced diplomacy in public relations and collaboration between the states, even 
though the artists aren't a part of the government or somehow involved in its 
activities. 

Therefore, we can see that soft power is not only a matter of government 
action but also a matter of citizen participation and contribution. By creating and 
sharing their ideas and creativity with the world, citizens can enhance their state’s 
image, reputation, and influence in the international arena. This can also create 
positive spillover effects for their state’s economy, tourism, education, 
demographics, and security (Nye, 2011, p. 18-85). 

If we zoom out to the global perspective, it is countries upholding democratic 
values that are able to accumulate the most amount of soft power. One possible 
reason why democratic countries accumulate more soft power than others is that they 
have more freedom and diversity in their cultural and political expressions. 
Democratic countries allow their citizens to voice their opinions, values, and beliefs 
without fear of repression or censorship. This creates a vibrant and dynamic civil 
society that can produce and disseminate attractive and persuasive messages to the 
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rest of the world. Moreover, democratic countries respect and protect the rights and 
interests of different groups and minorities, which can foster a sense of inclusion and 
tolerance among their people. This can also appeal to other countries that share or 
aspire to these ideals. Therefore, democratic countries can leverage their soft power 
to influence and attract other actors in the international system. 

English is the most widely spoken language in the world, with more than a 
billion and nine hundred million speakers and learners. This is not only because of 
its historical and economic factors but also because of its soft power and openness. 
English is the language of democracy, diversity, and innovation. It reflects the values 
and aspirations of many democratic countries that support and promote human 
rights, freedom, and justice (House, 2018, p. 15-38). English also allows for the 
expression and exchange of different ideas, perspectives, and cultures. It encourages 
creativity, curiosity, and critical thinking. By using English as a global medium of 
communication, people can share their knowledge, experiences, and emotions with 
others across borders and boundaries. Thus, English is a powerful tool for building 
bridges and fostering cooperation among nations and people. 

Resorting to propaganda, misinformation, disinformation, or influence 
operations to try to shape and manipulate the perceptions and opinions of other states 
and actors isn’t a nobel act of building bridges and enhancing diplomatic relations 
between countries by all means. That means that there is undeniably a flip side to 
the allure of soft power. It can be used for propaganda, hiding hard-power actions, 
or even spreading false information. 

North Korea is one of the most isolated and repressive countries in the world, 
with a totalitarian dictatorship that controls every aspect of its citizens’ lives. 
Recently, North Korea has also entered the realm of social media, using platforms 
like TikTok to spread its propaganda to a younger and wider audience. North Korea 
has created accounts that post videos of its landscapes, monuments, sports, music, 
and dances, as well as clips of Kim Jong-un’s speeches and activities. These videos 
are meant to attract and influence viewers who are media illiterate and may not be 
aware of the reality of life in North Korea, as the result is that such people might 
begin blaming their countries for speaking badly about North Korea. North Korea 
uses propaganda to glorify its regime and ideology while demonising its qoute 
unqoute enemies like the United States and South Korea. 

Russia uses state-sponsored media outlets to influence public opinion in other 
countries, raising questions about the ethical use of soft power. Even though Russia 
possesses some sources of soft power, such as its rich history, culture, literature, art, 
and sports, it also faces difficulties in enhancing its soft power, as it is often accused 
of interfering in other countries’ affairs, violating international law and norms, 
annexing Crimea, and on February 23, 2022, starting a full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine, supporting Assad in Syria, interfering in the internal affairs of neighbouring 
countries, poisoning dissidents like Navalny, and hacking elections and institutions 
(Feklyunina, 2015, p. 774-775).  

In an era marked by the pervasive influence of propaganda and the 
manipulation of public opinion, an introduction to media literacy emerges as an 
indispensable shield against misinformation and the unethical use of soft power. As 
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exemplified by North Korea's and Russia's endeavours to shape international 
perceptions through various prapogandistic means, media literacy equips individuals 
with the discernment to distinguish between fact and fiction. It empowers them to 
navigate the complex landscape of global information, fostering a more informed 
and critical citizenry. Today, all people should be acquainted with media literacy, 
just as we acquire knowledge of typical literacy, reading, and writing. 

In summary, the evolution of global dynamics has brought forth a profound 
realisation among scholars and practitioners that the concept of soft power surpasses 
hard power in terms of effectiveness on the world stage. While hard power, rooted 
in coercion and force, has historically played a dominant role, the contemporary era 
has unveiled the potential of soft power as a superior means of achieving a country's 
global influence. 

Soft power, as articulated by Joseph Nye, operates through attraction rather 
than compulsion. It leverages a nation's culture, values, and appeal to shape the 
actions and perceptions of other global actors. In today's interconnected world, 
characterised by seamless communication and rapid dissemination of information, 
soft power has gained unprecedented relevance. 

This transition in understanding underscores that achieving international goals 
and enhancing a country's standing no longer necessitates military might and 
aggression. Instead, the ability to effectively employ soft power, promoting shared 
values and culture, as shown in the thesis, has emerged as the more ethical, 
sustainable, and impactful path to global influence that also leads to the prosperity 
of the whole world, not of a particular state. 

Moreover, we have analysed that the approach taken by authoritarian and 
totalitarian regimes to enhancing soft power is problematic and counterproductive. 
By relying on top-down control and manipulation of soft power sources and 
expressions, such governments not only fail to generate genuine attraction, 
persuasion, or legitimacy for their policies and actions but also alienate and 
antagonise their potential partners. By ignoring and repressing the bottom-up 
participation and contribution of its civil society, media, and individuals to its soft 
power, such regimes not only waste valuable resources and opportunities for 
innovation and creativity but also deprive themselves of the diversity and vitality 
that make a culture appealing and influential. 

On the other hand, democratic states have more advantages in enhancing soft 
power due to their respect for democracy, human rights, freedom, and transparency. 
These states often rely on cultural exchanges, public diplomacy, media outreach, or 
civil society engagement to try to build and maintain the trust and cooperation of 
other states and actors, and they usually succeed in advancing their goals and 
interests, attracting more allies and partners. 
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