
Dr. Damien Helly, Deputy Head of Programme, 

EU External Action, ECDPM

Madariaga Foundation (with Clingendael)

Around Ingrid d’Hooghe’s book launch on Chinese public diplomacy

Brussels

13 January 2015

China’s public diplomacy: 
implications for Europe



• Independent policy ‘think and do’ tank working on EU’s 
international cooperation for more than 25 years

• Practical, policy-relevant analysis and support to 
stakeholders from developing countries and European 
stakeholders

• Our programme: ‘Strengthen European External Action’ 
looks at EU’s external action at large 

• Institutional support by 9 European States - Board and 
staff drawn from Africa, ACP and Europe

A few words about ECDPM
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1. Introduction: 

• definitions and terms

• Deconstructing China and Europe

• Co-working on gaps

• Few remarks on what I read on China’s public diplomacy

2. EU preparatory action on culture in external relations: key 
messages

3. EU concepts and strategies: an enabling power and 
mirroring power

4. EU Policy-making, organisation, instruments: a bridge 
builder

5. EU statements, actions, programmes and projects: an 
enabler, interpreter, composer

Structure of the presentation
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• Concepts I will mostly use today: cultural relations, enabling 
power, bridge builder, translator, composer, mirroring power. 

• Questions of today: learning, convergence, stumbling blocks

• Three dimensions of what Europe can learn from Chinese 
practice and what it can do for: 

- its future relations with China

- its relations with other countries, powers or societies

- its own public diplomacy & cultural relations

Introduction: definitions and terms 
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Introduction: deconstructing 
China and Europe
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• China’s public diplomacy for domestic consumption – the 
virtues of the anti-Western course – EU’s internal public 
diplomacy?

• Which Chinese/China model(s) & European model(s)?

• Cultural diversity within China & Europe (EU PA on culture & 
external relations). 

• The reality and the artefact of people to people contacts, 
Chinese “underground” soft power (S. Balme) 

•  Plurality of actors and convergence – public diplomacies, 

and cultural relations 



Introduction: co-working: exploring and 
exploiting gaps and spaces (1)
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• Cooperation is wide and deep (research and innovation) can 
it be culturally deeper? 

• The importance of multidisciplinary approach in humanities

• Sinology as a decoding lens and interpretation tool: 

Between the “alterity debate” (orientalism), comparatism, the 
“internationalised capitalist China”, a “Chinesised world”, 
“Eastern humanism” and multifaceted confucianism (Anne 
Cheng).  

• Working on gaps and spaces of meaning: Francois Jullien: 
the question of universalism and translations (beyond 
English and Chinese and beyond business & trade) 



co-working on perceptions
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Introduction: exploring and exploiting 
gaps and spaces (2)
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• Role of translation: because of language China is still largely 
inaccessible

• Risk of asymmetry in translation capacities and the need for 
Europe to invest in translation: a lost/wrong battle?

• EUNIC Europe China Cultural Compass Glossary

• Potential for re-categorisation / re-composition power 
(Bruno Latour)



ECDPM Page 9

Source: EUNIC Europe China 

Cultural Compass Glossary, Goethe 

Institut, 2011



Introduction: exploring and exploiting 
gaps and spaces (3)
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Source: EUNIC Europe China Cultural 

Compass Glossary, Goethe Institut, 

2011



Introduction: exploring and exploiting 
gaps and spaces
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Introduction: few remarks from what I 
read on China’s public diplomacy

ECDPM Page 12

• Difficulty to know what the Chinese government’s agenda 
is, understanding what is behind its public diplomacy 
requires deeper investment

• Europe part of the American world? (Robert Cooper) 
Implications for cultural relations.

• Is there still hope for a (European) narrative to be heard, 
beyond the horizon of capitalism and modernism? (Bruno 
Latour, The affects of capitalism)

• What about looking at the diversity of aspirations of all 
stakeholders, beyond public diplomacy masters? Cultural 
relations?



Key messages from the EU preparatory 
action on culture in external relations (1)
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•

http://cultureinexternalrelations.eu/



Key messages from the EU preparatory 
action on culture in external relations (2)
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http://cultureinexternalrelations.eu/



Learning on concepts and strategies: the 
EU as an enabling and mirroring power?
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• Act as a block following key principles

• Invest in a common European knowledge of the world (and 
China in particular) + internal own public diplomacy

• Don’t be shy of doing “propaganda” but in a listening, 
respectful and discrete mode

• Build a collectively strategic common vision, and apply 
subsidiarity (Member states, cities): peer to peer and co-
working 



A bridge 
builder
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• 2014 Xi JinPing’s
speech in Bruges: “we 
need to build a 
bridge…”



EU policy-making, organisation, 
instruments: a bridge builder
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• Reach out to Chinese population in Chinese : still not easy 
because of media landscape but important to reach out for 
the sake of mutual understanding.

• Continue to invest in future relations: larger scale 
multilingual European media, the youth, cultural, student 
and scientific/ technical exchanges and cooperation. 

• Invest massively in Internet-based media assets (beyond 
Euronews and in cooperation with Member States ––
pooling and sharing in the cultural – Cinema co-production 
and diffusion)

• Invest in better joint knowledge of current and old Chinese 
trends of expression and thought 



Less 
bureaucracy,
more 
compositions?
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Digital flows and physical encounters for common multilingual co-

creation spaces in science, ecology, arts, creative industries

Source: Alrequin navigue en Chine, 

Asphodèles, Lyon, 2008
http://www.ideesgo.com/agenda/arlequin-navigue-en-chine-2



Statements, actions, programmes and projects: 
EU as an enabler, interpreter and composer
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• How to make convergence possible in practice? 
Composition (Latour), co-working, consortia.

• Continue to invest in cultural relations (from cinema to 
arts, high education and language) and mainstreaming 
cultural and scientific components in business and 
international relations. 

• Subsidiarity: working with cities and local authorities

• (Chinese-speaking) ambassadors of European cultures and 
interpreters of Chinese culture.

• EU institutions’ strategic communication: using Chinese 
sayings and translation bridges. 



Europe’s public diplomacy towards China: 
“A mountain of documents, a sea of 
conferences”
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Source: EUNIC Europe 

China Cultural Compass 

Glossary, Goethe 

Institut, 2011



Europe’s public diplomacy towards China: 
What Europe doesn’t control
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• The size of the Chinese market is one variable to explain 
Europeans’ diverse interests, competition, as well as 
weaknesses of Europe as a block

• Chinese authorities’ anti-Western rhetorics, possibly used 
for internal consumption when the ruling party’s legitimacy 
is questioned, cannot be avoided by the EU, despite public 
diplomacy.

• Access to the media, social media and large public in 
Chinese language remains a challenge



• Act as a block with an external cultural strategy and use 
subsidiarity in cultural relations beyond the traditional 
public diplomacy model. 

• Continue to invest in exchanges (scientific cooperation) and 
co-working to compose new common spaces with Chinese 
counterparts

• Create a European Foundation for external cultural 
relations at arm’s length from the EU institutions and 
Member States. 

Conclusions on EU’s public diplomacy, 
cultural relations: Invest to become an 
enabling power, an interpreter and a 
composer
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Thank you
www.ecdpm.org

www.slideshare.net/ecdpm
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Questions to:

Dr Damien Helly

Deputy Head of Programme
ECDPM

dhe@ecdpm.org


