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Winning the Soft-Power War
Anita Kirpalani
The Newsweek, Fun. 3rd, 2010

Passage

[1] Europe has long prided itself on the notion that, even if its cousin across the Atlantic
had surpassed it in matters geopolitical and military, its cultural cachet' remained

unrivaled. Europe was the capital of great literature, haute
What is the author’s attitude to

European culture and American
have spread to even the most remote reaches of the culture? In the author’s eyes, is
American culture equal to that
of Europe?

2 .
couture’, the nouvelle vague’. American culture may

globe, but it was lowbrow. Superman and Hollywood

blockbusters versus Picasso and Cannes®*.
[2] But, as it turns out, America is actually winning the culture race for global audiences
and leaving Europe in the dust, says French journalist Frédéric Martel in his new hit book,
Mainstream. Martel spent five years traveling to 30 countries to conduct his research,
and his conclusions are striking, especially coming from a Frenchman (despite one who
served as a diplomat in the U.S.). American businesses are far flexible than their European
counterparts at using new digital materials — such as cell phones and online search engines
— to distribute movies, music, television shows, and books all around the globe. Most of
all, they excel in producing a “culture that everyone likes,” says Martel. But mainstream
doesn’t only mean Americanized. The strength of the U.S. is to be able to create universal
content that caters to different interests. So although the country is often resented

as being politically or economically imperialistic, its 3

cultural output — from Avatar and Lord of the Rings | "°% 9° you understand the
phrase “economic democracy in

to Lady Gaga and Friends — is economic democracy in | action”

action, embraced by consumers throughout the global

~

What advantages do developing

[3] But the U.S. is now getting some stiff competition - countries have when competing
with American culture?

marketplace.

from other countries—and emerging economies’,

cachet: an indication of approved or superior status
2 haute couture: high-fashioned clothes k4 4

nouvelle vague: a modernist trend in French cinema which, since the 1960s, has emphasized symbolism and
abstraction FVR

Cannes: one of the best-known cities of the Riviera, a busy tourist destination and host of the annual Cannes
Film Festival, one of the world’s oldest and most prestigious film festivals

emerging economies: also called emerging nations, a term referring to nations whose economies have lagged
behind but are now developing at a faster pace with social or business activity in the process of rapid growth
and industrialization such as China and India



1 Culture

in particular— that thrive in exporting their own cultural content. India, Brazil, China,
and Korea are fast becoming regional cultural powers, symbolized by the rising fame
of Bollywood®, telenovelas’, and K-pop®. In Latin America, in particular, Brazil is much
more of a threat in the regional marketplace than the U.S. And in the Arab world, big
multimedia groups (Rotana’, Al-Jazeera'®, MBC") are trying to unify a very diverse

population by offering an alternative to the Western model.
[4] This developing-world surge means Europe _| Why does Europe lag behind in
I belind I i B E , terms of soft power, according
ags behind even more. In part, it’s because Europe’s | ;the author?

default' definition of “high culture” (which is taken to be

synonymous with “good culture”) finds few fans abroad. European films and literature

are increasingly seen as too obscure, haughty", and self-referential to appeal to mass
audiences. In part, it’s because each nation has its own cultural industry and litde, if any,
cohesion (much less common business strategy) across EU borders. And Europe could
learn a few things from the U.S. For example, American producers have figured out how
to go for the margins as well as the middle—which is to say, to diversify and market to a
whole range of tastes and groups. Take Rupert Murdoch’s Fox Entertainment Group, for
example, which churns out' the politically conservative Fox News as well as provocative
liberal shows like The Simpsons and Glee.

[5] The result: even though the U.S. may be losing financial and political clout, it’s gaining
soft power through its cultural, media, and technological exports. Europe can regain

this soft-power edge only if it embraces some new [ yii A Ehee MRl the e

notions: that mass culture is not necessarily “bad comment on mainstream culture?

; : : ; : 2 Why or why not?
culture”, and that diversity, including contributions il o

from immigrants and new arrivals, could make its films, books, and art more accessible to

audiences abroad. That is, if Europe really wants to be part of the mainstream.

Bollywood: the largest film production centre in India and one of the largest centers of film production in the
world

telenovela: a limited-run television serial drama popular in Latin America

K-pop: an abbreviation for Korean pop music

Rotana: the Arab World’s largest entertainment company. It is considered a huge pan-Arab media
conglomerate that includes a film production company, a magazine (Rotana Magazine), television (Rotana
TV), and seven music channels (Rotana Radio), a record label, Rotana Records among others.

1 . . ;
d Al-Jazeera: an international news network headquartered in Doha, Qatar

™ MBC: Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation, public broadcasting company located in Seoul, Korea

12 : J . o H, .
default: an option that is selected automatically unless an alternative is specified

L haughty: appearing proud and showing that you think other people are less important than yourself

14

churn out: to produce something at a fast rate



Passagen I
I 1. Background Information |

In the era of cross-cultural communication around the globe, the East and West are in competition
in terms of cultural prominence. In particular, under the context of financial crisis, the West has become
increasingly sensitive to the cultural power.

In this cultural competition, a term “soft power” was coined by Joseph Nye of Harvard University in a
1990 book, Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power. He further developed the concept in his
2004 book, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. According to Joseph Nye, soft power is the
ability to affect others to obtain the outcomes one wants through attraction rather than coercion or payment. A
country’s soft power rests on its resources of culture, values and policies. A smart power strategy combines
hard and soft power resources.

|\1. Reading Comprehension |

Translate the following passage into Chinese.

The exhibition of China’s terracotta warriors to the British Museum, The First Emperor, has produced
the current blockbuster show, attracting millions of visitors. “Exhibitions such as The First Emperor,” Neil
MacGregor, director of the British Museum, says, “should better equip us to interpret those aspects of
Chinese society that we find disturbing, and in contradiction with our own values.” MacGregor also turns the
discussion the other way round: “In its own collections, China has material that is only Chinese. It has never
been an expansionist power and has a clear view of the centrality of its own culture. Most Chinese people will
never have seen anything that is not made in China. It is quite clear that the Chinese government wants to
change that, and we can help that public re-situate its own experiences, through access to our collections.”

Culture is increasingly seen, in world affairs, as a component of “soft power”, able to be used to
shift recalcitrant hearts and minds. The China Now festival currently running in the UK may be a wonderful
opportunity for Britons to engage with the latest developments in a hitherto alien culture.

“‘. Critical Thinking Questions

1. The American way of gaining soft power has triggered the argument of
“cultural imperialism”. What is your opinion on the issue?

2. Discuss the different strategies that China can adopt to strengthen its soft
power in an era of globalization.



