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ABSTRACT: Overshadowed by the predominance of political and economic relations within 

the study of EU-China bilateral relations, cultural relations remain to be an under-

represented topic when exploring the intricacies of sino-european interactions. Under the 

hypothesis that the particularities of individual Member States’ bilateral relations, as well as 

the divergent political systems and the difficult administrative environment of China highly 

condition a common European approach to cultural relations, this paper aims at providing 

both policy-makers and cultural practitioners on the ground a resource to understand the 

important role that the cultural dimension of international relations plays in fostering 

intercultural dialogue and understanding in an age of competition. Reflecting on future 

scenarios dependent on the development of global trends, it calls for an enhanced 

coordination between European actors, the creation of a common framework for expertise 

building, and a very mindful approach to the way in which European values are projected 

RESUM: Eclipsades pel predomini de les relacions polítiques i econòmiques dins l’estudi de 

les relacions bilaterals UE-Xina, les relacions culturals continuen sent un tema poc 

representat a l’hora d’explorar les complexitats de les interaccions sinoeuropees. Sota la 

hipòtesi que les particularitats de les relacions bilaterals dels estats membres, així com els 

sistemes polítics divergents i el difícil entorn administratiu de la Xina condicionen altament 

les relacions culturals amb un enfocament europeu comú, aquest document té com a 

objectiu proporcionar als responsables polítics i als professionals de la cultura sobre el 

terreny un recurs per entendre l'important paper que juga la dimensió cultural de les 

relacions internacionals per afavorir el diàleg i la comprensió interculturals en una època 

caracteritzada per la competència. Reflexionant sobre els escenaris futurs que depenen del 

desenvolupament de les tendències globals, es proposa una coordinació millorada entre els 

actors europeus, la creació d’un marc comú per a la formació d’expertesa i un enfocament 

molt conscient de la manera com es projecten els valors europeus. 

KEYWORDS: European Union, China, Cultural Diplomacy, International Cultural Relations 
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Summary
Overshadowed by the predominance of political and economic relations within the study of

EU-China bilateral relations, cultural relations remain to be an under-represented topic when

exploring the intricacies of sino-european interactions. Under the hypothesis that the

particularities of individual Member States’ bilateral relations, as well as the divergent

political systems and the difficult administrative environment of China highly condition a

common European approach to cultural relations, this paper aims at providing both

policy-makers and cultural practitioners on the ground a resource to understand the important

role that the cultural dimension of international relations plays in fostering intercultural

dialogue and understanding in an age of competition. Reflecting on future scenarios

dependent on the development of global trends, it calls for an enhanced coordination between

European actors, the creation of a common framework for expertise building, and a very

mindful approach to the way in which European values are projected.

Keywords: European Union, China, Cultural Diplomacy, International Cultural Relations.

Resum

Eclipsades pel predomini de les relacions polítiques i econòmiques dins l’estudi de les

relacions bilaterals UE-Xina, les relacions culturals continuen sent un tema poc representat a

l’hora d’explorar les complexitats de les interaccions sinoeuropees. Sota la hipòtesi que les

particularitats de les relacions bilaterals dels estats membres, així com els sistemes polítics

divergents i el difícil entorn administratiu de la Xina condicionen altament les relacions

culturals amb un enfocament europeu comú, aquest document té com a objectiu proporcionar

als responsables polítics i als professionals de la cultura sobre el terreny un recurs per

entendre l'important paper que juga la dimensió cultural de les relacions internacionals per

afavorir el diàleg i la comprensió interculturals en una època caracteritzada per la

competència. Reflexionant sobre els escenaris futurs que depenen del desenvolupament de les

tendències globals, es proposa una coordinació millorada entre els actors europeus, la creació

d’un marc comú per a la formació d’expertesa i un enfocament molt conscient de la manera

com es projecten els valors europeus.

Paraules clau: Unió Europea, Xina, Diplomàcia Cultural, Relacions Culturals Internacionals.
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I. Introduction
EU-China relations are notoriously decaying. In the last two decades, an European Union that

signed its strategic partnership with China now finds itself imposing sanctions on

high-ranking Chinese officials for their responsibility in what the EU considers human rights

violations in Xinjiang. China responded accordingly, sanctioning many EP members,

academics and European institutions, among them the Political and Security Committee

(COPS) and the Mercator Institute for China Studies (MERICS), the biggest think-tank in

Europe dedicated to the study of China.1 This development of events has frozen the

ratification of the previously promising Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) that

Brussels and Beijing signed at the end of 2020,2 and portrays a landscape of tense bilateral

relations. These add up to the already existing points of tension, namely the perceived

increased assertiveness of China in its external relations on the shoulders of a new "wolf

warrior diplomacy", the issues of Hong Kong and Taiwan, the uncertainties generated by the

ever-expanding Belt and Road Initiative, competition and mistrust surrounding the

implementation of 5G connectivity in Europe, and even recent events, like the opening by the

Republic of China (ROC) of a representative office in Vilnius, with the explicit denomination

of "Taiwanese Representative Office in Lithuania", the first of its kind, which threatens to

deepen the conflictual relations as well as to shatter the intended European unitary voice

towards anything related to China (Ríos, 2021). This was, precisely, one of the main points of

concern in the recent EU's foreign ministers meeting at Brdo.3 All while a considerable part

of western media toil to fit their role of doomsayers, portraying a scenario of insurmountable

ideological abysms.

In this context, the role that culture needs to play within the EU's external action strategy

needs to be concise (Trobbiani and Pavón-Guinea, 2019), aware of the limitations of the

hostile environment that surrounds it (Higgot, 2017) and ready to pull its weight in an age of

competition (British Council, 2021) and, in the case of China, able to operate effectively in a

scenario of decaying political relations.

3https://slovenian-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/news/eu-foreign-ministers-at-brdo-focused-on-the-union-s-
efforts-in-afghanistan/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=EU+Foreign+Ministers+
at+Brdo+focused+on+the+Union%u2019s+efforts+in+Afghanistan

2https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210517IPR04123/meps-refuse-any-agreement-with-chi
na-whilst-sanctions-are-in-place

1https://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/chair-s-statement-of-23-march-2021-on-eu/product-details/2021
0324DPU29209
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1. The importance of culture in international relations

Milton Cummings defined cultural diplomacy as "the exchange of ideas, information, values,

systems, traditions, beliefs and other aspects of culture, in order to promote mutual

understanding" (Cummings, 2003). It is distinguished from public diplomacy by its long-term

objectives, which seek cultural common ground and to establish dialogue with other nations.

Since the end of the Second World War, what was once a mere accessory instrument for the

achievement of political and economic objectives is now, along with them, a fundamental

element of foreign policy. The development of communication technologies has fostered

mass dialogue on cultural matters and has resulted in a multiplicity of entities involved,

allowing an increasingly lower level of agency to government actors. International cultural

dialogue has become collectivized, ceasing to be an exchange between political elites, which

makes it all the more important to take into account the context in which this dialogue takes

place. In situations of increasing political tension, as is the case in EU-China relations,

cultural relations and the institutions that carry them out have the capacity to operate in ways

that would be impossible for conventional diplomacy, making cultural exchange a tool that

can help to renegotiate political relationships, leading to intellectual and emotional

connections that prove to be more enduring than immediate political disagreement (Baund et

al. 2007, p. 53). Parek (2001) argues that intercultural exchange serves as a means to the

expansion of one’s own intellectual and moral horizons, given that any culture is inherently

limited and can find completeness in the understanding of others. For the EU in particular,

culture contributes to reinforce its identity, develop its economy, promote social cohesion,

deepen integration and place it at the level of other relevant international actors in the field.

(Gamarra, 1998, p. 172, cited in Casanovas i Olivares, 39).

Ernest Satow famously said, about the role of diplomatic practice: “Diplomacy is, (...) the

best means devised by civilization for preventing international relations from being governed

by force alone” (Gore-Booth, 1979, p. 3). Perhaps that statement could be rephrased today as

such: “Cultural relations are the best means devised by civilization for preventing

international relations from being governed by politics alone” (Mitchell, 2015, p. 230).

6



2. A matter of agency: Cultural Diplomacy and International
Cultural Relations

In cultural exchanges, the fragmentation of agency between different actors and different

levels (governmental institutions, national cultural institutes, civil organizations and

individuals), means that, in the elaboration of policies at European level, the term

'International Cultural Relations' is preferred to that of 'Cultural Diplomacy'. The paradigm

shift from a government-lead cultural diplomacy to a multi-actor driven international cultural

relations is therefore based on agency, that is, the actors who actually carry out the activities

of cultural exchange, dialogue and showcasing, with an increasingly less predominant role for

governments and an idiosyncratic diversification of the cultural agents (Higgott 2017, Baund

et al. 2007, Saddiki 2009). There is divergent literature, which considers cultural diplomacy

as a matter concerning only the state (Ang et al. 2015) or, conversely, as a way of acting

“outside” of politics, even as a way of resisting authority (Ogoura 2006, cited in Liu 2018).

Still, the consensus stands in the middle: cultural diplomacy is recognized as a hybrid term

that requires, in consequence, hybrid actions, and includes the participation of both

governmental and independent institutions and actors. This consensus is collected in the

Dictionary of Cultural Diplomacy (Chakraborty, 2013, p. 30): 'The essential idea is to allow

people access to different cultures and perspectives, and in this way, foster mutual

understanding and dialogue. Cultural diplomacy is practiced by a range of actors that include

national governments, public and private sector institutions and the civil society'.

Avoiding clichés like the use of "soft power" as a household term, cultural relations

progressively drift away from the concept of "power" and traditional one-way

communication, into a space of mutuality where receiving the other's culture is as important

as showing one's own, in an exercise in which listening is at least as important as talking

(British Council, 2013, p.19), with the objective of achieving a dialogue of cultures through a

culture of dialogue (Reiterer, 2014, p. 137). ICR, then, focuses explicitly on the “cultural

value” of culture in the international context according to Throsby (2001 & 2010), which he

identifies along its “diplomatic value” and its “economic value”. A sharp definition has to be

made, however, in the making of policy and the designing of strategies when it comes to

these three distinct values. Because the cultural value deals with long-term objectives, it

cannot be conceived within the same strategic framework as the diplomatic value or the

economic value, as it would then be taken hostage to the short-term nature of the latter two.
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Figure 1: Values of culture in international relations

However, many of the EU’s activities, though not focusing on soft power, still serve

diplomatic purposes and FP objectives, so labelling them as Cultural Relations as a less

contested and allegedly value-free term (rather than Cultural Diplomacy) does not make their

legitimate security, political and economic goals disappear (Trobbiani, 2017, p. 3). Article 21

of the TEU also states that any foreign policy initiative of the EU has to take into account EU

policies and priorities, which includes cultural external relations. The 'culture' that we are

talking about can be very broadly defined and include many things, and thus can also be used

by public diplomacy or cultural diplomacy (Singh, 2020). So the difference between cultural

relations and these other forms of statecraft is about how and why, rather than about what

(British Council, 2021, p. 4). These differences will be explored below.

3. Towards a definition of International Cultural Relations

Even though there is no agreed upon definition of International Cultural Relations, existing

previous definitions (see, among many others, British Council, 2021; Trobbiani and

Pavón-Guinea, 2019; British Council and Goethe Institut, 2018; Casanovas i Olivares, 2017;

Mitchell, 2015; Chakraborty, 2013 or Rose and Wadham-Smith, 2004) emphasize, regarding

the how, a long-term orientation in contrast with the short-term nature of political and

economical developments; mutuality defined as a “set of values” that include “integrity,

respect, openness and preparedness constantly to modify one’s view and understanding”

(Rose and Wadham-Smith, 2004); sustainability, transnationality and reciprocity. With regard
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to the why, definitions emphasize cultural relations’ ultimate aim of bringing about

interaction among different actors from different countries as a basis for securing positive and

mutually beneficial relationships. By contrast, public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy, and

other forms of statecraft, may bear connotations of instrumentalism and self-interest. (British

Council, 2021). Because its scope goes beyond national interest and its activities have many

actors besides nation-states, ICR resist to fit into any realist approach to international

relations.

The EU, in discourse, practice and policy, has advocated for this paradigm, and it is within

this paradigm that cultural agents, both in bilateral and multilateral exchanges, can aspire to

the outcomes that are currently being outlined in European external cultural policy (British

Council and Goethe Institut, 2018).

3.1. Cultural relations in the age of communication

Another factor of great importance when seeking to define International Cultural Relations

are the challenges and opportunities related to an increasingly interconnected society. During

the past decades, and with the development of new technologies, communication and

information have been globalized, facilitating a global network of communications (Castells,

1998). The implications are that the use of culture in international relations, which had been

traditionally done though the national cultural institutes and schools abroad, is now broader

as it adds tools for cultural projection (Fernández Leost, 2015). Now national projection goes

beyond the academic dimension, including, besides universities, schools and cultural

institutes, the cultural industries, the art and museums, the audiovisual sector, media, research

institutes and cooperation to development, among others.

But not only the advent of new technologies stole the limelight from states in the exercise of

cultural projection abroad. The many international organizations born after the end of World

War II also took away communicative power from national governments, which could no

longer pretend to be dominant in the exchange of information in the international sphere

(Archer, 1983, p. 168, cited in Mitchell, 2015).

Given the aforementioned new mass media tools and the transnational nature of

organizations, it is inevitable that modern diplomacy must go beyond politics and economics

into the cultural dimension (Reiterer, 2014). However, a new question arises: can culture go

9



beyond diplomacy in its role in the external policy of the states in general, and in its role in

the EU external policy towards China in particular?

3.2. The problem of evaluation

An issue widely acknowledged in literature regarding international cultural relations and

cultural diplomacy (see, for instance, ICR Research and Partners, 2021; British Council,

2021; Thomas, 2020; Casanovas i Olivares, 2017 or Mitchell, 2015) is the difficulty of

evaluation of its outcomes, given the lack of quantitative data that would allow a precise

indication of policy effectiveness, and would better guide involved actors in the development

of their activities. Even though some attempts have been made to propose an effective

method of analytical evaluation of culture in bilateral relations between states (see Roche,

2006), due to the nature of cultural relations, it is inevitable that the exercise of evaluation of

its activities relies primarily on qualitative aspects. The issue of culture at the international

level requires a multidisciplinary approach to include all elements involved, and an accurate

analysis of it would involve a theoretical approach along with all the empirical knowledge

there is to gather (Casanovas i Olivares, 2017, p. 291). However, in the process of

policy-making, in which the assessment of the effectiveness of current trends and future

tendency is of essential importance, lacking quantitative data means an added degree of

difficulty for policy-makers. Similarly, cultural practitioners could find themselves without

the proper tools to evaluate the product of their work. This reality emphasizes the importance

of building up expertise and theoretical knowledge in international cultural relations, both for

policy-makers and for cultural practitioners on the ground.

II. Policy Background

1. The development of the EU strategy for International Cultural
Relations

The European Agenda for Culture,4 adopted in 2007, which invited all partners playing a role

in cultural relations at home and abroad —EU institutions, Member States and civil society—

to join efforts in order to achieve common objectives, was the first policy framework dealing

with culture at EU level, and also the first that conceived a vision for the role of culture in

international relations. It set the development of a strategic approach to culture in external

4 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2007:0242:FIN:EN:PDF
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relations as one of its three pillars, which was established as a shared priority area of the

Member States and the European Commission in the following Council Work Plan for

Culture 2011-2014,5 which simultaneously drew on the 2008 Council Conclusions on the

Promotion of Cultural Diversity and Intercultural Dialogue,6 taking the lead in the

conceptualization of a strategy for ICR, calling on the EEAS and EC to coordinate said

strategy and to incorporate culture in a consistent a systematic way into the EU's external

relations, seeking complementarity with MSs under the principle of subsidiarity (Article 5(3)

of the TEU and article 6 of the TFEU).

Starting from the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 and the establishment of the

EEAS, the EU could more effectively assume the role of a global player, achieving critical

leverage and the ability to respond to global challenges, as well as achieving its strategic

objectives more efficiently, acting within common policies and strategies along with Member

States. This has especial relevance when addressing the EU's relations with its strategic

partners, including China. This newly gained status is what led to the first conceptualization

of the EU as an actor in international cultural relations.

This was in parallel with, and both cause and consequence, of the increasing number of calls

for a more strategic approach to culture in EU external relations from different actors in the

field (which will be detailed in the following section), and resulted in the European

Parliament's resolution on the cultural dimension of the EU external action in 2011.7 In line

with the priorities set by the 2011-2014 Work Plan for Culture, and against the growing

momentum, in March 2012, which was the landmark year for the beginning of a definition of

an EU strategy in its external cultural action towards China, an expert group on culture and

external relations was set up by the European Commission, co-chaired by the EEAS, bringing

together representatives of Ministries of Culture and Ministries of Foreign Affairs. It is

significant that, jointly decided by the MSs, the expert group focused its work on China as a

paradigm example of the importance of a defined model of the role of culture in the EU's

external relations with its strategic partners.8 China, therefore, and the work of the expert

8 EU-China relations in this field in particular were discussed at the joint meeting of senior officials if Ministries
of Culture and Ministries of Foreign Affairs in Copenhagen in June 2012, in the context of an evolving
EU-China strategic partnership, which was recently enhanced by the establishment of the High-Level
People-to-People Dialogue andt followed the previous general discussion on the topic in Pécs and Lublin held in
2011.

7 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-7-2011-0112_EN.html
6 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/educ/104189.pdf
5 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:325:0001:0009:EN:PDF
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group, was to become the basis upon which the EU would develop a general strategy on

culture in its external relations.

The expert group delivered, in November 2012, the report Culture in the EU's external

relations: A strategy for EU-China cultural relations,9 which identified and justified the

relevance of the advancement of EU-China cultural relations and the use of China as a model

for an EU's strategic approach to culture in its external action. It identified China as an EU

strategic partner of ever-increasing importance, the fast-evolving context of which facilitated

cultural exchange. It also pointed out the limited scope of the bilateral approach of MSs and

the difficulties and challenges they were facing regarding the procedural and administrative

complexities in China, as well as the necessity to deepen the thriving EU-China relations,

based on the comprehensive strategic partnership that was building up at the moment. This

work was set in the context of the 14th EU-China Summit in 2012, which saw the

establishment of an EU-China High Level People to People Dialogue (HPPD), launched in

April 2012, as a third pillar of cooperation, alongside the High Level Strategic Dialogue and

the High Level Economic and Trade Dialogue, and opened up a new channel of

communication for identifying opportunities for cooperation in the field of culture. It

reinforced, therefore, the already ongoing sectoral inter-administrative policy dialogue

between the European Commission and the Chinese Ministry of Culture, existing since 2007,

and resulted in the 2012 EU-China Year of Intercultural Dialogue as its first concrete

contribution, labelling a great number of events in the field of culture and setting up a good

backdrop for cooperation, as well as triggering long-term benefits for EU-China bilateral

relations. Just a month before, in March 2012, DG EAC commissioned the report Mapping

Existing Studies on EU-China Cultural Relations,10 which provided the basis for the expertise

build-up that was to be proposed later in the strategy for EU-China cultural relations. In

China, at the same time, the context was fertile as the Cultural Reform and Development Plan

was adopted in early 2012 under the National ‘12th Five-Year Plan’, following the reform

program of the cultural sector that, starting in 2002, was launched by the Chinese

government, as culture was increasingly being perceived as an element of well-being for the

population with the emergence of the Chinese middle-class, and the consequent increase of

the population's demand for cultural consumption. The EU-China Strategic Partnership, after

the establishment of the HPPD, entered a new phase that invited EU actors and policymakers

10 https://eenc.eu/uploads/eenc-eu/2021/04/21/94824d5297ed2c41a315fe867f3e41c8.pdf

9https://www.cultureinexternalrelations.eu/cier-data/uploads/2016/11/Expert-group-Culture-and-Ext-Rel-China-
Final-Report.pdf
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to a deeper reflection on the role that a cohesive strategy for culture in its relations with

China could imply.

From then, a series of key policy developments, including the 2014 Preparatory Action on

Culture in EU External Relations Engaging the World: Towards Global Cultural

Citizenship,11 lead to what still today is the reference for the EU's strategic dispositions for its

cultural action abroad, namely the 2016 EC's Joint Communication Towards an EU strategy

for international cultural relations,1213 under HRVP Mogherini's mandate. That same year,

cultural diplomacy was included as a policy instrument in the 2016 Global Strategy14 and a

Friends of the Presidency Group was established to steer the development of policy in

external cultural relations. On 23 May 2017, the Council adopted conclusions on the EU

strategic approach to international cultural relations,15 grounding the terms under which said

strategy was to be pursued. After that, ICR was included as one of the five priorities of the

2018 Work Plan for Culture 2019-2022,16 followed that same year by the Friends of the

Presidency Group Report on certain elements of the future EU strategic approach to

international cultural relations.17 In 2019, and before the recent turn of events that have lead

to an increased tension in political relations, the Joint Communication EU-China - A strategic

outlook,18 despite not mentioning cultural relations explicitly, and being very nuanced about

the areas of common interest in contrast with those conflictual, set up clearly the themes

around which cooperation was to be sought and that would allow a broadly defined culture to

take shape in EU-China relations. By the end of 2020, marking the last point of reference for

official-level positive interaction and discussion on cultural issues between the EU and

China, the 5th HPPD proved successful,19 with an explicit mutual agreement to enhance

cooperation and exchange good practices in the field of culture.

The 2016 strategy, however, is not free from criticism. Trobbiani and Pavón-Guinea (2019)

call out the lack of an actual strategy in the strategic approach, since the principles and

priorities it outlines do not yet have a plan for implementation. Similarly, Higgot (2016)

critiques the document for not being concise enough about the way in which the new strategy

19 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/STATEMENT_20_2080
18 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/communication-eu-china-a-strategic-outlook.pdf
17 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9952-2018-INIT/en/pdf
16 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018XG1221(01)
15 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019XG0607(01)&from=EN
14 https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
13 Often referred to as the “2016 Strategy” of the “2016 Joint Communication”
12 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52016JC0029&from=NL
11 https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/culture/library/publications/global-cultural-citizenship-sum_en.pdf
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will be implemented, and fails to meet the standard that an European cultural projection

abroad should have if it is to avoid being labelled as intrusive. Casanovas i Olivares (2017)

argues that the huge body of measures that compose the intended EU cultural strategy make a

complete analysis very difficult, and fails to give a clear idea of the actual objectives that are

trying to be achieved, giving the impression of an aimless "cultural motion" rather than that

of a real cultural policy that could give birth to a comprehensive strategy. More relevantly for

the purpose of this paper, Trobbiani (2017), argues that beyond political commitment, in the

2016 Strategy there is a lack not only of specific financial means, but also of regionally

tailored strategies, which are fundamental when dealing with a partner of the complexity of

China. What is, then, the future for the EU’s strategy for culture in its external action? And

who are the actors that can make the necessary developments not only for keeping the EU as

a relevant cultural actor globally, but also to make China a trustworthy partner in the field of

cultural dialogue and cooperation?

2. Relevant actors in EU ICR

The key actors in EU International Cultural Relations include agents and institutions at EU,

MSs and civil society levels. At the EU institutional level, the European Commission (DG

EAC and EACEA specifically in the field of culture, as well as DG DEVCO, DG NEAR and

the FPI) as well as the EEAS, including the HRVP and the EU delegations are those with the

biggest capacity of designing, defining, funding and implementing policies, strategies,

programmes and activities. At the MSs level, the Council of the EU (CAC, FAC and Friends

of the Presidency Group) as well as their respective national institutes abroad, cultural

attachés at embassies and the European Union National Institutes for Culture (EUNIC). At

the civil society level, initiatives like More Europe,20 Culture Solutions,21 Culture Action

Europe,22 the European Cultural Foundation,23 or Creative Culture Innovative Europe,24

specifically focusing on EU-China cultural exchanges, among others, have proven useful in

the progressive path towards a comprehensive strategy for EU ICR. There are other

stakeholders with a less direct role in this regard, namely the EP (CULT, AFET), various

stakeholders in arts, academia and cultural management, as well as the EU's institutional

partners, such as UNESCO or the COE.

24 https://www.creativeculture.eu/
23 https://culturalfoundation.eu/
22 https://cultureactioneurope.org/
21 https://www.culturesolutions.eu/
20 http://moreeurope.org/
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Perhaps the most relevant institution for the promotion of European networking, and the one

with the most potential, the EUNIC Global Network, was born in 2008 with the vocation of

becoming a gravitational center for different cultural organizations and institutions from the

EU’s MSs. It is organized in regional clusters around the world, one of them in China. After

the 2016 Joint Communication, EUNIC, the EEAS and the EC agreed, in May 2017, on an

administrative arrangement with the aim of enhancing cooperation with national cultural

institutes,25 to be developed within the Creative Europe 2018-2021 funding programme,

though without supplementary financial resources. In 2018, the European Spaces for Culture

Preparatory Action initiated by the EP was attributed to EUNIC by the EC, with the objective

of gathering policy recommendations for further contribution to the definition of an EU

strategy for international cultural relations.26 This objective was further enhanced by the Joint

Guidelines: EUNIC - EEAS - EC partnership in 2019, as well as the adoption in 2020 of the

EUNIC Strategic Framework 2020-2024.27 EUNIC has been very vocal about the need to

enhance the role of culture in the EU's external action. Notoriously, on June 1, 2021, it held a

high-level conference, with more than 400 participants, to discuss the future of EU cultural

relations and to call for the strengthening of its role in the overall European strategy abroad.28

Another important initiative, following the recommendations of the Preparatory Action

Culture in the EU's External Relations, voted by the EP and implemented by the EC in 2014,

was the setting up of the EU Cultural Diplomacy Platform in 2016. Even though it has

changed its name to Cultural Relations Platform,29 conscious of the need to better fit the

discourse detailed above, its objectives remain the same: advising and supporting EU

institutions in general, and EU delegations in particular, as well as setting up a Global

Cultural Leadership Programme, the first edition of which took place in Valletta in October

2016, for training and sharing good practices between EU MSs and its strategic partners,

including China.

29 https://www.cultureinexternalrelations.eu/

28 “The EU should rightfully claim a leading role in cultural relations”:
https://eunicglobal.eu/news/1-june-2021-european-spaces-of-culture-conference-taking-eu-cultural-relations-to-t
he-next-level

27https://www.eunicglobal.eu/media/site/3129979799-1591718794/eunic-strategic-framework-2020-2024-final.p
df

26 https://europeanspacesofculture.eu/

25 EEAS Press Release:
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/egypt/26249/national-institutes-culture-and-eu-
further-enhance-cooperation_en, and the agreement:
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2017-05-16_admin_arrangement_eunic.pdf
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3. ‘United in Diversity’: European projection abroad

Europe is often called a “cultural superpower”. Is it really? If the answer is positive, how to

turn that fact into effective external cultural policy? And indeed, if Europe is a cultural

superpower, should it not occasionally display itself in its full majesty rather than in national

fragments? (Mitchell, 2015, p. 214). Or putting it another way: Is a regional organization

which is based on “unity in diversity” of national cultures prepared to showcase a truly

European cultural image abroad? (Trobbiani, 2017).

The traditional values associated with the EU, namely those of liberal democracies, are

diverse in their manifestation by virtue of the different European national cultures, amounting

to more than the sum of MSs' own individual cultures (Reiterer, 2012, p. 135). There is, in

fact, a particularly strong emphasis on a common set of “European values” in the EU’s

external cultural policy. Generally, it corresponds to that outlined in article 21 of the TFEU:

“Democracy, the rule of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights and

fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, the principles of equality and solidarity are

guiding principles not only within the EU, but also for the EU's external action”. This, of

course, implies external cultural action.

However, the question of European values and their claimed universality, especially when

interacting with China, can constitute a problem, as will be analyzed later in this article. But

it does not only constitute a problem outside of the EU, or only in the particular case of

China. If MSs regard culture as part of their national identity, they will be more reluctant to

delegate competences in this field at the European level, afraid of a homogenizing

amalgamation of cultures with its core in Brussels. This is particularly true in what Higgot

(2017) identifies as the age of the resurgence of the nationalist-populist zeitgeist,

characterized by a growing skepticism and resistance towards globalization, economic

openness, immigration and the wider European project, with a particular emphasis on the

nation-defining aspect of culture.

It is certain that the EU is an actor with a strong internal need for intercultural dialogue and

negotiation of shared identities, who can draw from the experiences, knowledge and practices

developed in this process when approaching other regions (Trobbiani, 2017). The EU does,

however, have a case in presenting itself as a social and cultural project, which has led to a

16



union of diverse people, languages and cultures founded on shared values. It can convey the

transnational experience of jointly working on a vision and jointly facing shortcomings and

failures. In the culture field, it can present a successful model of an independent cultural

sector and the advantage of arms-length strategies when interacting with civil society. It can

also portray its ability to build on a rich heritage to invest in creativity and attract talents, all

of which are aspects that could be of great interest for Chinese partners. The goal, then, is to

convey an image of Europe’s diversity through joint thematic approaches: initiatives focusing

on a common theme which would be representative of European creativity, spirit, history and

tradition. This approach could contribute to illustrating in a telling manner the EU’s “unity in

diversity" to the Chinese public while valorizing the EU experience in curating and managing

cultural content (Expert Group on Culture and External Relations - China, 2012).

An EU that acts together in its cultural interaction with China also has practical benefits: in

general, concerted EU action can strengthen the EU leverage vis-à-vis Chinese authorities on

issues of common interest for EU Member States, and thus strengthening information sharing

and networking among Member States can help to better identify common interests and

obstacles, as well as to mobilize appropriate expertise more effectively (Expert Group on

Culture and External Relations - China, 2012). When pooling together individual resources as

well as initiatives, projects and programmes, and placing them into a broader European

perspective, a greater scale (of resources, visibility, expertise, experience) can be achieved,

something that is of great importance in a country with a massive audience like China. This

would help solve one of the current problems faced by EU MSs cultural institutes abroad in

China: given their limited resources, they are unable to take advantage of the many cultural

focal points that China has given the great ramification of cultural delegations of the country,

and their activities are often very centralized, rarely moving away from the more accessible

mega-cities like Beijing or Shanghai.
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II. Bilateral relations, cross-perceptions and future
scenarios

1. Sending country and host country: a policy-defining
interrelation

It is to be kept in mind that a collaborative model based on two-sided cooperation needs a

thorough understanding of the host country's attitudes towards the sending country, as well as

their own particularities, including the level of openness, the governance model, as well as

internal and external cultural policies. Besides the individual MSs representation in China

(through cultural institutes, libraries, cultural attachés at embassies or punctual bilateral

exchange or events), the EEAS, following the advice made in the report by the Expert Group

on Culture and External Relations - China called upon by the EC, the EEAS appointed in a

senior advisor on cultural affairs and a “cultural focal point” at the EU delegation in Beijing,

which supports many outreach activities (some examples are the annual Europe Day, the last

edition of which was held in Shanghai on the 22nd of May 2021, or the EU Film Festival).

However, the EUNIC cluster in China hasn't been particularly successful, given that the

Chinese Ministry of Culture does not consider EUNIC a valid counterpart, nor does it

recognize all of its members, in keeping with the fact that cultural institutes are classed as

private companies in China (Vandewalle, 2015, p. 12). This fact shows the incompatibility of

two models which do not share the multi-agency and multi-level principles and do not act

under the principle of mutuality, as well as the effect that it has on the potential for dialogue

and cooperation.

The relationship between the sending and the host country policies, attitudes and perceptions,

is clearly defined by Mitchell (2015) with a particular emphasis on the concept of mutuality.

The following table represents the diverse degrees present in External Cultural Policy (ECP)

when projecting its own culture (horizontal axis) and reacting to the cultural projection of

other countries (vertical axis). It will prove useful to apply it to the strategic dispositions of

both the EU and China, and to understand what the attitudes and policies regarding cultural

reception imply in the attitudes and policies regarding cultural projection:
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Table 1: Mutuality Table

Note: From “International Cultural Relations”, by J.M. Mitchell, 2015, p. 83.

In cultural exchanges between open societies, when mutuality is practiced, the rationalization

of the outcomes of cooperation are easier to achieve (Mitchell, 2015, p. 113). Not only will

there be mixed commissions of evaluation, which are a forum of consultation between the

two sides, but also a sharing of experiences, methodology and expertise that prove essential

as assessment tools given the ever-present problem of quantitative evaluation mentioned

above. It is not the case with closed societies, or with societies with a different model of

cultural relations, or with a realist approach to them (Cultural Diplomacy), as the

programmes and activities are prescribed and constitute the official and only way for agreed

exchanges. Instead of mixed commissions and multi-level consultation, there is, instead, a

sending of both side's representatives, usually officials, in an exercise of inter-governmental

diplomatic communication unable to transcend the short-term nature and the fickle dynamics

of political and economic relations. It does serve a role of evaluation, but substantially less

effective.
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2. The importance of cross-perceptions and knowledge of the host
country’s attitudes, policies and values

As one of the sub-themes provided by the EC for the research, definition and implementation

of a strategy for culture in the EU's external action towards China, mutual perceptions are an

essential part of understanding the current effectiveness of ongoing policies as well as to

inform the basis over which a comprehensive strategy is to be built. It includes the concept of

culture embraced by the host country in its external relations and the role it plays in its

policy-making in parallel with its general external policy. Indeed, the intricate framework

presented by a multifaceted and transversal approach to culture in which many elements are

in close interrelation, including social, economic and political aspects, calls for a

conceptualization of an EU-China cultural relations strategy based upon a strong knowledge

of international, national, regional and local realities (Casanovas i Olivares, 2017, p. 10).

The understanding of the values held by each actor, and their relevance in defining attitudes

and perceptions is also of great importance for the definition of a strategy for EU-China

cultural relations. After the radical change to the regard of traditional Chinese national values

—once blamed as the source of the country's decay and inability to progress—, as the

fundamental values, the CCP has found a new source of legitimacy as well as a protection

against the incursion of a western liberalism that would undermine its stability and its

national project. What was before a confrontation between socialism and capitalism has

turned into a confrontation between asian and liberal values, according to the re-configuration

of the Chinese discourse. The singularization of distinctive Asian values in contraposition

with western liberal values, far from being a theme exclusive to China, is a recurrent topic in

the broader Asian context (see Mahbubani, 2008; Acharya & Buzan, 2010 or Mishra, 2012).

In the West, on the other hand, distrust has led to the political justification of values-based

alliances as a strategy for contention in an exercise of securitization of western liberal values.

Thus, the question of values has become one of the major points of friction between the EU

and China (Ríos, 2021), discouraging an approach of a strategy for EU-China cultural

relations based on a vocal display of the "universal" values held by the European Union,

which would prove not only ineffective, but also a potential source for friction. Instead, a

finite set of core messages adjusted to local specificities, context and capacities will prove a

more effective strategy (PPMI, 2015). Aiming at the identification of commonalities, an

understanding of Chinese strategic intentions, also in the field culture in its external relations
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and their cultural diplomacy model, will lead to successful exchange in which values are used

as a source of understanding rather than as tool to justify belligerent attitudes that aim to

protect western global hegemony (Ríos, 2021).

Disregarding a direct values-based approach to EU external cultural action would constitute a

radical and unprecedented strategy which needs to be understood within the specific context

of EU-China bilateral relations and the particular qualities of Chinese attitudes towards what

could be misrepresented as "cultural imperialism". It does not only seem to directly contradict

Article 21 of the TFE,30 but also the current policy trends as well as the major part of

literature dedicated to the subject (see Reiterer 2014; Donskis, 2013; Expert Group on

Culture and External Relations - China, 2012; Riffkins, 2004; as well as the general trend of

European policy discourse on the topic outlined in section II.1. above). Despite that, there

seems to be some consciousness about this issue in EU relevant policy. The 2014 China

Country Report prepared for the EC clearly states that Europeans need to realize that

“Chinese will never become like them” (Smits, 2014). It is not, however, a proposition for

throwing European values out the window, leaving any form of cultural exchange ultimately

devoid of content and hollowed out by the lack of an ulterior motivation. Rather, to adopt an

approach focused on action rather than discourse, one which focuses on areas of mutual

interest and looks for common ground. The degree to which this "caution" in the way

European values are expressed will ultimately be decided by the factors analyzed below,

which take into consideration the European and Chinese models of cultural interaction in

their external relations, as well as their possible future development.

2.1. The European model for cultural relations and perceptions in China
The European model for cultural relations follows the principles outlined in section I.3. of

this paper: it places great emphasis on the concepts of mutuality, sustainability,

transnationality and reciprocity and seeks a long-term engagement that is able to outlive

immediate disagreements of political nature. The final aim is to achieve interaction among

different actors from different countries as a basis for securing positive and mutually

30 “The Union's action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles which have inspired its own
creation, development and enlargement, and which it seeks to advance in the wider world: democracy, the rule
of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity,
the principles of equality and solidarity, and respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter and
international law”
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beneficial relations that can complement other foreign policy objectives by a process of

spillover, keeping a door open for dialogue when relations are otherwise conflictual.

As we have seen, however, this ideal model has its shortcomings. In the 2016 Strategy, the

three workstreams proposed for supporting culture abroad (culture as an engine for

sustainable social and economic development, intercultural dialogue for peaceful

inter-community relations, and reinforced cooperation on cultural heritage) seem to coexist

with the subtle realist overtone of the “branding the EU” discourse.31 It also lacks an actual

method of implementation and a specific funding instrument for its proposed strategy. Its

overreliance of an exportable and universal European culture can also be conflictual when

culture and values are increasingly securitized both in the broader Asian context and in the

West. Also, the EU faces the problem of the MSs’ reluctance to give up competencies in

matters of external policy.

It is worth noting, however, that the perception of the EU in China is optimal in many

respects, a factor which should be strategically taken into consideration. Based upon the

research carried out by the Public Policy and Management Institute (PPMI, 2015) for the EC,

out of the ten strategic partners of the EU, China is the country with the greatest awareness of

it, and with the biggest share of exposure to the general public. More than half of the Chinese

have a positive view of the EU, while less than ten percent have an explicitly negative view.

Notoriously, there is very little awareness of some of the EU’s more idiosyncratic fields of

action, especially international development, despite the EU being the major global donor.

However, in all aspects of the survey related to culture, the Chinese perceived Europe as a

very attractive actor with a globally recognized reputation, showing a generalized interest for

European cultural heritage and cultural attractions. This provides, in principle, a receptive

audience that will presumably present European actors with many opportunities given the

right approach. The study also reported similar results to those already found in previous

studies (British Council, 2012; Baund et al., 2007), namely that people with contact with

Europe (i. e. having lived, studied, visited or with relatives in the EU) have more positive

attitudes towards it, and a greater disposition to engage, invest and do business. This calls not

only for a greater emphasis in academic, educational and tourism exchange, but also for a

greater attention to the Chinese diasporas around Europe.

31 See http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/fpi/what-we-do/partnership_instrument_en.htm; see also PI Regulation, No
234/2014
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However, an ambivalent perception of European civilization persists in China, with a

perception of "decadence" attached to it since the economic crisis of 2008. Also, even though

the perception of Europe is generally positive, especially when compared to countries like the

USA, Japan or Russia, it is however perceived as "less important", despite the EU being

China's second biggest trading partner (The University of Nottingham et al., 2019).

2.2. The Chinese model for cultural relations and perceptions in Europe

In China, closing the gap between their own self-image and the image held of it by other

countries in the world is the raison d'être of Chinese soft power building efforts, and

reinforcing their image abroad has been one of the main concerns of its external action (Sun,

2015). Conscious action in this field began with the previous president of the PRC, Hu Jintao,

and his declaration in the 17th National Congress of the CCP in 2007 of the importance of

culture as a source of national cohesion and its capacity to strengthen national power,

encouraging its explicit integration within the country’s soft power strategy (Hu, 2007).

When Xi Jinping took over in 2013, he encouraged a deepening of the cultural sector reform,

propelling an industry capable of promoting China’s fundamental socialist values (Xiao,

2017, cited in Becard and Menechelli, 2019), as well as developing a new rhetorical strategy

able to facilitate mutual understanding between China and the rest of the world (Hu et al.,

2018), promising an improvement of China’s international communication capabilities with

the aim of showcasing a panoramic and multidimensional view of the country abroad (Biswas

and Tortajada, 2018). Against the momentum generated by the Beijing Olympic Games in

2008, the Chinese government accelerated the internationalization of its international

communication media, and continued the already ongoing expansion of Confucius Institutes

around the world, as part of an explicit willingness to have the world re-discover China in

order to facilitate its insertion in the international global order.

However, China's Cultural Diplomacy efforts are not yielding the results intended. Distrust

and a negative perception of China, with few exceptions, are on the rise around the world,

and certainly in Europe: negative opinions of China among European population have

reached historic highs,32 and even though the sanitary crisis is a clear explanation of this

32 The European countries whose population hold the worst view of China are Germany, the Netherlands and
Sweden, with 71%, 73% and 85% of their populations, respectively, claiming to hold an overall negative
opinion of China.
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sudden peak, part of the reason also resides in the overall distrust in the figure of Xi Jinping

and his intentions in the international sphere (Silver et al., 2020). Before the start of the

pandemic, a negative trend already characterized perceptions of China globally (see

Turcsányi, 2020; Wike et al., 2018; Devlin, 2018; Wike and Stokes, 2016 and Wike et al.,

2015).

Becard et al. (2019, p. 4) suggest that there may be enough differences in the way in which

China embraces its cultural diplomacy strategy to consider it its own distinct model. Liu

(2018, p. 133) argues that these converge in the common factor of nationalism. Its main

characteristics could be grouped as follows:

2.2.1. Culture as synonym with Soft Power

The concept of soft power was famously introduced by Joseph Nye in his book Bound to

Lead: the Changing Nature of American Power, in the context of the end of the cold war. He

defines it as the ability to obtain what one wants not through coercion or payment, but

through attraction and persuasion, and based on three aspects: culture, political values, and

foreign policy (Nye, 1990). He himself would later contribute, however, that in the Chinese

case in particular, military power and economic capacity often have soft power implications

that are important to take into account (Nye, 2012). Zhang (2017) goes even further, arguing

that the classification made by Nye is artificial and does not apply to China, given that in

China’s case culture is not only an element of soft power, but an intrinsic part of it, and that

political values nor foreign policy are understood outside of culture. Becard et. al (2019)

argues that the value of culture in Chinese soft power is such that the term is replaced in the

official discourse by "cultural soft power", and quotes Kong (2015) who speaks of culture as

the “heart and the soul” of Chinese soft power, which is considered to have fundamental

value to establish and present China as a responsible and trustworthy society (Glaser and

Murphy, 2009, cited in Becard et al., 2019).

2.2.2 A pragmatic rhetoric

Chinese academic circles and the elite responsible for formulating policies on cultural

relations are very explicit: according to Lynch (2020), culture is generally regarded as one of

the many elements that make up the competition between China and the West in general, and

the United States in particular. Even the exceptions to this rule, which advocate for

international cooperation in cultural matters, do so in explicit realist terms, with the ultimate
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goal is to increase China’s soft power relative to other countries (Fan, 2007; Mao, 2007; Yu,

2005, cited in Lynch, 2020). Mao Feng (2007, p. 41) clearly indicates that the reason why

China should establish a civilized dialogue with other nations is to reduce international

mistrust with regards to its growth. One can therefore speak of a culture that, along with

military and economic affairs, is securitized. This fact, taking into account the parallel

securitization of culture by the United States, could lead to a security dilemma with dire

consequences or, at the very least, to dynamics of toxic ideological and cultural competition

similar to those experienced during the Cold War (Lynch, 2020, p. 634), with the EU trapped

in between. In Lynch's (2020) analysis, some authors even speak of “geocultural strategy”, an

eminently realist term that, under the same principles of geopolitics, poses a global

competition in the sphere of culture. Pan and Huang (2008) express the need to expand

China’s cultural influence to “culturally weak” countries or regions, such as Latin America,

Africa or Central Asia, while suggesting a strategic closer approach to other nations of

Confucian heritage (cited in Lynch, 2020, p. 646). This is significant because it presents

culture in international relations as a zero-sum game at the global level, reminiscent of the

Huntingtonian dynamics of the “clash of civilizations” (Huntington, 1993).

2.2.3. Conceptualized, funded and led by the government

There is a general consensus that the main characteristic of Chinese cultural diplomacy is the

central role of the government in defining and realizing its objectives (Barr et al., 2015; Liu,

2018). Every Chinese effort and major milestone in this area has been conceived and carried

out by the government, from the opening of Confucius Institutes around the world starting in

2004 to the premiere of their television and radio channels abroad, as well as international

film co-production agreements with concessions for the Chinese market and other initiatives

involving an enormous financial investment (Becard et al., 2019). China seems to be making

a fundamental mistake in this regard, believing that greater investment equals greater

development in cultural exports, which has been described as unsophisticated (Shambaugh,

2013) or directly as counterproductive (Becard et al., 2019; Liu, 2018).

2.2.4. Propagandistic mindset

Since the birth of the People's Republic of China in 1949, propaganda has played an

important role in the state media, with a dedicated Propaganda Department within the CCP

Committee. It was not until 2009 that the department's name was changed to “Publicity

Department” and the old term “foreign propaganda” was replaced by “public diplomacy”
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(Liu, 2018, p. 138). The propagandistic mindset, however, continues to influence the way in

which cultural diplomacy is thought about, and it is the fundamental factor that explains the

lack of trust and credibility of China’s efforts in projecting their image abroad (Kuhn, 2012,

cited in Liu, 2018). It explains the paradox posed by Sun (2015): although the expansion and

internationalization of Chinese media should serve to reduce the differences between the

image that the world has of China and that which China has of itself, it has only served as a

new source of anxiety and mistrust for the West. Indeed, in a world in which attention

depends on credibility, “the best propaganda is no propaganda” (Nye, 2013).

All these characteristics are consequential: if cultural diplomacy is understood as a tool to

achieve the objective of increasing soft power in the international sphere, it is not surprising

that it is conceived as another form of diplomacy, concerning the state and in line with the

rest of strategic provisions regarding the country's foreign policy. Chinese authorities are

keen to promote their vision of the reality concerning their country in Europe, as a way to

counter-balance critical views held by segments of the population, but unwilling to let go of

its control. China resists the western standard that praises diversity when it comes to culture,

but punishes it when it comes to political values.

These considerations point to the conclusion that a multi-agency approach to cultural

diplomacy is the only way that China’s cultural promotion efforts are not to be received with

suspicion and mistrust. It wants to be recognized as a cultural superpower, but the state’s role

in defining and disseminating its culture undermines its intentions. Hell (1994, cited in

Casanovas i Olivares, p. 23) supports this argument, stating that the efficacy of external

cultural action depends on a relative independence on the state’s economic and political

objectives. Therefore, China faces a radical decision: either it agrees to relinquish absolute

control of the means and actors of their cultural relations, or it completely renounces cultural

diplomacy as a means of gaining soft power. This latter option, at first glance hard to

conceive, has been emphatically stated by a recent report by the European Think-tank

Network on China (ETNC, 2021), arguing that, given the free fall of China’s image in

Europe, Beijing will focus on prevention policies and on trying to actively exercise its

influence (through political and economic means) rather than to grow its appeal and achieve

likeability. On the other hand, the former is not implausible, taking into consideration the

statements made above regarding the Chinese commitment to achieve a new panoramic and

multidimensional projection of their image abroad, as well as the amount of resources and
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expertise they have built up over the years. A pregressive opening up of Chinese cultural

policy with an increasingly independent multi-agent, multi-level and long-term approach to

its external cultural strategy is possible in the medium term, something that would allow the

EU's cultural actors to successfully and meaningfully engage in cooperative activities with

the mutuality and co-ownership needed to achieve the objective of mutual understanding and

a positive spill-over to other sectors of the economy, as well as an enhanced cooperation in

other fields of shared strategic value.

3. S.W.O.T. Analyses and possible future scenarios for EU-China
Cultural Relations

Given the previous considerations, the EU and China’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities

and threats in their exercise of international cultural relations can be analyzed in order to

envision future scenarios for EU-China cultural relations. It is to be kept in mind that the

Chinese analysis will be approached through the European perspective. Also, because

opportunities and threats are exogenous to both actors and depend on external global trends,

they remain unchanged in both tables:

Table 2: S.W.O.T. of EU International Cultural Relations

Note: From “Culture in EU External Relations: Strategic Reflections and Future Scenarios”, by Riccardo Trobbiani and
Andrea Pavón-Guinea, 2019, p. 10.
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Table 3: S.W.O.T. of China International Cultural Relations

Combining both actors’ future possible scenarios, there are a total of eight possible scenarios
for the future of EU-China cultural relations, that will depend on each other’s internal and
external challenges, the fashion of global trends and the development of bilateral relations in
other areas. Each scenario, according to the analysis made in section II.2. above, has a certain
perceived degree of plausibility:

1. Sub-optimal scenario 1 for the EU, Sub-optimal scenario 1 for China:

Both players fail to engage in a global trend that leans towards dialogue and

cooperation. Highly unlikely.

2. Sub-optimal scenario 1 for the EU, optimal scenario for China:

The EU fails to engage in ICR given the lack of commitment of its key actors, while

China thrives in a globally-adapted ICR model. No mutual engagement. Highly

unlikely.

3. Optimal scenario for the EU, sub-optimal scenario 1 for China:

EU-China cultural relations remain stale, with difficulties for MSs to engage

meaningfully with their Chinese counterparts, exclusively official-level exchanges,

little capacity for evaluation, and little policy development from both sides as a

consequence. Very likely.
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4. Optimal scenario for the EU, optimal scenario for China:

China adapts to the global trend, progressively opening up its cultural sector and

policies inside and abroad, allowing for mutual, multi-level and multi-agent

exchanges that will open Europe into a nuanced, panoramic and multi-dimensional

view of China, bettering relations and perceptions at the institutional and civil society

levels and developing positive spillover into other areas of mutual interest.

Moderately likely.

5. Worst scenario for the EU, worst scenario for China:

Culture is seen as a tool for power in a context of global competition. The EU is

trapped in a security dilemma between China and the USA, reminiscent of the cultural

dynamics of the Cold War. Moderately unlikely.

6. Worst scenario for the EU, sub-optimal scenario 2 for China:

China is exercises leadership in ICR. Highly unlikely.

7. Sub-optimal scenario 2 for the EU, worst scenario for China:

The EU remains committed to its model, but unable to exercise meaningful

cooperation with China, who remains enclosed in a progressively global turn towards

cultural diplomacy. Moderately likely.

8. Sub-optimal scenario 2 for the EU, sub-optimal 2 scenario for China:

Despite a global turn towards a state-oriented, one-way communication Cultural

Diplomacy model, the EU and China both adapt and engage in mutual, sustainable

and reciprocal cultural relations, enhancing both actor’s mutual understanding,

deepening ties and advancing further FP objectives of mutual interest. Highly

unlikely.

These wide range of possible future scenarios shall serve as a basis for policy-makers and

cultural practitioners in EU-China relations to consider both player’s possible paths of action,

and how that would in turn affect bilateral relations at the cultural level. However, and given

that both share exposure to exogenous factors that will affect the role that culture plays

around the world, both policy and cultural practice need to be flexible and ready for

adaptation. In relation to the mutuality table (Table 1), the unfolding of these outcomes as

interactions develop could serve as a guidance to determine not only the EU’s policies and

dispositions towards China, but also to identify the nature of Chinese cultural engagement in

Europe and cultural reception at home. Let us take for an example the very likely scenario

number three, arguably the one in which EU-China cultural relations finds itself at the
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moment. Within the model presented in Table 1, it could be argued that the EU, in the

exercise of projecting its culture in China, aims at two-way cooperation (2), as it is stated in

its most recent policy on the matter. However, the increasing negative perception of China by

the European population makes it so that the EU reaction to local culture is that of

indifference (A): there is no motivation for initiatives at the official nor at the civil society

level, as there is no interest for engagement with an actor held in such low esteem (A2),

resulting in the present rather stale and rigid cultural interaction. Reversely, looking at it from

the Chinese perspective, it could be stated that Chinese cultural engagement with Europe

seeks recognition of its achievements (1), projecting their newly gained national pride and

confidence in their governance model, seeking recognition of their millennial heritage,

advocating for a globalization of their language, etc. A shared admiration for European

cultural history makes them react to the local culture with understanding and insight (B),

resulting in a spreading of information with the advantage of being knowledgeable about the

local culture (B1).

As bilateral, multilateral and global trends continue to evolve, and situations resemble

different scenarios, European policy-makers and cultural practitioners could act in a way that

is consequential not only with their own dispositions, but also with those of the Chinese. A

cultural entrepreneur who is aware of these dynamics will be able to better conceptualize,

design and implement cultural relations activities with the potential to turn these dynamics

towards the desired direction. Following the example above, if one determines that Chinese

cultural policy in Europe (B1) is not ill-intended, but rather aims at transmitting information

that could improve the European population’s perception of China, then it could determine to

carry out cultural activities, under a cooperative framework, that facilitates the spreading of

this information. It will not only foster a model of collaboration, but, in changing European’s

attitudes towards China (from A closer to B, for instance), it has fostered a move towards the

desired policy objective, also making, in turn, the Chinese counterparts closer to a two-way

model of cooperation (closer to 2 from 1), either because their recognition objective has been

achieved, because it has experienced the efficiency of the cooperative model, or because the

spreading of information has been unsuccessful, therefore realizing a need for a change in

their model.
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III. Moving forward: continuing EU cultural relations
with China
Federica Mogherini (previous HRVP and one of the main advocates for the importance of an

European cultural strategy abroad) said, in a recently published article in the book China and

the World, that a systemic rivalry with China does not necessarily lead to confrontation, and

that, for both, a framework of cooperation within a strategic association is essential

(Shambaugh, 2020). This position was reinforced by the EC President, Ursula von der Leyen,

after the 22nd EU-China Summit on March 22, 2020, stating that it would be impossible to

forge a prosperous future world without a close association between the EU and China.33 The

current HRVP, Josep Borrell, holds that the EU-China interdependence is too strong to be

held prisoner by the areas of confrontation. The EU is, therefore, inclined towards

cooperation and is interested in avoiding confrontation (Bregolat, 2021). When asking the

question of “whether one should row with or against the tide” (Beloff, 1965, p. 480, cited in

Mitchell, 2015) it is to be kept in mind that if it is part of a country’s foreign policy to have

friends in sensitive areas abroad then its cultural presence has to be planned accordingly

(Mitchell, 2015).

China is a strategic partner and a geographic priority for the EU and its Member States. In a

changing world, the EU and China share broad common interests (CCIs, heritage promotion

and preservation, museum construction and curation, contemporary arts and language

education are those with the highest degree of shared interest) and are increasingly

interdependent, having both a lot to offer in the cultural field: Europe and China have a long,

rich and diverse cultural, linguistic and historical legacy. At the same time, historical and

ideological differences between the EU and China remain, which inevitably have an impact

on policies and practices related to cultural activities. However, a shared strategic vision

among the EU and its Member States and an effective comprehensive framework for

engagement in China, including the means to deliver and work together, could significantly

contribute to overcoming common challenges, enhancing the EU image abroad and

deepening EU-China cultural relations in the coming years. (Expert Group on Culture and

External Relations - China, 2012).

33 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_2546
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It is also relevant that the EU, by virtue of its nature, its role as the standard-bearer of the

liberal international order and being itself a paradigmatic example and successful model of a

constructivist approach to international relations, finds itself uncomfortable in the context of

the realist turn that has characterized the discourses and the mutual dispositions between the

United States, China and itself over the last years. Thus, and facing a fourth industrial

revolution characterized by digitalization and competition, the EU stands at a crossroads with

four possible paths: Atlanticism, shared dependence on the Chinese and North-American

ecosystems, strategic autonomy or the forging of an international rules-based multilateral

governance. The latter is not only the path for avoiding potential global conflict (Otero

Iglesias, 2021), but also compatible with a balancing of priorities of the other options,

including the advancement towards an European strategic sovereignty as advocated by the

current HRVP, Josep Borrell (Borrell, 2020). In order to achieve this, a strategic configuration

of the role of culture in European external relations with China, aiming at cooperation and

dialogue in areas of mutual interest, will be a fundamental part, and one which ought not be

disregarded, actively attempting to link China as firmly as possible into the rules-based

multilateral system, and translating this linkage into the realm of cultural cooperation by

giving culture a broad definition to fit areas of common interests and common multilateral

commitments. Forging, or rather "re-forging" the standards of global governance with an

emphasis on multilateralism is an objective reiterated in many occasions by the Secretary

General of the CCP Xi Jinping, from his first intervention at the UN's General Assembly in

201534 to the 2017 and 2021 World Economic Forum,3536 as well as in the recent Boao Forum

for Asia.37 Thus, an EU strategy formulation for the role of culture in its external relations

with China should keep this in mind in the discourse and practice of the design,

implementation and funding of programmes of mutual exchange. And it is in the areas of

mutual interest and in the abidance by a rules-based multilateral order that the EU should try

to find engagement with China, proposing frameworks of cooperation in accepted common

ground, like the 2005 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Diversity of Cultural

Expressions,38 of which both parties are signatories, or agreed upon dispositions like those

found in Chapter IV the EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation,39 dealing with

39 https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/china/docs/eu-china_2020_strategic_agenda_en.pdf
38 https://en.unesco.org/creativity/sites/creativity/files/passeport-convention2005-web2.pdf
37 http://www.china.org.cn/china/2021-04/20/content_77423133.htm
36 http://www.china.org.cn/world/2021-01/26/content_77154294.htm
35 http://www.china.org.cn/node_7247529/content_40569136.htm
34 https://www.un.org/dppa/decolonization/en/ga/70th-session-2015
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people-to-people exchanges, which shall serve as the "hook" for engaging within the official

dimension required by the current Chinese model.

IV. Policy Recommendations
In line with the arguments presented throughout this paper, some specific recommendations

covering the particularities of the EU’s cultural engagement with China will be presented, in

order to ensure that discourse meets action in EU external cultural policy and practice, and

that European officials, policy-makers and cultural practitioners work in tandem towards an

effective strategy for EU-China cultural relations within the context of the already existing

wider disposition to make the European Union a serious actor in international cultural

relations.

1. Recommendations to policy-makers
● Enhance cooperation between Member States, using a broad definition of

culture. Broadening the definition of culture has two benefits: first, and building on

the idea of “united in diversity”, it avoids having to define a common European

culture, thus limiting the resistance of MSs unwilling to submit to a concept of shared

culture that goes beyond national borders. Second, a broadly defined culture allows to

introduce a cultural dimension into other fields of strategic interest. The potential of

enhanced cooperation between MSs, CIs and EUNIC was set out in the 2016 EP study

European Cultural Institutes Abroad,40 the recommendations of which should be

translated into effective policy guidelines.

● Long-lasting financial means and commitment by EU institutions. A clear

definition of the role that the EU will play in ICR, including the specific

responsibilities of the EEAS, the EP and the EC is essential to deliver on the

ambitious goals that have been proposed so far. This commitment should be

accompanied by a long-lasting financial instrument able to support the activities

inherent to the practice of ICR.

● Avoid and attempt to counter simplistic, reductionist or ill-intended narratives

about China and its citizens at home, both to avoid potential flashpoints and to

encourage healthy interaction between civil societies.

40https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/563418/IPOL_STU(2016)563418_EN.pdf
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● Identify and cultivate areas of shared strategic interest with China, in order to

create a more enabling environment for CIs to engage in dialogue and cooperation.

● Leverage international conventions, (e. g. the 2005 UNESCO convention), to

establish the legitimacy of cultural activities at a mutually-agreed level.

● Long-term perspective and independence of cultural policies. If increased

interdependence implies a need for mutual understanding, a long-term perspective has

to be adopted in order to achieve it, which calls for a de-attachment of long-term

oriented cultural policies from short-term oriented political and economic ones.

● Collecting information and sharing results, keeping in mind the evaluation problem

mentioned in section I.3.2 of this paper, in an exercise of cooperation between

relevant EU institutions (EP, EC, EEAS), EU MSs and Chinese counterparts.

● Create joint platforms of cooperation that allow for the "europeanization” of

bilateral projects.

● Leave behind ambiguities in specific policy terminology regarding cultural

relations. In particular, and given that the Cultural Diplomacy model is associated

with external cultural policy, which remains a competence of MSs, identification of

EU external cultural action as cultural diplomacy could reveal points of conflict and

disagreement between MSs. Also, and because foreign policy (and therefore foreign

cultural policy) respond to sudden and unpredictable environment changes, it is hard

to justify the needed long-term objectives under the CD paradigm.

2. Recommendations to cultural practitioners
● Ensure that the staff is properly trained and is knowledgeable of the local language

and culture and has the technical know-how in developing and delivering cultural

relations programmes, specially in a country with procedural and administrative

complexities like China.

● Develop long-term relationships with partners both at home and abroad, within

Government and across key sectors including the arts, education, and civil society.

● Given the risk of state interference in a programme, it is essential for partners to trust

one another and to share an in-depth understanding of the parameters of the

operating environment in China.

● Constantly delivering mutual benefits, in order to demonstrate positive contribution

to goals that matter to Chinese partners.
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● Action over discourse. Overcome the “systemic rivalry” in the development of an

open dialogue and cooperation, and step away from a discursive sharing of values into

the demonstration that the cultural exchange allows. This is particularly true in a

“culturally sensitive” country like China.

● Address all levels of governance and not only the central one. Besides the central

administration, provinces and cities in China play an important role in implementing

cultural policies, counting with cultural infrastructures and cultural and creative

industries hubs that can provide EU actors in the field with many opportunities of

cooperation.

● Given the shared demand in the EU and China for skills and professional

development in the cultural and creative sectors, plan activities of intercultural

training aimed at raising intercultural understanding.

V. Conclusions
When it comes to cultural engagement with China, due to its status as an EU strategic partner

and its particular national idiosyncrasy, there are many challenges to overcome. The "century

of humiliation" still feeds into today's Chinese policy and discourse, and nourishes the

national thriving for a self-reliant and self-assured China (Reiterer, 2014). Keeping in mind

the nuances that this paper has tried to identify, the recommendations of the Expert Group on

Culture and External Relations, as well as the Hague Consensus on Cultural Relations

between China and Europe41, should serve as a basis for action, along with all the research

interest generated by the renewed efforts to consolidate a strategy for culture in the EU’s

external relations. Also, the presence of culture in EU programmes and initiatives should take

advantage of the increased role of overall culture, education and science diplomacy in Asia

(Vandewalle, 2015).

The issue of the two diverging models, namely that EU agents and artists prefer to act under

an arms’ length approach, being the opposite case in the state-controlled model of China,

needs an explicit mechanism to bridge them (Reiterer, 2014). Under the premises that

effective cultural exchange is achieved through a two-way dialogue, mutuality and

reciprocity, and that there is a close connection between internal and external cultural policies

(Mitchell, 2015, p. 84; Casanovas i Olivares, 2017, p. 3) a deep understanding of the Chinese

41 https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2016-02/The-Hague-Consensus.pdf
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cultural diplomacy model as well as their attitudes towards cultural engagement with third

countries cease to be a mere exercise of model comparison, but rather becomes an essential

part of policy development and strategy conceptualization and implementation, as it affects

policy-making, mutual perceptions, relevant actors’ practices and, ultimately, the nature of

the possible engagements.

As the international order becomes increasingly fragmented and competition between states

over interests, norms and values intensifies, the goal of cultural relations to build intercultural

trust and understanding acquires an even greater sense of urgency (British Council, 2021). It

is therefore important for all European actors engaged in cultural relations with China to

build an understanding of what works in which contexts, and to establish positive working

partnerships with stakeholders in their activities, including policymakers.

Even if idealistic statements might be beyond the point of the paper, and would certainly not

support the thesis in it presented, the fact that many of the people who work, write and

engage in cultural relations both in China and Europe are motivated by ideals must not be

disregarded (Mitchell, 2015, p. 230). Perhaps, to those idealists who actively work for

building bridges between nations and cultures, the rephrasing of the famous Latin phrase

made by Italian poet and politician Filippo Turati in his discourse to the national parliament

on a remote 12 of June of 1909 would serve as an inspiration for the continuation of their

work and efforts: “Si vis pacem, para pacem”.
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