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Abstract

Soft power has become an increasingly important part of effective foreign 
policy strategies as the 21. Century is distinguished by transnational interac-
tions and dispersion of power at local, national and international levels. The 
rise of networks, increased interconnectedness and ongoing digital revolution 
are main driving forces in global affairs.In this paper, firstly power is dis-
cussed in order to reveal its indispensable link to some elements of soft power. 
Then soft power concept and its further elaborations will be examined. In the 
final chapter, criticism on soft power and its limitations are studied with argu-
ment that while significance of soft power has dramatically increased over a 
quarter century after its first inception, confusion on its definitions and em-
ployment still continues, and it is becoming harder in every aspect.
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Introduction

Traditionally, power in global politicsis understood in the context of mili-
tary and economic strengths. It is generally accepted that hard power is the 
employment of influence through intimidation, committing toinstruments and 
strategies such asarmed intervention, forceful diplomacyand economic and fi-
nancialenforcements. Soft version of power, however, isdefinedas the faculty 
to have influence upon others to attaindesiredconsequences by the co-optive 
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instruments of shaping the agenda, conviction and attraction.In simple terms, 
“hard power is push; soft power is pull”.1Though Joseph Nye first invented the 
term “soft power”, it is actually not a new instrument in politics.Theexamples 
of it go back centuries and span cultures. Historically, as long as technology, 
economy, society, culture and international system have evolved; the content 
and significance of power has dramatically changed.

Soft power has become an increasingly important part of effective foreign 
policy strategies as the 21. Century is distinguished by transnational interac-
tions and dispersion of power at local, national and international levels. The 
rise of networks, increased interconnectedness and ongoing digital revolution 
are main driving forces in global affairs. In addition, the rapid diffusion of 
power between states, the erosion of traditional power hierarchies like nations-
states, power shift from West to East and the mass urbanization of the world’s 
population are increasingly affecting global politics.

In this paper, firstly power is discussed in order to reveal its indispensa-
blelink to some elements of soft power. Then the concept of soft power and its 
further elaborations are examined. In the final chapter, criticism on soft power 
and its limitations are studied with argument that while significant soft power 
has dramatically increased over a quarter century after its first inception, con-
fusion on its definitions and employment still continues, and it is becoming 
harder in every aspect.

Concept of Power

Power is traditionally considered as a mainly realist concept.2 “At its sim-
plest form, power in interstate relations may be defined as a state’s ability to 
control, or at least influence, other states or the outcome of events”.3 According 
to Morgenthau, “political power is a psychological relation between those who 
exercise it and those over whom it is exercised”.4 Its impact comes from “the 

1 Joseph S. Nye, The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’ Only Superpower Can’t Go 
It Alone, Oxford: University Press, 2002.

2 Michael Barnett, Raymond Duvall, “Power in International Politics”, International 
Organization, 59/1 (Winter2005): 39-75.

3 Martin Griffiths, T. O’Callaghan, S. R. Roach, International Relations: Key Concepts, Oxon: 
Routledge, 2008, p.259.

4 Hans J. Morgenthau, K. Thompson, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and 
Peace, 6. Edition, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985, p.32.
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expectation of its benefits, the fear of its disadvantages, the respect or love 
for men or institutions”.5Morgenthau further elaborates power and make four 
distinctions of it;“between power and influence, between power and force, be-
tween usable and unusable power, between legitimate and illegitimate power”.6

Power is understood to “be the sum of military, economic, technologi-
cal, diplomatic, and other capabilities at the disposal of the state”.7 Power is 
also seen not just“as some absolute value determined for each state as if it 
were in a vacuum but, rather, as capabilities relative to the capabilities of other 
states”.8Therefore, the power of Turkey is assessedwith regard toits capacity 
in relation with the capabilities of its rival states such as Iran, Greece, Iraq and 
others.

Another distinction is often made between static and dynamics factors 
comprising power as Morgenthau identifies two groups of elements of power: 
“stable factors and thosewhich are subject to constant change”.9 Morgenthau 
lists them “from most stable to less stable: geography, natural resources such 
as food, raw materials and industrial capacity, military preparedness including 
technology, leadership and quality and quantity of armed forces, population,  
national character, national morale, the quality of diplomacy, and the quality of 
government”.10 The salient point here is that some of attributes listed by Mor-
genthau as elements of power islater named by Nye and his followers as soft 
power. This will be discussed in detail in the following chapters. 

Whether treating capabilities of a state is in isolation or relative to the 
capabilities of other states definitions above aretermed as a materialist and 
static view.11 An alternative, dynamic definition of power focuses on the in-
teractions of states. A state’s influence or capacity to influence or coerce is 
not only determined by its capabilities or relative capabilities but also by (1) 
its willingness and perceptions by other states of its willingness to use these 
capabilities and (2) its control or influence over other states. Power can thus be 

5 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1948, p.9.

6 Morgenthau, Thompson, Politics Among Nations,p.33.
7 https://edoc.site/paul-r-viotti-mark-v-kauppi-international-relations-theorypdf-5-pdf-free.

html?
8 Ibid
9 Morgenthau, Thompson, p.127-170.
10  Ibid
11 https://edoc.site/paul-r-viotti-mark-v-kauppi-international-relations-theorypdf-5-pdf-free.

html
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inferred by observing the behavior of states as they interact. The relative power 
of states is most clearly revealed by the outcomes of their interactions.12 In fact, 
“most scholars focus on power as a mean, strength or capacity that provides 
the ability to influence the behavior of other actors in accordance with one’s 
own objectives”.13 “Some governments may seek power for its own sake. But 
for most, power, like money, is instrumental, to be used primarily for achiev-
ing or defending other goals and interests, which could include prestige, terri-
tory, or security among others. To achieve these ends, a state can use various 
techniques of influence, ranging from persuasion or the offering of rewards to 
threats or the actual use of force”.14  From this standpoint, the use of a state’s 
power is a relational exercise like Morgenthau’s psychological relation.

Beliefs and opinions are important possessions of leaders, so are those of 
states, however “they do not prevail in international politics unless they are as-
sociated with power”.15 In any case “power varies very much in effectiveness 
according to the strength of the beliefs that inspire its use”.16The question on 
enough power always raises the issue of relation.  

Power is traditionally linked with military capacity, particularly in realist 
understanding. Nevertheless, it is believed that a single element of power is not 
sufficient to decide full strength of state power since the military power itself 
depends on economic, technological and demographic capacities. Thus, the 
pillars of a state’s power should be considered altogether.They all“constituteth
eresourcesfortheattainmentofnationalobjectivesandgoals”.17

For analysis purposes, “four separate but related structures of power in 
international relations can be made theknowledgestructurereferstothepowerto-
influencetheideasofothers; thefinancialstructurereferstothepowertorestrictor-
facilitatetheiraccess to credit; the security structure shapes their prospects for 
security; theproductionstructureaffectstheirchancesofabetterlifeasproducer-
sand as consumers”.18

12 Paul R. Viotti, Mark V. Kauppi, International Relations Theory, 5. Edition, Pearson, 2012, 
p.52; https://edoc.site/paul-r-viotti-mark-v-kauppi-international-relations-theorypdf-5-pdf-
free.html

13 http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pdffiles/pub708.pdf
14 Griffiths, et.al, International Relations: Key Concepts, p.258.
15 James Der Derian, “Mediating estrangement: a theory for diplomacy”, Review of International 

Relations, 13/2 (1987) 91-110.
16 Martin Wight, Power Politics, London: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1946.; 

Derian, “Mediating estrangement: a theory for diplomacy”.
17 Griffiths, et.al, p.259.
18 Ibid, p.260.
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Although “the postwar era has witnessed radical transformations in the 
elements, the uses, and the achievements of power”,19 lesshas changed in rela-
tional meaning. Power still is “thought of as the ability of an actor to get others 
to do something they otherwise would not do and at an acceptable cost to the 
actor”.20

Regardless of its definition and conceptualization, the measurement of 
power is a challenging task. Some measurable resources such as population, 
national GDP, natural resources and military equipment provide an actor with a 
potential ability. However, this does not automatically equate actual strengths. 
Interdependencies, particularly asymmetrical dependencies are often seen as a 
source of power, but it is also difficult to measure such type of relation. “A less 
dependent actor in a relationship often has a significant political resource, be-
cause changes in the relationship will be less costly to that actor than to its part-
ners. This advantage does not guarantee, however, that the political resources 
provided by favorable asymmetries in interdependence will lead to similar pat-
terns of control over outcomes”.21 “There is rarely a one-to-one relationship 
between power measured by any type of resources and power measured by 
effects on outcomes”.22

Soft Power: Nye and Further Elaboration 

When it comes to soft version of power, one should try to understand 
what paved the way to a search for it. The global transition after the end of 
the Cold War has been driven by four primary factors: “diffusion of power; 
substantial information and communications technology changes; networks; 
and the decline of traditional propaganda”.23 This has led the social scientists 
to reconsider the concept of power. Rebranding what the USA has had in the 

19 Stanley Hoffmann, “Notes on the Elusiveness of Modern Power”, International Journal 30 
(Spring 1975), p. 18Griffiths, et.al, p.259.

20 Robert A. Dahl, “The concept of power”, System Research and Behavioral Science, 2/3 
(1957): 201-15.

21 
22 Robert O. Keohane, Joseph S. Nye, Power and Interdependence, 4. Edition, Pearson, 2011. 

p.9-10.
23 Jonathan McClory, “The New Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power”, p.8. 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/The%20New%20
PersuadersII_0.pdf
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world politics and focusing on the content of itsnational power24, Joseph Nye 
classified the soft power under three categories: cultural, ideological, and insti-
tutional. He argues that “soft power is the ability to get what you want through 
attraction rather than coercion, pressure or sanctions”.25 He believed that when 
the USA can get its rivals to want what it wants, it does nothaveto resort to 
threats and coercive means to bring them into line; on the contrary it can do 
this through attraction and persuasion. He asserts that while hard power, the 
ability to coerce, grows out of a country’s military and economic might, soft 
power arises from the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, and 
policies.26 When American policies are seen as legitimate in the eyes of oth-
ers, its soft power is enhanced.27 Nye depicted the sources of power as below 
(Table-1).

Table-1: Spectrum and resources of hard and soft power28

Hard Soft

Spectrum of 
behaviors 

coercion inducement

Command

agenda setting   attraction

Co-opt

Most likely 
resources

force payments sanctions bribes Institution values culture policies

Nye sees the behaviors, primary currencies and government policies re-
lying on and derived from military and economic power as hard power. Soft 

24 Nye highlights American national power and its attractiveness in his book as follows: “Not 
only is America the world’s largest economy, but nearly half of the top 500 global companies 
are American, five times as many as next-ranked Japan. Sixty-two of the top 100 global 
brands are American, as well as eight of the top ten business schools. Social indices show a 
similar pattern. The United States attracts nearly six times the inflow of foreign immigrants 
as second-ranked Germany.The United States is far and away the world’s number one 
exporter of films and television programs, although India’s “Bollywood” actually produces 
more movies per year. Of the I.6 million students enrolled in universities outside their own 
countries, 28 percent are in the United States, compared to the 14 percent who study in 
Britain. More than 86,000 foreign scholars were in residence at American educational 
institutions in 2002. The USA publishes more books than any other country. It ranks first 
in Nobel prizes for physics, chemistry, and economics…” Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The 
Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Public Affairs, 2004, p.33-34.

25 Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, p.x.
26 Ibid.
27 Joseph S. Nye, “Soft Power and American Foreign Policy”, Political Science Quarterly, 119/ 

2 (2004), p.256. 
28 Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, p.8.
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power, on the contrary, is derived mainly from values and diplomacy.29In his 
understanding of soft power, diplomacy, with its public, bilateral and multi-
lateral forms, is commended.He also defines smart power “as means learning 
better how to combine hard and soft power”.30

What can be inferred from Nye’s definition and the USA’s hegemonic po-
sition in global politics just after the collapse of Communism and dissolution 
of the Soviet Union is that liberal democracy, capitalism, free trade, respect 
for human rights are legitimate, attractive and admired by others. For Nye, the 
world’s states and nations will voluntarily follow the USA since its culture, 
system and achievements are charming.

Nye explains the difference with command and co-optive powers. “Com-
mand power is the ability to change what others do, and can rest on coercion 
or inducement”.31 On the other hand, “cooptive power is the ability to shape 
what others want and can rest on the attractiveness of one’s culture and ideol-
ogy or it is the ability to manipulate the agenda of political choices in a manner 
that makes actors fail to express some preferences because they seem to be 
too unrealistic”.32 The elements between twovaries on a spectrum as depicted 
on table-1. “Soft power resources tend to be associated with cooptive power 
behavior, whereas hard power resources are usually associated with command 
behavior”.33

Nye’s soft power concept has received both criticism and affirmation over 
the years since its inception. Several scholars have worked on the concept to 
take it a step further. Matthew Kroenig and et al, for instance, attempted to 
explain how and under which conditions states effectively employ soft power. 
For them, “states will be better able to apply soft power when three condi-
tions are present—1) the intended target exists in a functioning marketplace of 
ideas, 2) the state can communicate through a credible source that can deliver a 
repeated message that speaks to recipients at an emotional level and the target 
is open to communication, 3) the political environment is such that individual 
attitudes have an impact”.34

29 Ibid, p.31.
30 Ibid.
31 http://www.culturaldiplomacy.org/pdf/case-studies/Hwajung_Kim_Cultural_Diplomacy_

as_the_Means_of_Soft_Power_in_the_Information_Age.pdf
32 Ibid
33 Joseph S. Nye, The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’ Only Superpower Can’t Go 

It Alone, Oxford: University Press, 2002, p.176. note.31.
34 Matthew Kroenig, Melissa McAdam, Steven Weber, “Taking Soft Power Seriously”, 
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Jonathan McClory, expanding on Nys’e three main element, argues that 
there are five major components of soft power: business/innovation, culture, 
government, diplomacy and education. He later redefined them under six cat-
egories by adding digital, engagement and enterprise instead of diplomacy and 
business/innovation. In his works, “the framework of categories was built on 
a survey of existing literature on soft power”.35 The culture sub-index includes 
“measures such as the annual number of tourists visiting a country, the global 
reach of a country’s native language, and the number of World Heritage sites 
among others”.36Cultural outputs, of course, will be perceived differently in 
different countries. As Nye has argued, “what attracts in Paris might repel in 
Riyadh”.37

“The government sub-index is designed to assess a state’s political in-
stitutions, values, and the effectiveness of its government. When government 
institutions effectively uphold values like transparency, justice, and equality at 
home, they are naturally more attractive abroad”.38 Foreign policy is regarded 
as an element of this area. 

“The diplomacy sub-index aims to account not only for the global per-
ception of a given country, but its policies and diplomatic resources that allow 
a state to reach international audiences. This sub-index includes metrics on 
foreign aids, membership in multilateral organizations, and cultural missions 
abroad”.39 In this regard, Lowy Institute prepares and issues a global diplo-
macy index based on the metric of permanent embassies/high commissions, 
consulates, permanent missions and other representatives.40 Thus these two 
works converge on presence of foreign missions abroad.

Comparative Strategy, 29/5(2010), p. 417.
35 Jonathan McClory, “The New Persuaders: An international ranking of soft power”, 

December 2010, p.3; The New Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power, 
p.8; The New Persuaders III: A 2012 Global Ranking of Soft Power, p.7. https://www.
instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/

36  Ibid
37 Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, p. 200, cited in McClory, The New 

Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power, p.11.
38 Ibid
39 Jonathan McClory, “The New Persuaders: An international ranking of soft power”, 

December 2010, p.3; The New Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power, 
p.8; The New Persuaders III: A 2012 Global Ranking of Soft Power, p.7. https://www.
instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/

40 Lowy Institute Global Diplomacy Index, 2017 Country Ranking,  
 https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/country_rank.html
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For McClory,“the number of references to higher education’s impact on 
soft power warranted a separate sub-index. The ability of a country to attract 
foreign students, or facilitate exchanges, is a powerful tool of public diploma-
cy, even in the most adversarial of countries”.41 It is believed that educational 
exchanges providethe reputational gains for a host country when foreign stu-
dents return home. “The education sub-index aims to capture these factors and 
includes measures on the number of foreign students in a country, the relative 
quality of its universities and the output of academic publishing”.42

“Though it may seem more hard than soft, the business/innovation sub-
index is not related to economic power or output. Rather, this sub-index aims to 
captures the relative attractiveness of a country’s economic model in terms of 
its openness, capacity for innovation and regulation. Economic factors can con-
tribute to soft power as well, though in practice it can be difficult to distinguish 
between the hard and soft elements of economic power”.43Innovation, corrup-
tion, and competitiveness are considered as softer economic factors to influence 
the target publics.Another Index, the Global Talent Competitiveness (GTCI), 
emphasizes almost similar areas. Its framework “builds on six pillars: (1) En-
able, (2) Attract, (3) Grow, (4) Retain, (5) Vocational and Technical Skills, and 
(6) Global Knowledge Skills. Each pillar consists of two to three sub-pillars. 
Each sub-pillar is composed of three to six variables. Each sub pillar score is de-
rived from the simple arithmetic average of its individual variables”.44Indicators 
or sources of each pillar are government effectiveness, business-government 
relations, political stability, regulatory quality, corruption, competition inten-
sity, ease of doing business, R&D expenditure, ICT infrastructure, technology 
utilization, FDI and technology transfer among other factors.45

McClory developed seven subjective metrics to complement the quanti-
tative data of the sub-indices. These are “international purpose/role, cultural 
output, global leadership, soft power icons, cuisine, national airline/major air-

41 Lisa A. Miller, “Promoting Democratic Values in Transitional Societies through Foreign 
Aid”, presented at the Midwest Political Science Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, 3 
September 2006.; James Phillips, P. Brooks, “Yes, a Nuclear Iran is Unacceptable: A Memo 
to President-elect Obama”, Heritage Foundation, Special Report 28, 3 December 2008; cited 
in McClory, The New Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power, p.11.

42 McClory, The New Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power, p.11.
43 Ibid, p.12.
44 Bruno Lanvin, Felipe Monteiro, “The Global Talent Competitiveness Index 2019”, INSEAD, 

December 2018. p.303. https://gtcistudy.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/GTCI-2019-
Report.pdf

45 Ibid, p. 307-316. 
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ports and commercial brands”.46 While cultural output refers to quality of high 
and popular culture in a given country, cuisine considersthe quality of national 
food and drink. Soft power icons are the global appeal of cultural icons, such 
as movie stars, famous athletes and soccer players. National airlines/airports 
are mobile means and full day active diplomats to transmit national branding 
to the global audiences. “Global leadership is the perceived effectiveness of a 
country’s head of government on the global stage. Commercial brands mean 
the perceived strength of national commercial brands”.47 Moreover a set of 
indicators was developed to measure the effectiveness in sub-indexes as shown 
on table-2. It seems that Joseph Nye supports further elaboration of his concept 
as he contributed to McClory’s 2015 report with a foreword. 

Table-2: Component Parts of Soft Power and Indicators to Measure the 
effectiveness48

Component 
Parts of Soft 
Power

Government Digital Culture
Engagement
(Including 
diplomacy)

Education
Enterprise
(Business/
Innovation)

Indicators to 
Measure the 
effectiveness

-UN HDI49 

Score
-Government 
effectiveness
-Individual 
freedom
-Democratic 
institutions
-Think-tank 
presence
-Shadow 
economy
-Violence in 
society
-Government 
accountability
-Capital 
punishment
-Trust in 
government
-Income 
inequality

-Internet 
connectedness
-Social media 
users
-Government 
online services
-E-participation

-Tourism and 
tourism spending
-Reach of state 
sponsored media 
outlet
-Foreign 
correspondents
-Global power of 
language
-Olympic profile
-Status in 
international 
football 
-The global ranking 
of a country’s music 
market
-Global record sales
-Art gallery 
attendance
-World heritage
-Film festival 
success

-Foreign aid
-Via-free travel 
-Number of 
cultural missions
-Global 
diplomatic 
footprint
-Global network
Environmental 
awareness and 
action
-Openness to 
asylum seekers
-Participation in 
intl. peacekeeping 
and humanitarian 
operations

-Quality of 
primary and 
secondary 
education
-Quality of 
universities
-Foreign 
students
-Academic 
publishing

-International 
patents
-Business 
competitiveness
-Level of 
corruption
-Innovation
-Foreign 
investment

Subjective metrics to complement the quantitative data of the sub-indices

Cuisine, tech products, friendliness, culture, luxury goods, foreign policy and livability50

46  McClory, The New Persuaders II: A 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power, p.13.  
47  Ibid, p.34.
48 Adapted by the author from Jonathan McClory, The New Persuaders II and III and his latest 

work, The Soft Power 30: A Global Ranking of Soft Power, Portland Limited, 2015, p.49.
49 HDI=Human Development Index
50 McClory first put them as international purpose/role, cultural output, global leadership, 

soft power icons, cuisine, national airline/major airports and commercial brands, and later 
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Criticism of Soft Power as a New Concept

Despite its popularity and further elaboration efforts discussed above the 
concept of soft power remains a power of confusion. It has been misunder-
stood, misused,trivialized and often overvalued. Criticisms of soft power cen-
ter mainly on definition, sources, application methods and limitations. 

To begin with its definition, some argue that soft power is not new. In 
fact, most of the components of soft power defined by McClory and depicted 
in the table-2 above converges some elements of power listed by Morgenthau 
long before Nye.51 Technology, leadership, quality of diplomacy and govern-
ment are always same with those elements listed by McClory and even Nye 
himself.Nye, in fact, has claimed “soft power is as old as human history”.52 
For some critics,“soft power is not a new reality, but a new word for the most 
efficient form of power”.53 On the other hand, Morgenthau,defining the power 
a psychological relation and underlying “pull effect” a result of expectation 
of benefits and love or respect for institutions, at least inspired Nye to argue 
that“soft poweris pull while hard power is push”.54

Hard power is often deployed in name of soft power. For example, val-
ues of democracy are believed to be a soft power. The western states promote 
democracy abroad by use of force, hard power. The invasion of Iraq and in-
tervention to Afghanistan are just two examples of the western world using 
hard power in the name of soft power. In some other countries in which color 
revolutions changed the regimes, the propaganda, cover operations and hard 
economic instruments to opposition groups were relied on. One can consider 
these as elements of hard power. The most recent instance is Libya where re-
gime change or so called “democracy” was brought with bombardments and 
mass support to armed rebels. 

revised them as cuisine, tech products, friendliness, culture, luxury goods, foreign policy and 
livability. McClory, The Soft Power 30: A Global Ranking of Soft Power, Portland Limited, 
2017, p.11.

51 Morgenthau, Thompson,p.127-170.
52 Trevor Harris, “Foreign policy in an age of austerity: ‘soft power’, hard choices”, Observatoire 

de la société britannique, 20 (2018), p.17.
53 Jedediah Purdy, “Universal nation: Americans are genuinely shocked by the idea that they are 

an imperial power”, Prospect,20 Nov. 2001, https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/
universalnation

54 Joseph Nye, “Power and foreign policy”, Journal of Political Power, 4/I (April 2011), p.19.
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The world politics after the end of the Cold War had gone ahead in line 
with Nye’s arguments.In the unipolar world system, American values, systems 
and institutions were charming for the states and societies around the world. 
Not only former Communist countries but also several other states had tried 
to adopt American and European systems. However, their willingness does not 
imply a desire to embrace culture and values, rather a stimulus for economic 
development level or at most being an ally to have an easy access to aid. None-
theless almost all of Eastern European countries joined the USA led NATO 
and entered EU.Even Turkey which has relatively different culture and Geor-
gia which is physically out of Europe have attempted to Join EU and NATO 
respectively. China became the member of World Trade Organization;one of 
three pillars of US designed global political economic structure.  But the things 
in the 2000s have started to become reversed. Soft power lost its importance 
since 21. Century has witnessed that the world politics have still been domi-
nated by hard power. In fact, hard power is everywhere. The United States is 
the biggest player in this hard power game. It has used its hard power in the 
name of soft power and through soft power means such as twitter against Iran, 
North Korea and Turkey.55 It initiated trade wars on China, Canada, EU coun-
tries and Turkey among others.56 It ignores the initiatives for environment and 
climate change, bypasses WTO rules and international norms, and uses domes-
tic laws to punish foreign companies for doing business with a third country 
like Iran. China, new anticipated champion of soft power, employs its hardest 
power against Taiwan, Thailand and Philippinesin East and South Chinese Sea. 
Russia annexedthe Crimea and has conducted air and land operations in Syria 
since October 2015.  

A major weakness of soft power is the fact that its influence depends on 
reception by targeted audience. Perceptions, on the other, change in a short 
time. Some American values like liberal democracy was not well received 
by several countries. Neo-liberal politics, on the other hand, weakened states 
instead of strengthening them and raised skepticism and resistance in some 
instances.57 Turkey’s great emphasize on soft power in its regional politics in 
55 https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump
56 Trade wars, “Trump tariffs and protectionism explained”, BBC News, 26 July 2018, https://

www.bbc.com/news/world-43512098
57 Sam Ashman, “Resistance to Neoliberal Globalization: A Case of ‘Militant Particularism’?”, 

Political Studies, 24/2 (2004): 144-153; Annapurna Devi Pandey, “The Challenges of  
Neoliberal Policies and the Indigenous People’s Resistance Movement in Odisha, India”, 
https://journals.openedition.org/eces/2340; Nelly P. Stromquist, Anita Sanyal, “Student 
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the Middle East and the Balkans since 2007 hasshortly proved the limitations 
of common culture, history and economic relations.58 It is striking that while 
the 78 per cent of public in 16 different Middle Eastern countries in 2011 ex-
pressed positive feelings for Turkey, it dropped to 59 per cent in 2013. In Syria 
the popularity of 44 per cent in 2011 fallen down to 22 per cent in 2013.59

Soft power is actually very fragile and easily turned. Nowadays soft 
power was compounded by the internet and social media which were mainly 
used by State actors, both democratic and authoritarian. While the western 
democracies are happy about its role in popular movements against the corrupt 
governments, Russia also used it in Estonia, Georgia, Ukraine and elsewhere 
from 2008 until now.  With Arab Spring and continuous civil wars, the non-
state actors and terrorist organization such as Hezbollah, ISIS and PYD/YPD 
quickly and effectively weaponized the social media and used it a soft power 
instrument.

Nye agrees that “all forms of power have limitations. He argues that when 
foreign policy goals include the promotion of democracy, human rights and 
freedom, soft power turns out to be superior to hard power. In an era marked 
by increased information and a diffusion of power, it will become an increas-
ingly important part of effective foreign policy strategies”.60 Nye’s point here 
demonstrates the context-dependency of soft power.  There may be little or no 
relationship between the redundant soft capacity of any state and its positive 
impacts. American hard and soft products such as mobiles phones, movies, 
hamburgers, jeans and universities, for instance, attract many people,young, 
adult and elderly from almost all countries but this does not mean that they 
love American policies and adopt its political values. The USA is hated as 

resistance to neoliberalism in Chile”, International Studies in Sociology of Education, 23/2 
(2013), 152-178.Show all authors

58 Burak Cop, Özge Zihnioğlu, “Turkish Foreign Policy under AKP Rule: Making Sense of the 
Turbulence”, Political Studies Review, 15/1 (2017): 28–38; Emel Parlar Dal, “Conceptualizing 
and testing the emerging regional power of Turkey in the shifting international order”, Third 
World Quarterly, 37/8 (2016): 1425-1453.; Birgül Demirtaş, “Reconsidering Turkey’s 
Balkan Ties: Opportunities and Limitations”, Pınar Gözen Ercan (ed.), Turkish Foreign 
Policy: International Relations, Legality and Global Reach, Palgrave, 2017, 129-150; 
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much as it is admired globally.There are some metrics measuring soft power 
capacity in which the USA is indicated at the higher ranks. McClory, for in-
stance, puts the USA in the 3rd position just after France and the UK in the 2017 
Soft Power 30 list.61 However this list defines the capacity, not the influence. 
The Americanglobal influence deriving from such a huge capacity is rather 
limitedas the surveys demonstrate.In this regard, Gallup issued its “2019 Rat-
ing World Leaders” report subtitled “The US vs. Germany, China and Rus-
sia,” and it shows “that the world still frowned on the US leadership more 
than the leadership of any other country asked about in 2018”.62 “All four of 
the countries’ leaderships received approval-ratings from people worldwide in 
only the 30-39% range, and this low score for the US leadership which was ap-
proved by merely 31% of people sampled worldwide during 2018 represented 
an enormous decline for the United States, which during the Obama years had 
received scores ranging from 41% to 49% approval”.63 According to Pew, a 
growing share of people around the world sees the US power and influence as 
a “major threat” to their country.64 The US’s favorability in the Middle East-
ern and North African countries has always remained under 50%. In Tunisia 
which is historically more aligned to US policies, for instance, it has changed 
between 40% and 30% during the period of 2012-2018.65 Thus “there are limits 
to what soft power could achieve. In a context dominated by hard power con-
siderations soft power is meaningless”.66

“Nye’s version of soft power that rests on affection and desire is too sim-
plistic and unrealistic. Human feelings are complicated and quite often ambiv-

61 Jonathan McClory, The Soft Power 30: A Global Ranking of Soft Power, Portland Limited, 
2017, p.40.

62 Eric Zuesse, “Gallup Poll: US Global Approval Rating Plunges but Americans Believe the 
Opposite”, MPN News, 04 March 2019, https://www.mintpressnews.com/gallup-poll-us-
global-image-plunges-americans-believe-opposite/255846/

63 “America First?” Rating World Leaders: 2019 https://www.gallup.com/analytics/247040/
rating-world-leaders-2019.aspx

64 John Gramlich, Kat Devlin, “More people around the world see U.S. power and influence 
as a ‘major threat’ to their country”, Pew Research Center, 4 February 2019, http://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/02/14/more-people-around-the-world-see-u-s-power-and-
influence-as-a-major-threat-to-their-country/

65 Richard Wike, et.al, “Trump’s International Ratings Remain Low, Especially Among Key 
Allies”, Pew research Center, 01 October 2018, http://www.pewglobal.org/2018/10/01/
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66 Barry M. Blechman, Book review, “Soft power: the means to success in world politics”, 
Political ScienceQuarterly 119/4 (2004), 680-681.
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alent, i.e. love and hate co-exist at the same time”.67 The relationship between 
states is influenced by severalcomplex dynamics; soft instrumentshave a role 
in such an interaction. However, soft instruments need hard protection and 
umbrella to be secure and effective. 

Conclusion

After almost 30 years of its first inception, a great deal of work has been 
done to further elaborate and operationalize the concept of soft power. Now 
there are more detailed works with regard to elements of soft power and met-
rics for measuring its effectiveness.  However,confusion on exact meaning has 
not disappeared, on the contrary its definitions and concept of its employment 
have become more ambiguous. The various types of capacities states hold are 
employed in the name of soft power, which they are not different than the 
power in traditional understanding. A typical example is “liberal” intervention 
to other states. While external interventions to the fragile states to promote 
democracy and human rights are seen by the interveners as employment of 
soft power, targeted states and societies perceive them as hardest and force-
ful violation of their sovereignty. The invasion of Iraq and the intervention to 
Afghanistan are just two examples of Western world using hard power in the 
name of soft power.

The power,both hard and soft, lies in the hand of the actor who possesses 
it. Such an actor may be a democratic state, non-democratic and non-state. 
Therefore,soft powerdoes not necessarily equate liberal, western and Ameri-
can values. Power as a relational phenomenon strictly depends on perception 
of the party who receives it to be effective. Because of this interdependency, 
a nation’s instruments such as culture, education, technology and diplomacy 
over another nation may not produce desired effects. In fact, this has been oc-
curring in global politics. The US popularity has globally decreased with the 
start of the 21. Century. It is interesting that this decline coincides with ear-
splitting soft power applauses.  

Soft power is still intangible, immeasurable, uncontrollable, unpredict-
able and unsustainable and it will likely remain so. It would be difficult to 
employ soft power in an organized and controllableway. Shaping and manage-

67 Ying Fan, “Soft Power: Power of Attraction or Confusion”, Place Branding and Public 
Diplomacy 4/2(2008), 147-158.
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ment of perceptions of various societies in today’s global environment is not 
easy for any actor since human feelings more lubricious than ever. It is certain 
that softer instruments such as some strands of diplomacy, humanitarian aids 
and accessible technology are becoming more important and possibly more 
effective in our times. These developments, however, are not radically trans-
forming the concept of power, but diversifying its elements. No matter if it is 
soft or hard, power will always be assessed in terms of its utility: influencing 
others’ perceptions and actions to accomplish our aims. 
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