
| 1

Concepts of Nonsense: Australian Soft Power

By Dr. Binoy Kampmark
Asia-Pacific Research, November 30, 2018

Region: Oceania
Theme: Politics

Soft power was always a term best suited for eunuchs.  It relies on persuasion, counsel and
an air of seduction.  It does not imply actual force as such (often, that side of the bargain is
hidden).  At its core are the presumed virtues of the product being sold, the society being
advertised to others who are supposedly in the business of being convinced.  Joseph Nye
came up with it in the groves of academe as the Cold War was coming to an end, and every
policy maker supposedly worth his or her brief insists upon it.  (Since 1990, Nye has done
another  shuffle,  attempting  to  market  another  variant  of  power:  from  soft,  power  has
become  erroneously  sentient  –  or  “smart”.)

Nye himself already leaves room for the critics to point out how the concept is, essentially,
part  of  an  advertising  executive’s  armoury,  the  sort  an  Edward  Bernays  of  foreign  affairs
might embrace.  It co-opts; it suggests indirectness; it is “getting others to want what you
want” by shaping “the preferences of others”; it employs popular culture and concepts of
political stability.  In a vulgar sense, it inspires envy and the need to emulate, stressing
desire over substance.

The  Australian  Department  of  Trade  and  Foreign  Affairs  is  currently  chewing  over  soft
power,  having  been  tasked  with  reviewing  it  by  Julie  Bishop  when  she  was  foreign
minister.  Australian think tanks have been all praise for its mystical properties.  All rely on
fictional measurements and surveys such as The Soft Power 30 index, which sounds awfully
like a heavily carbonated soft drink.

The Australian Foreign Policy White Paper from 2017 also does its  bit:  it  reads like a
designer product flogged to the appropriate customers.  “Australia’s ability to persuade and
influence  others  is  underpinned  by  some  enduring  strengths.   Among  these  are  our
democracy,  multicultural  society,  strong  economy,  attractive  lifestyle  and  world-class
institutions.”

This less than modest appraisal  should immediately trigger the little  grey cells  of  any
sceptic.  Australia remains plagued by a policy towards refugees that would rank highly with
most despotic states; it maintains, relative to other states, a low GDP-aid percentage and
remains almost dangerously cosy to Washington.  Then there is that issue of seasonal
bloodletting  of  leaders  that  led  the  BBC to  call  the  country  the  “coup  capital  of  the
democratic world.”

In  truth,  such  concepts  are  frustratingly  inchoate,  the  sort  of  piffle  best  kept  in  obscure
management manuals and textbooks chocked with political sloganeering.  “Isn’t soft power
like Fight Club?” came a seemingly puzzled foreign policy official to Caitlin Byrne, writing for
The Strategist of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute.  “And the first rule of Fight Club is
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that you don’t talk about Fight Club.”

Even Byrne concedes that soft power, in terms of language, is slippery and problematic.
“Many equate ‘soft’  with ‘weak’  and ‘superficial’  or,  worse still,  ‘subversive’.   These terms
rarely sit easily with those in the business of advancing national interests.”  Recipients of
such power can also be resentful, co-opted by the venture. (No one genuinely wants to be
considered a case for charity.)

But such commentary is convinced there is a story to tell and, in the case of Canberra’s
apparatchiks, Australia affords them ample opportunities.  “[T]he aim of soft power – to help
shape an environment that is positively disposed to Australian foreign policy interests and
values over the long term – is not to be dismissed if Australia is to navigate its way in a
more contested region.”

Most recently, Australia’s tetchy Prime Minister Scott Morrison (daggy cap and all), has been
busy pushing Australian credentials in the immediate region, throwing $2 billion at a new
Australian Infrastructure Financing Facility for the Pacific.  Another billion is also sought for
Australia’s export financing agency.

What is striking in this endeavour is the language of ownership, part proprietary and part
imperial.  “This is our patch,” Morrison explained to those at Lavarack Barracks in Townsville
on Thursday. “This is where we have special responsibilities.  We always have, we always
will.  We have their back, and they have ours.”  These are the vagaries of power.  “Australia
has  an  abiding  interest  in  a  Southwest  Pacific  that  is  secure  strategically,  stable
economically and sovereign politically.”  Diplomatic posts will be established in Palau, the
Marshall Islands, French Polynesia, Niue and the Cook Islands, all newly modelled sets of
eyes.

In other instances, however, Australian policy makers want to do things on the cheap,
showing a characteristic stinginess that praises Australian power and its institutional heft
while trimming back services that might supply a “softer” edge.  Australia’s broadcasting
capacity,  notably  in  the  short-wave  sense,  has  diminished.  Soft-power,  note  the
propagandists,  has  been  muted.

In January 31, 2017, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation ended shortwave broadcasts to
the  South  Pacific,  concluding  a  tradition  that  had  lasted  eight  decades.  “The  choice  is
dumb,” suggested Graeme Dobbell, “because it misunderstands the central role radio still
plays  in  the  South  Pacific.”   This  has  left  the  problematic  question  open  as  to  what  other
Australian suppliers – of the commercial variety – will  do to replace the content of the
national broadcaster.

Most of all, and most critically, proponents of soft power in Australia fear a crowding, and
crowding out threat: that of China, which operates as the putative cuckoo keen on pushing
out the chicks of others.  This, aligned to the issue of creating more debt for the region,
suggests potential exhaustion in the region.

Australia,  ever  sluggish  and  drugged  by  presumptions  of  allegiance  from  its  Pacific
neighbours (our backyard!), has previously ignored the increasingly important role Beijing is
playing with the island states.  A growing, even paranoid interest is now being shown
towards the presence of Chinese aid and funded projects in the region.  There are also
measures, tied to US strategic interests, of frustrating the efforts of such Chinese giants as
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Huawei, from achieving a greater measure of influence.

Morrison’s cavalier volunteering of taxpayer funded projects to lure Pacific neighbours away
from Beijing’s “few-strings attached” load and aid program is something that will be looked
at with enthusiasm if for no other reason that double dipping will be on offer.  From Papua
New Guinea to  Fiji,  the options to  milk  the greed of  powers have never  been better,
whatever nonsense soft power might entail.  The problem of debt, however, will remain the
lingering nuisance at the feast.
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