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Rebutting previous assessment of China’s soft power operations as entirely
benign, these comments pinpoint how the PRC has utilized the open infor-
mation environments of liberal democracies in order to spread its malign
influence to targeted societies and undermine democratic values. In the aca-
demic sector in the U.S., we can already see China’s influence on China-
related research, conferences, and publications. Increasing numbers of schol-
ars avoid politically sensitive topics or criticism of the PRC government, while
a number of presses have also started to self-censor in this regard.

Following the observations of Walker and Ludwig, China’s sharp power
can be defined as its ability to “penetrate the political and media space of
democracies,” exploit “rifts within the democracies,” “manipulate their target
audiences by distorting the information that reaches them” while “masking
its policies,” and suppress, “to the extent possible, any voices beyond China’s
borders that are critical” of the CCP.17 Not all scholars agree, however, with
the use of the term sharp power. Defining soft power as the power of attrac-
tion, political scientist Yu-Shan Wu, for example, finds the term sharp power
redundant. He would simply count espionage, disinformation, and making
people “disappear” as a “subcategory of hard power.”18 In a sense, sharp
power can be regarded as part of hard power, given that it is often backed by
hard power. However, I would argue that these examples are not the same as
the traditional hard power, which refers to the direct and open use of mili-
tary or economic force to coerce another country.19

China actually uses its economic carrot-and-stick hard power indirectly
and covertly through some of its soft power tools. Good at employing “eco-
nomic activity as leverage to advance political goals in the realm of ideas,” it
applies “pressure with varying intensity and through indirect channels that
are not always apparent.”20 To be precise, China’s sharp power is often pro-
jected indirectly or covertly through certain types of soft power camouflage
or cover. For example, the Chinese Students and Scholars Associations
(CSSAs) on many U.S. university campuses supposedly perform “social func-
tions,” and should be considered soft power organizations; yet, they have
links with PRC diplomatic missions, and use threats and retaliation to “inter-
fere with other campus activities and broader political discourse and debate.”
Likewise, they engage in intimidation and “political ‘peer monitoring’ of Chi-
nese students,” thereby “undermining core principles of free speech and aca-
demic freedom.”21 I therefore find the term “sharp power” useful for
referring to manipulative or coercive authoritarian influences hidden under
or amidst ostensibly “soft power” efforts.

A definition of sharp power may be further refined by discussing it in
terms of the nature of the regime, the nature of the conduct, and the pur-

dents-and-intelligence-threats. Redden also reports on the controversy around Christopher 
Wray’s warnings, which echoed part of Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Daniel Golden’s 2017 
book, which discloses how American academia has become a major target of foreign and domes-
tic espionage. See Daniel Golden, Spy Schools: How the CIA, FBI, and Foreign Intelligence Secretly 
Exploit America’s Universities (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 2017).

17 Walker and Ludwig, “The Meaning of Sharp Power.”
18 See Yu-Shan Wu’s comment in June Teufel Dreyer, “Roundtable on Sharp Power, Soft 

Power, and the Challenge of Democracy: A Report from the 2018 Annual Meeting of the Ameri-
can Association for Chinese Studies,” American Journal of Chinese Studies 25, no. 2 (October 2018): 
151.

19 Nye, Bound to Lead, x.
20 Walker and Ludwig, “From Soft Power to Sharp Power,” 18.
21 Diamond and Schell, China’s Influence & American Interests, 57-58.












































