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Introduction 

This paper emerges from a programme of work on the role of public diplomacy in international 

politics that has attempted to develop a historically informed network-relational approach to the 

area.  Although public diplomacy has been neglected within International Relations Theory this 

paper argues that the study of public diplomacy has some significant implications for how 

International Relations is theorized.   In particular the paper argues for the importance of seeing civil 

society as a key source of national influence and that the nation-state can usefully be conceptualized 

as a set of networks some of which have transnational components. 

The first part of the paper sets out the background and approach of the Public Diplomacies Project 

while the second part examines the significance of civil society, the state as network, the significance 

of transnational state action and the role and constitution of networks as tools of influence.  The 

paper concludes that a historically informed network relational approach has potential to close 

some of the gaps between the contemporary practice of world politics and International Relations 

theory, and to provide a more nuanced understanding of change in world politics. 

 

Origins of the Public Diplomacies Project 

Almost immediately after the 9/11 attacks it was proclaimed that they resulted from the failure of 

US public diplomacy and that a renewed public diplomacy effort was a sine qua non of an effective 

response to the problem of violent extremism.1  What was noticeable in the flood of policy literature 

(and the trickle of academic publications) was the mismatch between the number of 

recommendations that were put forward and the empirical and theoretical base on which they 

                                                           
1 For a review of these discussions see Kathy Fitzpatrick, The Future of U.S. Public Diplomacy : An Uncertain 
Fate (Leiden: Brill, 2010); R.S. Zaharna, Battles to Bridges: US Strategic Communication and Public Diplomacy 
after 9/11 (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010). 
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rested.  Thus the starting point for the Public Diplomacies Project was the intention to develop a 

systematic, general framework for thinking about the way that states try to influence foreign publics. 

In trying to build a stronger theoretical foundation for public diplomacy the starting point was the 

academic literature.  Public diplomacy has been mainly addressed as an issue within 

Communications (both Mass and Speech) and the related fields of Public Relations and Marketing 

although within each area different conceptual frameworks were employed.2  Within International 

Relations the most relevant concept was soft power yet while public diplomacy is potentially a 

contributor to soft power these are not the same thing.3   While there was some conceptual overlap 

between the Communications literature and Soft Power, for instance in the importance attached to 

credibility, the soft power literature worked at a macro level (national attractiveness) and the 

Communications literature at a micro-level (for instance, message framing).   

In parallel with this review of the theoretical literature the task was to identify cases as a basis for 

theory development.   At this point attention turned to the historical literature as well as to available 

policy documents and policy literature.  A particular priority was to identify cases that did not 

involve the United States; firstly, to allow isolation of factors peculiar to the US and secondly, to gain 

an understanding of possible alternative approaches that could be employed.  This exercise began to 

throw up a number of issues.  The most striking was the extreme fragmentation of the literature.  

Studies were, for instance, of a particular agency during a particular time period.  There were few 

                                                           
2 Bruce Gregory, ‘Public Diplomacy: Sunrise of an Academic Field’, The ANNALS of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 616, no. 1 (1 March 2008): 274–90, doi:10.1177/0002716207311723; E. Gilboa, 
‘Searching for a Theory of Public Diplomacy’, The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science 616, no. 1 (March 2008): 55–77, doi:10.1177/0002716207312142; Kristin M Lord, ‘What Academics 
(Should Have To Say) About Public Diplomacy’ (presented at the Annual Convention of the American Political 
Science Association, Washington  DC: APSA, 2005); Benno H. Signitzer and Timothy Coombs, ‘Public Relations 
and Public Diplomacy: Conceptual Covergences’, Public Relations Review 18, no. 2 (Summer 1992): 137–47, 
doi:10.1016/0363-8111(92)90005-J; Juyan Zhang and Brecken Chinn Swartz, ‘Public Diplomacy to Promote 
Global Public Goods (GPG): Conceptual Expansion, Ethical Grounds, and Rhetoric’, Public Relations Review 35, 
no. 4 (November 2009): 382–87, doi:10.1016/j.pubrev.2009.08.001. 
3 Joseph S. Nye, Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power (New York: Basic Books, 1990); 
Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: Public Affairs, 2004); Robin 
Brown, ‘Information Technology and the Transformation of Diplomacy’, Knowledge, Technology & Policy 18, 
no. 2 (June 2005): 14–29, doi:10.1007/s12130-005-1022-y; Ian Hall and Frank Smith, ‘The Struggle for Soft 
Power in Asia: Public Diplomacy and Regional Competition’, Asian Security 9, no. 1 (2013): 1–18. 
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synthetic national histories and comparative studies were few and far between.4  Extensive German 

and French language literatures were almost entirely focused on their own countries.  It also became 

clear that where authors did refer to cases in other countries there were usually misunderstandings 

of organizations and concepts.  

There were also deeper sources of fragmentation.  Different national traditions conceptualized what 

could be recognized as public diplomacy in different ways for instance auswärtige kulturpolitik in 

Germany or ‘information work’ in the UK.  At the same time even within the same country different 

organizations engaged in public diplomacies used different terminologies and concepts even as they 

used very similar methods to carry out their work.   

Hence a key step in developing the analysis was the decision to construct the field of interest by 

‘lumping’.5  Rather than take official definitions and descriptions at face value to instead to treat 

them as practices that fall within a loosely defined field of ‘the conduct of foreign policy by engaging 

with foreign publics’ within which the practices and distinctions between them had been historically 

constructed.6  As this research progressed it became clear that given the absence of any general 

treatments of the field it would be useful to construct a synthetic history of ‘public diplomacies’ that 

sought to map the development of the activities across time and space.  This element of the project 

is nearing completion and covers developments from the mid 19th century up the present.  Given the 

available materials the most detailed treatment is given to France, Germany, the UK, US, 

USSR/Russia.  However, another concern has been to document to the extent possible the 

development of public diplomacies elsewhere – a process that in some cases goes back to the 19th 

century.  

                                                           
4 An exception is Craig Hayden, Rhetoric of Soft Power : Public Diplomacy in a Global Context. (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2011). 
5 Andrew Abbott, Methods of Discovery: Heuristics for the Social Sciences (New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 
2004), 144–6. 
6 Nicholas Cull, The Cold War and the United States Information Agency : American Propaganda and Public 
Diplomacy, 1945-1989 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), xv. 



5 
 

The development of the research showed that there were distinct national models which, anchored 

in particular geopolitical situations, tended to endure over multiple decades.  Within national 

models there were often multiple public diplomacies attempting to engage different publics for 

different purposes.  National projects tended to emerge in response to quite specific competitive 

challenges but then to be generalized across other countries.  For instance the French emphasis on 

teaching originates with the confessional schools created around North Africa and the Levant in the 

second half of the 19th century, the Alliance Française was explicitly modelled on these schools and 

their supporting organization.7   Yet across countries there were relationships of competition, 

conflict and collaboration which led to the diffusion of practices and concepts (often only half 

understood) across national boundaries.   

Documenting the development of this mode of statecraft is only part of the problem can we find 

theoretical frameworks for making sense of it?  Within the context of the project this leads to two 

sets of questions.  Firstly, what form do PD organizations and programmes take and how can this be 

explained?  Secondly,  what are the sources of impact, effectiveness, failure and unintended 

consequences?  

From the initial review of the theoretical literature the macro-micro gap between the 

Communications and the IR literature represented a problem.  The gap between these two 

literatures could also be seen as reflecting a central concern of public diplomacy practice that micro 

level processes (interacting with foreign publics) can have macro level (foreign policy) effects.  Thus 

any framework would need to be able to bridge the gap.  This suggested a turn to a social network 

ontology both because of the importance attached to new network technologies  in much of the 

literature (and by Nye) and because some key propositions in the literature of communications 

effects are essentially propositions about social network structure.  In addition the American 

                                                           
7 Robin Brown, The Four Paradigms of Public Diplomacy:  Building a Framework for Comparative Government 
External Communications Research (San Diego, CA.: ISA Convention, 2012). 
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literature of public diplomacy often makes a distinction between ‘messaging’ and ‘relational’ 

approaches, the former concerned with disseminating messages or narratives the latter with the 

construction of relationships with foreign publics.8 Generalizing public diplomacy as a matter of 

constructing, maintaining and using networks of relationships provided a second lumping strategy 

and opened up a number of questions about the networks that were available to different countries 

and their impacts both intended and unintended.   

The approach drew from multiple strands of network research and theory.   Firstly, social network 

analysis has traditionally been seen as a tradition of research that is concerned with measurement 

and analysis of social relationships and the structural features that arise from them.9  Secondly, 

following from this has been an effort to build a more general approach to social theory on network 

foundations.  This has integrated semiotic concerns with the structural, for instance changes in 

rhetoric may generate changes in structure or be expressive of such changes or changes in style of 

speech may be indicative of switches between different sets of relationships.10 A third source is 

Actor-Network Theory particularly the work of Bruno Latour. From the point of view of the public 

diplomacies project ANT provided some key ontological and methodological maxims.  The most 

important of these is the injunction that the ‘global is local at all points’ that is the researcher should 

                                                           
8 R.S. Zaharna, ‘Mapping Out a Spectrum of Public Diplomacy Initiatives: Informational and Relational 
Communication Frameworks’, in Routledge Handbook of Public Diplomacy, ed. Nancy Snow and Philip M Taylor 
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 88–100. 
9 Linton C Freeman, The Development of Social Network Analysis: A Study in the Sociology of Science 
(Vancouver, BC: Empirical Press, 2004); Ronald S. Burt, Brokerage and Closure: An Introduction to Social Capital 
(Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2005); Wouter de Nooy, Andrej Mrvar, and Vladimir Batagelj, Exploratory Social Network 
Analysis with Pajek, Structural Analysis in the Social Sciences 27 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005). 
10 Ann Mische, ‘Relational Sociology, Culture and Agency’, in The Sage Handbook of Social Network Analysis, 
ed. John Scott and Peter J Carrington (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2011), 80–98; Ann Mische and Harrison C 
White, ‘Between Conversation and Situation: Public Switching Dynamics across Network Domains’, Social 
Research 65, no. 3 (Spring 1998): 695–724; Harrison C White, Identity and Control: How Social Formations 
Emerge, Second Edition (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2008). This effort to connect structure and 
meaning can be seen as a generalization of the treatment of nationalism in Karl W Deutsch, Nationalism and 
Social Communication: An Inquiry into the Foundations of Nationality, 2nd ed (Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, 
1966). Harrison White moved from Physics to Sociology after taking Deutsch’s course on nationalism Freeman, 
The Development of Social Network Analysis, 122. 
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not switch between different levels of analysis (ie global and local) but should be able to ‘follow the 

actors’ to show how effects were produced in one place by activities in another.11   

Hence the public diplomacies project has focused on a network relational perspective on practices of 

foreign public engagement based on a comparative, historical understanding of the field.  

 

Mapping the Public Diplomacy Field 

Before turning to the broader theoretical implications of this research it is helpful to give a sense of 

the area of interest.  Although rulers have always been concerned with how they are represented 

the modern history of public diplomacy is begins with the emergence of the nation-state.  During the 

19th century the communications revolution (telegraph, railway, steamship, rotary printing press) 

both permits integration of European states and a wave of globalization (trade, investment, 

immigration) the expansion of government functions both encourages a growing degree of 

identification (compulsory education and military service) just as this identification allows a novel 

degree penetration of state into society.  A corollary of this was a movement towards modes of 

government that, at some level, recognized the standing of citizens.   This process of nationalization 

meant a routine identification internally and externally of people, culture, language, science, 

education with the state.12   

In this context we see the emergence of a set of practices, initially improvised, but over time 

becoming more rationalized and institutionalized, that seek to manage and exploit this new context 

by engaging with foreign publics.  By the beginning of the First World War, particularly for France 

and Germany the process of development is well advanced.   Among the innovations we see the 

                                                           
11 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1993); Bruno 
Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2007). 
12 Armand Mattelart, Mapping World Communication: War, Progress, Culture (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1994); Armand Mattelart, The Invention of Communication, trans. Susan Emanuel 
(Minneapolis, Minn: University of Minnesota Press, 1996); Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power: The 
Rise of Classes and Nation-States, 1760-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
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growing systematization of national representation at the Universal Expositions from 1851, the 

development of organizations to prevent the assimilation of diasporas (Greece, Germany, Italy), 

overseas school systems that can teach foreign children (France and later Germany), engagement 

with foreign newspapers, steps to ensure an adequate supply of news about a particular country 

overseas, networks engaged in the promotion of French both through direct teaching and through 

the promotion of teaching in foreign education systems, academic exchange is becoming 

systematized,  archaeological institutes are in place both as places for academic work but also as 

outposts of national influence; film used as a method to encourage immigration.  

The First World War added new a new campaigning dimension that was to ramify through the 

coming decades.  Although the most visible aspects of First World War propaganda were campaigns 

directed by governments with their own citizens as the target campaigns mounted against neutrals, 

allies and enemies all had lessons for the future.  With the entry of the United States into the war 

there were efforts to mount campaigns that engaged entire populations.13 

During the interwar period almost every independent state had developed some type of 

organization concerned with external foreign public engagement (many had multiple organizations) 

of varying degrees of ambition and comprehensiveness.14  For many countries the parallel 

                                                           
13 Michael L Sanders and Philip M Taylor, British Propaganda During the First World War, 1914-18 (London: 
Macmillan, 1982); James Robert Mock and Cedric Larson, Words That Won the War: The Story of the 
Committee on Public Information, 1917-1919 (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1939); Reinhard 
Doerries, ‘Promoting Kaiser and Reich: German Propaganda in the United States during World War 1’, in 
Confrontation and Cooperation: Germany and the United States in the Era of World War 1: 1900-1924, ed. 
Hans-Jurgen Schroder (Providence, RI: Berg, 1993), 135–75. 
14 For instance Tomoko Akami, Japan’s News Propaganda and Reuter’s News Empire in Northeast Asia, 1870-
1934 (Dordrecht: Republic of Letters, 2012); Yong Z. Volz, ‘China’s Image Management Abroad, 1920s-1940s: 
Origin, Justification, and Institutionalization’, in Soft Power in China: Public Diplomacy Through 
Communication, ed. Jian Wang (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 157–79; G. C. Paikert, ‘Hungarian 
Foreign Policy in Intercultural Relations, 1919-1944’, American Slavic and East European Review 11, no. 1 (1 
February 1952): 42–65, doi:10.2307/2491664; Andrea Orzoff, Battle for the Castle : The Myth of 
Czechoslovakia in Europe, 1914-1948 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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development of intellectual cooperation in the framework of the League of Nations seemed to offer 

an alternative route to national projection.15   

While the history of American public diplomacy after 1945 is written in terms of the Cold War (and 

the same would be true of the Soviet Union) for most other countries the Cold War provided a 

context for their FPE rather than its content or objectives.   Decolonization created a ‘golden age’ 

not least by converting colonies into sovereign states who needed to be engaged through public 

diplomacies.  Yet this period also saw the emergence of development, culture, science and higher 

education as policy areas that partially overlapped and partially diverged from foreign policy creating 

struggles for the control of resources and some of the instruments of policy.  Public diplomacies 

have undergone a process of diffusion in the same way as diplomacy more broadly.16  On one hand 

engagement of foreign publics is a growing part of statecraft, for instance the emergence of human 

rights, gender or democracy as issues, the extent to which these are handled within the 

organizational or conceptual frameworks of public diplomacies varies across countries.  On the other 

hand the effort to create some sort of order out of increasingly complex ‘national diplomatic system’ 

via coordinating mechanisms and concepts remains.17 

What can this process of development contribute to our theoretical understanding of International 

Relations? In the remainder of this paper I want to argue that there are implications for how we 

think about the nation-state and the nature of influence, in particular the importance of the nation 

and civil society and the nature of influence. 

 

                                                           
15 Juliette Dumont, L’Institut international de coopération intellectuelle et le Brésil (Paris: Institut des hautes 
études de l’Amérique latine, 2009); Juliette Dumont, ‘From Intellectual Cooperation to Cultural Diplomacy: The 
Brazilian and Chilean Experiences (1918-1946)’ (presented at the Does Academic Exchange Matter? Cultural 
Diplomacy, Scholarly Internationalism, and American Studies since World War II, Vienna, 2010). 
16 Keith Hamilton and Richard Langhorne, The Practice of Diplomacy: Its Evolution, Theory and Administration, 
2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2010), chap. 7. 
17 Brian Hocking, ‘The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the National Diplomacy System’, in Diplomacy in a 
Globalizing World: Theories and Practices, ed. Pauline Kerr and Geoffrey Wiseman (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 123–40. 
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State, Nation and Civil Society 

It is routine to acknowledge the debt that political realism owes to the German historical tradition of 

Ranke his followers or the political theory of Carl Schmitt.  Schmitt shared with the historians a 

concern to insulate the political sphere from ‘social’ influence.  In particular the dominant German 

historical school resisted the development of social history, in part, because of their fear that it 

would undermine the political legitimacy of the Wilhelmine state.18  This effort to separate society 

and state has created a lasting legacy in Realist theory and the frequent criticism that Realism lacks 

social foundations.19  

The irony here is that before and after the First World War there was a growing appreciation of the 

role of science, culture, education as well as business in creating the influence of Germany in the 

world.  There were numerous associations, mostly privately funded, that were dedicated to forging 

links with other parts of the world.20  There is a further irony that one of the leading advocates of 

this activity was Karl Lamprecht the social historian who had attracted the ire of the historical 

establishment.  The year before the outbreak of the First World War Lamprecht wrote to the 

Chancellor Bethman-Hollweg advocating a comprehensive strategy of cultural expansion as a 

substitute for a policy of military aggrandisement; what was needed was an auswärtige kulturpolitik 

(foreign cultural policy).  Bethman-Hollweg was sympathetic but pessimistic that Germany could 

                                                           
18 On the struggle over social history see Ernst Breisach, Historiography : Ancient, Medieval, and Modern, Third 
Edition (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2007), 279–80; Georg G. Iggers, The German Conception of History: 
The National Tradition of Historical Thought from Herder to the Present, Revised (Middletown CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1983). On Schmitt and Realism Michael C. Williams, ‘Why Ideas Matter in International 
Relations: Hans Morgenthau, Classical Realism, and the Moral Construction of Power Politics’, International 
Organization 58, no. 04 (October 2004): 633–65, doi:10.1017/S0020818304040202; William E. Scheuerman, 
‘Carl Schmitt and Hans Morgenthau: Realism and Beyond’, in Realism Reconsidered: The Legacy of Hans 
Morgenthau in International Relations, ed. Michael Williams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 62–75. 
19 John Gerard Ruggie, ‘Continuity and Transformation in the World Polity: Toward a Neorealist Synthesis’, 
World Politics 35, no. 3 (January 1983): 261–85; Robert W. Cox, Production, Power and World Order: Social 
Forces in the Making of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987); Barry Buzan, International 
Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000). 
For example  
20 Jürgen Kloosterhuis, Friedliche Imperialisten: Deutsche Auslandsvereine Und Auswärtige Kulturpolitik, 1906-
1918 (Lang, 1994).  
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match the cultural strength of France or England.21  As in France or Italy and in other countries the 

origins of public diplomacies lie in popular nationalism, that is the willingness of groups of (often 

elite) private citizens to organize activities aimed at projecting the culture and hence the prestige 

and influence of their country abroad.  These projects rapidly became aligned with priorities of 

foreign ministries who over time funded more of this activity.  This mismatch between how 

international relations were theorized and how they were practiced has had lasting effects.22 

The development of FPE is largely incomprehensible without a recognition of the significance of ‘the 

national’ this is not necessarily the assertive (and often rather obtuse nationalism) of early 20th 

century Germans but the everyday (banal) identification of the individual with the nation and the 

tendency to organize the world according to the principle of nationality.23  Thus, not only do 

individuals identity with their country, they also identify institutions, companies, cultural forms and 

so on with their country and do the same to the rest of the world.   Just as Herder argued in the 18th 

century civil society is the foundation of the nation.24  While 21st century Western policy discourse is 

endlessly enthusiastic about the potentials of civil society it is important to note that civil society 

actors have a nationality.25   

                                                           
21 Frank Trommler, Kulturmacht ohne Kompass: Deutsche auswärtige Kulturbeziehungen im 20. Jahrhundert 
(Köln: Böhlau-Verlag Gmbh, 2013), 109–16; Roger Chickering, Karl Lamprecht: A German Academic Life (1856-
1915) (Atlantic Highlands NJ: Humanities Press, 1993), 417–19. 
22 For instance François Chaubet, La Politique Culturelle Francaise et La Diplomatie de La Langue: L’Alliance 
Francaise (1883-1940) (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2006); Kloosterhuis, Friedliche Imperialisten. 
23 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995). 
24 J.G. Herder, Herder on Social and Political Culture, ed. F.M. Barnard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1969), 305–10. On the foundational importance of civil society see Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of 
Civil Society 1767 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1966); Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: 
Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79, ed. Michel Senellart (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 297–
311. 
25 International Centre for Not for Profit Law and World Movement for Democracy Secretariat, Defending Civil 
Society: A Report of the World Movement for Democracy (Washington DC: World Movement for Democracy, 
2008); Orysia Lutsevych, How to Finish a Revolution: Civil Society and Democracy in Georgia, Moldova and 
Ukraine, Briefing Paper 2013/01 (London: Chatham House, 2013). Of course the tendency is to identify ‘civil 
society’ with a set of pro Western, liberal actors.  On the persistence of nationality even among international 
NGO see Sarah S. Stroup, Borders Among Activists: International NGOS in the United States, Britain, and France 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012). 
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The consequence of this is that expressions of ‘international’ behaviour for instance perceptions of 

threat or manifestations of competitiveness do not begin and end with the state.  Herder saw the 

existence of different nations as expressions of a single human spirit but diversity also provides the 

basis for argument, negotiation, competition and conflict.  While IR theory tends to focus on 

competitive behaviour and threat perception around a narrowly defined set of ‘security’ issues the 

perspective ‘from below’ suggests that with varying levels of intensity, perceptions of competition 

and threat are much more pervasive that simply being associated with military threats.  For 

example, as the Second World War drew to a close Sweden became concerned about how it would 

be seen in an international order dominated by the United States and created the Swedish Institute 

with a brief to manage this threat.26  Just because a threat is non-military and is addressed with ‘soft’ 

means does not mean that it does not show a competitive international logic.  Countries are also 

pushed to action by perceived threats to cultural or economic positions in other countries.  A 

common pattern is for commercial actors to call for more cultural, informational or diplomatic 

activities to support their market position.27  The reverse is also true, governments expect ‘their’ 

companies or civil society actors to provide support for ‘national’ activities.28 Of course countries 

that are involved in military-security competitions are also engaged in economic, cultural, ideological 

competitions that involve the mobilization of civil society actors but countries that do not have 

militarized competition still to the same. In 2007 the French government produced an assessment of 

its aid to education systems in Eastern Europe after the end of the Cold War.  In its frank admission 

that a key objective was to limit the advance of German the competitive logic was unchanged for 

                                                           
26 Nikolas Glover, National Relations: Public Diplomacy, National Identity and the Swedish Institute 1945-1970 
(Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2011). 
27 For instance in the UK in the 1920s or Germany in the 1950s, Philip M Taylor, The Projection of Britain: 
British Overseas Publicity and Propaganda 1919-1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), chap. 3; 
Steffen R. Kathe, Kulturpolitik Um Jeden Preis: Die Geschichte Des Goethe-Instituts von 1951 Bis 1990 (Munich: 
Martin Medienbauer, 2005). 
28 In 2013 the House of Lords conducted an enquiry into the UK’s soft power the evidence sessions included 
witnesses from a wide range of government, public, business and civil society actors and are full of evidence of 
this expectation of mutual support. See the evidence appendices to Select Committee on Soft Power, 
Persuasion and Power in the Modern World (London: The Stationery Office, 2014). 
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more than a century.29  The point is not to essentialize national identity only to note that nationality 

is much more pervasive that IR theory often appreciates.  Further, militarized competition can been 

seen as a subset of a much broader category of international competitive behaviour rather than the 

basic case.  

The State is a Network Too 

International Relations scholarship has always tended to personify the state and Wendt’s ‘states are 

people too, encouraged the tendency to import individual level psychological propositions such as 

‘ontological security’ into IR.30  The public diplomacies project suggests that states are fairly 

incoherent and better seen, at best, as actor-networks.31  To the extent that states can act in a 

coherent fashion it is a result of extensive efforts to coordinate an ensemble of elements.  

The nineteenth century expansion of state functions – what has been called the rise of the civilian 

state – created a larger and more diverse structure.32  The practice of FPE required a capability to 

coordinate and mobilize private actors – artists, teachers, academics, companies among others.  

Different social groups demanded different strategies of foreign public engagement.  By the 

outbreak of the Second World War even a relatively small state such as Switzerland had in embryo at 

least a government press service, a cultural relations organization, a trade and investment body and 

a tourism agency operating overseas as well as the foreign ministry.33  Other states might add 

international broadcasting or FPE activities by intelligence agencies these agencies might operate in 

the same or different countries. 

                                                           
29 DGCID, La Coopération Éducative et Linguistique Française Avec Les Nouveaux Pays Membres de l’Union 
Européenne (1995-2005) (Paris: MAEE, 2007). 
30 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). EG 
Jennifer Mitzen, ‘Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Security Dilemma’, European 
Journal of International Relations 12, no. 3 (2006): 341–70. 
31 The implication of both network relational social theory and ANT is that ‘people are networks too’. 
32 Bernard S. Silberman, Cages of Reason: The Rise of the Rational State in France, Japan, The United States and 
Great Britain (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993); Mann, The Sources of Social Power: The Rise of 
Classes and Nation-States, 1760-1914. 
33 Pauline Milani, Le Diplomate et L’Artiste: Construction D’une Politique Culturelle Suisse a l’Etranger (1938-
1985) (Neuchatel: Editions Alphil, 2013). 
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The intervening decades have added additional levels of complexity because of the differentiation of 

more policy areas and the development of dedicated organizations within the state, for instance 

development agencies, ministries of culture, education, science or environment.  However, there is s 

no neat differentiation because these ‘new players’ compete for control or influence over resources, 

including embassies or implementing agencies.  Further, different players may seek to extend their 

policy influence beyond their ‘functional’ role. At points the French Ministry of Culture has not only 

attempted to gain control over the agencies of external cultural action but also began to, in essence, 

operate a parallel foreign policy.34  After 1970 Soviet foreign policy towards the third world was run 

by the International Department of the Communist Party KGB while the foreign ministry focused on 

the developed countries, in the UK policy towards Africa under the Blair government was run by the 

Department for International Development rather than the FCO.35   While states have developed 

mechanisms for coordination their impact often appears to be limited or can be sustained for a 

limited period.   

The network-relational perspective does not allow any simple notion of state agency.  The state is 

not a person and certainly the vogue for applying psychological theories to state behaviour makes 

little sense.  What it does provide is a set of strategies for understanding the state as a set of 

organizations that function together to a greater or lesser extent – the extent to which they do so 

varies across time and across issues. Yet at the same time agency is exercised on behalf of the state 

with greater or lesser effect, dependent on the ability to unlock resources that the state claims.  

One of the reasons for this incoherence is the temporal dimension of programmes.  Foreign policy is 

normally approached by trying to explain decisions.  There is a, normally implicit, assumption that 
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La France Dans Le Monde (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1998). 
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(Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 204–6; John Dickie, The New Mandarins : How 
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implementation follows from the decision.  Considering public diplomacies forces a concern with 

programmes and duration.  Although PD’s frequently go for many years (decades) without serious 

policy attention they continue to operate.   For instance a connection between teaching a language 

and promoting economic relations might only unfold over a period of a decade or more.  

 

Transnational State Action 

In 1903 Karl Lamprecht claimed that that the era of the territorially defined nation state was over 

what mattered was the ‘tentacle state’ surrounded by its political organizations, diaspora, exports, 

investments and ideas.  Given the difficulty that states have in coordinating their activities the image 

of state as octopus seems optimistic but Lamprecht was pointing to the multifarious sources of 

influence of the modern state and to the fact that these ‘tentacles’ reached into other countries.36  

This is not just diplomacy and public diplomacy but military bases, intelligence agencies, 

development organizations all of these imply the construction of networks in foreign countries.  How 

we understand the construction, maintenance and consequences of such networks becomes a key 

part of understanding state power. 

For example perhaps the original public diplomacy network was the French education system 

constructed in the Middle East from the middle decades of the 19th century.  The emergence of this 

system was, from the point of view of a deliberate strategy an accident, but came to be a model for 

future developments in France (the Alliance Française) and in other countries. The existing French 

monastic presence hit on education as a weapon that could fend off the encroachment of American 

protestant missionaries.  Aided by donations from the French public and increasingly the French 

state the schools drew in pupils from minority communities and, among other things, taught them 

French and sent some of them to universities in France.  Over time French came to supplant Italian 
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as the lingua franca of the Levant and the British came to be puzzled as to why the French were held 

in such regard – and to regret their disregard of the cultural implement.37  

To think in terms of networks allows us to understand the intersection between states and civil 

society actors at home and abroad.  In terms of social structure this French educational network 

drew its pupils from the minority communities rather than from the Muslim community creating an 

alignment between them and France.  Although the French state saw this project as being in its own 

interests it operated through religious bodies who were not simply instruments but had their own 

priorities.  Students did not come and study to become agents of France.  Indeed there is an element 

of path dependency here; by offering a modern education France had an attractive product but a 

competing country would probably have been just as acceptable.   At the same time the creation of 

these social network relations depended on money from fees and the French government and 

public.  Sunni communities were less attracted by the possibility of an education offered by Christian 

orders.  At the same time the effect was to create elites more oriented to Europe creating tensions 

with other communities who did not share this perspective.38  

The point of using this example is that public diplomacies turn on the construction or mobilization of 

networks that can exert influence in their host countries.  Although at points (particularly in quarter 

of a century after the Second World War) some countries created extensive networks of information 

centres and cultural institutes the aim was to build links with local networks and public.  Yet the 

interests of these other media and social networks (embedded as they are in their own societies) are 

not identical with the initiating state.  Thus there are interesting questions about the coherence, 

scope, sustainability and influence of these networks – particularly in a context of deteriorating 
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diplomatic relations between the two countries and competition from other networks.39  The 

evidence suggests that people become involved with foreign public diplomacy activities for a 

mixture of reasons but part of this is to do with perceived opportunity.  For example, for decades the 

Alliance Française benefited from the status accorded to French language and culture by being able 

to attract the social elite, hence participation was a way of raising ones’ own status.  Yet over time 

the organization became convinced that this was restricting the appeal of French and had to attract 

a new public to maintain its relevance.40  Until 1945 Germany frequently attempted to turn its 

diaspora into tools of influence, failing to appreciate that a mobilization on ethnic lines was likely to 

antagonize other groups in society.41  After 1945 in the US in particular German public diplomacy 

was conducted through the medium of a US public relations consultancy on the assumption that this 

would mark a break from the past and be a more effective instrument.42  

The corollary of this is that the construction of transnational influence depends on building 

relationships in other countries.  Underpinning the implicit professional theory of public diplomacy 

was an assumption that elites were small and not unreasonably someone who learned French, 

would be more attentive to French concerns when they ended up running the country, hence 

creating a direct linkage between a non-political activity and an a diplomatic outcome.  Ever since 

the appearance of the ‘transnational’ in IR discourse at the end of the 1960s the most common 

assumption has been that they indicate an erosion of state power and that they are a new 

phenomenon. In part this stems from treating a billiard ball conception of the state as historical fact 
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rather than a theoretical simplification.43 In fact the ‘transnational’ has frequently been a mode of 

influence for states. 

This perspective differs from typical IR theory in another way.  Constructivist IR has preference for 

ideational or psychological processes with the result that it often seems that the formation of 

relationships and the exercise of influence is a function of shared ideas. However processes of  

network construction are shot through with self interest and ‘material’ factors. Involvement in 

networks is often (at least partially) motivated by self-interested factors – the opportunity of a trip 

overseas, a scholarship, funding for a project. The organizations that implement government 

projects such as the Goethe Institute or local NGOs adapt their portfolios of projects to fit with the 

latest funding stream.44  

In his memoirs the former head of Britain’s overseas information services remarks that ‘[a]nybody of 

average intelligence can think up a propaganda line to suit a particular situation. But the line will be 

of no value unless there exist the men and machinery to put it across.  And these require money.’ 45 

While this perhaps understates the difficulty of finding the right line in complicated circumstances 

(particularly in public) his basic point stands: ideas do not communicate themselves.  The history of 

public diplomacies is a history of material things: frequencies, transmitters, printing presses, 

pamphlets, satellites, jammers.  Michael Mann has used the term ‘organizational materialism’ to 

describe his historical sociology and this is a story about organizations but as soon as we start 

looking at organizations we are dealing with people, ideas, money and all kinds of material objects.  

This is the terrain of actor-networks where the human and the material are inseparable.46  Even the 
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friendships hailed by public diplomats in their memoirs are after all financed by the taxpayers and 

parliaments who found the money to send them overseas and supply them with books, pamphlets, 

cultural centres and computers.  

This is not try to reduce these processes to money or purely self-interested strategic calculation but 

if the injunction is that ideas do not float freely is to be taken seriously then the social formations 

that they are attached to need to be addressed seriously.47 

Influence as networks helps to resolve the ambiguities created by the concept of soft power.  As 

Reich and Lebow ask what ‘is the leap of logic that leads from attraction to American culture or its 

products to support for American foreign policy?’48  The same question can also be found in the 

demand that France’s project of projection (rayonnement) should be more clearly focussed as a 

‘diplomatie d’influence’ or in the political significance of ‘nation-branding’ projects.49   As Reich and 

Lebow imply national attractiveness is not the same as political influence however it is not clear that 

they are axiomatically unrelated, rather this is question for empirical investigation.  

Given that the state is a loosely connected ensemble ‘policy influence’ in one area will frequently 

have little connection to influence in another area.  The same argument can also be made about 

‘culture’ a fan of Hollywood Cinema is not necessarily a fan of American sport, attraction may be to 

one aspect of culture.  

The Reich and Lebow formulation misses out important aspects of what a ‘country’ is in the world 

and the way that influence in one area can have broader implications.  For instance the role of a 
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country as a model can have shape how other countries relate to it. For example, one issue that has 

been discussed in the French debate on diplomatie d’influence is the way that tenders for large 

contracts are structured on the advice of British and American consultants this leads to projects that 

are structured on Anglo-Saxon models, the result, at the margins at least, is an advantage for Anglo-

Saxon companies and a disadvantage for French companies.  This advantage is assumed to translate 

into material benefits for companies and national economies, builds relationships for the future, and 

constructs the reputation of France.  The policy responses that follow relate to the need to promote 

French expertise both through creating an agency to do it and increase the accessibility of French 

higher education.   Such examples underline the space between culture and foreign policy but which 

underline the importance of ‘the national’.50    

There may not be a logical connection between culture and foreign policy and it would not be safe 

to assume there is – an assumption of non-fungibility is a sensible starting point – but there are 

practical social reasons why it is unlikely that there are no relationships.   

Non-political benefits may be worth cultivating in themselves, for both narrowly material benefits 

and for less tangible positive effects.  For instance a tourist might be assumed to have a marginally 

better understanding of the country as a result of their visit. For the nationalist showing off the 

country and its attributes are an end in themselves. 

From this perspective ‘national power’ becomes an assemblage of attractiveness in different areas 

and to different publics and of abilities to influence policy in different places in different policy areas.   

‘Power’ lies in the structuring of the situations in which people act rather than in situations of state 

to state coercion at a high level of abstraction.  Following the ANT exhortation we need to follow 

trails by which influence actually moves.  

Conclusions 
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A frequent criticism of Realist international relations theory is its failure to engage with the social 

foundations of world politics with liberals and Marxists quick to offer solutions.  The argument here 

is that there is merit to this criticism but rejects the view that this implies a transformation of the 

states-system.   The nature of the interaction between state and nation where the state promotes 

(frequently unintentionally) national identity while civil society demands national-states suggests a 

constructed, but quite robust, nation-state system.  This is not to say that civil society is necessarily 

nationalist in a strong sense of reflecting an ethnic national identity but does tend to reflect a sense 

of identification with the state.   

‘Civil society’ and ‘state’ are short hand for complex assemblies of groups and actors that are related 

in different ways both within national contexts and outside.  The degree of coherence varies across 

time and across countries.  Neither set of networks are confined within the territory of the state and 

this opens up a set of questions about how influence works but at the same time offers possibilities 

for tracing the action (or lack of action) of influence through networks.  This is important because it 

allows a closure of the gap between theory and practice and the way that influence is actually 

constructed.  To take one contemporary example we get a much more nuanced picture of Russian 

influence and its limits if we examine the networks through which it is exercise (and hence their 

vulnerabilities) that through an aggregate estimate of Russian power.51 

One of the most important consequences of a historically sensitive network relational approach is in 

reframing the discussion of whether the international system is undergoing not just a redistribution 

of power to new state-actors but a transformation in the nature of international relationships.  Far 

too often discussions are framed in terms of a networked present versus a billiard ball past.  At times 

this reaches extreme levels as in Anne-Marie Slaughter’s claim that during the Cold War 
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states were like billiard balls. We tried to prevent them from crashing into each other. 
We did not, however, look inside them. We did not think we could change what 
happened inside them, and we did not care what happened inside them. Rather the 
focus in the billiard ball world was on how the states were configured relative to each 
other.52 

The force of the compulsion to draw this distinction between the billiard ball past and 

the networked present is extraordinary.  A greater engagement with the history of the 

practice of statecraft would allow a more nuanced take on the degree of change.  Some 

of the technical features of network theory are helpful here such as the ability to treat 

groupness as a variable rather than a category.53  Pointing to the fact of transnational 

activities does not indicate the loss of group identity. 

The final point is a network-relational approach suggests a world full of competing 

actors, most of whom have some sort of national characteristics, with different interests 

which is resistant to most of the attempts to change it. Such an approach is sceptical of 

teleology and sees difference and alienation as central to the human (or post human) 

condition.  Despite the radical constructivism it seems quite like Realism.54  
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