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Preface

In our previous co-authored book, Tipping Point: Britain, Brexit and Security in the 2020s, our attention was focused on the major security challenges of the last decade and how constrained Britain is likely to be during the course of the next one. Britain’s prospects are troubling in this respect and it’s easy to feel downcast – even though all European powers face a similar outlook.

Our analysis in Britain’s Persuaders, however, is on a different plane. This book has greatly renewed our faith in Britain and British society. Soft power is generally neutral in terms of party politics and to a large extent detached from the political imbroglios Britain endured in the 2010s. We have found our research into British soft power assets inspires enormous hope. Britain does indeed have many admired strengths, coveted institutions, attractive and enduring qualities, and if protected and played effectively these can be high-value cards for a reinvigorated global Britain to play. By identifying the leading soft power assets, in light of its strategic goals, believing in ourselves as a society and investing in the soft power environment, there is a great deal of low-hanging fruit for global Britain and much to be protected for the long game.

As authors we have enjoyed selecting examples throughout the following chapters to illustrate their points. Readers will doubtless have examples of their own, and we hope we have offered here a way they might think about the contributions their examples do, or don’t, make to British soft power. We hope, too, that they will see them in the context of how we think about power as a construct, which we outline in the early chapters.

British history and contemporary Britain is brimming with potential soft power assets. The more we understand just what we have, and the further this understanding is shared across society, the greater the likelihood that Britain as a whole will really believe in its soft power capacity. When seeing them for what they are and what more they could be, Britain’s soft power assets have instilled in us a great deal of optimism.

Michael Clarke and Helen Ramscar
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Introduction

At 15 billion miles away, the most distant human object from earth is the Voyager 1 spacecraft, which was launched in 1977. In its long life it has flown past Jupiter and Saturn, and it crossed the boundary into interstellar space in 2012. Voyager 1 is expected to last until 2025 when, after almost fifty years, its power source will finally disappear. It then hurtles further away from our solar system, perhaps to be intercepted by aliens from another world. If and when that happens, it will carry a message of peace to them from the United Nations – in English. Astonishing in one sense, but not in another. In 1977 the UN secretary general who recorded the message was an Austrian. But as Andrew Roberts puts it, during the twentieth century, English had become ‘the primary language of stock exchanges, business, air-traffic control and economic development . . . it overhauled German as the language of science and French as the language of diplomacy’.1
It was natural in 1977 that English should be the language in which to greet any curious space alien. And it was a symptom, a deep symptom for deep space, of political power here on earth. It was an expression of soft power so profound that it seemed entirely natural and sensible at the time.2
If similar missions occur before 2077, which seems almost certain, will this world still reach out to our alien friends in English?

Why should sending messages in English, instead of French, German or Mandarin, tell us anything about the nature of political power and the ways in which it is expressed in our more immediate and tangible world? In this study we want to dig deeper into the symbolism of Voyager 1’s recorded message. We want to consider how soft power seems to work across the board – and in particular, how it works for Britain as the country confronts the immediate decade ahead.*

We do this because the early 2020s are a very appropriate moment to examine the question of Britain’s ‘soft power’ in the world. The very concept of ‘power’ and the way in which it operates in the globalized environment is evidently changing. ‘Power’ was never a simple concept, but in the 2020s we see it manifested in some mysterious and apparently contradictory ways. The big states certainly try to exert their political power through some very traditional, assertive and militarized modes, even as the general exercise of international power, in most other respects, inclines towards more subtle expressions of attraction and persuasion. The exercise, both of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power, is constantly in evidence, though most governments would prefer to dwell on their own efficient uses of soft power as ways of achieving cooperative and desirable ends. This seems natural in such a complex world where all countries are part of a globalized society, and in these circumstances the unsubtle use of ‘hard power’, ‘raw power’, ‘naked power’ or whatever suggests something either brutal or simply inefficient.

The notions of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power carry strong intuitive meanings for most people who use the terms, and obvious examples can be cited easily enough to demonstrate them both in action. If Britain deploys aircraft or warships to the Eastern Mediterranean to defend its military base in Cyprus, it is exercising hard power. If it hosts an international conference to discuss the future of foreign military bases throughout the region, it is exercising soft power. In a deeper analysis, of course, these terms have to be unpacked a good deal further and set in their political context. Understanding more carefully some of the ways in which the exercise of international power is rapidly evolving is an important, and urgent, analytical question.

A new examination of soft power is also particularly appropriate to Britain’s own situation in the 2020s. The next decade will be internationally challenging for all the European states, no less for ‘Brexit Britain’ that seeks to chart a new course outside the European Union and pursue a more independent economic and political role in world politics. What are traditionally regarded as a state’s ‘hard power’ resources – military capabilities, economic instruments or those levers of government like policing and regulation that can be used to pressure foreign states or actors – will be more difficult to exercise for all European and middle-range powers. Their military and economic capabilities are all in relative decline in comparison to the big countries like the United States and China and the rising powers of Asia (and also of Russia, at least in military terms). As they pursue their international objectives, European middle-rank powers will naturally lean more heavily on their soft power resources, in which they still have significant relative strength.

This will be particularly true for Britain, where the ‘global Britain’ orientation created in response to Brexit relies heavily on employing the full spectrum of the country’s resources: social, cultural, historical and political, as well as its more hard-edged strengths in economic size, military expertise, intelligence, diplomatic weight and so on. As Boris Johnson put it in 2016 to the Conservative Conference when he was foreign secretary, Britain’s hard power, he said,


is dwarfed by a phenomenon that the pessimists never predicted when we unbundled the British Empire. And that is . . . our irresistible . . . soft power – the vast and subtle and pervasive extension of British influence around the world that goes with having the language that was invented and perfected in this country and now has more speakers than any other language on earth.3

Such comments played to one of the political undercurrents behind the urge to leave the European Union, namely some sense of innate British exceptionalism – an assumption that British society and culture were somehow generically different from those of its European Union partners, and that after almost fifty years inside the EU it had become apparent that British society simply did not share the same political and social make-up that propelled its continental neighbours towards close common European goals.4
Brexit Britain would promote its distinctive social and political culture, its business acumen and its free-trading history, as international strengths – sources of power – in themselves. Among other things, therefore, the Brexit decision represented a confident bet on Britain’s ability to use its soft power assets to full advantage.

Subsequent arguments around the Brexit decision also highlighted the historic diversity of British society – diverse in the different kingdoms that now constitute the United Kingdom and diverse in the regions within and between them. We will return to this in the final chapter, but here we merely note that soft power does not flow primarily from a government but from the wider society. And British society is inherently and historically diverse, geographically and socially. That can be a source either of soft power strength or of weakness, and we offer examples in Part Two of both.

In short, many analysts seem to regard soft power as a subject of great intrinsic interest and also of growing contemporary relevance to the external relations of all the mid-ranking countries. This study is an attempt to dig below the surface of traditional soft power thinking, looking at the soft power cards that Britain has to play in its hand and trying to evaluate their worth as the international competition in soft power resources becomes ever more fierce. But to understand such a vague concept properly, soft power has to be situated within an understanding of international power more generally. ‘Hard’ and ‘soft’ power are very shorthand terms for resources and relationships that are far more complicated and are always changing. The card game of international power has to be understood more clearly. So too does the nature of the cards themselves and what they are each worth.

In addition to the British institutions that are normally regarded as self-evidently useful cards in Britain’s soft power hand, for instance, there are many other institutions and organizations that play roles that are at least as important, even if they may not know it themselves.

Some publicly funded British institutions, like the BBC World Service or the British Council, are explicitly intended to generate soft power in accordance with governmental intentions. But more institutions, like the rest of the BBC, the wider entertainment industries, sport, professional regulatory bodies, hospitality industries or education sectors, have more penetrating soft power effects even as they pursue their own independent or commercial rationales. Around one-third of the world’s population have regular access to watch the highly internationalized English Premier League, which is far and away the most powerful football league in the world. Formula 1 racing could hardly be more international, but it was created and initially owned by British sports entrepreneurs, and six of its ten teams are based in Britain.5
London’s Metropolitan Police is regarded as one of the leading international models of urban policing. British expertise is consistently influential in regulating world shipping, air transport or global transit security, and British specialists in finance or in professions such as law, engineering, architecture, publishing or communications are very well represented among global management bodies. Not least, the British Royal Family remains unique and in terms of commercial asset value was measured in 2017 as the third biggest brand in the world.6
For a country that represents 0.8 per cent of the global population, these are all significant potential strengths, and most of them are not controlled, or even much influenced, by the British government.

A certain amount of attention has been paid in the past to the soft power potential of Britain’s ‘explicit’ persuaders, like the BBC or the Commonwealth, but very little attention has been paid to the far greater number of ‘implicit’ persuaders, many of whom may not be fully aware of their own international attraction and whose influence has never been surveyed comprehensively within a single framework. Freddie Laker, for example, was a lifelong airline entrepreneur who launched the budget airline ‘Skytrain’ in 1977. It went bust in 1982, partly because all the big airlines imitated it, but it changed the face of the global airline industry. Or Jim Davis, who had a massive impact on harmonizing different interests in world shipping; or Hamish de Bretton-Gordon, who served twenty-three years in the Army, became a leading international expert on chemical warfare and was training doctors in Aleppo even as barrel bombs were being dropped by Syrian aircraft. Or Trevor Nunn, a noted Shakespearean director who nevertheless launched some of the world’s most successful popular musicals, including Cats and Les Misérables. In the case of internationally famous English football star Marcus Rashford, whose own campaigning drove a British policy U-turn on child food poverty, his personal domestic success had its own international impact.7
Britain’s persuaders can be seen in many different guises across all social spheres.

Compared with the wealth of scholarship devoted to understanding the concept of ‘power’ itself and the different ways it tends to work in the international system, there have been relatively few studies on soft power since the concept was popularized less than thirty years ago, still fewer on British soft power. In recent years, and under the political pressures of the last decade, however, there has been a growth in the interest around soft power, not so much for its own sake but rather as a component to understanding better what seemed to be happening in world politics as power was visibly shifting – to new international actors and new ways of conducting international politics.8
A few studies have looked more specifically at British soft power resources and tried to analyse some of the ways they are handled.9
And there have been some notable reports that have tried, over the years, to list and compare Britain’s soft power resources as a means to have them recognized and more consciously supported by government.10
Not least, there are the ‘international rankings’ that the media so enjoy, which score different countries according to their apparent soft power acumen and influence.11

This book is intended to draw from, and build on, all of these studies. It offers a different framework to analyse British soft power as a contribution to the creation of a net assessment approach to the nation’s soft power assets. A net assessment of soft power would work in roughly the same way as military net assessments. In the soft power sphere it would involve a deeper dive into the evidence to try to establish the net lead or net loss of international influence British institutions have in relation to close competitors and their natural peer countries. Too many institutions are judged and measured by their outputs – how many visits, programmes, exhibitions, exchange arrangements and so on – as opposed to their impact – who notices and what difference does it make? Difficult as it is to measure ‘impact’, evidence-based assessments, alongside qualitative judgements, should be set against similar impact assessments that competitors are seen to create. The British government does not undertake such an exercise – certainly not for those institutions outside its own control – though it moved a little in this direction in 2019 when it set out its intention to conduct ‘a fundamental’ Integrated Review of all external policy.12

In this study, we are not in a position to produce a net assessment, which would require much more information about public and elite opinion and also about social trends within other societies, as well as more information than normally exists in the public domain about our own. So we make no attempt to offer a proper net assessment here. But we do believe that it can be done. And we structure Part Two of this study around some different behavioural categories for soft power assessment that are not normally considered and which we believe can capture a greater range of the relevant interactions that could be part of the approach. If it were to be done, a net assessment would doubtless be a big analytical undertaking; and it would require more precise specification than we have attempted in this short book. At least this might be a start. And we hope it will galvanize interest in wider thinking about British soft power.

Britain’s prominence in this respect was generally established during the twentieth century when the cultural dominance of Western societies was taken for granted. That era is changing rapidly and international soft power competition has become far more intense in the last two decades. Britain’s natural friends, like Germany, Australia or Japan, are putting much more into promoting their soft power. So are its emerging adversaries, like Russia and particularly China. And all the significant powers, like India, Brazil or Indonesia; and in their own ways, smaller countries like Ireland, Denmark or the United Arab Emirates are keen to leverage as much political influence from their international image as possible.13

If soft power assumes greater prominence as an arm of national policy in the future, then Britain has some important comparative advantages. The British Council records the belief that ‘The UK is a “soft power superpower”’, and the country scores consistently high (certainly within the top ten and on many within the top three or four) on all independent rankings of soft power status.14
But there is a growing danger of national complacency based on the easier soft power environment of the past. Survey material and anecdotal evidence suggest that even those organizations most complimented on their contribution to British soft power have acknowledged that in recent years their position in relation to international competition has become ‘precarious’.15
A more proactive governmental approach, which we discuss at the end of this study, will be required if those comparative advantages are not to be lost to close competitors.

In the opaque world of international power relations, the existence or the sizes and shapes of the institutions under study is less important than the sort of behaviour they represent and the effectiveness of that behaviour in influencing others. To take the analysis on further, this book looks at the institutions associated with the wider view of soft power but analyses them according to the type of behaviours that the authors judge will be particularly relevant for the more complex international environment in which Britain now exists, consisting as it does of integrated manufacturing and services, finance and cyber security, innovation and entertainment, alongside all the more traditional foreign and security policy demands made on the modern state. We assess that nine particular patterns of behaviour are particularly relevant. They may be expressed as the ways in which British institutions and individuals contribute to:

Convening: a reputation for being able to bring a wide range of interests together as in the case of the British Council, the Commonwealth, the Royal Family, the Anglican Church, trade bodies, city-twinning exercises and so on.

Indirect diplomacy: the ability of government officials to sustain deep knowledge of their postings, to promote ‘track 2’ diplomacy, aid diplomacy and the proactive promotion of liberal free trade values and internationalism of all types.

Research and innovation: having influence to help shape the global technology stage through science and technology, high-end manufacturing, spin-outs and start-ups, and the applied research from higher education.

International standard-setting: through sectoral leaders and regulators, setting or contributing to international standards in fields such as architecture, finance, medicine, communications, publishing and so on.

Cultural recognition and cosmopolitanism: the role of diaspora communities, cultural and cosmopolitan organizations reflecting modern multiculturalism, communities, tourism, leisure and hospitality, and international social linkages.

Education and learning: promoting truthful and self-aware values across the education and higher education sectors, in private schools, galleries, museums, heritage organizations and through online education.

International entertainment: through film and TV, theatre, mixed media, sport, music, performing arts and many others.

Frontier creativity: in exploring the boundaries of established economic and social sectors, such as through advertising, marketing, consultancy, new computing and applied gaming.

Exploring the anarchic: allowing scope for the bloggers and influencers, the eccentric and the socially anarchic to express themselves at the frontiers of social conventions.

In this book, therefore, we try, in
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