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Russia’s Cultural Statecraft

‘This book is a fascinating contribution to both IR and Russian studies,

as it elaborates a useful tool for understanding the role of culture in

international politics and presents the analysis of various domains of

Russia’s cultural statecraft thus exploring an important but largely
neglected aspect of its international activity’.

Olga Malinova,

Higher School of Economics, Russia.

‘This innovative analysis of cultural statecraft shifts the focus away
from the competitive and ultimately reductionist notion of ‘soft power’
to the inherent grace of cultural achievement and interactions at the
state and interstate level, theorising the elements of contention and
cooperation and combining them into a coherent new paradigm. A
brilliant and original team effort’.
Richard Sakwa,
University of Kent, UK.

This book focusses on Russia’s cultural statecraft in dealing with a number
of institutional cultural domains, such as education, museums and mon-
uments, high arts and sport. It analyses to what extent Russia’s cultural
activities abroad have been used for foreign policy purposes and perceived
as having a political dimension.

Building on the concept of cultural statecraft, the authors present a
broad and nuanced view of how Russia sees the role of culture in its exter-
nal relations, how this shapes the image of Russia, and the ways in which
this cultural statecraft is received by foreign audiences. The expert team
of contributors consider: what choices are made in fostering this agenda;
how Russian state authorities see the purpose and limits of various cultural
instruments; to what extent can the authorities shape these instruments;
what domains have received more attention and become more politicised
and what fields have remained more autonomous. The methodological
research design of the book as a whole is a comparative case study compar-
ing the nature of Russian cultural statecraft across time, target countries
and diverse cultural domains.



It will be of interest to scholars and students of Russian foreign policy and
external relations and those working on the role of culture in world politics.

Tuomas Forsberg is Director of the Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies
(HCAS) at the University of Helsinki and Professor of International Rela-
tions at Tampere University.

Sirke Mikinen is University Lecturer in Russian and Eurasian Studies at the
Aleksanteri Institute, University of Helsinki, Finland, and the Head of the
Nationwide Expertise in Russian and Eastern European Studies (ExpREES)
programme.
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1 Introduction

Russia’s cultural statecraft

Tuomas Forsberg and Sirke Mdikinen

Culture is of fundamental importance not only to humanity as a whole but
also to relations between states. However, conceptions on the role of inter-
national cultural relations in world politics are split. According to the first
view, which can be termed ‘the UNESCO view’, cultural relations are not
conflictual but based on mutual interest in doing things together and learn-
ing from one another. Cultural relations are thus seen as conducive to peace
and cooperation between states. They can be developed and fostered even
when political relations are otherwise strained, and their positive repercus-
sions will be an enhanced mutual understanding of issues of high politics as
well. The opposite view is that cultural relations are a vehicle for power in
times of conflict and struggle between states. This can be termed ‘the Cold
War view’ of culture. Insofar as cultural relations have an effect, it is not one
of mutual gain but of one culture triumphing over another.

Which of the two views of culture and international relations that pre-
vails depends on the time and context. In totalitarian states, culture has
always been part and parcel of politics, but liberal states have also been
keen on promoting their cultural presence and visibility abroad for political
purposes. Cultural relations were highly politicised during the Cold War
(Shaw, 2001; Gould-Davies, 2003; Johnston, 2010; Mikkonen, Scott-Smith,
and Parkkinen, 2019). The role of state leadership and agencies was essential
in regulating and directing cultural relations across the Iron Curtain, but
culture also had a political impact between the allies and with the neutral
states. After the end of the Cold War, culture seemed to become a more
depoliticised field and was perceived as a realm of activities between civil
societies that the state could facilitate and support but not direct. At the
same time, culture was increasingly framed as a commodity that had eco-
nomic value.

The alleged erosion of the liberal order has led to a renewed perception
of the politicisation of culture. The hegemony of the West as the source and
trailblazer of global culture has been challenged. During the Cold War, the
United States used its culture as a means of convincing others that it was
a land of freedom, equality, opportunity and innovation, whose cultural
progress matched its military prowess. However, the terrorist attacks in
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2001 alerted Washington to the fact that this message was no longer taken
for granted (Krenn, 2017). Diverse European countries, as well as the EU
have also developed cultural diplomacy in order to boost their global role
(Isar, 2015; Carta, 2020). The European Commission aims at putting culture
‘at the heart of the EU international relations’ in order to promote ‘inter-
national peace and stability, safeguard diversity and stimulate jobs and
growth’ (European Commission, 2016; see, Figueira, 2017, p. 81). However,
what is labelled as culture, when understood as a reflection of certain group
beliefs and practices, has become a potentially sensitive issue when it crosses
civilisational boundaries. Culture has become particularly contentious in
relations between the West and Islam, but it has also been much discussed
in relation to the rise of China. Increasingly, culture has likewise become a
political issue in the relations between Russia and the rest of the world (see,
e.g. Ociepka, 2019).

This book focusses on Russia’s cultural statecraft. It deals with a num-
ber of institutional domains that represent culture in order to analyse to
what extent different cultural activities have been used for foreign policy
purposes, and perceived as having a political dimension. Much has been
written on the threat posed to Western civilisation and values by Russia’s
information campaigns and hybrid power in cyberspace (e.g. Jonsson, 2019;
Jankowitz, 2020; Jasper, 2020). The international role and influence of the
Russian Orthodox Church (see, e.g. Curanovic¢, 2012; Suslov, 2014), as well
as the role of the Russian language has also been covered in many studies
(see, e.g. Mustajoki et al., 2020; Noack, 2021). In this book, however, we
concentrate on areas that have not been the focus of attention thus far but
are nonetheless part of the overall picture of the role of culture in Russia’s
foreign policy and external relations. We need both a broader and a more
nuanced view of how Russia sees the role of culture in its external relations,
and how various cultural activities shape the image of Russia abroad. In
other words, in addition to Russia’s own view of its cultural presence and
attraction across borders, we explore the way in which different dimensions
of Russia’s cultural statecraft are received by foreign audiences.

In this introductory chapter, we firstly discuss the key concepts of cul-
ture and statecraft and introduce ‘cultural statecraft’ as a concept that we
consider to offer some advantages compared to other notions, such as cul-
tural diplomacy, public diplomacy, international cultural relations and,
in particular, soft power, which also refer to cultural elements in world
politics. On that basis, we construct the theoretical framework on which
the analysis of Russian cultural statecraft is based. Secondly, we examine
how cultural statecraft was developed in Russia after the end of the Cold
War, and particularly during the Putin era after the mid-2000s. At the
same time, we review existing research and formulate our general empir-
ical questions. Finally, we outline the chapter structure and key contents
of the book.



Introduction 3
From cultural diplomacy and soft power to cultural statecraft

Culture is one of the most ambivalent, contested and obscure concepts that
researchers in various disciplines have to address on a regular basis. There
is no commonly shared single definition of culture, or consensus on what
the term comprises, entails and, sometimes even more importantly, what
it excludes. As with other concepts, the meaning depends on the context of
use. There are both broad and narrow, high and low, as well as deep and
superficial understandings of culture. For our purposes, Edward Burnett
Tylor’s classic definition offers a good starting point: ‘Culture ... is that com-
plex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, arts, morals, law, customs
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by [a human] as a member
of society’ (see, e.g. Bennett, 2015, p. 547). This definition is useful as it
serves as an umbrella for various human activities, as well as emphasises
the learnt, ‘acquired’ nature of culture. Yet, depending on the scholarly per-
spective, culture can be seen as learned behaviour, as an institutional sphere
devoted to the making of meaning, as creativity or agency, as a system of
symbols and meanings, and as practice (Sewell, 2005). For this book, the
idea of culture as an institutional sphere that includes various arts, educa-
tion, museums and sports comes closest.

The role of culture in international relations has been studied under
the headings of cultural diplomacy, international cultural relations, pub-
lic diplomacy and soft power. As a result, the literature has remained
somewhat fragmented. Traditionally, cultural diplomacy has referred to
‘the deployment of a state’s culture in support of its foreign policy goals
or diplomacy’ (Mark, 2010, p. 64), implying an ‘intervention by the state’
(Goft, 2020, p. 31). Yet, the concept is elusive and evolving, and the lines that
separate it from public diplomacy and soft power are blurry (Goff, 2013;
2020, p. 30). From a narrow perspective, cultural diplomacy is exercised
only when people representing the state, such as diplomats or other govern-
mental institutions, employ culture to advance national interests (Arndt,
2006). Cultural diplomacy is thus state-driven, whereas civil societies and
companies engage in transnational cultural relations that are spurred either
by profit or by the willingness to enhance culture and foster cultural interac-
tions (Ang et al., 2015, p. 365). However, the division into cultural diplomacy
and transnational cultural relations has been difficult to uphold, and hence
cultural diplomacy often refers to ‘any practice that is related to purposeful
cultural cooperation between nations or groups of nations’ (Ang et al., 2015,
p. 366). It is, of course, an oversimplification to assume that state-driven or
sponsored cultural activities always serve a clearly defined national inter-
est or calculated nation-branding campaign, or that the idea of promoting
cultural exchanges for the sake of mutual cultural enrichment and under-
standing stems from hypocritical motives (Ang et al., 2015, p. 379; see also,
Gienow-Hecht, 2010).
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The concepts of cultural diplomacy and public diplomacy largely over-
lap. Cultural diplomacy can be seen as a particular practice or dimension
of public diplomacy (Cull, 2008, p. 32; Ang et al., 2015, p. 368). Yet, the
terms are not synonymous (Mark, 2010, p. 65). Public diplomacy is usually
understood as a form of diplomacy where a state or its government (or, by
extension, any entity) aims at communicating directly with the people of
another country in order to gain support for its foreign policy (Melissen,
2005; 2013; Cull, 2008). Its contents and channels are constantly evolving.
Public diplomacy consists of several practices and dimensions such as inter-
national broadcasting, political advocacy or exchange diplomacy, which do
not necessarily rely on cultural institutions but which are, of course, not
devoid of culture if we interpret culture more broadly. When public diplo-
macy is understood as ‘a means of aggregating soft power’ (Banks, 2020,
p- 66) or an instrument of soft power (Hayden, 2012, p. 5), it also overlaps
with the notion of soft power.

In recent decades, ‘soft power’ has become the most popular concept
linking culture to international relations. For Joseph Nye (2004), soft power
is the ability to attract and co-opt rather than coerce, apply force or give
money as a means of persuasion. He suggests that soft power rests on three
resources: its culture (in places where it is attractive to others), its political
values (when it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign pol-
icies (when others see them as legitimate and as having moral authority).
Consequently, Nye’s idea is that some forms of power are hard and others
soft. Yet, this is not a strict dichotomy but better conceived of as a contin-
uum where punishment is the ‘hardest’ of the hard power instruments, fol-
lowed by compulsion and inducement, whereas soft power instruments start
with agenda-setting, persuasion and finally attraction, which is the softest
of the soft power instruments.

However, the term ‘soft power’ is loaded, contested and often miscon-
ceived (Ohnesorge, 2020; Penne, 2021). If we take Nye’s concept of soft power
as an analytical category, are we bound to accept his definition of it? Or
should we agree with its critics that it is too vague and ideological to merit
the fame it has achieved (Fan, 2008; Hall, 2010; Kearn, 2011; Rothman, 2011;
Hayden, 2012; Baldwin, 2016, pp. 164-171; see also, Bakalov, 2020)? While
for Nye, soft power is the ‘ability to shape what others want’ and hard power
‘the 