
      
 

1 
 

  
China’s Soft Power Projection Strategy: 

Confucius Institutes in the MENA Region 

by Dr. Mordechai Chaziza 

BESA Center Perspectives Paper No. 2,209, July 25, 2023 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: China has become a major player in the MENA 
region, and its soft power projection strategy plays a key role. Confucius 
Institutes are a highly visible manifestation of this strategy, and they have been 
welcomed by many in the region and beyond. However, there are concerns 
about their lack of transparency and potential to be used for propaganda 
purposes. While these concerns have caused Western governments and 
institutions to close several Confucius Institutes down, their numbers continue 
to grow in the MENA region. 
 
Introduction 
Soft power is a crucial element in China’s strategy to achieve great power status. 
Culture is one of the most visible elements of China’s soft power projection, a 
strategy encouraged by former President Hu Jintao in a 2005 speech in which he 
cited “soft power” as he stressed the need to promote Chinese culture. This was 
reinforced by President Xi Jinping, who said in a speech, “We should increase 
China’s soft power, give a good Chinese narrative, and better communicate 
China’s message to the world.”  
 
There are two schools of thought regarding Chinese soft power. According to the 
first, Chinese influence is rooted in its culture. The soft power of any nation 
comprises ideas, beliefs, and ideals but also institutions and policies that exist 
within the framework of the nation’s culture. The second school of thought states 
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that soft power is the combination of a nation’s international image as reflected 
through national growth, strategic relations, and the absence of coercion.  
 
Scholars also stress peace and security as characteristics of Chinese political 
culture and a fundamental tenet of Chinese foreign policy. They claim that modern 
concepts of soft power have been part of Chinese strategic thinking since ancient 
times and are evident in present-day Chinese strategic thinking as promoted by 
President Xi. 
 
China’s rich history and culture contribute to a positive image that enhances 
Beijing’s influence. The showcasing of China’s culture and traditions has thus 
become an essential part of its soft power projection strategy. One of the focal 
points of this strategy has been political and financial support for major global 
cultural enterprises, the most prominent of which is the establishment of 
Confucius Institutes (CIs) around the world.  
 
Confucius Institutes 
As of 2004, China has invested extensive resources and effort in establishing 
culture and language centers known as Confucius Institutes, named after the 6th 
century BC Chinese philosopher. These institutes now represent one of China’s 
most significant soft power investments. China works to promote its Putonghua 
language (Mandarin is spoken on the mainland) and cultural traditions abroad, 
and CIs take the lead in this effort. They offer Chinese language courses to 
university students, high school students, and businesspeople; host China-related 
conferences, lectures, exhibitions, film screenings, and other cultural events; and 
offer scholarships and academic exchanges. 
 
China has invested extensive resources in establishing CIs worldwide. They 
operate within global universities and are managed by Hanban, the Office of the 
Chinese Language Council International, a branch of the Chinese Ministry of 
Education. Hanban typically funds a CI’s establishment and provides teachers, 
while the local university offers infrastructure and network access. Since 2004, 
Hanban has set up 500 CIs around the world.  
 
Officially, CIs promote the Chinese language and cultural activities among 
students and researchers. However, they serve another purpose that is essential to 
CCP interests. Politburo member Li Changchun has described them as “an 
important part of China’s overseas propaganda setup.” 
 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-31042-3_2
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2009/10/24/a-message-from-confucius
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2009/10/24/a-message-from-confucius
https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Sharp-Power-Rising-Authoritarian-Influence-Full-Report.pdf.
https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Sharp-Power-Rising-Authoritarian-Influence-Full-Report.pdf.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01495933.2020.1826843
https://www.cultureinexternalrelations.eu/downloader/download-file?file=2016/08/2015.09_IJCP_Special-Issue-Cultural-Diplomacy.pdf
https://2017-2021.state.gov/confucius-institute-u-s-center-designation-as-a-foreign-mission/index.html
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Most, if not all, Chinese entities that engage with their peers abroad unswervingly 
serve CCP goals by following official or unofficial guidelines and avoiding taking 
positions that might violate those guidelines or jeopardize the regime. No matter 
how independent, persuasive, or flattering Chinese entities may seem, they all row 
in the same direction. Therefore, although CI activities seem innocuous and 
cultural-academic in orientation, the PRC government’s control over their staffing 
and curriculum ensures that they will subtly promote CCP positions on issues like 
territorial disputes or religious minorities in China.  
 
In most cases, CIs operate within universities as a collaborative initiative between 
a Chinese university and a local one. This unique method of operation is the main 
distinguishing factor between CIs and cultural institutes operated by other 
countries (e.g., Alliance Française or Germany’s Goethe Institute). The fact that CIs 
situated on foreign university campuses blur the distinction between the local 
university’s purview and China’s appears to be a strategic PRC effort to penetrate 
foreign campuses. The Chinese government chose to place CIs at the heart of 
university education abroad, thereby building soft power centers that can 
influence foreign academic establishments.  
 
In July 2020, Hanban, the Chinese government agency that launched CIs, renamed 
itself the Ministry of Education Center for Language Education and Cooperation 
(CLEC) as part of a rebranding exercise designed to counter negative perceptions. 
Hanban spun off a separate organization, the Chinese International Education 
Foundation (CIEF), which now funds and oversees Confucius Institutes. CIEF is 
under the supervision of the Chinese Ministry of Education and is supported by 
the Chinese government. 
 
The lack of transparency in CI financial transactions with their host universities, 
dissemination of propaganda, and on-campus censorship of CCP-sensitive 
discussions have spurred the closure of CIs around the globe. The presence of CIs 
in the heart of academic campuses, combined with the economic, legal, and 
political pressure they are able to exert, restricts academic freedom and leads 
students, lecturers, and researchers to censor themselves. More extreme 
allegations hint that CIs are forward positions that serve Chinese interests by 
collecting information and engaging in industrial espionage under cover of 
Chinese language courses, cultural events, and academic research. 
 
In recent years, 113 universities, school boards, and governments in Europe, 
Canada, and the US have closed CIs down, though many have since reappeared 
in other forms. While there have not yet been any closures in Asia, the trend is 

https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Sharp-Power-Rising-Authoritarian-Influence-Full-Report.pdf.
https://www.routledge.com/Chinas-Soft-Power-and-International-Relations/Lai-Lu/p/book/9780415731355
https://www.routledge.com/Chinas-Soft-Power-and-International-Relations/Lai-Lu/p/book/9780415731355
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220630152610783
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220630152610783
https://thediplomat.com/2020/06/the-world-is-awakening-to-chinas-sharp-power/
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/2019-04-20/ty-article/.premium/chinese-institutes-on-campuses-are-under-fire-israeli-scholars-deny-undue-influence/0000017f-ef9c-dc28-a17f-ffbf8ffe0000.
https://melbourneasiareview.edu.au/the-fall-of-confucius-institutes-and-confucius-classroomsan-analysis-of-closures-and-future-directions/?print=pdf
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220630152610783
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turning against CIs in some parts of the region. Closures have not occurred in 
South America, Africa, or the Middle East and new CIs are opening in some of 
these areas, including South Africa.  

The latest available official data say there were 541 CIs in 162 countries and regions 
as of the end of 2019. That year, the number of CIs decreased for the first time since 
the program’s inception in Korea in 2004. As of 2023, at least 129 universities, two 
governments, and three school boards in 11 countries will have cut ties with CIs. 
These actions have resulted in at least 128 closures of CIs (some were co-hosted by 
more than one university).  

Still, the global presence of CIs remains impressive, especially compared to longer-
established language and culture promotion bodies. It should be noted that Beijing 
planned to operate 1,000 institutes by 2020, but this goal has not been met. 

Reverse Trend in Confucius Institutes in the MENA Region  
By contrast, CIs have expanded their presence in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region. In 2006, the first regional CI was founded at Beirut’s Saint Joseph 
University. Since then, the number of institutes in the MENA region has increased 
and none has been closed down. As of the end of June 2023, 23 institutes had been 
established in various countries, including Egypt (two), the United Arab Emirates, 
Iran, Israel, Jordan, Morocco (three), Turkey (four), Tunisia, Mauritania, the 
Palestinian Authority, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia (see Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1: Confucius Institutes in the MENA Region 

Country Number of Confucius Institutes Name of Institute Date of 
Establishment 

Morocco 3 Mohammed V University 
Hassan II University 

Abdelmalek Essaadi University 

2008 
2012 
2016 

Tunisia 1 University of Carthage 
Classroom at CRI in Sfax 

2018 

Mauritania 1 Nouakchott University 2019 

Egypt 2 Cairo University 
Suez Canal University 

2007 
2008 

Saudi Arabia 1 The Prince Sultan University 2023 
Iran 2 University of Tehran 

The University of Mazandaran 
2009 
2019 

UAE 2 Zayed University 
University of Dubai 

2010 
2011 

https://melbourneasiareview.edu.au/the-fall-of-confucius-institutes-and-confucius-classroomsan-analysis-of-closures-and-future-directions/?print=pdf
https://inthenameofconfuciusmovie.com/cutting-ties-with-confucius-institutes/
https://jamestown.org/program/how-confucius-institutes-in-the-arab-world-shape-positive-perceptions-of-china/
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Source: “Confucius Institutes Around the World 2023,” Dig Mandarin, January 7, 2023 

 
One explanation for the opening of new CIs in MENA countries is that opinions 
towards China are mainly positive in the region, as demonstrated by recent Pew 
Research Center surveys. In 2019, most people in the region held favorable views 
of China, while unfavorable views dominated the US, Canada, most of Europe, 
and most of the Asia Pacific. The positive views evident in the MENA region stem 
from high levels of Chinese investment, trade, and development funding; the 
availability of Chinese goods at affordable prices; scholarships for study in China; 
and the provision of vaccines and other medical supplies during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as well as the perception of China as a counter to the US. CIs have also 
been welcomed as they satisfy a demand for Chinese language education and 
improve the quality of education in the region.  
 
Chinese tensions with Western countries mean there will likely be further closures 
of CIs in those regions, though they are unlikely to disappear completely. Their 
future appears to be in the MENA region, South America, and Africa. 
 
China has become a significant player in the MENA region. Its interests extend 
beyond traditional energy sources and encompass economic, geopolitical, and 
strategic considerations. China has signed strategic partnerships and memoranda 
of understanding for economic activities with most MENA countries. It has also 
established closer relationships with various regional organizations, including the 
China-Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 
(FOCAC), the Union of the Arab Maghreb (UAM), and the China-Arab States 
Cooperation Forum (CASCF). Finally, China has advanced its soft power 
projection in the region with humanitarian initiatives (medical aid during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, tourism, cultural centers, festivals, and workshops). These 

Israel 2 Tel Aviv University 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

2007 
2014 

Turkey 4 Bogazici University 
Middle East Technical University 

Okan University 
Yeditepe University 

2008 
2008 
2013 
2017 

Jordan 2 Talal Abu-Ghazaleh  
Philadelphia University 

2008 
2012 

Bahrain 1 University of Bahrain 2014 
Lebanon 1 Saint-Joseph University 2006 
Palestine 1 Al-Quds University 2019 

https://www.digmandarin.com/confucius-institutes-around-the-world.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/12/05/views-of-the-balance-of-power-between-u-s-and-china-2019/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/12/05/views-of-the-balance-of-power-between-u-s-and-china-2019/
https://melbourneasiareview.edu.au/the-fall-of-confucius-institutes-and-confucius-classroomsan-analysis-of-closures-and-future-directions/?print=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13530194.2020.1732870
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2023/06/02/chinas-increasing-role-in-the-middle-east-implications-for-regional-and-international-dynamics/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003268864/new-silk-road-grand-strategy-maghreb-mordechai-chaziza
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initiatives are an attempt to secure a positive image in the region and encourage a 
view of China as a responsible power and trustworthy partner. 
 
China’s role in the MENA region has grown in all aspects, including economic and 
diplomatic relations and on the military and strategic fronts. A significant element 
of this relationship is soft power diplomacy, which has proven to be a catalyst for 
a burgeoning economic and political engagement. China is pursuing soft power 
diplomacy to strengthen regional bilateral ties by highlighting religious, cultural, 
linguistic, and culinary aspects of its relationships. As a tool of soft power 
projection, CIs have effectively penetrated the MENA region and have been 
welcomed. They are crucial to promoting China’s positive image but are just one 
means of influence in the CCP’s toolbox. 
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