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RELIGION AS A SOFT POWER IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

SUMMARY 

The concept of soft power, defined as the ability to get others, without any force, to 

admire your ideals and shape their preferences, has in recent years become fairly 

popular in the discipline of international relations. The recent failure of the hard 

power approach used by the United States of America in the Middle East has added 

to the proliferation studies on the concept of soft power. The discipline of 

international relations has witnessed recent proliferation of significant studies on 

another topic, religion. It has been noted by many scholars that there has been a 

widespread resurgence of religion and the resurgence has been stimulating 

significant repercussion in various ways in many aspects of human life. However, 

only a few studies have tried to combine the concept of soft power and religion. 

Therefore, this study should be seen as a step to contribute to the discipline of 

International Relations by making up for this deficiency. In this way, it contributes 

to the body of works which claim that religion can be a source of soft power in 

international relations.  

The distinctiveness of religious soft power results from the fact that it attracts 

and/or co-opts others by means of religion without appealing to coercion. 

Therefore, religious soft power is closely related to possession of a good and 

attractive image through the use of religion. This study analyzes how religious soft 

power is acquired and wielded by states and non-state actors. These actors have the 

ability to win the hearts and minds of others through the use of religion in an 

attractive manner. 
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ULUSLARARASI İLİŞKİLERDE YUMUŞAK GÜÇ OLARAK DİN 

ÖZET 

Herhangi bir zor kullanmadan, sahip olunan ideallerin başkalarına benimsetilmesi 

ve başkalarının isteklerini biçimlendirme kabiliyeti olarak tanımlanabilecek 

yumuşak güç kavramı uluslararası ilişkiler disiplininde son yıllarda önemli bir 

popülarite kazandı.  Amerika Birleşik Devletleri‘nin Ortadoğu‘daki sert güç 

yaklaşımının yakın zamanlardaki başarısızlığı yumuşak güç kavramı üzerine 

yapılan çalışmalardaki artışa yeni bir ivme kazandırdı. Uluslararası ilişkiler disiplini 

bir başka konuda daha çoğalan çalışmalara tanık oldu; din konusunda. Birçok 

akademisyen dinin yaygın bir canlanma yaşadığını ve bunun insan hayatının birçok 

alanında önemli yankılara yol açmakta olduğunu belirttiler. Fakat, oldukça az 

sayıdaki çalışma yumuşak güç kavramı ile dini bir arada ele aldı. Bundan dolayı bu 

çalışma bahsi geçen alandaki eksikliği gidererek uluslararası ilişkiler disiplinine 

katkıda bulunmaya yönelik bir adım olarak görülmelidir. Böylece, bu çalışma dinin 

uluslararası ilişkilerde yumuşak güç kaynağı oluşturabildiğini iddia eden 

çalışmalara katkıda bulunmaktadır.  

Dinsel yumuşak gücün farklılığı onun herhangi bir şekilde zora başvurmadan din 

yoluyla başkalarını cezbedebilmek veya yanına çekebilmekten kaynaklanıyor. Bu 

nedenle, dinsel yumuşak güç din yoluyla edinilen iyi bir imaja sahip olmak ile 

yakından alakalıdır. Bu çalışma devletler ve devlet dışı aktörler tarafından dinsel 

yumuşak gücün nasıl elde edilip kullanıldığını analiz etmektedir. Bu aktörler dini 

çekici bir biçimde kullanarak diğerlerinin kalbini ve aklını kazanma kabiliyetine 

sahiptirler.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Throughout the centuries, especially since the Crusades of the Middle Ages, the 

influence of religion has been a powerful one in international relations and this 

influence is strongly, perhaps even more than before, felt in the modern world. 

―Once considered a ‗private‘ matter by Western policymakers, religion is now 

playing an increasingly influential role- both positive and negative – in the public 

sphere on many different levels‖ (Appleby, S., et all, 2010: 5). Religious actors, 

communities and organizations in recent decades have been influential forces in 

politics both within and across nations. We not only experience the elevating state 

of religious terrorism but also religious peacemaking which is also growing all 

around the world. It has even been argued that secular societies have been shifting 

towards being a post-secular one (Habermas, 2008). The modern resurgence of 

religion is an important phenomenon that cannot be ignored. ―The case for bringing 

religion back in has now been effectively made, and scholars and practitioners who 

resist this are increasingly seeming to be caught in a time warp. The agenda is now 

shifting to how to bring religion back into diplomacy, peacemaking, conflict 

resolution, and even academic theorizing‖ (Thomas, 2010: 189).   

Besides the widespread, if not global, resurgence of religion, there have been other 

significant developments in the modern world. Two interrelated global phenomena, 

the information revolution and galloping globalization have been highly remarkable 

developments in the recent decades. These developments have inevitably had an 

impact on the international relations. As a result of these developments, technology 

spread to other countries and peoples; and the preeminence of the countries, 

especially the United States of America, in terms of military hard power success, 

has substantially diminished. Furthermore, international environment has become 

more accessible especially after the end of the Cold war and this has led to the strict 

questioning of the use of hard power. Moreover, with the information revolution 



  
2 

and globalization, the swift spread of ideas around the world has been facilitated 

and this progress has proved a great potential to transform the way countries project 

their power. It is now widely accepted that military power cannot alone bring 

successful outcomes in the world we are living in since it gives rise to economic 

distress and legitimacy problem. Therefore, it can be argued that the relative role of 

soft power of attraction and cooption to hard power of coercion and payment will 

likely increase. The advantages of soft power in international relations, especially 

its low cost and low risk as a foreign policy instrument are boosting its necessity.  

The positive image that countries need in relation to other countries and foreign 

publics is continuously   increasing the importance of soft power. To be seen 

attractive by others paves the way for being persuasive and this can significantly 

improve a country‘s power.  

The main research question of this study is that how religion can be a source of soft 

power in international relations. Whilst answering the primary question in the 

study, several secondary research questions will be covered as well: How do 

transnational religious actors utilize soft power? How can states acquire and wield 

soft power by means of religion and why do they need it? The bottom line of my 

argument is that religion can be regarded as a set of ideas, symbols and behaviors 

that compose a form of soft power in international relations. In this study, I argue 

that religion is an important tool both for both state and non-state actors to seem 

attractive and acquire what each wants. These actors can win the hearts and minds 

of others through the use of religion in an attractive way. Therefore, this thesis 

should be understood as a theoretical contribution to the literature on the role of 

religion in international affairs. How to engage with worldwide resurgence of 

religion has been a matter of debate in academic circles. What I claim is that the 

constructive role of religion in international relations is highly possible if 

effectively engaged with it. It is easy to dismiss religion as being the fundamental 

cause of contemporary terroristic actions; yet, surpassing this banal view of religion 

in international relations will open up new possibilities for novel roles religion can 

globally play. I have to emphasize the fact that my contention is not that states 

should preach religion as a part of its foreign policy but I aim to present the 

significant potential of religious soft power that states can utilize in order to achieve 

their goals. However, the thesis still challenges the idea that the purely secular 
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foreign policy is an imperative and religion is only a minor dependent variable in 

international relations. Religion is not certainly the main explanatory variable for 

all international phenomena, but it is a very important and in some cases a critical 

one. The distinctiveness of this thesis is that it develops a framework on how states 

can utilize religion as a tool for soft power.  

This research is qualitative and it methodologically relies on a theoretical analysis 

of soft power literature and its application to religion. It should be noted that the 

biggest difficulty I have encountered is that there are very few scholarly studies on 

religion as a form of soft power. Religious soft power has been examined by others 

mostly in relation to transnational non-state actors; therefore, the section ―religious 

soft power of a state‖ in Chapter III in which I try to develop a framework on how a 

state can acquire soft power by means of religion should be understood as an 

original contribution to the literature. It should here also be stated that the terms 

religion, faith and spirituality are used interchangeably in the thesis.  

Before moving on to the next chapter, it would be useful to present a brief outline 

of the study. In Chapter II, a detailed literature review of soft power theory in 

presented. In this chapter, there will be brief introduction on the role of ‗power‘ in 

the field of international relations, which will be followed by a brief analysis of 

several non-materialist conceptions of power. This will be followed by a detailed 

explanation of soft power, stemming from Joseph Nye‘s conception of both hard 

and soft power. In the same chapter, sources of soft power, soft power of non-

governmental entities, instruments of soft power, effective soft power, empirical 

instances of soft power as well as other conceptions and critiques of soft power are 

presented. The chapter ends with a discussion on why soft power is important in 

international affairs. In the third chapter, which is the backbone of the thesis, 

religion comes into the arena. The third chapter seeks to scrutinize the role of 

religion as soft power in international relations. Following a discussion about the 

recent resurgence of religion in international relations, religious soft power of non-

state religious actors is examined. Types of non-state actors are introduced, which 

is followed by the analysis of how these actors acquire and wield religious soft 

power. Then comes the examination of religious soft power of a state, which is the 

original contribution of this thesis to the literature. In this part, I suggest several 
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paradigms on how a state can acquire soft power by means of religion. These 

paradigms are the acknowledgment of the importance of religion in the modern 

world, cooperation with religious organizations, cooperation with religious leaders, 

faith-based diplomacy and religious peacemaking, positive attitude towards 

religious segment of the population, shared religious belief and discourse of 

policymakers and diplomats. The chapter ends with the discussion of why a state 

needs religious soft power. The fourth chapter is the last chapter in which main 

conclusions of the thesis are summarized and its theoretical and policy-relevant 

implications are stated. 
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2. SOFT POWER IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

 

 

2.1 Power in International Relations 

Power is one of the most important and central as well as the disputable concepts in 

social sciences. As social sciences explore human society and relations within, 

power arises as an inevitable aspect of these relations since all relations are 

evidently or tacitly power relations. Weber defines power as the opportunity or a 

chance to achieve one‘s own will within a social relationship, against resistance of 

others as well, whatever the opportunity is based on (1964: 152). According to 

Weber, power thus cannot be understood outside social relationship. That‘s why; it 

should not be so surprising that power becomes a more crucial yet controversial 

concept in international relations. ―All political activity involves the exercise, or 

attempted exercise, of power – the desire of one actor to persuade or compel 

another to act or not to act in a certain way‖ (Hocking and Smith, 1995: 196). 

International relations literature abounds myriad definitions of this contested 

concept: 

The literature on power is marked by a deep disagreement over the basic definition of power. 

Some theorists define power as getting someone else to do what you want them to do (power-

over) whereas others define it more broadly as an ability or a capacity to act (power-to). 

Many very important analyses of power in political science, sociology, and philosophy 

presuppose the former definition of power (power-over) (Allen, 2005). 

Robert Dahl‘s definition of power has arguably been the most influential ‗power-

over‘ conception in international relations. He takes behaviorist and decision-

making approach and he says that ―A has power over B to the extent that he can get 

B to do something that B would not otherwise do‖ (Dahl, 1957: 202-203). Dahl‘s 

definition is adopted by a legion of scholars of international relations 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 4) and the definition  
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sparked a vigorous debate that continued until the mid-1970s, but even Dahl's best-known 

critics seemed to agree with his basic equation of power with power-over […] As Steven 

Lukes notes, Dahl's one-dimensional view of power, Bachrach and Baratz's two-dimensional 

view, and his own three-dimensional view are all variations of ―the same underlying 

conception of power, according to which A exercises power over B when A affects B in a 

manner contrary to B's interests (Allen, 2005). 

Dahl actually builds on the works by Harold Lasswell and Morton Kaplan who take 

power as a phenomenon of interpersonal relations. Power, for them, is ―the 

production of intended effects on other persons, more precisely as A affecting B 

through the shaping and distribution of values within a shared ‗value pattern‘‖ 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 5). Power is different from influence since power involves 

the use of force or coercion. Therefore, ―[p]ower is a form of influence in which the 

effect on policy is enforced or expected to be enforced by relatively severe 

sanctions‖ (Kreisberg, 1992: 41). Power can thus be regarded as a subcategory of 

influence.  

Any study on power cannot ignore the realist conception of power. The realist 

school of international relations gives heed to the concept of power. As a matter of 

fact, ―thinking about power was long considered the domain of realism‖ 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 1) in the field international relations. Realist scholars have 

been considered to be ―the theorists of power politics; the role of power has been, 

and continues to be, central to any theory of realism‖ (Schmidt, 2007: 43).  The 

concept of power was a decisive determinant in international relations for the realist 

international relations scholars. Hans Morgenthau, a prominent exponent for what 

is now called classical realism, states that ―statesmen think and act in terms of 

interests defined as power‖ (Morgenthau, 1960: 5). However, fairly complex depth 

of power and its analysis was reduced to analyzing ―guns and bombs‖ (Bilgin and 

Eliş, 2008:7) by the realist school of international relations despite the fact that 

―realist scholarship was never unified, or unidimensional, in its thinking about 

power‖ (Berenskoetter, 2007: 6). So, material power was integral to the realist IR 

theory. ―Mainstream IR has come to focus on ‗hard‘ power either through classical 

realism‘s materialist bias or neo-realism‘s preference for economic methodology‖ 

(Bilgin and Eliş, 2008:5). Therefore, only one dimension of power, that is military 

power and/or economic power, was taken into account by realist scholars of 
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international relations. Moreover, this material form of power chose state as the 

chief actor in international relations, overlooking non-state actors which have 

increasingly been effectual in world affairs.  

Another key argument among scholars of international relations has been on 

determining whether power lies in the possibility or in its use. That is, whether 

power should be measured in terms of resources an entity has or in terms of the 

outcome as a result of the direct use of power. How to measure them effectively 

and objectively is another controversial issue. Affirming that power is measured by 

resources reveals another question on which type of resources can be regarded as an 

indicative of power. These resources can be military, economic, culture, population 

size, and so on. Yet, the resources an entity possesses should be recognized by 

others so that how these resources make an entity powerful would be known 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 6). There is also ―the paradox of unrealized power‖ which 

refers to an evident capacity or resources, that is a potential power, which does not 

translate into actual influence, thereby resulting in a conversion failure (Baldwin, 

1979: 163). 

The concept of power is indubitably one of the most troublesome in the field of 

international relations and more generally in political science (Gilpin, 1981: 13). 

Thus, it would be agreeable to assert that ―how we conceptualize power is shaped 

by the political and theoretical interests that we bring to the study of power‖ (Allen, 

2005). 

2.2 Non-Material Conceptions of Power 

―[M]ainstream international relations scholars paid little attention to non-material 

aspects of power and capabilities‖ (Lee, 2009:206). However, power has its non-

material features which are distinct from its widely known materialistic aspects. I 

take non-material aspect of power to refer to several processes through which 

power is applied in order to shape people‘s feelings, thoughts and behaviors 

without the use of violence. Therefore, it will be seen that different non-material 

power conceptions bear resemblance to the concept of soft power. Mattern (2007: 

101) says that thinkers no less significant than Foucault, Bourdieu, Gramsci, and 

others have articulated versions of soft power. In this part, non-materialist 
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conceptions of power by Max Weber, Hannah Arendt, Michel Foucault, Steven 

Lukes, Antonia Gramsci and Pierre Bourdieu as well as the concept of civilian 

power are briefly examined since they will give a better idea of the distinctiveness 

of the concept of soft power.  

Weber‘s notion of authority can be given as an example to non-coercive types of 

power. He classifies authority into three types: charismatic, traditional and legal. 

These three sorts of authority are the three ideal types of claims to legitimate 

domination. The first one is the traditional authority which ―is the authority of the 

eternal yesterday‖ (Weber, 2008: 157). Traditional authority gains its legitimacy 

from the habits, customs and social structures of the past. It rests ―on an established 

belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the legitimacy of the status of 

those exercising authority under them‖ (Weber, 1968: 46). Therefore, traditional 

rights of a dominant individual or a group are embraced by the subordinated 

individuals in the traditional authority. Religious and tribal forms of rules, 

monarchy, gerontocracy, patrimonialism can be given as examples to traditional 

type of authority. Dominant individual can be a priest, clan leader, family leader, 

and so on.  

In the case traditional authority, obedience is owed to the person of the chief who occupies 

the traditionally sanctioned position of authority and who is (within its sphere) bound by 

tradition. But here the obligation of obedience is not based on the impersonal order, but is a 

matter of personal loyalty within the area of accustomed obligations (Weber, 1968: 46-47). 

The second type of authority is a charismatic authority which grows out of an 

individual personality that is considered to be extraordinary and having exceptional 

powers and qualities. It rests ―on the devotion to the specific and exceptional 

sanctity, heroism or exemplary character of an individual person, and of the 

normative patterns or order revealed or ordained by him‖ (Weber, 1968: 46). In the 

type of charismatic authority, ―it is the charismatically qualified leader as such who 

is obeyed by virtue of personal trust in him and his revelation, his heroism and or 

his exemplary qualities so far as they fall within the scope of the individual‘s belief 

in his charisma‖ (Weber, 1968: 46-47).  

The third type is legal – rational authority in which authority is based on formal 

rationality and procedures. In this type of authority, people believe in the validity of 
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legal statute by affirming the rights of those who have the authority to issue 

commands on the basis of enacted rules. ―In the case of legal authority, obedience 

is owed to the legally established impersonal order. It extends to the persons 

exercising the authority of Office under it only by virtue of the formal legality of 

their commands and only within the scope of authority of the office‖ (Weber, 1968: 

46).  

Civilian power is defined as a state ―whose conception of its foreign policy role and 

behavior bound to particular aims, values, principles, as well as forms of influence 

and instruments of power in the name of a civilisation of international relations‖ 

(Diez and Manners, 2007: 177). European Union, for example, was called a civilian 

power (Duchene, 1972: 43). Civilian power presupposes civilian means to 

accomplish policy aims. It is generally accepted that three general characteristics 

are constitutive of civilian-power, which are diplomatic cooperation with different 

states in order to solve international problems, centrality of economic power and 

supranational institutions that are legally-binding (Diez and Manners, 2007: 178). It 

is apparent that in civilian forms of influence, military does not play a role. 

―Civilian power writings tend to place much importance on non-military or 

economic resources, objectives and strategies‖ and these writings also ―emphasise 

the communitarian nature of civilian resources, objectives and strategies, exercised 

primarily for the benefit of the owners‖ (Diez and Manners, 2007: 178-179). 

Hannah Arendt‘s conception of power can also be regarded as a kind of non-

material one. She distinguishes power from force and violence.  

Unlike strength, it is not the property of an individual, but of a plurality of actors joining 

together for some common political purpose. Unlike force, it is not a natural phenomenon but 

a human creation, the outcome of collective engagement. And unlike violence, it is based not 

on coercion but on consent and rational persuasion. (d‘Entreves, 2006: 1). 

Power is the capacity to act in concert whereas violence is the way in which the 

individual uses technological apparatus to impose his/her will on others. Power, for 

Arendt, depends on persuasion unlike force, strength or violence. Therefore, power 

can only work within consensual relations. Power is ―what keeps the public realm, 

the potential space of appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence‖ 

(Arendt, 1998 :200). Power does not rely on material factors. It ―is to an 
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astonishing degree independent of material factors, either of numbers or means. 

[…] The only indispensable material factor in the generation of power is the living 

together of people. (Arendt, 1998 :200). Power ―is sustained not by economic, 

bureaucratic or military means, but by the power of common convictions that result 

from a process of fair and unconstrained deliberation‖ (d‘Entreves, 2006: 1). 

Power, in Arendt‘s conceptualization, cannot be wielded at all times but it remains 

as a potential. This potential is realized when people get together, and it disappears 

when they disperse. Power also gains its legitimacy with initial gathering of people, 

which is the original pact that establishes a community. ―Power springs up 

whenever people get together and act in concert, but it derives its legitimacy from 

the initial getting together rather than from any action that then may follow‖ 

(d‘Entreves, 2006: 1). Therefore, it is not possible to imagine power outside public 

space of appearance which is realized through the performance of deeds and the 

utterance of words. ―The legitimacy of political institutions is dependent on the 

power, that is, the active consent of the people‖ (d‘Entreves, 2006: 1). This 

consensual and communal conception of power by Arendt cannot be associated 

with force and obedience that stem from its use, as acknowledged by Arendt: 

―[O]ut of the barrel of a gun grows the most effective demand, resulting in the most 

instant and perfect obedience. What can never grow out of it is power‖ 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 4). The existence of violence in a way nullifies the 

appearance of power.  

Foucault‘s ‗productive power‘ refers to the formation of identities through 

discourses of normality. ―Foucault sees productive power not as something that is 

(or can be) centrally controlled by an Orwellian Ministry of Information, but as 

something that works through diffuse ‗capillaries‘ contained in seemingly neutral 

practices of people working in institutions such as hospitals or prisons‖ 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 10).  ‗Governmentality‘ is a crucial concept to understand 

Foucault‘s productive power. It refers to the way the state wields its sovereign 

authority to organize and control the social life of its citizens, resulting in the 

construction of individuals and collective identities. Productive power forges the 

characters of individuals and normalizes them. It is embedded in language and 

practices so that it constructs and organizes identities as well as social life. Such 

power is exercised by discursive means through which subjects of the state are 
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governed. So, for Foucault, we are the products of power that is ubiquitous. Since 

subjectivity of individuals is rendered by cultural and material relations, autonomy 

is greatly constrained.  

Steven Lukes‘ ‗third dimension of power‘ is a type of power that is also worth 

mentioning here. Lukes talks about three dimensions of power. The first dimension 

(one-dimensional view of power) is the decision-making approach represented by 

Dahl, which is directly related to individual wants. Bachrach and Baratz‘s criticism 

against Dahl for leaving out the consideration of ‗what does not happen‘ (those 

neglected or excluded) in the decision making process constitute the second 

dimension of power (two dimensional view) which deals with the control of the 

agenda. This second dimension deals with concealed wants besides the wants in the 

first dimension. The most important one which is Lukes‘ principal contribution is 

the third dimension (three dimensional view) that is power through domination. In 

this dimension, wants are shaped by socialization and structural constraints (Lukes, 

1974). It suggests that 

[t]he effects of power are not exhausted by decision making and agenda construction but 

could operate at a deeper more invisible level. Influenced in particular by Gramsci‘s notion of 

―hegemony,‖ Lukes argued that the third dimension of power consists of deeply rooted forms 

of political socialization where actors unwittingly follow the dictates of power even against 

their best interests (Swartz, 2007: 104). 

Steven Lukes argues that power need not be blunt or behavioural; it can operate 

socially in ways that subconsciously affect the formation of preferences (Mattern, 

2007: 101).  For Lukes, the nonexistence of conflicting interests does not 

necessarily mean that power relationship does also not exist (Berenskoetter, 2007: 

10). He actually says that ―the most effective and insidious use of power is to 

prevent such conflict from arising in the first place‖ (Lukes, 1974: 23). His idea is 

that actors may gain the ability to shape the interests or preferences of others, an 

idea which benefits from a Gramscian perspective. Ideologies, values and norms 

can be utilized to shape others‘ choices. It is the power of securing the consent to 

domination of willing subjects (Lukes, 1974).  

Berenskoetter marks the similarities between Michel Foucault‘s and Steven Lukes‘s 

conceptions of power: 
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Lukes and Foucault both see power dynamics in terms of shifting intensity rather than a zero-

sum distribution. Furthermore, because both approach the study of power from a critical 

perspective, they see it primarily as having an oppressive/dominating (or ‗power over‘) 

effect, leaving open when, or to what extent, the process of shaping interests and identities 

has a supportive/ enabling (or ‗power to‘) effect. Although their arguments do not rule out the 

latter, they sit uneasy with the positive notion of ‗empowerment‘ found in Arendt 

(Berenskoetter, 2007: 10). 

Gramsci too talks about a non-material type of power, hegemony, showing that it is 

a way through which dominant class strengthens its domination. Hegemony is 

roughly a predominance of one social class over another. It denotes not only a 

political or economic control but also the ability of the dominant class to project its 

ideas, worldview and culture into other stratums of the society (Gramsci, 1971). 

Apart from hegemony, in his Prison Notebooks (1971), Gramsci distinguishes 

between two important type of political strategy; ‗war of manoeuvre‘ and ‗war of 

position‘. The war of manoeuvre refers to a frontal attack which is direct action, a 

material one, to attain state power whereas the war of position refers to a battle for 

hearts and minds of the people. The war of position is kind of a culture war, an 

intellectual one, which, if appealed, takes longer than the war of manoeuvre. These 

two types of war should not be regarded as mutually exclusive but as possibilities 

located on a continuum. 

A ‗war of manoeuvre‘ is analogous to a rapid assault targeted directly against the institutions 

of state power, the capture of which would only prove transitory. Alternatively, a ‗war of 

position‘ is comparable to a form of trench warfare involving an ideological struggle on the 

cultural front of civil society: to overcome the ‗powerful system of fortresses and 

earthworks‘, requiring a concentration of hegemonic activity ‗before the rise to power‘ in an 

attempt to penetrate and subvert the mechanisms of ideological diffusion (Morton, 2007: 

190)  

For Gramsci, they are not mutually exclusive options and they are both required for 

a success in achieving hegemony. Gramsci‘s writings show us that the state is not 

just a tool of oppression and coercion; it also creates consent and can rule through 

controlling the population. The consent is tacitly created through ideology based on 

values which are internalized by people. Ideas of the ruling class happen to be seen 

as a norm by other subordinated classes. Therefore, alongside its repressive aspect 

and the sovereignty created by political power, the state also possesses ideological 
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hegemony through cultural power which cannot be ignored (Vergin, 2008: 88). 

Similar to Gramsci‘s cultural hegemony, Althusser‘s ‗ideological state apparatus‘ 

too refers to how subject‘s desires, preferences, choices and judgments can be 

shaped by ideological practices.  

It is also worth mentioning Pierre Bourdieu‘s symbolic power which is ―the power 

to impose socially accepted meanings‖ (Hassdorf, 2007: 142). It imposes the 

principles of the construction of reality and is an important dimension of political 

power. It is the ability to make people believe a certain vision of the world rather 

than another so that the way people comprehend the world is constructed.  

Bourdieu interprets social life as materially grounded and conditioned but as existing only 

through symbolically mediated experience. Social structures thus shape symbolic behaviour, 

which in turn reproduces social structures […] Symbolic power is, then, the power over the 

symbolic mediation of social experiences. It imposes how objective conditions are 

internalised by individual agents (Hassdorf, 2007: 147). 

It is the world making capacity of powerful ideas that distinguishes symbolic power 

from other types of power. Symbolic power stems from symbolic capital which is 

the accumulated capital of honour, prestige, respect attributed to an actor. In 

practice, symbolic power works by acceptance and consent, which indicates that 

dominant actors can impose their understanding as the field‘s ‗authoritative‘ vision because 

they are acknowledged for their competence in other fields. Symbolic language referring to 

these field practices triggers this acknowledgement in the addressee. Thus, social recognition 

of competence is a precondition for successful symbolic manipulation. It allows the 

acknowledged agent to impose ‗misrecognition‘ and ‗denial‘ of the social reality of a new 

field of practice Pierre Bourdieu‘s view that societies are divided into distinct, though 

possibly overlapping, cultural spaces (fields), each held together through an internal logic of 

practices, or habitus, and in which power relations are manifested through the distribution of 

symbolic capital (Hassdorf, 2007: 148). 

Briefly, symbolic power is ―the power to make people see and believe, to get them 

to know and recognize, to impose the legitimate definition of the divisions of the 

social world and, thereby, to make and unmake groups‖ (Bourdieu, 1991: 221).  

In this stage, I deem it necessary to explain Joseph Nye‘s general treatment of 

power since he develops the concept of soft power which is one of the most 

influential non-material aspects of power. He defines power as the ability or 

capacity to affect the behaviors of other (or others) to get the outcomes one wants 
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(Nye, 2008a: 27). He argues that this effect can be performed in three ways. The 

first way is coercion with threats which refers to military power; the second way is 

inducement with payments which refers to economic power; and the third way is 

attraction and cooption which refers to soft power. Military and economic powers 

are classified as hard power as opposed to soft power which is not related to 

coercion, sanction or payoff. Nye asserts that those who define power as the 

possession of resources that can affect outcomes are mistaken due to the fact that 

this approach confuses the outcome of a relationship with the means to that goal 

(Nye, 2008a: 28). The reason why Nye thinks there is a fault in such reasoning is 

simple yet crucial. It is because ―those best endowed with power resources do not 

always get the behavioral outcomes they want‖ (Nye, 2008a: 28). The result of 

Vietnam War, for example, showed how even the state with the greatest resources 

can lose a war. ―Whether the possession of power resources actually produces 

favorable outcomes depends upon the context. This is not unique to soft power 

resources. Having a larger tank army may produce military victory if a battle is 

fought in the desert, but not if it is fought in a swamp‖ (Nye, 2006). Therefore, 

having a positive result that demonstrates one‘s power depends not only on one‘s 

resources however robust they may seem to be.  

2.3 What is Hard Power? 

Hard power refers to a form of power that is adopted by states in order to achieve 

their political goals by means of force, coercion, threat or military intervention. 

Therefore, actors using hard power against another do not bethink any consensual 

relations; thereby aligning them by force. Hard power can rest on carrots and sticks, 

which are inducements or threats. It does not only connote military power but also 

economic one. ―Military power and economic power are both examples of ‗hard‘ 

command power that can be used to get other to change their position‖ (Nye, 

2004b:124). Traditionally, ―the test of a Great Power is then the test of strength for 

war‖ (Taylor, 1954: xxix). Those who were able to win the war were thought to be 

the more powerful side. ―War was the ultimate game in which the cards of 

international politics were played, and estimates of relative power were proven‖ 

(Nye, 2004b:117). However, people who believe that hard power is the only real 

power are mistaken. According to Nye, they ―succumb to the ‗concrete fallacy‘ that 



  
15 

espouses that something is not a power resource unless you can drop it on a city or 

on your foot‖ (Nye, 2008b: 96) 

2.4 What is Soft Power? 

After the end of the Cold War, international environment has become more 

accessible and the use of hard power has been strictly questioned. We are now 

living in the world in which military power alone does not and cannot bring out 

successful outcomes. The use of hard power is getting more and more troubling as 

it creates economic distress and a sort of legitimacy problem. The examples of the 

intervention of the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan show that a hard power 

approach cannot succeed in the tasks of nation building and fighting against 

terrorism. Moreover, the absence of warrior ethic in modern democracies means, as 

suggested by Joseph Nye, that elaborate moral justification is highly needed for 

popular support in case of the use of force (Nye, 2004b:119). Therefore, Nye, who 

realized that hard power is losing its charm with the democratization and 

information age, has put forth a new concept which he called ‗soft power‘. Since its 

appearance, the concept of soft power has come out as an agenda- setting term in 

international relations and it has finally become a popular catchword both in 

academic and public circles. Nye‘s motive for his effort to suggest a new face of 

power was emphatically a pragmatic one; that is, to find a solution to repair the 

shattered image of United States of America. Because, the war in Iraq ―was costly 

in terms of America‘s soft power to attract others‖ (Nye, 2004b:114). Thus, the war 

in Iraq as well as the war in Afghanistan substantially abated the USA‘s soft power, 

precipitating a rise in anti-Americanism all around the globe. That‘s why, Nye 

endeavored to highlight the importance of soft power which must be efficacious in 

maintaining a ‗nice‘ image. Bacevich puts the danger of mobilizing the military all 

the time for foreign-policy gains in a clear way: 

The marriage of military metaphysics with eschatological ambition is a misbegotten one. […] 

It invites endless war and the ever-deepening militarization of U.S. policy. […] As it 

subordinates concern for the common good to the paramount value of military effectiveness, 

it promises not to perfect but to distort American ideals. As it concentrates ever more 

authority in the hands of a few more concerned with order abroad rather than with justice at 

home, it will accelerate the hollowing out of American democracy. As it alienates peoples 

and nations around the world, it will leave the United States increasingly isolated. If history 
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is any guide, it will end in bankruptcy, moral as well as economic, and in abject failure 

(2005: 7). 

It is far more difficult to win a peace than to win a war according to Nye. Yet, the 

everlasting war cannot pave the way for a successful outcome for any state; thus 

winning a peace is vital. ―[S]oft power is essential to winning the peace. Yet the 

way [the USA] went to war in Iraq proved to be as costly for [the USA‘s] soft 

power as it was a stunning victory for [the USA‘s] hard power‖ (Nye, 2004a: XII). 

It has been suggested that Nye‘s ―advocacy of the concept must be located in the 

US debate over the relative merits of Democratic Party soft power vs. Republican 

Party hard power in the pursuit of US national interests and foreign policy‖ (Diez 

and Manners, 2007: 179).   

Why soft power is needed in today‘s world requires an explanation. There are 

several reasons as to why the concept of soft power has gained considerable 

attention. These reasons should be sought in the diffusion of power due to several 

trends. The most important of these trends are ―economic interdependence, 

transnational actors, nationalism in weak states, the spread of technology, and 

changing political issues‖ (Nye, 2004c: 73). States are now economically 

interdependent because of new forms of communications that are instantaneous and 

also thriving transportation that is getting much cheaper than before. Persistent 

interference of states in world trade which has been facilitated by the developments 

mentioned above is not desirable in such an interdependent system.  The second 

trend is the ―[d]iffusion of power to private transnational actors‖ (Nye, 2004c: 73) 

which constrains the way states pursue their national interest and complicates it. 

Third trend, according to Nye (Nye, 2004c: 74), has proved that social awakening 

has stimulated nationalism in otherwise poor or weak states; thus, the increased 

social mobilization makes military intervention and external rule more costly and 

difficult. The spread of modern technology is another trend in the diffusion of 

power. It has increased the capabilities of backward states so that any possible 

military intervention to a backward state by greater powers would be more costly. 

What is meant by changing political issues as the last trend in the diffusion of 

power is that the issues in world politics ―do not pit one state against another; 

instead, they are issues in which all states try to control nonstate transnational 

actors. The solutions to many current crisis of transnational interdependence will 
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require collective action and international cooperation‖ (Nye, 2004c: 75). Such 

transnational issues which may have domestic roots but cross international borders 

include but not limited to health epidemics, ecological changes, illicit trade and 

terrorism. ―Although force may sometimes play a role, traditional instruments of 

power are rarely sufficient to deal with the new dilemmas of world politics‖ (Nye, 

2004c: 75). In contemporary times, new resources of power are more relevant. 

Intangible forms of power have also become more important as the nature of world 

politics has changed. ―Power is passing from the ‗capital-rich‘ to the ‗information-

rich‘‖ (Nye, 2004c: 75). All the trends suggested a more attractive way of wielding 

power than traditional ways.  

Parents of teenagers have long known that if they have shaped their child‘s beliefs and 

preferences, their power will be greater and more enduring than if they rely on active control. 

Similarly, political leaders and philosophizers have long understood the power of attractive 

ideas or the ability to set the political agenda and determine the framework of debate in a way 

that shapes others‘ preferences. The ability to affect what other countries want tends to be 

associated with intangible power resources such as culture, ideology, and institutions (Nye, 

2004c: 77). 

Therefore, while in the traditional view, states regarded military of utmost 

importance in ensuring survival and achieving goals; today it is losing its priority 

through the changing aspect of power. The use of power is becoming non-

threatening and less coercive.  

Realist international relations theory‘s so-called monopoly over the concept of 

power has been challenged most recently by the concept of soft power. ―Merely 

focusing on the projection of military power, while useful on its own terms, has 

nevertheless impoverished our understanding of the productive role other forms of 

power play in the world politics‖ (Bilgin and Eliş, 2008:7). Therefore, ―[t]he 

concept of soft power largely gains its analytical purchase on the view that military 

force has lost much of its utility. Power is largely defined in military terms by 

realists because they believe that force is the ultima ratio of international politics‖ 

(Schmidt, 2007: 62). This conceptualization of power is ―in sharp contrast with 

advocates of the concept of soft power who largely define power as the ability to 

shape the preferences and behaviors of others‖  (Schmidt, 2007: 61). 
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Joseph Nye first formulated the concept of ‗soft power‘ in his book Bound to Lead, 

which was published in 1990. In the same year, an article named ―Soft Power‖ 

(Nye, 1990) was published in Foreign Affairs. Later, in the article entitled ―Power 

and Independence in the Information Age‖ which was published by Keohane and 

Nye (1998) in Foreign Affairs, the concepts of soft and hard power were further 

analyzed. Nye indicated the need for soft power in the context of the United States 

of America in his book The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’s Only 

Superpower Can’t Go it Alone (2002). The concept of soft power was later further 

developed by Nye in his book called Soft Power: The Means to Success in World 

Politics (2004) in which he thoroughly perused the concept. Soft power is defined 

by Nye as ―the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion 

and payments.‖ What makes soft power is ―the attractiveness of a country‘s culture, 

political ideals, and policies‖ (Nye, 2004a: X). Few synonyms of soft power as put 

by Nye (2004a) are attractive power (6), power of seduction (8) and co-optive 

power (7).  Some other alternative vocabulary has been suggested by Anholt who 

says that  ―one can call these principles of soft power ‗marketing‘ or ‗branding‘, but 

one can equally call them psychology, diplomacy, rhetoric, politics, the art of 

persuasion, or plain good sense‖ (2005: 13). 

Legitimacy in the eyes of the others increases one‘s soft power. ―When you can get 

others to admire your ideals and to want what you want, you do not have to spend 

as much on sticks and carrots to move them in your direction‖ (Nye, 2004a: X). It is 

self evident that instead spending too much on enhancing hard power, it is better 

and cheaper for any entity to increase its soft power by making its ideals and values 

seem attractive to others. ―[T]he ability to set the political agenda in a way that 

shapes the preference of others‖ (Nye, 2004b:124) is what makes soft power 

unique. Those entities whose preferences are shaped will desirably act in 

accordance with policies of an entity that possesses soft power. Therefore, it can be 

asserted that Nye‘s ‗soft power‘ bears conceptual resemblance to Steve Lukes‘s 

‗third face of power‘ which is the ability to make other want what you want (Lukes, 

1974; Eriksson and Norman, 2011: 426). Nye (2008b: 108) notes that the concept 

of soft power builds on but differs from what Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz 
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called ‗second face of power‘. 
1
 Nye‘s concept of ‗soft power‘ goes beyond ‗the 

second face of power‘ as conceptualized by Bachrach and Baratz.  

The concepts of soft power and influence should be distinguished because ―[s]oft 

power is not merely the same as influence‖ (Nye, 2004a: 6). The usage of 

‗influence‘ is broader in scope which encompasses ‗soft power‘; so it is fair to say 

that soft power is a source of influence. On the other hand, influence may also 

depend on hard power of threat or inducement which is much different of soft 

power. And as Nye puts it, ―soft power is more than just persuasion or the ability to 

move people by argument; […] it is also the ability to attract, and attraction often 

leads to acquiescence‖ (Nye, 2004a: 6). Thinking in terms of behavior, soft power 

is an attractive power and in terms of resources, ―soft power resources are the assets 

that produce such attraction‖ (Nye, 2008b:95). 

Soft power cannot work without possession of certain qualities. A subject‘s soft 

power aims at adjusting and refining others by making them affirm subject‘s norms 

and ideals. As put by Nye, ―[s]oft power rests on the ability to shape the 

preferences of others‖ (Nye, 2004a: 5). It is evident that in order to attain soft 

power, one should definitely possess certain qualities. Thus, the capacity to 

constitute preferences ―tends to be associated with intangible assets such as an 

attractive personality, culture, political values and institutions, and policies that are 

seen as legitimate or having moral authority. If a leader represents values that 

others want to follow, it will cost less to lead‖ (Nye, 2004a: 6). Therefore, certain 

qualities, which may be subjective or objective, are required to gain soft power over 

others.  

Hard power is a command power; whereas soft power is a co-optive power or 

power of seduction. Soft power produces co-optive behavior. Hard power, for Nye, 

as put by Ogoura, ―means any method that is coercive, in other words, anything that 

involves compulsion or threats. Methods in which the other party is encouraged to 

accept something in some way of its own free will, he termed ‗soft power‘‖ (2006: 

1). 

                                                 
1
 ―The second face of power‖, in its original conception, means ―the agenda-setting power, 

namely, the ability of actors ‗to create or reinforce barriers to the public airing of policy 

conflicts‘‖ (Berenskoetter: 2007: 7).  In this approach, power does not work directly but 

indirectly; actors are situated in an institutional setting and the ability of A influences the 

setting against B (Berenskoetter, 2007: 8). 
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Soft power and hard power are not the exact opposites. They are ―both aspects of 

the ability to achieve one‘s purpose by affecting the behavior of others. The 

distinction between them is one of degree, both in the nature of the behavior and in 

the tangibility of resources‖ (Nye, 2004a: 7).  Whereas hard power coerces people, 

soft power co-opts them. Hard power is much more straightforward and can be 

applied in a reasonable time frame whereas ―[the] application of soft power is much 

more complicated and takes a much longer time to be effective‖ (Sun, 2008:173). 

Nye draws attention to the imperfectness of the behavioral relationship between 

hard and soft power. Because countries may sometimes be attracted to another 

country ―with command power by myths of invincibility‖ and institutions that are 

established by command power may ―later become regarded as legitimate‖ (Nye, 

2004a: 7). Nye quotes bin Laden, ―[w]hen people see a strong horse and a weak 

horse, by nature, they will like the strong horse‖ (Nye, 2004a: 26; Economist, 

2003:25). Even Hitler, Stalin and Mao ―possessed a great deal of soft power in the 

eyes of their acolytes‖ (Nye, 2006). Even the military may occasionally make use 

of soft power. ―Military theories of counterinsurgency stress the importance of 

winning the hearts and minds of the population, not merely killing the enemy‖ 

(Nye, 2008a: 29). In addition to these, ―the military has a broad range of officer 

exchanges, joint training, and assistance programs with other countries in 

peacetime. The Pentagon‘s international military and educational training programs 

include sessions on democracy and human rights along with military training‖ 

(Nye, 2008b: 106). Therefore, relationship between hard and soft power is not a 

simple one. Furthermore, a source of soft power might also include some elements 

of hard power as well. For example, ―[t]he Marshall Plan was a source of both hard 

and soft power, providing economic inducements as well as making America more 

attractive‖ (Nye, 2004b:115). In real life situations, Nye claims, hard and soft 

power are often combined. ―A government may try to persuade young people to 

forgo drugs with an advertisement campaign featuring attractive celebrities, but if 

this soft power fails, the hard power of law enforcement remains‖ (Nye, 2008a: 30)  

Therefore, they are not mutually exclusive. Yet, it does not mean that hard power 

always go hand in hand with soft power. Increasing hard power might mean 

decreasing soft power as shown in the example of the United States in the 21
st
 

century. Another example is Soviet Union ―that lost much of its soft power after it 



  
21 

invaded Hungary and Czechoslovakia, even though its hard power measured in 

economic and military resources continued to grow‖ (Nye, 2004b:127). Taking into 

consideration how much Nye strives for conceptualizing soft power, it should not 

be assumed that Nye is a fierce adversary to hard power and keen adherent of soft 

power. He believes that soft power is not always necessarily better than hard power; 

hence he does not dismiss hard power as useless or ineffective. There are certain 

conditions which may favor hard power as well. He, in fact, integrates hard and soft 

power and calls the combination ―smart power‖ (Nye, 2007a: 172; Nye, 2008a: 43; 

Nye, 2008b: 107; Sun, 2008:174; Snow and Taylor, 2009: 3). Thus, it can be stated 

that these two forms of power are sometimes complementary to each other.  

Soft power is usually associated with general goals that country seeks to attain. It 

might have an effect on specific goals but more likely is that it will have an impact 

on the general goals of a country. Nye talks about the difference made by Arnold 

Wolfers between possession goals and milieu goals. Both are important in 

successful foreign policy and since milieu goals are broader than possession goals, 

soft power is especially related to attaining milieu goals. ―It has a crucial role to 

play in promoting democracy, human rights, and open markets. It is easier to attract 

people to democracy than to coerce them to be democratic‖ (Nye, 2004a: 17) 

Edward Hallett Carr, in his seminal book The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939: An 

Introduction to the Study of International Relations, divides political power in three 

categories: Military power, economic power and power over opinion. What he 

defines as ‗power over opinion‘
2
 can be associated with Nye‘s soft power. He 

claims that ―[p]ower over opinion is […] not less essential for political purposes 

than military and economic power, and has always been closely associated with 

them. The art of persuasion has always been a necessary part of the equipment of a 

political leader‖ (Carr, 1964: 132). The reason why such a power was increasing its 

prominence was ―the broadening of the basis of politics, which as vastly increased 

the number of those whose opinion is politically important‖ (Carr, 1964: 133).   

 

                                                 
2
 Carr treats ‗power over opinion‘ as a propaganda power. For him, ‗power of opinion‘ arises 

not because of the attraction of a country but because the country utilizes propaganda in an 

effective way. This is where he differs from Nye who does not associate soft power with 

propaganda.  
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2.4.1 Sources of soft power 

Sources of soft power are another crucial topic to mention about. Nye talks about 

three resources of a country‘s soft power: its culture, its political values and its 

foreign policy. However, they do not serve as soft power by themselves. A 

country‘s culture has soft power when it is attractive to other countries; its political 

values possess soft power when a country conform to it on both national and 

international level; and its foreign policies can be said to have an effective soft 

power when they are regarded as legitimate and having moral authority (Nye, 

2004a, 11). Nye gives the example of Iran: ―Western music and videos are 

anathema to the ruling mullahs, but attractive to many of the younger generation. 

As a resource, America‘s culture produces soft power among some Iranians, but not 

others‖ (Nye, 2006). Although some may associate culture with soft power, so 

culture is not synonymous with soft power but you can turn it into a soft power if 

effectively used. These sources of soft power are fairly broad and they involve 

many other categories within themselves. Religion is one of them and it will be 

thoroughly examined as a source of soft power later in this thesis. 

2.4.2 Soft power of non-governmental entities 

Hard power mostly belongs to the government whereas ―soft power does not belong 

to the government in the same degree that hard power does‖ (Nye, 2004b:127). It is 

a fact that many soft power resources are detached from governments. ―In the 

traditional view, states are the only significant actors in world politics and only a 

few large states really matter. But today other actors are becoming increasingly 

important‖ (Nye, 2004c: 70). Entities that are non-governmental can possess soft 

power resources.  For example, ―firms, universities, foundations, churches, and 

other nongovernmental groups develop soft power of their own that may reinforce 

or be at odds with official foreign policy goals‖ (Nye, 2004a: 17). With the 

globalization, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and transnational 

organizations have been moving more at ease than before and they are increasingly 

having a sound effect abroad; thus, it is inevitable that private sources of soft power 

will gain more ground.  

[T]he information revolution is creating virtual communities and networks that cut across 

national borders. Transnational corporations and nongovernmental actors (terrorists included) 
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will play larger roles. Many of these organizations will have soft power of their own as they 

attract citizens into coalitions that cut across national boundaries. Politics then becomes in 

part a competition for attractiveness, legitimacy, and credibility. The ability to share 

information – and to be believed – becomes an important source of attraction and power 

(Nye, 2004a: 31). 

It should also be mentioned that ―postmodern publics are generally skeptical of 

authority, and governments are often mistrusted. Thus, it often behooves 

governments to keep in the background and to work with private actors‖ (Nye, 

2008b: 105). Many people believe that non-governmental organizations are more 

trustworthy than governments; therefore, they can be more effective in handling 

soft power.  

2.4.3 Instruments of soft power 

Soft power does not work in a monolithic way; it works through several 

instruments. Public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy, ideology and attractive values 

are examples to instruments of soft power.  

One of the main ways soft power can be wielded through is public diplomacy.  

Public diplomacy is a crucial activity for soft power gain. It is stated by some that 

the application of soft power in international relations is mostly carried out by 

public diplomacy (Sun, 2008: 173) Nye says that ―[p]ublic diplomacy has a long 

history as a means of promoting a country‘s soft power and was essential in 

winning the cold war‖ (Nye, 2008b: 94). After the terrorist attacks in September 11, 

2001 in the United States of America, public diplomacy gained an unexpected 

popularity. Many American think-tanks and media organizations produced reports 

and analysis on public diplomacy in the hope that they would serve to policy-

makers who may have had trouble on how to confront these attacks. It can be 

asserted that the predicament of diplomacy is now not the same as before.   

In a […] historical perspective it may […] be ventured that – for better or for worse – the 

practice of foreign ministries and embassies in engaging with civil society groups and 

individuals abroad demonstrates that the evolution of diplomatic representation has reached a 

new stage. The truth is that foreign publics now matter to practitioners of diplomacy 

(Melissen, 2007: xvii).  

Public diplomacy is thus now more important than ever. Public diplomacy is not 

simply propaganda; effective public diplomacy has to be more than propaganda if it 
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is to generate soft power. Besides, it is more than a public relations campaign. 

―Conveying information and selling a positive image is part of it, but public 

diplomacy is also involved building long-term relationships that create an enabling 

environment for government policies‖ (Nye, 2008b: 101). It can be said that there 

are three dimensions of public diplomacy. The first one is an immediate and direct 

one which is daily communications, involving the explanation of the context of 

foreign and domestic policy decisions. It is a day-to-day communication with 

foreign subjects. The second dimension is labeled as strategic communication, 

which includes a campaign for planning certain events and communications for the 

next year in order to advance a particular government policy. The third dimension 

involves development of lasting relationship with influential individuals over many 

years. The last dimension works through scholarships, exchanges, conferences, 

trainings, seminars, etc. These three dimensions of public diplomacy have a key 

role in underpinning to create an attractive image of a country so that its prospects 

to achieve the desired goal can be enhanced (Leonard, 2002; Nye, 2008b: 102; Sun, 

2008: 173-174). 

Henry H. Sun (2008) talks about public diplomacy as a part of international 

political marketing which is effective in the creation and application of soft power. 

International marketing is referred to as an interdisciplinary study of political 

marketing and international relations. Its aim is to establish and maintain long-term 

relationships among people, states, interest groups and international organizations. 

Sun states that international political marketing and soft power have been utilized 

for centuries by nation-states since the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648.  

He adds that ―[n]ations-states promote the image of their country worldwide 

through public diplomacy, exchange mutual interests in their bilateral or 

multilateral relations with other countries, lobby for their national interests in 

international organizations and apply cultural and political communication 

strategies internationally to build up their soft power‖ (Sun, 2008:166). 

Cultural diplomacy, which can be considered a part of public diplomacy, is a way 

by which hard power is scaled back while soft power is empowered. ―Whilst [the] 

‗hard power‘ approach has historically been a favored policy of governments in 

conducting international and regional relations, the increasingly interconnected 
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world stage highlights the need for co-operation on a new level. This is where 

cultural diplomacy as a form of ‗soft power‘ becomes significant‖ (Website 1). 

Cultural diplomacy offers a worthy set of activities for meaningful engagement. 

Johnston states that cultural diplomacy promotes people-to-people contacts and 

represents soft power. He also mentions that the goals of cultural diplomacy, such 

as improvement of relations between countries and projecting a positive image of a 

country, are political yet the activities that actually take place are usually non-

political (Johnston, 2011: 61). 

While Cold War was developing, there arose a division between those who 

preferred slow media of cultural diplomacy, which includes literature, art, exchange 

programs and those who preferred the fast information media of movies, radio and 

newsreels. The first one had a ―trickle down effect‖ and thought to be effective 

indirectly in the long term whereas the second one assured ―bang for the buck‖ 

(Nye, 2008b: 98) which was more direct and immediate as well as visible.  

The significance of cultural diplomacy is that it may happen in various fields such 

as sports, music, arts, science, and many others. It should be emphasized that 

cultural diplomacy should not be a hegemonic activity and thereby turning into 

cultural imperialism, which is not possible to produce soft power.  Besides, it 

should not be expected that cultural diplomacy will have an immediate effect in the 

soft power of a country which wields it. It may take a long time to produce such 

effect which may even not be achieved at all. However, it will always be helpful to 

benefit from culture and cultural events in international arena since it fosters a 

positive image of a country at least on those who are interested in it.  

Cultural events, exchange programs, broadcasting, or teaching a country‘s language and 

promoting the study of a country‘s culture and society are often seen as a tool of soft power. 

However, these activities do not produce soft power directly. Rather, what they can do is 

promote understanding, nurture positive images, and propagate myths in favor of the source 

country (Vuving, 2009: 13). 

It should also be mentioned that cultural diplomacy need not directly be exercised 

by public sector only. Civil society and private sector too can employ cultural 

diplomacy with the endorsement of the government. Even without the support of 

the government, the non-governmental actors which are interested in intercultural 

communication and cross-cultural learning can wield a cultural diplomacy. These 
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activities can take the form of forums, academic exchanges, tourism-related 

activities, common workshops with artists from different nationalities. These 

initiatives can produce soft power even though governments do not take part in 

them.  

The means of soft power is of utmost importance because it is the means that 

distinguishes soft power from other types of power. Nye asserts that ethics are 

judged on the three dimensions of motives, means and consequences. ―While soft 

power can be used with bad intentions and wreak horrible consequences, it does 

differ in terms of means. It is on this dimension that one might construct a 

normative preference for greater use of soft power (Nye, 2006). Because the means 

of soft power do not involve any coercive activities unlike hard power.  

2.4.4 Effective soft power 

The question of how to use soft power effectively is definitely an important one. 

Soft power, if not wielded properly, will not yield desired results. Therefore, 

several crucial points should be made in order for soft power to be availed 

effectively.  

It is essential for an entity not to employ propaganda in order to acquire soft power; 

because, an entity needs to seem reliable which is difficult to achieve through 

propaganda. Throughout the information age, credibility and prestige have 

increasingly been an acute source of soft power. ―Reputation becomes even more 

important than in the past, and political struggles occur over the creation and 

destruction of credibility‖ (Nye, 2008b: 100). It is crucial for governments to 

possess credibility and they contend for it ―not only with other governments but 

with a broad range of alternatives including news media, corporations, 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and intergovernmental organizations, and 

networks of scientific communities‖ (Nye, 2008b: 100). The way a country or an 

organization tries to enhance its credibility should not, thus, turn into propaganda. 

If it does, it could be disapproved since it may impair a country‘s or an 

organization‘s reputation for credibility. The claim is embodied in the United 

States‘ degrading global reputation after its invasion of Iraq which started in 2003. 

―Exaggerated claims about Saddam Hussein‘s weapons of mass destruction and ties 

to Al Qaeda may have helped mobilize domestic support for the Iraq war, but the 
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subsequent disclosure of the exaggeration dealt a costly blow to American 

credibility‖ (Nye, 2008b: 100-101). Therefore, increasing one‘s own credibility is 

cardinal for wielding effective soft power since ―[w]ithout underlying national 

credibility, the instruments of public diplomacy cannot translate cultural resources 

into the soft power of attraction. The effectiveness of public diplomacy is measured 

by minds changed (as shown in interviews or polls), not dollars spent or slick 

production packages‖ (Nye, 2008b: 101). 

A country‘s culture, policies and values should be regarded as attractive by others, 

if not, ―public diplomacy that ‗broadcasts‘ them cannot produce soft power. It may 

produce just the opposite‖ (Nye, 2008b: 95). Therefore, it is necessary to carefully 

analyze the designated object of soft power usage so that the plan to possess soft 

power will not backfire. ―Exporting Hollywood films full of nudity and violence to 

conservative Muslim countries may produce repulsion rather than soft power (Nye, 

2008b: 95). Producing soft power of attraction needs beforehand an attractive 

feature to be used. In addition to the points mentioned, an important point to keep 

in mind is that ―public diplomacy that appears to be mere window dressing for hard 

power projection is unlikely to succeed‖ (Nye, 2008b: 102). 

Employment of public diplomacy to possess soft power does not simply mean 

being active and telling about oneself all the time. It involves listening as much as 

talking.  ―[S]oft power means getting others to want the same outcomes you want, 

and that requires an understanding of how they are hearing your messages and 

adapting them accordingly. It is crucial to understand the target audience‖ (Nye, 

2008b: 103). Accordingly, mutual interaction is vital for effective soft power.  

Another point related to the previous one about effective soft power that should be 

mentioned is that the values an entity represents should be shared by certain others, 

if not all. Because a value will be attractive only if it is shared or enjoyed by the 

others. However, if a value is totally alien to another entity or if it is inharmonious 

with another entity‘s nature, then it will be belittled, which will in turn not create a 

soft power.   

It is pretty hard to obtain soft power without intelligible and ingenious strategies 

and competent human resources to put these strategies in action. ―Converting 

resources into realized power in the sense of obtaining desired outcomes requires 
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well-designed strategies and skillful leadership‖ (2007b: 389), says Nye. Context-

sensitive strategies should attentively be tailored and then wielded in an efficacious 

manner.  

Finally, having a soft power means that an applicant has made a change directly or 

indirectly in recipient‘s way of thinking or its choices. ―When applying soft 

resources to the recipients, the applicants wish to change the recipients‘ 

preferences, calculations and interpretative frameworks or emotions such that the 

recipients change their behaviors in the direction which the applicants want‖ (Lee, 

2009: 211). The possession of soft power successfully thus means that such a 

change has occurred in the recipient.  

2.4.5 Empirical instances of soft power 

The United States of America has in many cases effectively employed soft power 

resources although its soft power has been diminished due to its fierce use of hard 

power in recent years. Yet, especially from the end of the Cold War until its 

reaction to the terrorist attacks September 11, 2001, soft power of the Unites States 

of America was globally impressive. It was even claimed that ―U.S. culture, low-

brow or high, radiates outward with an intensity last seen in the days of the Roman 

Empire- but with a novel twist. Rome‘s and Soviet Russia‘s cultural sway stopped 

exactly at their military borders. America‘s soft power, though, rules over an 

empire on which the sun never sets‖ (Joffe, 2001: 43; Nye, 2008b: 96). Joseph Nye 

quotes a French foreign minister who states that Americans had power since they 

could ―inspire the dreams and desires of others, thanks to the mastery of global 

images through film and television and because, for these same reasons, large 

numbers of students from other countries come to the Unites States to finish their 

studies‖ (Nye, 2004b:125; Vedrine and Moisi, 2001: 3). Hollywood has proved to 

be a great example of the United States‘ soft power resource. The image of the 

United States as a country of richness, opportunities, happiness, an idealized 

American dream so as to say, has been pumped to publics through movies, which 

affected millions of non-Americans as well. Apart from that, a number of other 

bodies in the United States have had great influence worldwide as a soft power 

resource such as the quality of university education, CNN (Cable News Network), 

Microsoft, Coca Cola, McDonalds and movements such as Peace Corps. In recent 
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years, especially since Obama took up the president role, soft power has appeared 

more than before in the discourse of the United States government. Moreover, even 

the George W. Bush administration benefited from the concept even though not as 

an instrument of foreign policy making. Analyzing Bush administration, Eriksson 

and Norman say ―in the few instances in which the notion of ‗soft power‘ has been 

used explicitly, it has played a conceptual and symbolic rather than instrumental 

role‖ (2011: 417). The United States has not only been a carrier of soft power but it 

has also been a target of other countries‘ wielding soft power over it. While the 

World War I was going on, during the early years, ―Britain and Germany competed 

to create favorable images in American public opinion‖ (Nye, 2008b: 96). 

To give an example from Scandinavia, Norway is an example of a country which 

wields soft power effectively. ―It has only 5 million people, lacks an international 

language or transnational culture, is not a central location or hub of organizations, 

or multinational corporate brands, and is not a member of European Union‖ (Nye, 

2008b: 104). Yet, it has achieved a significant voice ―through a ruthless 

prioritization of its target audiences and its concentration on a single message – 

Norway as a source for peace in the world.‖ (Leonard, 2002: 53, as cited in Nye, 

2008b: 104). Norway is a crucial example of how even small states with relatively 

trifling hard power can possess considerable soft power. 

The Soviet Union was a good example of how ideology can create soft power for a 

state. ―In the early postwar period, the Soviet Union profited greatly from such soft 

resources as communist ideology, the myth of inevitability, and transnational 

communist institutions‖ (Nye, 2004c: 77). Even the single fact that the Soviet 

Union professed being a socialist country made it seem attractive to many people 

who believed in leftists ideologies.  

Soft power caused by attraction can also be seen in the example of Gandhi and 

Martin Luther King. ―Gandhi and King were able to attract moderate majorities 

over time, and the consequences were impressive both in effectiveness and in 

ethical terms.‖ And on the opposite side, we can see that ―Arafat‘s strategy of hard 

power, particularly in the second intifada, drove Israeli moderates into the arms of 

the hard right‖ (Nye, 2006).  
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The actors who plan to achieve their goals through the use of violence can also 

depend on soft power. ―Terrorism depends crucially on soft power for its ultimate 

victory. It depends on its ability to attract support from the crowd at least as much 

as its ability to destroy the enemy‘s will to fight‖ (Nye, 2004a: 22). The example of 

Al Qaeda can be given to this claim since Al Qaeda depends on soft power of 

attraction such as the adoption of anti-American discourse to co-opt new members.  

2.4.6 Other conceptions and critiques of soft power 

Soft power has been upgraded and reconceptualized by several scholars. Some have 

pointed out that soft power should be modified and some others postulated it should 

entirely be reconsidered. 

Alexander Vuving argues that the understanding of the concept of soft power 

encompasses a narrower and a broader sense. ―In the narrower sense, soft power is 

similar to cultural influence‖ whereas in the broader sense ―soft power is 

synonymous with non-military power and includes both cultural power and 

economic strength‖ (Vuving, 2009: 3). Yet, these understandings are faulty, though 

popular, according to Vuving. The reason why there is a misunderstanding is the 

popular view that equates power with power resources.  The resources has been 

confused with the behavior and this is called ‗vehicle fallacy‘. It is true that one has 

to have some resources in order to wield soft power but ―power is not identical with 

its resources‖ (Vuving, 2009: 4). Because the same resource can produce hard 

power as well. For example, ―a typical ‗soft power resource‘ such as a moral value 

can be used both to persuade someone, when the person privately agrees with it, 

and force another, when it is used to build social pressure.‖ (Vuving, 2009, 4). In 

order to solve this dilemma, Vuving proposes a solution by making a distinction 

between ‗power resources‘ and ‗power currencies‘. Both of them can be accepted 

as sources of power but they are different kinds of sources of power. ―A power 

currency is a property that causes power. Power currencies are usually properties of 

resources or activities‖ (Vuving, 2009, 5). Vuving also modifies the definition of 

soft power by adding ‗acception‘ to the definition put by Nye: ―[S]oft power is the 

ability to get others to want or accept what you want‖ (Vuving, 2009, 6). For 

Vuving, one should look for the power currencies in order to understand what 

generates soft power. He puts forward ―three generic power currencies from which 
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both power and its ‗softness‘ are derived‖ (Vuving, 2009: 8). They are called 

‗benignity‘, ‗brilliance‘ and ‗beauty‘.  He defines them as follows: 

Benignity is an aspect of the agent‘s relations with others, especially with the client of soft 

power. It refers to the positive attitudes that you express when you treat people […] 

Benignity as a power currency works on the tendency of reciprocal altruism that exists in 

most, if not all, organisms. It generates soft power through the production of gratitude and 

sympathy. Brilliance is an aspect of the agent‘s relations with its work […] Brilliance as a 

power currency works on the tendency of human beings to learn from the successes of others. 

It generates soft power through the production of admiration. Beauty is an aspect of actors‘ 

relations with ideals, values, causes, or visions. It refers to the neat resonance that is evoked 

when you represent ideals, values, causes, or visions […] Beauty generates soft power 

through the production of inspiration. (Vuving, 2009: 9)  

It should here be remembered that Nye mentions culture, values, policies, attraction 

and institutions as soft power currencies. Vuving‘s power currencies can be utilized 

by both state and nonstate agents in order to achieve their goals. ―[A]gents can 

outsource power currencies that other agents possess to get what they want in a 

third party‖ (Vuving, 2009: 12). Therefore, any state can draw benefit from the 

currencies of societal agents whose activities abroad may increase the soft power of 

the state. Moreover, any societal agents originating in a different state can be 

cooperated as well in order to get soft power, which is more difficult than drawing 

domestic agents; however, the states must possess some power currencies 

themselves so that they can outsource foreign societal agents. ―Conversely, societal 

actors can also outsource states and become the first agents in a two-stage power 

process‖ (Vuving, 2009: 12).  Human rights organizations in developed countries, 

for example, may encourage their governments to take upon humanitarian 

intervention in another country which is suffering, for example, from severe crisis 

due to a domestic war.   

Walter Russell Mead (2004) elucidates that military power is sharp and economic 

power is sticky. Therefore, together with soft power, he suggests a three-fold 

distinction. He explains that ―U.S. economic policies and institutions act as ‗sticky 

power‘, attracting other countries to the U.S. system and then trapping them in it.‖. 

For Mead, economic (sticky) power is different from soft and sharp power. 

However, says Vuving, ―a closer look at Mead‘s sticky power reveals that, first, 

economic power alone cannot be sticky, and second, sticky power is no different 
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than a form of smart power‖ (Vuving, 2009, 7) which is the combination of hard 

and soft power in an efficient way. Stickiness cannot be produced by economic 

power alone but by a combination of hard and soft power (Vuving, 2009, 7). 

Vuving believes that Nye‘s three way distinction through which one can affect the 

behavior of others to get what he/she wants, which are coercion, inducement with 

payments and attraction, are more accurate than Mead‘s distinction of sharp, sticky 

and soft power (Vuving, 2009: 8). 

Geun Lee, in his article ―A theory of soft power and Korea‘s soft power strategy‖ 

(2009), puts forward a new conceptualization of soft power by focusing on 

resources. He believes that soft power was not well-developed theoretically by Nye; 

so, he tries to establish a theoretical framework to link soft resources and soft 

power. He presents five different categories of soft power in accordance with policy 

goals to be achieved: 

 (1) soft power to improve the external security environment by projecting peaceful and 

attractive images of a country; (2) soft power to mobilize other countries‘ support for one‘s 

foreign and security policies; (3) soft power to manipulate other countries‘ way of thinking 

and preferences; (4) soft power to maintain the unity of a community or community of 

countries; and (5) soft power to increase the approval ratings of a leader, or domestic support 

for a government (Lee, 2009: 207-208). 

What these five categories of soft power have in common is that they all make use 

of soft resources. ―Hard resources, such as military weapons or financial resources, 

are not the sources of soft power, but rather soft resources such as ideas, images, 

theories, know-how, education, discourses, culture, traditions, national or global 

symbols, and so on are the sources of this power‖ (Lee, 2009: 209). Lee develops a 

resource-based theory of soft power by regarding soft resources as highly crucial. 

He believes that there is vagueness in Nye‘s conception of soft power because 

―within Nye‘s conception of soft power, as long as the nature of the power is co-

optive, attractive and non-violent, that power becomes soft power regardless of the 

power resources being employed‖ (Lee, 2009: 209). Therefore, there is a problem 

in terms of soft power in Nye‘s conceptualization when ―hard resources are used to 

create attractiveness in others, or when soft resources are used to coerce others to 

change their behaviors‖ (Lee, 2009: 209). Thus, Lee says that ―when non-material 

symbolic ‗soft resources‘ are employed to exert influence on others, the final 
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outcome is soft power, while the final outcome is defined as hard power when 

material ‗hard resources‘ are employed (Lee, 2009: 210). According to Lee, both 

soft and hard power can be co-optive and coercive; the only thing that makes the 

difference is power resources; hard resources and soft resources. There is no way, 

for Lee, that hard material resources can produce soft power as opposed to Nye 

whose theory implies that a country can have a soft power if its military is 

invincible or possesses a high-tech weapons that no other country has. According to 

Lee, when soft resources create fear, it produces coercive power and when soft 

resources create respect, attractiveness or comfort, it produces co-optive power. 

However, ―the most effective way of exerting soft power will be to produce long-

term co-optive power by creating ‗social habits‘ in the recipients‖ (Lee, 2009: 211).  

Lee thinks that application of soft resources in order to produce power is cost-

effective, whether it is coercive or co-optive power, since it will not cause death of 

human beings and huge financial expenditures.  

Soft power is criticized by some critics because it cannot solely be controlled by 

governments (Nye, 2004a: 17). Nye affirms this fact and says many non-

governmental institutions have their own soft power; yet, this does not undermine 

the importance of soft power. For example, Hollywood, NBA, the United States 

universities are some examples of soft power tools which are not controlled by 

governments. Moreover, it is held true that it is not good for a liberal society to 

control culture and benefit from it in its foreign policy. As a matter of fact, ―the 

absence of policies of control can itself be a source of attraction‖ (Nye, 2004a: 17) 

A crucial criticism comes from Janice B. Mattern who thinks that soft power is 

actually not so soft. She indicates that  

[i]nsofar as verbal fighting via representational force does appear empirically to be a regular 

part of the construction of attraction in world politics, soft power is rather ironically rooted in 

hard power[…]Certainly, the form of coercion (and ‗hard‘ power) to which attraction (and 

‗soft‘ power) is indebted is sociolinguistic rather than physical, but it is coercive 

nevertheless. In this way, soft power is not so soft after all (Mattern, 2007: 100).  

Diez and Manners (2007: 179) affirms Mattern‘s criticism by acknowledging that 

―the ability of capitalist cultural practices to disadvantage and shorten the lives of 

the poor across the world cannot be considered merely soft or attractive.‖ Nye 
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replies Mattern‘s criticisms by arguing that the use of ‗coercion‘ by Mattern is 

overly broad. Even if such usage is granted, says Nye, ―not all situations of 

attraction in the world today are based upon representational force, and not all 

subjects are equally susceptible to representational force‖ (Nye, 2007a: 168). 

Therefore, soft power is not always rooted in hard power. ―Some of the attraction of 

a dominant state like the USA may be rooted in verbal fighting and a Gramscian-

style hegemony of controlled discourse, but not all is‖ (Nye, 2007a: 169). Nye adds 

that he treats soft power as a descriptive rather than a normative concept; that‘s 

why, it can be wielded for atrocious purposes as well.  

Some might ask how to measure whether a state or non-state entity produces soft 

power that is effective. And one would be right to assert that soft power is not 

easily quantifiable. Nye brings an answer to this issue by claiming that ―[w]hether a 

particular asset is a soft-power resource that produces attraction can be measured by 

asking people through polls or focus groups. Whether that attraction in turn 

produces desired policy outcomes has to be judged in particular cases‖ (Nye, 

2007b: 391; Nye and Jisi, 2009: 24). Public opinion poll can be a useful method to 

assess to what extent an entity has achieved attractiveness abroad. 

2.4.7 Why is soft power important after all? 

Getting a soft power in international relations is crucial because positive (foreign) 

public opinion is of utmost importance. This positive public opinion has a vital 

effect on myriad issues such as commerce, reconciliation, peace, and so on. 

Activities of a state that has soft power over the public or government of another 

state could be approved as legitimate by those who have been attracted by soft 

power resources. After all, soft power is a kind of currency that is utilized by those 

who need it in order to entice others. Yet, it ―uses a different type of currency (not 

force, not money) to engender cooperation – an attraction to shared values and the 

justness and duty of contributing to the achievement of those values‖ (Nye, 2004a: 

7). Therefore, soft power is noteworthy in that it is a non-coercive and non-violent 

course of influencing others. Another point that is relevant to the remarks made 

above should be made about the peaceful aspect of soft power. If one can attract 

another to want to do what one wants him/her to do, then one does not have to force 

another to do what he/she does not want to do‖ (Nye, 2008a: 30; Nye, 2008b: 95). 
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The absence of military or economic force, and the existence of soft power, creates 

in turn a peaceful resolution. The impact of peace-creating soft power is crucial and 

highly needed.  

Soft power is also economically important since it is relatively cheaper to employ 

soft power than hard power. ―If a leader represents values that others want to 

follow, it will cost less to lead. Soft power allows the leader to save on carrots and 

sticks‖ (Nye, 2008a: 30-31) Cost-effectiveness of soft power compared with hard 

power is one of the reasons why achieving soft power is more desirable to hard 

power and it is even truer for small countries whose hard power resources might be 

rather limited. One ―can only wield hard power over countries which lie beneath 

you in the hierarchy of nations. For emerging countries, which lie beneath the rest, 

the only power which they can hope to wield is soft‖ (Anholt, 2005: 13). Therefore, 

soft power is significant in that it may be more economical and sometimes the only 

way to gain power. Such nations which are ranked low on the gross domestic 

product scale can effectively wield their soft power in order to achieve tangible 

assets.  

The contemporary era we are living in has also an impact on the importance and 

necessity of soft power.  ―Co-optive power – getting others to want what you want 

– and soft power resources – cultural attraction, ideology, and international 

institutions – are not new‖ (Nye, 2004c: 77). Yet, they are getting increasingly 

important and required more extensively due to changing political and social 

contexts.  It was always important for countries to acquire a positive image of 

themselves outside their territories; however, changes in social and political 

conditions worldwide have transformed the way countries project soft power. With 

the advent of democracy, ―there is new need to garner favorable public opinion in 

countries […] where parliaments can now affect decision making. […] Shaping 

public opinion becomes even more important where authoritarian governments 

have been replaced‖ (Nye, 2008b: 99). Public diplomacy has such a great effect that 

countries can apply it so as to shape, directly or indirectly, the opinion of other 

countries‘ leaders.  

Therefore, public diplomacy as a means to achieve soft power is crucial and may 

sometimes become even more important than traditional means of diplomacy. To 



  
36 

sum, the significance of soft power in this era of global transformation cannot be 

disdained.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
37 

 

3. RELIGION AND SOFT POWER 

The world has witnessed significant changes during the last decades. Rapidly 

ongoing process of globalization, technological innovations, increasing awareness 

of democratic forms of governance and related phenomena contributed to the rise of 

new actors and challenges in international relations. International political system is 

no longer dominated exclusively by state-to-state interactions since there are many 

nonstate actors and transnational movements that are emerging as powerful forces 

in international affairs. These forces are mostly shaped by ideational factors and 

religion is a very important element within them. It is true that the growing 

importance of religion in international relations has resulted in many conflicts that 

have harmed lots of people. However, religion provides, on the other hand, many 

possibilities for both state and non-state actors which can utilize it for their own 

benefit. Getting soft power by means of religion is one of these ways. Therefore, it 

can be claimed that religion can be regarded as a set of ideas, symbols and 

behaviors that compose a form of soft power in international relations. It is 

important to determine which ideational qualities related to religion can make way 

for persuasiveness and attractiveness. 

It needs to be mentioned that religion is a very difficult term to define. Like power, 

there is not a single common definition of religion. There are different 

understandings of the term since religion is influential in many areas of human life 

and society. In this thesis, I adopt a broad definition of religion. Religion refers to 

an established system of belief, practice and ritual which is based on a collective 

affirmation of a transcendant or other worldly reality that encompasses and gives 

ultimate meaning to earthly existence (Appleby et all, 2010). Religion is a type of 

social experience which binds people together with a certain cultural context and it 

is embedded in everyday life as a practice. It is one of the bases for identity and as a 

belief system, it influences behaviour. Religion is also an significant source of 

legitimacy. It is also associated with a variety of institutions.  
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Before delving more into religion as a source of soft power, the resurgence of 

religion and its current position in international relations need to be examined. 

3.1. The Resurgence of Religion in International Relations 

It is now a fact that there has been a resurgence of religion in most parts of the 

world and religion has been brought back in international relations. ―[A] 

renaissance of religious traditions‖, some argue, is taking place virtually all over the 

globe‖ (Hasenclever and Rittberger, 2003: 107). Religion certainly did not suddenly 

appear out of nowhere as the Cold war ended. It has been an influential force for 

many centuries. However, it is also true that religion was long ignored in the study 

of international relations. Yet, religion is playing today an increasingly crucial role 

today in the public sphere. Especially since 2001, there has been a proliferation of 

publications on religion‘s role in international affairs.  

The secularization theory was so widespread that it was long acknowledged the 

effects and importance of religion would substantially decline or disappear, 

resulting in a secular type of society. ―[The secularization theory] argues that 

modern factors like economic development, urbanization, modern social 

institutions, pluralism, growing rates of literacy and education, and advancements 

in science and technology would lead to religion becoming an irrelevant force in 

the world‖ (Fox and Sandler, 2005: 296). However, ―something totally unexpected 

has happened: a near-global religious resurgence with important ramifications for 

international relations (Haynes, 2007a: 19). A series of studies has indicated the 

reality of such resurgence (Johnston and Cox, 2003; Petito and Hatzopoulos, 2003; 

Thomas, 2005; Haynes, 2007a, 2007b; Gopin, 2009; Chaplin and Joustra, 2010; 

Gözaydın, 2010; Johnston, 2011). Thomas (2005) argues that momentous events 

such as the Iranian Revolution in 1979, the rise of Solidarity and the Polish 

Revolution as well as September 11 attacks upon the United States of America in 

2001 prove that a global resurgence of religion is taking place throughout the world 

that is challenging our understanding and interpretation of how religion influences 

international relations. These events show, according to Thomas, that  

religion often does far more than provide the colloquial idiom of legitimate rage or the 

motives for some of the world-shaking political movements in international relations. 

Religion often helps to constitute the very content of a social movement‘s identity, and 
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religious values, practices, traditions, and institutions really do shape their struggles, 

encourage mobilization, and influence their type of social or political action (2005:12).  

Religion is regarded by Petito and Hatzopoulos to have been a victim since ―it was 

exiled from the modern constitution of international relations‖ (2003: 1). They 

think that religion had to be ignored because it was considered to be a threat to the 

existence of the discipline of international relations. The exile of religion was led 

by the forces that made modern sovereign state come into existence. This new 

entity was like  

mortal God to which the new modern man owes his peace and security, religion was 

privatized, and through the principle of the cuius region eius religio (the ruler determines the 

religion of his realm) pluralism among states and noninterference were born and worshipped 

as the new sacred principles of the emerging Westphalian order (2003: 1-2).  

 

These developments made the existence of religion in politics unacceptable for a 

long time. ―[I]t was widely believed that two related developments – secular 

modernization and the rise of science and rationality – would combine to put 

relentless pressure on religious faith, resulting in its steady decay and the 

emergence around the world of decidedly secular polities and societies‖ (Haynes, 

2007a: 32).  

Another reason why religion was ignored in the study of international relations was 

the domination of the perspective called realism, neorealism and structural realism. 

―Realism has been able to marginalize religion because it focuses on states and the 

interaction between states in international society, on military power as the 

dominant form of power in international relations, and national security as the main 

issue confronting states in international relations‖ (Thomas, 2005: 56). Dominance 

of the rationalist epistemology in the field of international relations was a factor in 

the marginalization of religion. ―Methodologically, rationalism laid the foundations 

for the social scientific study of international relations which proceeded by means 

of the deductive-nomological method as an explanatory approach in which law-like 

regularities were allegedly discovered using the methods of the natural sciences‖ 

(Thomas, 2010: 191). Also in the twentieth century, investigation of religion 

declined due to the World Wars and the Cold War, both of which shifted research 

on international relations further away from non-material factors. ―The fading of 
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the post-World War I liberal vision and an increased focus on material capabilities 

during the Cold War came at the expense of any burgeoning thought of ethics, 

morality and religion, broadly defined‖ (Sandal and James, 2010: 1-2).  

It was supposed that ―what the Wars of Religion unequivocally show is that when 

religion is brought into international public life, it causes intolerance, war, 

devastation, political upheaval, and even the collapse of international order‖ 

(Thomas, 2003: 24). Therefore, the Westphalian international order was based on 

the secularization of politics and privatization of religion so that religion‘s effect in 

public life and its destructive role in international relations would be highly 

minimized (Thomas, 2003: 24). Thomas (2003) argues that the invention of 

religion, as body of ideas, was required for the rise of the modern state and the 

development of modern international society. To explain that, it should firstly be 

clarified what religion meant before the emergence of the modern state. There 

occurred a transition from religion as a community of believers to religion as a set 

of privately held beliefs and doctrines. In the early modern Europe, ―the virtues and 

practices of the Christian tradition were not separated from the tradition and 

community in which they were embedded and which sustained them‖. Yet, the 

virtues and practices became separated from the communities in which they were 

embedded and modern concept of religion came into existence. The modern 

concept of came along  ―in the late fifteenth century, and first appeared as a 

universal, inward impulse or feeling toward the divine common to all people. The 

varieties of pieties and rituals were increasingly called ‗religions‘‖ (Thomas, 2003: 

26) that indicated the representations of the more or less one true ‗religio‘ which 

was common to all people, aside from any ecclesial community.  

A second major change took place in the early sixteenth and seventeenth century, when 

religio began to shift from being representative of various virtues, supported by practices of 

an ecclesial community embedded in Christian tradition, to being a system of doctrines or 

beliefs, which could exist apart from the ecclesial community (Thomas, 2003: 26). 

Thus, the transition from a social to a modern concept of religion, a privatized one, 

took place. Thomas argues this transition was vital for the modern state because 

―[r]eligion had to be made compatible with the power and discipline of the state; 

religion as a set of moral and theological propositions had to be detached from the 

virtues and practices embedded in the religious tradition embodied in the ecclesial 
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community‖ (2003: 27). He goes on to claim that ―[f]or the state to be born, 

religion had to become marginalized or privatized‖ (2003, 28). Therefore, religious 

belief was privatized by means of the secularization of politics. The separation of 

doctrines and beliefs from practices and communities was thought to be necessary 

for the internal sovereignty of the state. This was how the ―Leviathan‖ or ―Mortal 

God‖ was generated (Hobbes, 1991). The privatization and nationalization of 

religion by the state, ―which is what the princes legitimated when they adopted the 

principle of cujus religio, ejus religio as part of the Treaty of Westphalia‖, paved 

the way for an international society. This principle let the state to discipline religion 

in both domestic and international society so that external sovereignty or the 

independence of states in international society would also be secured (Thomas, 

2003: 28).  

However, religion has returned from the exile back to international relations. The 

return of religion, for Petito and Hatzopoulos, is not a simple return since it carries 

within itself a capacity to revolutionize international relations theory and 

emancipate it from its own theoretical captivities (2003: 3).  

In contemporary world, it can be observed ―not that religion‘s influence is declining 

in line with the claims of secularization theory but rather that its social and, in some 

cases, political influence is growing in many part of the world‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 

19). Religion was thought by many Western scholars to have been confined to 

private sphere of individuals; however, it is now seem that it has been becoming 

more powerful day by day in the public sphere. An influential sociologist Peter 

Berger, who was once a proponent of secularization theory, believes that those who 

assert we live in a secularized world are mistaken. Because the world we live in 

today, with some exceptions, ―is as furiously religious as it ever was, and in some 

places more so than ever‖ (Berger, 1999: 2). Therefore, he indicates that the body 

of literature that is labeled ‗secularization theory‘ has been proved wrong. 

According to Berger, the process of modernization did not weaken religion; in 

contrast, it strengthened it. Several processed related to modernization have been 

significant in underpinning the revitalization of religion.  

First, attempts at modernization have been unsuccessful in much of the Third World and have 

undermined local traditions and community values, causing a backlash of pent-up grievances 

by religious movements. This also has occurred on the individual level, with those left behind 
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by modernization feeling alienated, disoriented, and dislocated, leaving them more open to 

the overtures of religious movements. Scholars also often reason that it is precisely these 

factors that have led to the growth of fundamentalist movements around the world. Such 

movements use modern organizational, communications, and propaganda techniques [… 

]Second, modernity has caused an expansion of the operating spheres of both religious 

movements and governments, resulting in a confrontation between the two. Modernity has 

allowed the admission of the masses, including the religious elements, into the political 

process. Also, modern communications technology has resulted in the nationalization and 

even globalization of diverse issues, including religion, which has forced national 

governments to deal with issues that previously were local (Fox, 2001: 56). 

Widespread resurgence of religion has been regarded as a challenge to Western 

culture of modernity (Thomas, 2003: 22; Thomas, 2005: 11). Thomas asserts that 

the resurgence reflects ―a deeper and more widespread disillusionment with a 

‗modernity‘ that reduces the world to what can be perceived and controlled through 

reason, science, technology, and bureaucratic rationality, and leaves out 

considerations of the religious, the spiritual, or the sacred‖ (Thomas, 2003: 22). The 

resurgence, for Thomas, is also the outcome of the failure of the modernizing and 

secular state which aimed to establish democracy and development in the Third 

World. Moreover, it belongs to the search for authenticity and development in the 

Third World. ―The global resurgence of religion in developing countries can be 

seen as part of the ‗revolt against the West‘‖. As a result, a new trend has begun in 

the politics of developing countries, which is ―to indigenize modernity rather than 

to modernize traditional societies‖ (Thomas, 2003: 22).  

Waning of the public importance of religion seems to be observed only in the 

Western Europe; however, this does not mean that secularization thesis has 

properly worked for Europe. ―Western European societies may have become more 

secular‖, Haynes says, ―but individuals mostly have not‖ (2007a: 20). It is 

suggested that public influence of religious institutions in Western Europe have 

been abated, but religious beliefs and practices are still important for millions of 

Western Europeans. What happened is a shift in the institutional location of 

religion. The new form of religious expressions arose, such as religious grassroots 

movements (Haynes, 2007a: 20-21). Therefore, even in Western Europe, 

renunciation of religious belief was not experienced but only the increase in 

unchurched segment of the population.   
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Religion did not of course become a crucial part of international relations for the 

first time. Before the emergence of somewhat secular international relations 

beginning with the Treaty of Westphalia, religion was an integral part of domestic 

and international politics of states. Because Westphalia was ―a structure of political 

authority that was forged centuries ago by a sharply secularizing set of events and 

that has endured in its secular guise ever since‖ (Philpott, 2002: 67). The Treaty of 

Westphalia was agreed upon in order to end the Thirty Years‘ War between 

Protestant and Catholic states. Since the order established after the Treaty, 

―religion‘s significance for international relations appeared to decline significantly, 

linked to the development of politically centralized, increasingly secular states – 

initially in Western Europe and then via colonialism to much of the rest of the 

world‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 31). The Treaty institutionalized ―the principles of firstly, 

rex est imperator in regno suo (that ‗the King rules in his own realm‘), and cujus 

regio, ejus religio (‗the ruler determines the religion of his realm‘). This had the 

effect of dividing the political from the religious community, temporal from 

spiritual authority‖ (Shani, 2007). Religion was confined to the domestic sphere 

and decisions regarding religion were left to officials who were involved in 

governmental administration.  

3.2. Religion as a Source of Soft Power 

It can be claimed that the end of the twentieth century saw the rise of a new kind of 

soft power resource, which is religion. Thomas says that contrary to hard power, 

which includes military and economic power, religion can become a form of soft 

power ―when it informs the attitudinal capabilities of that make up the intangible 

elements of power for states and non-state actors in international relations‖ (2005: 

110). It should be remembered that soft power currencies include culture, values, 

policies, attraction and institutions. Religion, certainly a part of a culture, can be a 

soft power currency in international relations as well (Gözaydın, 2010). ―[T]he 

influence of religion in contemporary international relations is often related to its 

ability to exercise soft power‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 159). Religion can help states and 

non-state entities to attract others, thereby serving as soft power resource.  
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Joseph Nye, who coined the term ‗soft power‘, makes only a passing mention of 

religion as a form of soft power. He says that ―[r]eligion is a double-edged sword as 

an American soft power resource, and how it cuts depends on who is wielding it. 

He states that organized religious movements have possessed soft power for 

centuries and mentions about the Roman Catholic Church and missionary efforts of 

Protestants, Islamic and Buddhists as wielders of religious soft power (2004a: 94). 

However, he does not go into any deeper. Jeffrey Haynes is the most important 

academician who made use of the notion of soft power particularly to understand 

how religion can influence political and social issues (Haynes, 2007a; 2008). 

However, his center of attention, like other scholars, is non-state religious 

transnational actors and how religious soft power is formed and wielded by these 

actors; therefore, he does not focus on how states can get and wield religious soft 

power.  

3.2.1 Religious soft power of non-state religious groups 

Religious actors which have been ignored until recently now play a role, which is 

getting increasingly significant, in international affairs. And governments are now 

more aware of their importance. ―[T]here are now numerous religious actors in 

international relations, with various concerns that go beyond a narrow focus on 

religious fundamentalism and anti-modernism. Some encourage cooperation […], 

others are more concerned with competition, and occasionally conflict, in relation 

both to other religious traditions and various secular actors‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 33). 

Religious actors‘ involvement in international affairs is a highly crucial 

phenomenon, academic studies about which are still not enough. Yet, it ―is now 

widely recognized that a variety of non-state actors influence international 

relations, and it is by recognizing religious groups or organizations as one of the 

types of non-state actors that religion has frequently been brought back into the 

theory of international relations‖ (Thomas, 2005: 98). There are numerous books 

and articles on religious actors‘ coercive or terroristic activities in a domestic or an 

international arena but the question of how these actors benefit from soft power has 

long been ignored.  

In terms of their dependence, there are broadly two groups of religious actors; state-

related and non-state religious actors. State-related actors will be discussed later; 
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therefore, in this part, only non-state religious actors will be the focus of my 

inquiry. Non-state religious actors are distinct from state related religious actors in 

that they have no ties with the state whatsoever. ―They are religious individuals or 

movements that act in both domestic and international contexts, often engaging 

with other faith traditions in their concern with various global issues, including 

conflict resolution and human development‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 34). These actors 

interact with other domestic or international actors and they can even cooperate for 

a common purpose. Since globalization has facilitated the growth of transnational 

and international networks, religious actors can cross border and operate within 

several countries.  

Globalization has its merits yet it also has its downsides. It is the globalization‘s 

positive effect that religious actors have begun to move globally at ease. On the 

other hand, what urged religious actors to take initiative on the problems of the 

earth were the downsides of globalization, namely the worsening of ―already weak 

economic position of many poor people‖.(Haynes, 2007a: 74). This has led many 

religious actors to try to find ways on how to ―ameliorate social and human right 

imbalances perceived to be exacerbated by economic globalization‖ (Haynes, 

2007a: 82). There are various ways through which religious actors go into action to 

make such assistance. Religious actors can indirectly encourage bigger or more 

influential actors, such as big corporations or governments, to take the action. The 

encouragement can take many forms such as lobbying, demonstrations, media 

campaigns, and so on. Religious actors can also directly intervene in the situation 

for an effort to engender a change.  

3.2.1.1 Types of non-state religious actors  

In my typology of non-state religious actors, I benefit from the categorization made 

by Scott Thomas. (2005). Therefore, religious actors are divided into three groups; 

substate religious actors, transnational religious actors and inter-governmental 

religious organizations.  

The first group which are substate or subnational actors act as domestic interest or 

pressure groups that want to influence state‘s domestic or foreign policies (Thomas, 

2005: 99). These actors include non-governmental organizations, voluntary 

organizations and non-profit organizations. These religious actors occupy an 
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important place in civil society and they are influential, especially in USA, in 

providing education, healthcare and many other social services. ―Many religious 

substate actors belong to larger, formal, multi-purpose umbrella organizations that 

represent denominations or nationwide religious institutions, and constitute a major 

type of religious substate actor‖ (Thomas, 2005:99). Some examples include 

‗Muslim Council of Great Britain‘, ‗American Hindu Foundation‘, ‗Union of 

American Hebrew Congregations‘, ‗French Protestant Federation‘ and ‗National 

Association of Evangelicals in the United States‘.  

It is possible that the influence on states‘ foreign policies by religious groups 

through the application of soft power can turn into hard power. In the United States, 

for example, ―domestic evangelical groups convince the US government through a 

mix of soft and hard power to oppose funding for contraception and abortion 

internationally. When the US government agrees to curtail funding to various 

international organizations on these grounds, it is emphasizing not the use of soft 

power but the force of hard economic power‖ (Haynes, 2008: 144).  

It has been suggested by Thomas (2005: 100) that many substate religious actors in 

developing countries were formed mainly as organizations to bolster Muslim 

support for the existing regimes in these countries. 

The second group, transnational actors, includes profit and non-profit non-

governmental organizations as well as international nongovernmental 

organizations. Religious international nongovernmental organizations can be 

regarded as non-profit transnational actors. Besides, religious communities are 

important as transnational actors because they are among the oldest of the 

transnationals. ―Sufi orders, Catholic missionaries, and Buddhist monks carried 

word and praxis across vast spaces before those places became nation-states or even 

states‖ (Rudolph, 1997a: 1). It is worth mentioning what transnational relations are 

since the topic of inquiry involves those relations. ―Transnational relations can be 

defined as the regular contacts, coalitions, and interactions across state boundaries 

by a variety of non-state actors that are not controlled by states, or by the foreign 

policy organs of governments, or by an international organization even though they 

are a part of international relations‖ (Thomas: 2005: 100-101). Therefore, 

independency from governments and state institutions as well as operating across 
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state borders is a distinctive characteristic of such relations. Religious transnational 

nongovernmental organization differs from a secular one in that  

its mission statement explicitly refers to religious faith as a motivation for its work, its 

personnel are related to some religious hierarchy or theological tradition, and it hires all or 

part of its staff on the basis of a creed or statement of faith, although it should be recognized 

that this definition can be problematic for Hindu and Buddhist organizations (Thomas, 2005: 

101).  

There are different types of international nongovernmental organizations such as 

advocacy organizations, service provider organizations and pastoral organizations 

as categorized by Thomas (2005:101-102). Advocacy international 

nongovernmental organizations are those that globally promote certain causes such 

as human rights, peace, women rights and environment protection. Global advocacy 

religious organizations ―operate at the elite level of ideas and use influential 

individuals to lobby for global solidarity.‖ They have mostly been striving for the 

necessity of peace and interfaith dialogue (Thomas, 2005: 101). They include such 

organizations as ‗World Council of Churches‘ and ‗World Conference of Religion 

and Peace‘ (Thomas, 2005: 101-102). There are also advocacy networks that 

struggle for narrower, more specific purposes such as ending child slavery and 

promotion of religious freedom. Apart from advocacy organizations, there are 

nongovernmental service providers, ―such as the vast array of humanitarian 

[nongovernmental organizations] that are involved overseas in relief, disaster, and 

development assistance – CARE, World Vision, or Save the Children‖ (Thomas, 

2005: 102). Another category of religious non-governmental organizations include 

‗pastoral‘ international nongovernmental organizations, which are religious 

international nongovernmental organizations ―that fulfill the more obviously 

spiritual, evangelistic, or more narrowly conceived functions of religion‖ (Thomas, 

2005: 102). Examples include ‗Sufi brotherhoods‘, ‗United Society for the 

Propagation of the Gospel‘, ‗Muslim Brotherhood‘, and ‗Campus Crusade for 

Christ‘ (Thomas, 2005: 102).  

While talking about transnational religious actors, the concept of the transnational 

civil society cannot be ignored. Transnational civil society is facilitated by the 

globalization process and it ―challenges the notion that states are always the 

dominant political and economic actors in both domestic and international 
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contexts‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 46). Transnational civil society indicates direct 

relationships between people from different countries; thereby increasing 

interchange and spread of ideas and information. The groups or organizations in 

various countries that constitute transnational civil society strive for the creation of 

dedicated cross-border communities (Haynes, 2007a: 47). It is accepted that ―such 

networks are bound together not primarily by self interest but by shared values, 

such as normative belief in the desirability of democracy, human development, 

international debt relief for poor countries, or the desirability of extending religious 

networks‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 47). The existence of such networks, thus, does not 

stem from subjective desires that are tied to self-interest. In today‘s world, religious 

communities are influential among those which are active creators of the rising 

transnational civil society. Transnationalism that is shaped by religious actors can 

be called new religious transnationalism. What is new about this transnationalism is 

that in ―an earlier transnationalism of Islam and Christianity, religion accompanied 

trade, conquest, and colonial domination‖, which indicates that it was introduced 

and directed from above, whereas, ―[m]uch of this new transnationalism is carried 

by religion from below, by a popular religious upsurge of ordinary and quite often 

poor, oppressed, and culturally deprived people‖ (Rudolph, 1997a: 3). Therefore, 

this new religious transnationalism is crucial as it is mostly shaped by common 

people.  

Intergovernmental organizations or international organizations, which form the 

third group, are another type of non-state actors. What is distinctive about them is 

that their members are composed of national governments. The World Bank, the 

United Nations, the International Monetary Fund are some examples to well-known 

intergovernmental organizations. Some of intergovernmental organizations may 

operate in a certain region. The Arab League and the European Union are such 

organizations. They also ―may have a sector rather than general interests, such as 

the global economy (WTO) or the security interests of military alliances (NATO)‖ 

(Thomas, 2005: 104). When it comes to religious intergovernmental organizations, 

it is difficult to find many examples.  

Most religions, apart from the Islamic world – Pan-Islam- have not used religion as a basis 

for an international organization. This is why the Organization of the Islamic Conference 

(OIC) is unique among religious actors in world politics. There is no other international 
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organization whose members are states and the criterion for membership is expressly based 

on religion (Thomas, 2005: 104).  

European Union was considered to be a Christian Club (Thomas, 2005: 104); 

however, this claim has been disdained by European Union officials. Therefore, the 

Organization of the Islamic Conference seems to be the only religious inter-

governmental organization. The Organization of the Islamic Conference ―represents 

a modern expression of Pan-Islamism, the idea of the umma, the unity of the 

Islamic community that transcends state boundaries. The OIC holds annual high 

level summits, and tries to mobilize Muslims around the world‖ (Thomas, 2005: 

104). Therefore, it is clear that the Organization of the Islamic Conference pursues 

a goal that is presumably shared by its members. It seeks to influence and attract 

Muslims in order to mobilize them; therefore, acquisition soft power is 

indispensible for such an organization. It aims to give a collective official 

viewpoint on many world affairs, such as the war against terrorism, the war with 

Iraq, or on official recognition of Israel as a part of a Middle East peace plan.  

3.2.1.2 How religious non-state actors acquire and wield soft power 

There are a number of factors that can influence agenda-setting ability of a 

government or a president of a country to take decisions and religion is one of 

them. Therefore, religious actors potentially possess the ability to have such an 

influence on governments. Religious actors, whether subnational, transnational or 

intergovernmental, acquire and wield soft power in various ways.  Religious 

institutions or actors can and often will fill the space caused by the absence or 

decrease of state authority over it territory.  

As the state retreats or flounders, people often rely on alternative means of service delivery. 

Some of these means are traditional, tried, and tested, whereas others are new—whether it is 

law and order, education, sanitation, or health care. Sometimes, the advances made 

internationally in these areas can adversely affect the ability of local governments to keep up 

with prevailing international standards. To take one example, the high cost of medicine, 

which governments cannot afford, offers an opportunity for religious institutions to provide 

medical services and to also offer spiritual healing.  The provision of health care is a key 

strength of religious institutions in Africa and some parts of the Middle East.  (Appleby et all, 

2010: 35). 
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Religious actors can, thus, attract common people by providing them what a state 

cannot provide.  

Religious actors would like to have an impact on domestic and foreign policy 

decisions in order to achieve their goals. Therefore, it is important for them to be 

heard by governments if they want to affect their policy decisions. Haynes asserts 

that  

religious actors must ‗get the ear‘ of key policy makers to have any influence; it helps if they 

share religious convictions and beliefs. Two further factors are also important: first, there 

must be a key foreign policy maker or small group of them to focus attention on; and, second, 

preferred foreign policy options of actors seeking to wield religious soft power must find 

influential media outlets. Together or separately these aspects can encourage the ability of 

religious soft power to help set foreign policy agendas and to influence foreign policy 

decision making (2008: 161).  

Transnational religious actors have the ability to influence international relations by 

means of the power of ideas. ―They represent – or are seen to represent by 

individuals and the international community – the ‗soft power‘ of ideas, ideas 

‗whose time has come‘, ideas which increasingly shape the values and norms of the 

international system‖ (Thomas, 2000: 8). Transnational religious actors are no less 

effective than other ‗secular‘ actors which operate transnationally. So, the potential 

of transnational actors to ―influence both the political agenda and the vocabulary in 

which political debate is constructed‖ and their ability to ―influence the parameters 

permissible political outcomes‖ (Thomas, 2000:8) hold true for transnational 

religious actors as well. Haynes emphasizes the way how transnational ideas can be 

acknowledged as a source of soft power. For him, religious traditions or movements 

have the ability to influence outcomes in international relations but they are not 

unique as they fit ―into a pattern that also includes secular transnational actors of 

various kinds‖ (Haynes: 2007a: 45). It is important to note that ―both secular and 

religious transnational entities reflect the power of soft power in relations to their 

adherents‖ (Haynes: 2007a: 45). He says that such transnational ideas as Pan-

Arabism, Zionism, Afro-Asian solidarity and diverse conceptions of Islamism 

along with changing international values and norms such as anti-racism, anti-

colonialism, national self-determination, and so on can boost transnational actor‘s 
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soft power projection since people in many different countries stick to such ideas 

with the belief that they can influence international outcomes.  

―[A]bility of religious actors to translate potential ability into actual influence on 

foreign policies of states will depend to some degree on whether they can access 

and thus potentially influence foreign policy decision-making processes.‖ (Haynes, 

2007a: 49). The influence of religious actors on the governmental decision process 

can be achieved in many ways. Thomas asserts that ―[t]he role of religious non-

state actors has been most noticeable in activity to promote international 

cooperation through peacebuilding, conflict resolution, faith-based diplomacy, 

interfaith dialogue, and economic development‖ (2005: 149). Religion can help 

actors that mobilize it to gain soft power when religion helps establish a peaceful 

coexistence and improve social conditions and development in societies where 

these problems exist. The success of religious groups in resolving conflicts and 

establishing a peace between groups that are at odds with each other depends on 

two important issues besides others. The first one is that the groups should have an 

international reach, and the second one is that they should systematically emphasize 

the need for a peace and harmony and the avoidance of the use of force and 

coercion (Haynes, 2007a: 89). This kind of activities of religious non-state actors 

makes them appealing in the eyes of the public. Soft power that emerges from the 

attractiveness which is achieved thanks to these activities gives religious non-state 

actors the ability to influence domestic or international policy of a state. A 

government would not like to ignore such religious actors that possess considerable 

soft power over the public. Because, in case of a government‘s disregard of 

demands of religious non-state actors, these actors can always potentially ally with 

the opposition which may be troubling for the government since soft power of the 

religious non-state actors over the public can be vast.  

Religious actors can acquire soft power by means of peacemaking activities as well. 

Destructive and dangerous face of religion is widely known. Less well known, but 

no less important for the future, is the emergence of local and transnational 

religious actors as well as faith-based organizations that are embracing the role of 

peace builders (Appleby et all, 2010: 28). It is crucial not to overestimate religion‘s 

potential for and involvement in large-scale violence and conflict if that implies 
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disregarding or underestimating its involvement and potential as an important 

source of conflict resolution and peacebuilding (Haynes, 2007b: 219). With 

religions all over the world reaching into virtually every city or village, there are 

countless religiously motivated agents who are available for peacemaking (Vendley 

and Little, 1994: 312). Haynes notes that ―various religions collectively play a key 

role in international relations and diplomacy by helping to resolve conflicts and 

build peace‖ (Haynes, 2007b: 219). Religious actors can take part in peacemaking 

activities in various ways. They can function as activists, advocates, observers and 

guarantors. They can serve as activists  

by working as a force for nonviolent change or in support of an emerging political consensus. 

[They can act] as advocates (parties in support of one side in a conflict) by providing 

sanctuary for internal opposition groups, engaging in truth-telling, or applying pressure from 

outside the political system. […] In addition to partisan roles, there is a wide variety of third-

party functions that religious actors can perform, including peace process advocacy, opening 

lines of communication between the parties in conflict, conciliation, and mediation. [They 

can] also act as observers as they did in the election-monitoring activities performed by 

priests and nuns in the Philippines. Finally, […] they can conceivably serve as enforcers, or 

guarantors, of some aspect of a political settlement (Vendley and Little, 1994: 309).  

Therefore, religious actors can work for the sake of peace by functioning as 

activists, advocates, observers and guarantors, all of which have the potential to 

raise the status of religious actors in the public. They built and helped sustain 

processes to advance reconciliation in divided societies such as South Africa and 

Northern Ireland. Religious leaders such as Pope John Paul II have played critical 

roles in collapsing authoritarian regimes and facilitating peaceful political change 

toward democracy (Appleby et all, 2010: 28). It is clear that their roles cannot be 

underestimated especially when they set forth for the sake of common people. 

―Religious peace exemplars, especially when they work in pairs or groups, appear 

to have the power to weave together relationships between enemies and their 

network of communities. The drive of their ethical principles propels them across 

borders that seem impossible to scale otherwise‖ (Gopin, 2009: 8). 

There are many religious non-state organizations of NGOs that  

are involved in [international development and relief] activities including the American-

based Catholic Relief Services, CAFOD, the British Catholic relief organization, the 

Lutheran World Federation, and the World Council of Churches, the umbrella body for the 
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mainline protestant churches. They are often formally and informally linked with secular 

relief and development organizations. A variety of Islamic non-state actors also participate is 

similar educational and humanitarian activities in the Islamic world, such as Jama‘at –Islami, 

the World Muslim League, the Islamic Development Bank (IDB), and Muslim Aid (Thomas, 

2000: 10).  

The work of religious actors in the social development activities are another 

resource of their soft power over the public. Development issue is a very important 

topic since we live in a world which is developmentally polarised. Religious actors 

can decrease the developmental imbalances as they may provide structure and 

meaning to the uprooted and the deprived by giving them the equanimity to adapt to 

adversity or the strength and courage to change it (Rudolph, 1997b: 256). Haynes 

identifies five areas of common concern in the world religions which are related to 

the attainment of human development goals: fighting poverty, service provision, 

popular regard for religious leaders, faith communities as community organisations 

and ethical and moral issues (Haynes, 2007b: 16). Religion and development were 

considered in the West for decades as belonging to separate spheres and unrelated 

to each other. ―Religion was widely regarded as being concerned with ‗mere‘ 

spirituality, perceived by most Western academics, governments and development 

practitioners as irrelevant or antipathetic to the achievement of development goals, 

primarily understood as being concerned with material developments‖ (Haynes,  

2007b:2 ). It has been suggested that three recent developments have encouraged 

the belief that religion can play a significant role in striving for a sound 

development goals especially in the developing world. These recent phenomena are 

deepening globalization, pervasive calls for better governance and widespread 

religious resurgence (Haynes, 2007b: 2). An example of religious involvement in 

the improvement of social problems can be seen in ‗World Faiths Development 

Dialogue‘. It is ―an initiative that sought to map areas of convergence among 

religious faiths‘ visions of development agendas, with a focus on: relationships of 

service and solidarity, harmony with the earth, and the vital but limited contribution 

of material progress‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 83). Besides this, an articulation of ―concern 

about the goals and purpose of human development from a Catholic perspective is 

to found in liberation theologies. Their emphasis is to criticize structural injustice 

through a demand for increased religious engagement in political and economic 
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institutions as the only realistic way of ensuring just development processes and 

outcomes‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 83).  

In the United States of America ―[s]ome influential members of [the Religious 

Right] have shown themselves capable of agenda setting in relation both to 

domestic and foreign policy by virtue of their access to the media, the president and 

his close advisors‖ (Haynes, 2008:149). For example, Michael Gerson, who was a 

speechwriter and policy advisor of George W. Bush and who helped to coin the 

phrase ‗axis of evil‘, was an influential figure in this respect. He was a member of 

an evangelical Episcopal church, was regarded as one of the chief motive behind 

Bush's emphasis on a global spread of ‗God-given rights‘ as considered by the 

president (LaFranchi, 2006). Haynes suggests that evangelicals in the United States 

have also been very effective in human rights movement. ―This movement helped 

to create ‗a new architecture for human rights in American foreign policy‘, 

developed under the auspices of both Clinton and Bush‖ (Haynes, 2008: 151). This 

shows how religious soft power contributed to extending the foreign policy agenda 

of the state to involve human rights issues in an international level. Another 

example is given from India where 

the ability of Hindutva proponents to get the ear of decision makers was made possible 

because the latter during BJP [Bharitiya Janata Party] rule broadly shared the former‘s 

values, norms and beliefs. During the BJP‘s period in office governmental evidence suggest 

that Hindutva views did indeed influence foreign policy makers in relation to Pakistan, 

Kashmir terrorism and nuclear weapons (Haynes, 2008: 155).  

In the context of USA, a wider coalition involving Christian conservatives, main 

line Protestants, Catholics, Jews and others, by successfully wielding their 

combined soft power encouraged the United States governments under both Bill 

Clinton and George W. Bush to pass several laws such as the International 

Religious Freedom Act (1998), the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (2000), the 

Sudan Peace Act (2002), and the North Korea Human Rights Act (2004) (Haynes, 

2007a: 50). Apart from these, many kinds of religious missions, especially 

Christians and Muslims have for centuries been ―a key expression of international 

religious soft power. Their aim is to seek to change people‘s religious norms, 

values and beliefs from one set of views to another set; the result is that individuals 
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and groups in a foreign country eventually behave religiously like the original 

proselytisers‖ (Haynes, 2008: 143). 

To sum, religious actors are important factors in politics as they can pave the way 

for a change in domestic or foreign policy decisions.  

[I]f religious actors ‗get the ear‘ of key foreign policy makers because of their shared 

religious beliefs, the former may become able to influence foreign policy outcomes through 

the exercise of religious soft power […] [S]uch influence is apparent not only when key 

policy makers share religious values, norms and beliefs but also when policy makers accept 

that foreign policy should be informed by them (Haynes, 2008: 143). 

 

Haynes argues that ―the norms represented by certain political individuals and 

groups are to a variable, yet significant, extent a result of the exercise of religious 

soft power by religious groups‖ (Haynes, 2008: 146). All in all,  religious actors, 

transnational or not, can possess and wield significant amounts of religious soft 

power and lead a change in others.  

3.2.2 Religious soft power of a state 

Foreign policy-makers typically engage in courses of action for their states as a 

response to various developments in a political and social arena which are beyond 

their control. Although governments can be fairly effective and powerful within its 

boundaries, in a domestic sphere, they are not so effective and powerful outside it 

regardless of the attributes of their own states. Therefore, it is necessary for states to 

seem attractive and persuasive, that is to have significant soft power resource, in 

order to get what they want outside their borders. And religion can fulfill this 

necessity. It has been stated that soft power of a country rests primarily on three 

resources; culture, political values and foreign policies. Furthermore, it has been 

mentioned that the culture of a country can be a soft power resource when it is 

attractive to others. Therefore, it can certainly be inferred that religion, an important 

component of a culture, can also be a soft power resource of a country when it 

seems attractive to others who are subject to it. 

There are various considerable ways which are related to religion through which 

states can acquire soft power. Acknowledgement of the significance of religion by 

policymakers, cooperation with religious organizations and religious leaders, 

involvement in faith-based diplomacy, conflict resolution and peacemaking 
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activities that involve religion, positive attitude towards religious segment of 

society within the border of the state, discourse of government officials and shared 

religious beliefs with others can potentially provide states resources to possess soft 

power.  

Religion can be an asset, not a liability for a country‘s foreign policy making. There 

are many ways through which religion can provide sources that can be utilized by 

states as soft power in their international relations. These ways are stated in the 

following paradigms.    

3.2.2.1 Acknowledgement of the significance of religion 

In order to benefit from religion as a soft power resource, a state, or to put it more 

properly, policymakers, first of all need to acknowledge the significance of religion 

in any aspect of human life. ―Ignoring religion or reducing it to politics, economics, 

military action, or media influence leads to grievous errors in world affairs‖ 

(Hanson, 2006: 6). The presence of religion needs to be affirmed and it should not 

be scorned. ―The influence of religion on individual and collective action in the 

public sphere should not be underestimated. Religion is not epiphenomenal— a 

secondary human experience that has no bearing on political developments and that 

we can therefore ignore‖ (Appleby et all, 2010: 19). Without its acknowledgement, 

it is not possible to take further actions to utilize it as soft power resource because 

disdain of or indifference to religion will lead to fundamental misunderstandings of 

the dynamics in international affairs. Recommendation of former U.S. Secretary of 

State Madeline Albright to American diplomats and policymakers to ―reorient [the 

United States] foreign-policy institutions to take fully into account the immense 

power of religion to influence how people think, feel, and act" (2006: 67) is a sound 

recommendation that can be applied to all states.  The acknowledgment is also 

essential to engage with religious communities. ―The pursuit of a policy of 

engagement with religious communities around the world begins with a full 

recognition of religion‘s influence and changing role in public life‖ (Appleby et all, 

2010: 28). A proper reckoning with the presence and power of faith can illuminate 

a foreign policy of a state and increase its contribution to the promotion of global 

peace and justice. Therefore, it is crucial that religion should be named truthfully 

(Chaplin and Joustra, 2010).  
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3.2.2.2 Cooperation with religious organizations 

It has been shown that religious organizations can possess and wield significant soft 

power of their own over domestic and foreign governments as well as societies. 

Speaking of how religious actors can affect outcomes in international relations, 

Haynes asserts that although their goals vary, religious actors ―typically attempt to 

achieve objectives through the application of what the American international 

relations expert Joseph Nye calls ‗soft power‘‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 40). It can thus be 

deduced that governments would like to co-opt or collaborate with religious 

organizations for the sake of possessing their own soft power or benefiting from 

soft power actuality of religious organizations. 

Religious communities straddle the space between inside and outside, between domestic and 

international politics. They make apparent the role that the domestic plays in constituting the 

international sphere. They reveal the significance of networks and organizations that reach 

across national boundaries, disregarding or contravening the principle of national 

sovereignty. Religious formations may squeeze the state between their domestic and 

international manifestations. They may also be used by states for their own purposes 

(Rudolph, 1997b: 256). 

Religious actors are either state-related or non-state related, which can be 

determined according to their dependency to the state.  State-related religious actors 

are closely linked to governments. Therefore, they can influence foreign policy 

decisions of their governments. ―Certain countries, for example, the USA, India, 

Iran, and Saudi Arabia, have sets of religious actors with close relationships with 

government‖ (Haynes, 2007a: 34). Cooperation with state-related actors does not 

require extra effort since they are already closely associated with the state. 

However, their activities, for the purpose of gaining soft power, should be 

meticulously regulated. If done so, they can serve to the interest of the state by 

gaining soft power. İştar Gözaydın shows how Turkey gains religious soft power 

through the overseas activities of two state-related institutions in Turkey, Diyanet 

(Presidency of Religious Affairs) and the Turkish Cooperation and Development 

Agency (Gözaydın, 2010). 

Cooperation with non-state related actors by governments, on the other hand, 

requires a great deal of effort in order for governments to co-opt them. Yet, when 

they become successful in their attempt to attract non-state related religious actors, 



  
58 

they can achieve great deal of soft power. There are many ways through which 

religious organizations can contribute to a state‘s soft power in its international 

relations. Firstly, religious organizations are in many places key actors and they are 

regarded as reliable by the public since they are mostly composed of ordinary 

people from the public. The reliability issue is especially true in developing 

countries. Thomas says that ―religious organizations are often the most trusted 

institutions in developing countries, and they are some of the most important social 

groups in civil society‖ (2005:219). Secondly, religious actors such as faith-based 

humanitarian and relief agencies have been effective in helping those in need. In 

case of a natural disaster, such as tsunami, earthquake, or a civil war, they are able 

to provide shelter, food, medical aid and other necessities for people who are 

deprived of them. ―Religious actors are central players in local, national, and 

international life, from providing basic services in impoverished areas of the world 

to influencing larger social, economic, and political developments; shaping 

important international debates; and advancing the goals of peace, justice, and 

freedom‖ (Appleby et all, 2010: 5). They also engage in spiritual counseling 

activities that are required by many in order to deal with the horrors of such 

tragedies. Therefore, when foreign public knows that this type of religious actors 

are supported by a certain state, they will begin to see that state attractive; in other 

words, soft power of such a state will increase in the eyes of the public who are 

brought help. Therefore, ―faith-based groups can play a fundamental role ―in 

delivering social services and alleviating world poverty‖ (Thomas, 2005: 219).  It 

serves to the interests of governments to collaborate with especially foreign 

religious organizations because in this way they can have the influence and 

attractiveness over people for whom religious organizations work for.   

One of the most important aspects of international development since the end of the cold war 

has been the failure of the state – whether because of political corruption or economic 

mismanagement – to provide basic social services to the wider population. As a result, basic 

governmental social services are increasingly being provided by NGOs, particularly religious 

NGOs. These often bypass the state altogether in providing these services. Because of 

governmental corruption and mismanagement donor governments are bypassing Third World 

Governments, and are using NGOs even with a religious (or more specifically, 

denominational) affiliation, to supply foreign assistance directly to the people of the Third 

World (Thomas, 2000: 9-10).  
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Religious communities and actors, in many parts of the world, are involved in 

sponsoring social services, relief, development, environment protection and human 

rights programs. ―While these activities may appear to be nonpolitical, in the 

aggregate they have a powerful influence over people‘s lives and loyalties‖ 

(Appleby et all, 2010: 11). Constructive governmental engagement with these 

communities and actors, as well as assisting them with their activities, help the 

government establish good relations with religious communities on a societal level, 

thereby getting the government soft power among ordinary power. Engagement 

with ―credible and legitimate indigenous groups in religious communities, 

including women‘s organizations, civil society associations, professional 

organizations, religious political parties, clerical centers, environmental groups, 

educational institutions, grade school and high school teacher groups, and 

particularly young people, who are often at the forefront of conflict‖ (Appleby et 

all, 2010: 11) is thereby essential.   

Governments have usually disregarded the actual and potential contribution of 

religious organizations to resolve conflicts peacefully. Yet, governments need to 

come to terms with the fact that religious groups often maintain strong links at the 

grass roots level and they are aware that sustainable reconciliation and development 

are related in societies which are divided along ethnic and religious lines. Conflict, 

development and security are at present more interrelated than ever before and 

many faith-based non-governmental organizations have achieved peacebuilding 

through their work on relief and development (Thomas, 2005: 193). Gopin states 

that  

when the religious peacemakers are given the chance, then the public can see their work, they 

put the lie to a violent definition of religion, and they make it more difficult for ethno-

nationalists to claim exclusive control over identity. Religious peacemakers create an 

alternative and challenging paradigm of identity. […] [T]hese peacemakers give comfort and 

hope for a peaceful future to religious traditionalists who have no other role models for 

peaceful interaction with the world. For reasons of trauma, poverty, or both, most religious 

people may have no trust in their enemies nor in their secular political and national leaders 

(Gopin, 2009: 7).  

It is necessary for governments to reach out to religious organizations which they 

can establish partnerships in promoting reconciliation, peace and stability in 
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societies that are divided by ethnic, political and especially religious conflict. 

Vendley mentions that  

[o]f the 25 million who live in zones of conflict, 23 million could be accessed through their 

religious communities. Of the 40 million who have HIV/AIDs, up to 35 million could be 

reached through their religious communities. Of the 3 billion who live on less than two 

dollars a day, some 2.8 billion could be reached through their religious 

communities. Religious communities are already present on the front lines of today‘s major 

challenges. Their potential to meet the challenges of our time is a vast, still relatively 

untapped resource, and I believe that cooperation is a key to unleashing this 

potential (Vendley, 2005). 

Governmental cooperation with the kind of religious organizations which struggle 

for peace have the potential to provide the state an opportunity to gain attraction 

and persuasion over the public that is in need of peace.  

Religious traditions can be passed on many ways such as ―orally or by means of 

sacred texts, learned commentaries, and a variety of other carriers of meaning, such 

as prayer, meditation, ritual, music, song, and dance. In turn, each tradition‘s 

collection of stories, narratives, religious customs, and artistic expressions can be 

usefully understood as that religion‘s primary language‖ (Vendley and Little, 1994: 

307). A religious community is defined by this primary language. Therefore, it is 

vital for policymakers to understand the primary language of a religious 

community.  

[P]rimary language discloses the depth dimension of a religious community‘s experience; it 

establishes that community‘s horizon of ultimate concern or caring, even in the face of 

injustice or suffering. Second, it creates a shared ethical space for a community of believers 

and provides norms and principles for a moral stance in life. Third, primary language 

provides moral warrants for resistance against unjust conditions, including those conditions 

that give rise to conflict. Finally, it offers normative symbols of the religious meaning of 

peace and the human responsibility to strive for peace (Vendley and Little, 1994: 307). 

Once the primary language of a community is grasped by policymakers, they can 

shed light on community‘s potential for peacemaking and social development. The 

comprehension of religion‘s primary language and establishment of dialogical 

relationship with the religious community by policymakers can open up new 

possibilities in the pursuit of achieving soft power by winning hearts and minds of 

the community members.   
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3.2.2.3 Cooperation with religious leaders and individuals 

Another way a state can gain soft power by means of religion is through 

cooperation with religious leaders. ―Large corporations, sports idols, pop culture 

symbols and a number of civil society groups create soft power of their own. At the 

same time, they can strengthen or weaken the soft power of different state and non-

state agents whose images are related to these groups‖ (Zahran and Ramos, 2010: 

20). Religious leaders are no exception. Cooptation of religious leaders by any 

government can potentially result in the acquisition of soft power over the public 

who have faith in those leaders. The role of respected religious leaders as 

international actors has not been widely recognized in academia. However, they 

have an influential role in international affairs. ―Some of [religious leaders] are 

what Peter Parris has called ‗moral exemplars in a global community‘, and have 

had an impact on the ideas and values in world politics‖ (Thomas, 2005: 36). 

Morever ―[o]n important matters of public policy – especially ones involving 

decisions of war and peace – there are few who can command as broad, attentive, 

and responsive an audience as the clergy‖ (Preston, 2010: 43). 

The role of religious non-state organizations has been increasing in international 

relations, yet this does not diminish the significant roles of religious leaders in 

international affairs. There have been key religious leaders which have played 

crucial roles throughout the history. ―Gandhi, for example, played an influential 

role in India‘s independence, and Pope John Paul II, Mother Theresa, and 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu all use the moral force, authority, integrity, and 

legitimacy that religion gives them to advance the interests of human dignity and 

freedom‖ (Thomas, 2000: 10). The acts of many others such as Ayatolah Khomeini, 

Martin Luther King, and Oscar Romero have attested how influential religious 

leaders and individuals can be in their society. The extent of soft power which they 

gained is remarkable. They then successfully wielded their soft power in order to 

achieve their goals. The power of religious leaders on the public, thus, cannot be 

underestimated. 

With their extraordinary moral authority, religious leaders are able to influence thinking, 

foster dialogue and set priorities for members of their communities. They are frequently in 

positions to advocate for social and legal change. As those who are often the first to respond 
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to problems, they have the trust and confidence of individuals, families and communities 

(Dodd and Robinson, 2010: 4). 

There are many religious people in public and government who revere and follow 

the authority of religious leaders. Religious leaders can in many ways shape the 

thinking and behavior of the members of their religious community. They can 

utilize their moral stature to influence their community to act in a way they want. 

Therefore, when a government is able to co-opt religious leaders to follow the 

interest of a state in its international relations, then the government can gain soft 

power which has potentially been possessed by those religious leaders before. 

―With almost 5 billion people belonging to religious communities, their leaders‘ 

potential for action is substantial‖ (Dodd and Robinson, 2010: 4). Having co-opted 

religious leaders, a government can better establish positive dialogue with the 

public that it wants to reach. Religious leaders are often closer to public than state 

officials are; therefore, governments require their help to be attractive in social 

level. As Johnson (1994: 3-4) says:   

Religious figures and spiritually motivated laypersons among them […] are often better 

equipped to reach people at the level of the individual and the subnational group – where 

inequities and insecurities are often most keenly felt – than are most political leaders who 

walk the corridors of power. They are also better attuned to dealing with basic moral issues 

and spiritual needs, at times extending beyond the boundaries of their own faith traditions.  

Leaders of religious communities have the moral standing and resources to put 

forward grievances about economic and social discrimination, give voice to the 

poor and oppressed people in their community and mobilize the faithful into action 

(Hasenclever and Rittberger, 2003: 107). Therefore, any government that works 

with such religious leaders can be seen attractive by the communities of those 

religious leaders. In this way, a government may achieve persuasive power over the 

public without appealing to any coercive course of action. Even if a government 

decides not to cooperate with them, it is essential at least to maintain freedom of 

movement for religious leaders to perform their duties to mobilize peace in a 

conflict situation. 

Religious leaders have the capability to boost nonviolent conflict transformation. 

They can do this  
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through the building of constructive, collaborative relationships within and across ethnic and 

religious groups for the common good of the entire population of a region. In many conflict 

settings around the world, that is, the social location and cultural power of religious leaders 

make them potentially critical players in any effort to build a sustainable peace. The 

multigenerational local or regional communities they oversee are repositories of local 

knowledge and wisdom, custodians of culture, and privileged sites of moral, psychological, 

and spiritual formation. Symbolically charged sources of personal as well as collective 

identity, these communities typically establish and maintain essential educational and welfare 

institutions, some of which serve people who are not members of the religious community. 

(Appleby, 2008: 127-128).     

There are many attributes of religious leaders that can be utilized to strive for 

peace. Johnston and Cox (2003) mention four attributes that bestow religious 

leaders ample influence in peacemaking. First of all, they have a well-established 

and extensive authority in their community. Secondly, they own a reputation as an 

apolitical force to lead change that is based on a respected set of values. Thirdly, 

they hold an important leverage for reconciling conflicting parties and 

rehumanizing relationships. Finally, they possess the capability to mobilize 

community, national as well as international support for peace process. These 

attributes contribute to the way religious leaders and institutions affect 

peacemaking process in a positive way.  

Besides influential religious leaders, there is 

a growing cadre of spiritual actors at a different level: people who have sought to promote 

peaceful change ‗from the middle‘. Sometimes in the realm of official mediation and 

sometimes in the anonymous, behind-the-scenes realm of track II (nonofficial) diplomacy, 

these third party intervenors are making their mark in the world of negotiation and conflict 

resolution (Johnston, 1994: 4). 

These actors too need to be considered essential for state officials. If they can be 

mobilized to strive for the state, they can also provide valuable assets.  

A government has also the option to utilize religious leaders as epistemic 

communities. ―Epistemic communities – including those energised by religion – 

serve as significant conduits for policy makers compared with traditional political 

interest groups‖ (Haynes, 2008: 144). Epistemic community is defined as ―a 

network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence in a particular 

domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain 
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or issue-area‖ (Haas, 1992). Haas explains that members of an epistemic 

community have a shared set of normative and principles beliefs as well as having 

shared causal beliefs. The causal beliefs ―are derived from their analysis of 

practices leading or contributing to a central set of problems in their domain and 

which then serve as the basis for elucidating the multiple linkages between possible 

policy actions and desired outcomes‖ (3). They also have a shared notions of 

validity, that is, ―intersubjective, internally defined criteria for weighing and 

validating knowledge in the domain of their expertise‖ (3). Finally, they have a 

common policy enterprise, that is ―a set of common practices associated with a set 

of problems to which their professional competence is directed, presumably out of 

the conviction that human welfare will be enhanced as a consequence‖ (3). 

Although epistemic communities has mostly been defined referring to scientific 

communities, ―epistemic communities need not be made up of natural scientists or 

of professionals applying the same methodology that natural scientists do‖ (3). 

They can even  

consist of social scientists or individuals from any discipline or profession who have 

sufficiently strong claim to a body of knowledge that is valued by society. Nor need an 

epistemic community's causal beliefs and notions of validity be based on the methodology 

employed in the natural sciences; they can originate from shared knowledge about the nature 

of social or other processes, based on analytic methods or techniques deemed appropriate to 

the disciplines or professions they pursue (16).  

Sandal (2009:3) argues that ―the role of religious actors in today‘s political scene 

and conflict settings qualifies them as an ‗epistemic community‘, primarily due to 

their high level of expertise, status in the society and shared norms of validity.‖ 

They can be regarded as epistemic communities because they more or less satisfy 

the preconditions of being an epistemic community. ―In terms of their normative 

and causal beliefs, not to mention their norms of validity, there is a remarkable 

level of agreement; this is perhaps not surprising, given that they all make reference 

to the same texts and usually by using widely accepted methods of interpretation‖ 

(Sandal, 2009: 7). Therefore, religious actors, particularly religious leaders, can 

form an epistemic community.  

Religious leaders, like other epistemic communities, have their shared normative and 

principled beliefs. Among these beliefs are a conviction of the equality and dignity of all 

human beings; upholding the sacredness of the individual person and his/her conscience; 
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defending the value of the human community; arguing the might is not right, and that human 

power is neither self-sufficient nor absolute; espousing compassion, unselfishness; arguing 

that the force of inner truthfulness and the spirit are more powerful than hate, enmity and 

selfinterest and standing with the poor and the oppressed against the rich and the oppressors. 

The strongest disagreements among the religious leaders do not stem from the rejection of 

any of these principles, but from certain ―exceptions‖ such as the admissibility of harming 

another in self-defense, which could (or not) be allowed under certain circumstances (Sandal, 

2009: 13-14). 

Religious actors as epistemic communities can draw ―critical attention to the impact 

of sacred texts, practices and interpretation on national and international practices, 

most notably to the effect of theological interpretations on conflict resolution‖ 

(Sandal, 2009: 33). Faith-leaders in many places have an influence both in national 

and transnational levels to cause positive change because of their respected set of 

values. The professional training of faith-leaders as well as their ―prestige and 

reputation for expertise -a common trait of epistemic community members in 

general- in an area such as religion, that is so highly valued by society and 

consequently by elite decision-makers provide faith leaders with access to the 

political system and legitimize or authorize the politicians‘ activities‖ (Sandal, 

2009: 12). Policymakers can coopt religious actors as epistemic communities in 

order for a successful foreign policy making. 

Therefore, it can be claimed due to all these reasons that the acts of religious 

leaders under the auspices of the state have the potential to make the state gain soft 

power. 

3.2.2.4 Faith-based diplomacy and religious peacemaking 

A government can take part in conflict resolution or peacemaking activities in 

which religion can play an influential role. In this way, it may be possible for the 

government, thus the state, to be considered attractive which may in turn result in 

soft power. Religion has long been considered to induce violence, thereby being a 

destructive force in international affairs. However, this is not exactly a correct 

approach to the role of religion in international arena. There is other side of the 

coin; the peaceful aspect of religion which is partly mentioned before in the thesis.  

Especially after 9/11 2001 attacks in the United States of America, ―ambivalence of 

the sacred‖ (Appleby, 2000) became a subject of discussion more than ever. That 
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religion is ambivalent refers to the fact that while religion legitimated certain acts 

of violence in some cases, it limited the possibility or potential of violence in other 

cases; therefore, religion has two faces: violent one and a peaceful one. ―Religion, 

as is becoming increasingly apparent, is a double-edged sword. It can cause conflict 

or it can abate it‖ (Johnston and Cox, 2003: 14). Thomas (2005: 121) also 

emphasizes the ambivalence and says it should be accepted that Islam, as an empire 

of faith, first conquered by the sword and it was only later on through trade that 

Islam flourished; and ―Jesus may have told Peter, ‗Put your sword back in its place 

for all who draw the sword will die by the sword‘ […] but for St. Clovis, as for St. 

Olaf, and countless other Christian soldiers, Cross was also a sword.‖ The 

ambivalence that was mentioned above was pertained to other religions as well. 

Buddhism, which is often considered a religion of peace and nonviolence had its 

share of intolerance. For example, Buddhist-inspired violence and terrorism took 

place in Sri Lanka (Thomas, 2005:121). Therefore, Thomas asserts, ―religion has 

been about war-making as much as it has been about peacemaking. It has always 

had the capacity to reduce violence and to produce it‖ (2005: 121). Religion as a 

soft power can be wielded to delegitimize its role as a hard power; that is, to spread 

terror and coercion. The justifications of a war through religion can be prevented 

again by religion and its peaceful aspect. The use of religion by a state for purposes 

that improve the condition of people will in return likely improve the power of a 

state by providing it a positive and attractive image. Diplomatic activities of states, 

therefore, become very important in this context. In a world in which the role of 

religion is increasing one way or another, diplomacy cannot ignore the importance 

of it.  Those states which still stick to traditional diplomatic activities need to revise 

their policies. Thomas indicates that diplomacy now takes place in a religious and 

cultural context. ―[D]iplomacy is no longer, or is no longer only, concerned – if it 

ever was – with the rational calculation of the tangible interests of states. Cultural 

factors have always had a role in international negotiations even if diplomats have 

not always been aware of it‖ (2005: 175-176). 

Establishment of religion attaché is another idea which can serve well to the interest 

of states. The establishment of the office of the attaché of religious services could 

be vital in states‘ constructive relationship with the foreign religious publics. The 

attaché‘s chief function would be to establish and maintain relationships of trust 
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with local religious leaders and groups in order to comprehend better the religious 

imperatives of any given situation, which can allow states to deal more effectively 

with religious populations. In the process, the attaches would gain further insights 

into new developments in the critical arena of religion at both grassroots and 

national levels. They would also become attuned to concerns that local religious 

leaders may have (Johnson and Cox, 2003: 24-25). The countries where religion 

attaches ought to be positioned are fairly important and should be carefully 

determined. ―‗[R]eligion attaches‘ could be assigned to diplomatic missions in 

those countries where religion has a particular salience, to monitor religious 

movements and maintain contact with religious leaders, just as labor attaches have 

long been assigned to deal with local trade unions‖ (Luttwak, 1994: 16). There are 

certain qualities which religion attaches need to have. The prospective attaché 

―would need to understand how religious faith inspires action and be conversant in 

the relevant local languages and dialects. […] He or she would also need to be 

sensitive to and capable of interpreting religious motives and priorities‖ (Johnson 

and Cox, 2003: 25). By deepening connections with religious communities abroad, 

religion attaches can improve a state‘s image with foreign religious groups and 

leaders. Hence, ―religion attaches could significantly enhance the nation‘s conflict 

prevention capability‖ (Johnson and Cox, 2003: 25) and improve its ability to get 

soft power.  

Faith-based diplomacy is another way through which a state can acquire soft power. 

―At the macro level, faith-based diplomacy simply means incorporating religious 

considerations into the practice of international politics. At the operational level, it 

involves making religion part of the solution to intractable, identity-based conflicts 

that escape the reach of traditional diplomacy. Typically these conflicts include and 

ethnic, tribal, or religious dimensions‖ (Johnston, 2011: 56). The employment of 

religion by the state can open many possibilities which involve peaceful assets.  

Faith-based diplomacy, while conceptually new to the field of international relations, is a 

form of Track II (unofficial) diplomacy that integrates the dynamics of religious faith with 

the conduct of international peacemaking. As such, it is more about reconciliation than it is 

conflict resolution. The peace that it pursues is not the mere absence of conflict but rather a 

restoration of healthy and respectful relationships between the parties. While faith-based 

intermediaries believe that diplomacy and the international system should be morally 
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grounded (as do many secularists), they also understand the need for pragmatism in their 

pursuit of reconciliation (Johnston and Cox, 2003: 15).    

Faith-based diplomacy ―seeks to expand the role of faith, of religion into the 

existing tools of statecraft, and it seeks to incorporate the realm of faith and religion 

into U.S. foreign policy and, by implication, the foreign policy of other countries as 

well‖ (Thomas, 2005: 182). It does so in order to utilize religion for peaceful goals, 

which can produce soft power for the state.  

Faith-based diplomat and religion attaché are different from each other in that 

whereas the faith-based diplomat is a person of faith, the religion attaché doesn‘t 

have to be so but the latter is still an expert on the field. They are also distinguished 

by the diplomacy techniques they implement, which will be clear when attributes of 

faith-based diplomats are explained. ―The faith-based diplomat […] should be a 

person of faith, one who understands the psychodynamics of religion and 

spirituality because he or she has experienced them personally and has meditated or 

reflected on them and on their relevance to conflict transformation‖ (Appleby, 

2003:242). There are five important characteristics that inform the actions of the 

faith-based diplomat. Firstly, the faith-based diplomat consciously depends on 

spiritual principles and resources in the conduct of peacemaking. This is the most 

important point that distinguishes faith-based diplomacy from the rational-actor 

model of decision-making. Faith-based practitioners rely on a number of spiritual 

tools that are peculiar to their specialty. These tools are prayer, fasting, repentance, 

forgiveness and many inspiring references from sacred scriptures. Secondly, faith-

based practitioners operate within a certain spiritual authority that gives them 

legitimacy. They are either tied to credible religious institutions or they possess a 

personal spiritual charisma which yield trust in others. The third quality is that they 

have a pluralistic heart, which means they understand and respect the essence of 

other traditions. They need to appreciate the profound and possibly irreconcilable 

differences between religious traditions in order not to lose credibility. Fourthly, 

faith-based practitioners take a transcendent approach to conflict resolution. Their 

jumping-off point is that there are limits to human understanding; that is why, they 

look to their sacred texts for theological concepts to inform them about human 

nature, behavior and the spiritual dimensions of human existence. Final quality of 

faith-based intermediaries is their ability to persevere against overwhelming odds 
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because their motivation to become peacemakers and reconcilers arise from a deep 

sense of spiritual calling (Johnson and Cox, 2003). 

There are several specific situations in which faith-based diplomacy is suitable to 

carry out. The first one is a conflict predicament in which religion holds an 

important place in the identity of one or both communities. Faith-based intervention 

can also work in a conflict situation in which religious leaders can be mobilized to 

expedite peace. Another situation where faith-based diplomacy can be executed is 

where there has been a lasting estrangement between religious traditions which are 

in a conflict that transcends national borders. A fourth possibility that faith-based 

diplomacy is well suited is third party mediation in conflicts where there is no 

particular religious dimension (Johnson and Cox, 2003: 19-21).  Faith-based 

intermediaries seek to build  

bridges, a task that involves the development of tangible and intangible connections between 

diverse groups so that they can communicate their respective needs and aspirations more 

effectively. Bridge building assumes a pluralistic vision for a community and provides the 

framework for forging unity out of diversity. When bringing people together in this manner, 

faith-based intermediaries look to spiritual principles and traditions as a basis for establishing 

common ground (Johnson and Cox, 2003: 19).   

Faith-based diplomats seek reconciliation because they want to achieve a unity in 

diversity by means of acknowledgement of the pluralistic nature of life with regards 

to gender, race, ethnicity and culture; the inclusion of all parties in any final 

solution; the peaceful resolution of conflict between individuals and groups; 

forgiveness which is needed in order to restore healthy relationships; and social 

justice (Johnston and Cox, 2003: 15-16).     

Faith-based diplomacy is an influential practice that can contribute to the interests 

of states which need to get soft power because faith-based intermediary can 

―penetrate the heart and uncover the deeper interests and values that can form the 

basis for a lasting settlement of the conflict‖ (Johnson and Cox, 2003: 19). This is 

possible through spiritual conversations that faith-based diplomacy seeks to 

implement.  

Apart from the need for religious attaches and faith-based diplomats, religious 

literacy of other diplomats and foreign policy makers should be enhanced as well if 

a state would like to have more power resources. Knowledge of policymakers and 
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diplomats about religion and religious communities must be deep. They should be 

aware of local dynamics of religions and religious communities whom they are 

engaging with. Bernbaum (2010) argues that ―a deep religious illiteracy on the part 

of American diplomatic and academic observers, and Western observers generally, 

not only prevented them from foreseeing the collapse of the USSR but also from 

rightly diagnosing its causes and prescribing the remedies called for in its 

aftermath‖. It should not be forgotten that ―[t]he unfamiliarity of Western 

policymakers with the relevance of theological concepts to the motives of others 

has at times led to policy proposals or actions that are inherently offensive to 

Muslims‖ (Johnson and Cox, 2003: 17). Following the advice of Appleby et all 

(2010) to the United States government, it can be deduced for all states that it 

should be ensured that ―ambassadors to countries where religion plays a significant 

role […] have the standing and expertise (either themselves or in-house) necessary 

to effectively engage religious communities‖ (9). Madeleine Albright , who was the 

United States Secretary of States during the Clinton presidency, emphasized the 

importance of the point:  

In the future, no American ambassador should be assigned to a country where religious 

feelings are strong unless he or she has a deep understanding of the faiths commonly 

practiced there. Ambassadors and their representatives, wherever they are assigned, should 

establish relationships with local religious leaders. The State Department should hire or train 

a core of specialists in religion to be deployed both in Washington and in key embassies 

overseas (2006: 75-76).  

Training of government officials about the role of religion in international affairs is, 

thus, crucial. ―Diplomats must therefore attain the capacity to know and to address 

human behavior in all its forms, including beliefs and practices formed by an 

increasing global diversity of religious convictions‖ (Farr, 2010: 46). It is also 

highly crucial for diplomats to take a positive stance when it comes to issues related 

to religion. The former United States ambassador to Qatar Joseph Ghougassian‘s 

experiences in Qatar proves how important sensitivity is in achieving one‘s aim 

without the application of hard power. He believed that promotion of the values of 

religious freedom and tolerance in Qatar was his duty although this was not 

assigned by the Department of State. At the time when Ghougassian became the 

United States ambassador to Qatar, no religious practice other than Islam was 
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permitted in Qatar. However, Ambassador Ghougassian was able to change it 

thanks to his approach with humility, astuteness and friendships with his 

interlocutors. ―The ambassador promoted many of America‘s ideals and interests in 

Qatar, developing personal relationships with key figures in the government. 

Ultimately, the government allowed Christian worship services, and today, two 

decades later, religious toleration is enshrined in Qatar‘s constitution‖ (Appleby et 

all, 2010: 60). This is an example of how to win heart and minds of others by 

means of a positive approach.  

3.2.2.5 Positive attitude towards religious segment of the society 

A state‘s positive and inclusive approach to the religious public living within its 

border can also contribute to its soft power projections. However indirect it may be, 

this contribution can be a significant one. Embracing a comprehensive approach to 

democracy promotion and human rights in order to accommodate the legitimate 

aspirations of religious communities is crucial (Appleby et all, 2010: 12). 

It is important to note that unregistered religions are problematic for a government 

which wants to achieve certain attraction abroad.  

Even in politically democratic nations, unregistered religion may be denied tax exemptions, 

the license to build a house of worship or a school, recognition of the validity or marriages 

performed, or access to the mass media. Lack of registration leaves a religious movement 

open to both official and unofficial harassment, such as police officials looking for an 

opportunity to arrest its leaders on whatever charge they can find, the press feeling it can 

profit from exposes based on only flimsy information, and local rowdies feeling encouraged 

to desecrate its shrines and beat up its members. […]. [A] person whose religion is not 

registered does not have full protection of civil rights regulations, to a greater or lesser degree 

depending upon the country (Bainbridge, 1997: 357) 

It is, therefore, essential for governments to register religions which are not 

recognized by their states. This act may earn them soft power because people with 

the same religion living in different countries will feel sympathetic to such a 

positive step of a government. It is also highly necessary to strive for full 

democratic participation of immigrant population of the society in order to appeal, 

in an attractive way, to their homeland country. 

Farr states that ―if the United States stops peddling strict separation and 

privatization of religion and begins to address the way religions and religious 
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communities can flourish within liberal states, it will be perceived as grounding its 

policy in respect rather than in hostility or in arrogance‖ (2010: 70). This is perhaps 

truer for countries such as France and Turkey in which dominant ideology is 

assertive secularism. The fact that the places of worship of millions of Alevis, 

cemevis, are not legally recognized by the state in Turkey whereas the places of 

worships of Sunni population, mosques, are recognized and supported, as well as 

the fact that Alevi children receive the same compulsory religious education as 

Sunni students, pose serious problems. This problematic situation does not serve 

well to the image of the state. Any positive changes made by the government in 

order to end the discrimination against Alevis in Turkey will be met with 

acclamation in foreign societies, which can improve the state‘s soft power.  

The positive attitude towards religious segment of the population is closely related 

to benignity, which is a soft power currency according to Vuving as mentioned 

before. It refers to the positive attitudes that are expressed when treating people and 

it generates soft power through the production of sympathy and gratitude. 

3.2.2.6 Shared religious beliefs 

Shared religious belief can be another source of soft power projection of a state in 

its international relations. Any state with a population of a certain religious belief 

can attract another state with a population of the same belief.  Because ―[a] shared 

identity produces a sense of psychological affinity‖ (Thomas, 2000: 5). The process 

of globalization also promotes closer links between people of the same or similar 

religions in different countries (Thomas, 2000: 6-7). Haynes asserts that ―if soft 

power options based on shared religious affinity exist, then the use of such options 

allows for maximum policy gains‖ (2008: 160). All in all, shared religious belief 

can be a persuasive element in foreign policymaking in order to get what a state 

wants. 

3.2.2.7 Discourse of state officials 

Shared religious beliefs may not be enough for governments to have soft power 

over the others. Because, firstly, there are many divisions within each religion, 

denominations or orders, which are occasionally at odds with one another.  

Secondly, a government would certainly like to have soft power over government 
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or public belonging to a different religion. Therefore, discourse of state officials 

emerges as a crucial point in relation to soft power that is produced by religion.  

Speeches of state officials, especially high-ranked ones such as ministers, are of 

great importance in this regard. It is absolutely important that the officials should 

refrain from the use of divisive and exclusive language so as not to make people 

feel like outsiders. Any speech that involves respectful comments on the faith of a 

foreign public will certainly be appreciated by the public. This type of speeches 

employed by state officials has the potential to attract foreign publics. State 

officials can also use a kind of discourse which emphasizes the peaceful aspect of 

religion. They can benefit from sources that indicate the compatibility of faith and 

peace.  

Aside from those texts that might be used to legitimate violence, to demand sacrifices in the 

case of war, and to condemn persons of a different religious creed, in all great religions one 

finds a wealth of sources teaching the incompatibility of faith and violence, and demanding 

sacrifices for peace and respect for persons of different religious creeds (Hasenclever and 

Rittberger, 2003: 131). 

In his momentous speech in Cairo on June 4, 2009, the President of the United 

States of America, Barack Obama ―recognized the importance of engaging 

economically and politically influential sectors of societies, including religious 

communities‖ (Appleby et all, 2010: 6). The speech is a remarkable example to the 

use of discourse that includes respectful comments on the religion of the other in 

order to get soft power. He started his speech by greeting the audience by saying 

―Assalaamu alaykum‖ and gave a speech that emphasized his goodwill for Islam 

and Muslims. He uttered such sentences as ―Islam is a part of America‖; ―America 

is not – and will never be – at war with Islam‖; ―the United States does not accept 

the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements‖ and ―there is a mosque in every 

state in our union‖ all of which include religious elements in favor of Muslims. He 

even quoted from Muslim‘s holy book, Koran, several times. Besides, he 

emphasized the contributions of Islamic societies to the civilization and the 

development of humanity as well as pointing at the fact that there have been many 

successful Muslim Americans (Obama, 2009). Obama‘s Cairo speech included all 

the right words as he reached out to the Muslim world in an attempt to convince it 

that the United States is changing its approach, that they will respect Muslims‘ 
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culture and that they will act in ways that are beneficial for both Muslims and 

themselves (Zinni, 2011: x). The kind of discourse like the one employed by 

Barack Obama certainly makes an impact on the public which is aimed at. 

However, it is also undeniably true that discourse alone cannot achieve much since 

actions speak louder than words. It should be supported by actions in accordance 

with the discourse so that soft power or at least its potentiality can definitely be 

achieved. It should also be noted that employment of such discourse to gain soft 

power can only work in the long term. Continuous use of such constructive 

discourse together with coherent application of it in the long term is a key point for 

soft power gain.  Therefore, discourse of state officials is crucial, though not 

sufficient alone, in order to attract or persuade foreign governments and public.  

To give another example, as the Head of State of the Soviet Union and the General 

Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, in his 

speech in Rome in 1989, adopted a positive approach to religious values to the 

surprise of many. He said: 

We need spiritual values, we need a revolution of the mind. This is the only way toward a 

new culture and new politics that can meet the challenge of our time. We have changed our 

attitude toward some matters -- such as religion -- which, admittedly, we used to treat in a 

simplistic manner . . . Now we not only proceed from the assumption that no one should 

interfere in matters of the individual's conscience; we also say that the moral values that 

religion generated and embodied for centuries can help in the work of renewal in our country, 

too… People of many confessions, including Christians, Moslems, Jews, Buddhists and 

others, live in the Soviet Union. All of them have a right to satisfy their spiritual needs‖  

(Website 2). 

His speech certainly aimed at getting soft power by means of a discourse that 

includes positive approach to religion and religious people.  

Government officials and diplomats need to avoid using pejorative religious terms 

or those terms that reduce complex religious movements to simple political 

categories (Appleby et all, 2010: 72). The use of a language that emphasizes the 

positive role that religious actors can play or are playing is crucial in order to be 

regarded as attractive. For example, the usage of such debasing words as 

‗fundamentalist‘ when referring to Islam itself or all Muslims or ‗infidels‘ when 

referring to (Christian) Westerners do not serve well to people who use them. 
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Therefore, government officials and diplomats should be very careful when they 

turn to religious discourse if they would like to have soft power.  

One should also not ignore the fact that any disrespectful and offensive comment or 

behaviour by influential individuals or media against a religion or a religious group 

can undermine soft power of a state in which these offenders live. The controversy 

over publications of cartoons in European newspapers which contain images of the 

Islamic Prophet Mohammed is an example. ―Even though the Danish or the French 

governments do not control their press, their soft power resources as states were 

damaged by the publications‖ (Zahran and Ramos, 2010: 20). The burning of Koran 

in the United States by a pastor is a recent example which received a widespread 

reaction.  

3.2.2.8 Why does state need religious soft power? 

There are many reasons as to why a state needs to utilize religion as a form of soft 

power. First of all, a state needs soft power for many diverse reasons that have been 

indicated before in the thesis; and religion can be very effective in providing it. 

Religion can successfully deliver power of attraction and persuasion to a state when 

properly used because it appeals to deep human emotions. Johnston argues that as 

long as ―the ethical dimensions of the religious values that are important to more 

than 5 billion people can be effectively adopted to solve problems, they will 

become a powerful force for good that no policymaker can afford to overlook‖ 

(Johnston, 2011: 15).  

A state may need religious soft power because of security concerns as well. A state 

which possesses religious soft power can wield it so as to provide security for itself.  

―United States policy in Central America and other important geo-strategic areas 

was dominated by security concerns (i.e. anti-communism)‖ (Haynes, 1994: 153) 

and religion was employed in those regions to minimize any threat. Certain 

Christian conservative missionary groups were active in Central America during the 

Cold War. They were  

sponsored by such groups as the Smithtown Gospel Tabernacle, World Gospel Outreach and 

Jimmy Swaggart‘s Assemblies of God. […] Swaggart, whose television shows were 

regularly shown in Central America until his downfall following a sex scandal, preached ‗that 

the world is divided into two camps, Christianity and communism. One representative of 
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Christ, the other representative of the evil one, Satan‘ (D‘Antonio 1990: 150, cited in Haynes, 

1994: 143) 

Haynes asserts that this fact does not show that there might have been necessarily 

close links between the United States Christian conservative groups and the Central 

Intelligence Agency but ―there are clear links between conservative religious 

movements in the USA and those in Central America based on the nature of shared 

goals: anti-communism and American values‖ (D‘Antonio 1990: 150, cited in 

Haynes, 1994: 143). So, it is possible that religion can be employed by states as a 

soft power tool to provide security for themselves by preventing the spread of 

which they regard as dangerous ideas.  

It is getting increasingly true that ―[r]eligious networks and communities in 

domestic and transnational civil society render state claims to monopoly 

sovereignty problematic‖ (Rudolph, 1997a: 12).  They do not have the authority 

and power to replace the state but they provide an alternative to state activity and 

state-defined space. Therefore, we can talk about the thinning of effect and function 

of states (Rudolph, 1997a: 12). It is, thus, imperative for states not to ignore 

religious actors and establish cooperation with them and, if possible, co-opt them. 

Those states with religious soft power can co-opt religious actors more easily than 

those without it.  

Possessing religious soft power over another state can offer a possessor state an 

advantage in terms of economic gains as well. For example, companies and 

enterprises of a state can export their goods more efficiently to a state over which 

the former one has religious soft power. This religious soft power can also pave the 

way for more investments in between the states since it causes attraction. 

Expansion of the international market of a country can be facilitated by means of 

religious soft power as well.  

Religious soft power is also important for a state which may not have hard power 

resources to get what it wants or may be economically underdeveloped to co-opt 

and attract others; therefore, it can rely on its religious soft power to be attractive 

and persuasive over others. It can achieve tangible benefits through religious soft 

power, if wielded successfully. 
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4 CONCLUSION 

In this study, I have attempted to present how religion can constitute a soft power 

resource in international relations both for states and non-state religious actors. It 

can in many circumstances be possible that one can get the outcomes one wants 

without tangible threats and payoffs; therefore, it is very important for one to get 

others admire one‘s values and emulate its example. And religion can be a non-

coercive tool in this way to reach the outcome. ―Seduction is always more effective 

than coercion‖ (Nye, 2004a: x) and therefore the seductive use of religion or 

seductive image that is achieved by means of a constructive engagement with 

religion has the capacity indeed to produce soft power. It has been shown that 

religious non-state actors try to achieve their goals in various ways through the 

exercise of religious soft power. It has also been suggested that a state, even if a 

secular one, can utilize religion as a form of soft power in order to become 

attractive and persuasive over foreign governments and publics. This study has also 

argued that once faith is treated as much as politics and economics are treated in 

diplomacy, it will be easier for countries to gain power over others. It is important 

to know that the use of soft power does not constitute a zero sum game in 

international relations. The fact that one country gains religious soft power does not 

mean another one loses it. Therefore, this study noted at the fact that ―[r]eligion 

should not be viewed only as a problem, but also as a source of creativity, 

inspiration, and commitment to human flourishing that can and often does provide 

enormous opportunities‖ (Appleby et all, 2010).   

Several concerns should be made concerning religion‘s role in statecraft. It is 

undeniable that excessive governmental engagement with religion can be 

prejudicial for polity. There is also the possibility that such established religious 

positions as religion attaches can be taken held of by certain denominations only to 

augment their interests, which can result in the exclusion of other groups. 

Therefore, any state which would like to utilize religious soft power must carefully 
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organize its policies and institutions in a way that cannot exclude or harm any 

people.  

As the marginalization of religion in international relations seems to fade away, 

accommodation of religion in international relations theory is indeed necessary ―if 

we want to make more sense of domestic and international politics as well as 

foreign policy decisions in a world that simply refuses to be purely secular‖ (Sandal 

and James, 2010: 2). However, an engagement with religion built on neglect, 

manipulation and exploitation, instead of a constructive engagement, cannot 

possibly produce soft power. What is required is the integration of normative post-

secular dialogue of religion within the ethics of foreign-policy making, or statecraft 

in general, which has the potential to facilitate peaceful coexistence. Focusing one‘s 

attention on the danger that religion poses to the polity while disregarding the 

danger caused by fundamental secularism seems to be a narrow point of view. 

Fundamental secularism and secular Westphalian language need to be reconsidered 

by states in their pursuit of peaceful coexistence and possession of attractive image. 

Requiring a deep sensitivity to the complexity of religion and a profound self-

critical assessment of the limits of secular reason, post-secularism opens an 

epistemic universe in which all sources of knowledge can cohabit without 

jeopardizing the commitments of any believer, whether secularist or religious 

(Gelot, 2009). Post-secularism should be understood as a complementary learning 

process between believers and non-believers. Rehabilitation of dialogical 

relationship with religion in statecraft can open new and peaceful doors for states in 

their quest for power.  
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