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Understanding Influence in 
a Globalized, Intensely 
Competitive Environment

• Overarching assumptions of 
three decades ago 
challenged

• Integration as democratizing 
force

• Soft power concept arrived 
at the Cold War’s end

• Influence seen through a
particular lens



Authoritarian Powers “Reverse Engineer” 
Globalization

• Assumptions about authoritarian direction

• An underestimation of authoritarian state 
power

• Reverse engineering of key aspects of 
globalization



Reverse Engineering Globalization

 In China, authoritarian leaders  
engage in widespread academic 
censorship – while at same time 
plowing huge resources into R & D 
and higher education.

 Authorities in Beijing - as well as 
Moscow, Tehran and Riyadh - do 
same with media: Systematic 
censorship while investing 
massively in international media.



Authoritarians Have Strong Preferences

• Autocrats not agnostic about 
freedoms of expression or 
association

• Internationally engaged authoritarian 
powers don’t leave preferences at 
home

• Effects of certain influence from 
China, Russia, Gulf states: 
o Censorship
o Compromising forms of engagement
o Degrading of institutions

o Secrecy as a norm

“What to Do About China’s ‘Sharp Power’,” The Economist, December 14, 2017.

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/12/14/what-to-do-about-chinas-sharp-power


Compromising Effects of Sharp Power

• Sharp Power effects:

• Monopolizing ideas

• Suppressing alternative 
narratives

• Exploiting partner 
institutions

“Presidents Xi Jinping, Cyril Ramaphosa and Vladimir Putin in Johannesburg,” from 
Henry Foy, Nastassia Astrasheuskaya, and David Pilling, “Russia: Vladimir Putin’s Pivot to Africa,” 
Financial Times, January 22, 2019.

https://www.ft.com/content/a5648efa-1a4e-11e9-9e64-d150b3105d21


Sharp Power
Effects

• Authoritarian powers’ default 
position >>> Take away
agency, from:

• Knowledge sector

• Information and Media 

• Technology

• Activists (transnational 
repression)



Repression of Activists



Authoritarian State-Aligned Media Goes Global

“Beijing’s Global Reach: Selected Cases of Chinese Influence Abroad,” from Sarah Repucci, “Freedom and the Media 
2019: A Downward Spiral,” Freedom House, June 2019.

From left to right, forced confessions that were broadcast on state TV in China, Russia, and Belarus, respectively, from “Victims of ‘Forced 
Confessions’ Urge Western Powers to Ban Chinese TV Channels,” France 24, April 12, 2021; “Ukrainian Reporter Held by Moscow-Backed 
Separatists Forced to Confess in Russia State TV Interview,” Committee to Protect Journalists, August 22, 2018; and Anton Troianovski and Ivan 
Nechepurenko, “Putin Seeks Distance From Belarus Turmoil and Says Russia Is ‘Neutral’,” New York Times, June 4, 2021.

Cyrena Kokolis, “Comparing the Social Media Reach of Chinese, 
Iranian and Russian State-Sponsored News Outlets,” Foreign Policy 
Research Institute, May 8, 2020. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-and-media/2019/media-freedom-downward-spiral
https://www.france24.com/en/asia-pacific/20210411-victims-of-forced-confessions-urge-western-powers-to-ban-chinese-tv-channels
https://cpj.org/2018/08/ukrainian-reporter-held-by-moscow-backed-separatis/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/04/world/europe/belarus-activist-roman-protasevich.html
https://www.fpri.org/fie/social-media-state-sponsored-news/


How is Success 
Defined?

• Does autocratic 
leadership seek 
“favorability” or “love”?

• Or, more appropriately:
Reverence?
Compliance?
Deference? 
Obedience?



What Can (Must) Free Societies Do?
• Efforts of a full spectrum of institutions within 

open societies

• Civil society can help address persistent 
political-literacy gaps regarding China and 
Russia. This sector must be alert to  risks of 
engagement with global authoritarian powers, 
can serve as a vital line of defense that 
reinforces the institutional integrity of 
democracies

• Democratic unity in face of authoritarian 
division: Leaders of critical institutions in free 
societies should find strength in numbers when 
fending off the authoritarian threat

• Democracies must “get their own house in 
order” - but they cannot afford to ignore the 
world around them while they do so

“Building Resilience to Sharp Power Across the Media Ecosystem,” from Sarah Cook, “China’s Global 
Media Footprint: Democratic Responses to Expanding Authoritarian Influence,” Sharp Power and 
Democratic Resilience Series, February 2021.

https://www.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Chinas-Global-Media-Footprint-Democratic-Responses-to-Expanding-Authoritarian-Influence-Cook-Feb-2021.pdf?utm_source=forum&utm_medium=site&utm_campaign=media%20cook


What Can (Must) Free Societies Do?

• In a fiercely competitive 
environment:
• New Quality of Preparation

• Roll Back Secrecy/Support Openness

• Rebuff Elite Capture

• Vigorously Defend Freedom of 
Expression

• Compete More Purposefully in the 
Global Media Sphere


