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This paper explores the evolving role of China’s 

education system in shaping its international 

relations and enhancing its global influence. By 

examining educational diplomacy, soft power, 

and global competitiveness, the study highlights 

how China has used educational reforms, such as 

the "Double First Class" initiative, to improve the 

global standing of its universities. The paper also 

investigates China's educational outreach through 

Confucius Institutes, scholarships, and academic 

collaborations, which have strengthened its 

diplomatic ties with developing countries. 

However, challenges such as academic freedom, 

ideological control, and geopolitical tensions 

complicate China’s educational diplomacy. The 

findings suggest that while education plays a 

crucial role in China’s soft power strategy, human 

rights concerns and political tensions limit its 

effectiveness, particularly in the West. The paper 

concludes with recommendations for future 

research into the long-term impacts of China’s 

educational initiatives on international relations. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Context 

In recent decades, China has emerged as a dominant player on the global 
stage, not only through its economic growth but also through its evolving 
political and cultural influence. Central to this transformation is China’s 
educational system, which has undergone significant reforms aimed at 
enhancing both its domestic capabilities and its international standing. As China 
positions itself as a major global power, its educational policies and practices 
have become key instruments of soft power and diplomatic influence. Education 
in China is no longer solely a domestic concern but has become an essential 
component of the country’s foreign policy, shaping its interactions with the rest 
of the world. 

The Chinese government has placed significant emphasis on improving 
the quality of education, particularly in higher education and research, to 
position Chinese universities as competitive on the world stage. Initiatives such 
as the “Double First Class” plan, which seeks to elevate certain Chinese 
universities to world-class status, reflect this ambition (Wang, 2016). These efforts 
are part of a broader strategy to enhance China's "soft power" and influence 
internationally, a concept that emphasizes the ability to attract and co-opt rather 
than coerce (Nye, 2004). 

Moreover, the rapid expansion of Chinese students studying abroad and 
the establishment of Confucius Institutes around the world highlight how China 
has utilized education as a diplomatic tool to expand its global footprint. 
Through these initiatives, China has not only promoted the Chinese language 
and culture but also cultivated a network of individuals sympathetic to China’s 
political and economic interests (Zhao, 2017). 
 
Research Question 

This paper seeks to answer the following research question: How does 
China’s education system contribute to its global political influence? Specifically, it 
aims to explore the mechanisms through which education has been utilized as a 
tool for soft power and international diplomacy. In doing so, it will consider the 
role of education in shaping China's relationships with other nations and the 
implications of these educational initiatives on global political dynamics. 
 
Importance 

Understanding the intersection of China’s education system and its 
international relations is crucial for several reasons. First, education is an 
important element of soft power—a term popularized by Joseph Nye (2004) to 
describe the non-coercive means by which countries achieve global influence. 
Through educational outreach, such as scholarships, academic exchanges, and 
language programs, China is building goodwill and fostering long-term 
relationships with nations worldwide. These efforts are particularly significant 
in regions like Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia, where China’s growing 
influence is reshaping political and economic landscapes (Shambaugh, 2013). 

Second, China’s education system plays a key role in its broader economic 
strategy. The country has made significant strides in producing a highly skilled 
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workforce, especially in fields like science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM). This focus on education not only meets domestic needs but 
also strengthens China’s position in the global knowledge economy (Sullivan & 
Xie, 2018). As a result, China's educational reforms and investments have direct 
implications for its global economic competitiveness and international standing. 

Finally, the role of education in China’s foreign policy extends beyond 
mere academic exchange. Initiatives like the Confucius Institutes are 
instrumental in promoting China’s political and cultural values while fostering 
academic and economic ties with other countries (Li, 2019). By controlling the 
narrative around its history, culture, and political ideology, China is actively 
shaping global perceptions and advancing its geopolitical goals through 
educational diplomacy. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Overview of China’s Education System 

China’s education system has undergone significant transformations over 
the centuries, evolving from a traditional imperial system rooted in 
Confucianism to a modern system aimed at competing on the global stage. In 
Imperial China, education was primarily focused on preparing individuals for 
the civil service exams, which were based on Confucian principles and texts. The 
imperial examination system, which lasted for over 1,300 years, emphasized 
moral education and intellectual capacity. It was a central mechanism for 
maintaining the governance structure of the empire, ensuring that educated elites 
would rule (Elman, 2000). However, this system was relatively inaccessible to the 
general population and limited in its scope to serving the needs of the imperial 
bureaucracy. 

Following the fall of the Qing Dynasty in 1911 and the rise of the Republic 
of China, the educational system underwent radical reforms to modernize the 
country and align it with Western models. The early 20th century saw the 
establishment of new universities that blended traditional Chinese teachings 
with Western ideas of science, democracy, and technology (Bray, 1996). The 
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) marked another turning point, as the education 
system was disrupted by Maoist ideologies. Schools and universities were closed, 
intellectuals were persecuted, and the educational focus shifted to serve the 
political aims of the Communist Party, discouraging independent thought and 
academic freedom (Liu, 2004). During this period, education was considered a 
tool for political and ideological control rather than intellectual development. 

The post-Mao era ushered in a new phase of reform and modernization. 
With Deng Xiaoping’s policies of “Reform and Opening-Up” in the late 1970s, 
China began to reintroduce educational reforms aimed at fostering technological 
and economic growth. This shift led to the establishment of a more formalized 
education system with a focus on science, engineering, and mathematics 
(Sullivan & Xie, 2018). China’s embrace of globalization in the 1990s and 2000s 
saw the rapid expansion of higher education, the rise of international academic 
collaborations, and an increased emphasis on producing a highly skilled 
workforce capable of driving China’s economic growth (Cheng, 2004). 
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Today, China’s education system is one of the largest in the world, with 
over 200 million students enrolled at various levels. The Chinese government 
continues to implement reforms aimed at making its universities globally 
competitive, a prime example being the “Double First Class” initiative, which 
aims to elevate selected Chinese universities to world-class status (Wang, 2016). 
 
Previous Research on Education and Soft Power 

The relationship between education and soft power has been widely 
discussed in international relations scholarship, with numerous studies 
examining how education can be used as a tool to enhance a country’s global 
influence. Joseph Nye (2004), who coined the term “soft power,” argues that 
nations can gain global influence not just through military or economic means, 
but by attracting others to their values, culture, and policies. In this framework, 
education plays a central role in the exercise of soft power by allowing countries 
to project their cultural values and ideas through academic exchange programs, 
cultural diplomacy, and international educational collaborations. 

China has increasingly embraced education as a central element of its soft 
power strategy. The establishment of Confucius Institutes worldwide, which 
promote Chinese language and culture, is one of the most prominent examples 
of China’s use of educational diplomacy (Li, 2019). Through these institutes, 
China has expanded its influence by offering language courses, cultural exchange 
programs, and academic partnerships with foreign universities. These 
institutions have played a key role in shaping the international perception of 
China, particularly in regions like Africa, Europe, and Southeast Asia, where 
China’s economic and political influence has been growing (Shambaugh, 2013). 

A number of scholars have explored how Chinese universities’ increasing 
presence in global rankings and research collaborations has enhanced China’s 
soft power. Researchers like Zhao (2017) emphasize how China’s investment in 
higher education is not just about improving its domestic educational quality, 
but also about positioning itself as a leader in the global knowledge economy. 
Moreover, China’s efforts to attract international students, particularly from 
developing countries, are seen as a deliberate strategy to cultivate a network of 
future leaders and influencers who are sympathetic to China’s political and 
economic model (Sullivan & Xie, 2018). 

The relationship between China’s educational diplomacy and its foreign 
policy has been another key area of scholarly interest. Scholars like Yang (2014) 
and He (2016) argue that China’s educational outreach is intricately tied to its 
geopolitical interests, including the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). By investing 
in educational infrastructure and offering scholarships to students from BRI 
partner countries, China seeks to strengthen its economic and political ties with 
these regions, particularly in Africa and Central Asia (Cai, 2019). 
 
China’s International Relations and Education 

China’s foreign policy has evolved to incorporate education as a strategic 
tool for shaping its international relationships. The country’s growing 
investment in international education is seen not only as a means of advancing 
economic ties but also as a means of consolidating its influence in the global 
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political arena. One of the most significant changes in China’s approach to 
international relations has been its shift towards “soft power” diplomacy, which 
emphasizes the importance of cultural exchange, academic collaboration, and 
educational development (Nye, 2004). 

China’s use of education as a diplomatic tool is particularly evident in the 
context of its relationships with developing countries. In Africa, for example, 
China has built numerous educational partnerships and provided scholarships 
for African students to study in China. This educational engagement is seen as a 
way to build long-term diplomatic and economic relationships (Shambaugh, 
2013). Similarly, in Latin America, China has expanded its educational diplomacy 
to increase its political and economic influence in the region (Huang, 2018). 

In terms of higher education, China has increasingly sought to strengthen 
academic exchanges with Western nations, while also positioning itself as a 
global leader in research and innovation. According to Zhao (2017), China’s 
higher education reform has been closely aligned with its broader foreign policy 
objectives, including fostering a global reputation for academic excellence. 
Through strategic investments in universities and research initiatives, China has 
begun to enhance its standing in the international community, especially in areas 
such as science and technology. 
 
Gap in the Literature 

While there has been substantial research on the relationship between 
education and soft power, there remains a gap in the literature regarding the 
specific ways in which China’s educational system directly shapes its foreign 
policy and international relations. Much of the existing scholarship focuses on 
the broader concepts of soft power or China’s foreign policy strategies but fails 
to provide a detailed, in-depth analysis of how education functions as a strategic 
instrument in these processes. 

Moreover, there is limited research on the long-term impact of China’s 
educational diplomacy on its international relations. Although studies have 
examined short-term successes, such as the expansion of Confucius Institutes and 
the increasing number of Chinese students abroad, less attention has been given 
to the broader implications of these initiatives for China’s global strategy. For 
example, how do education programs influence perceptions of China in specific 
regions over time? How do Chinese graduates, returning to their home countries 
after studying abroad, contribute to reshaping political and economic 
relationships? 

This paper aims to fill these gaps by providing a more nuanced analysis 
of how China’s education system and educational diplomacy are integral 
components of its broader foreign policy and international relations strategy. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
Research Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative research design to examine the role of 
China’s education system in shaping its international relations. Given the 
complex and multifaceted nature of the topic, a qualitative approach allows for 
an in-depth analysis of how education functions as a tool of foreign policy and 
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soft power. The research will primarily focus on the historical and contemporary 
evolution of China’s education system, as well as its diplomatic impact on 
international relations. 

To understand the broader implications of China’s educational strategies, 
the study utilizes a historical approach to trace the evolution of educational 
reforms in China, from the imperial period to the modern era. By investigating 
the historical context, this research aims to illuminate how the educational 
system has shifted in response to China’s changing geopolitical ambitions. 
Moreover, a case study approach will be used to examine specific educational 
initiatives such as the Confucius Institutes and China’s higher education 

reform, as these initiatives are central to China’s diplomatic strategies and soft 
power efforts (Li, 2019; Zhao, 2017). This mixed qualitative approach enables a 
comprehensive understanding of both the long-term historical evolution of 
China’s education system and its current international applications. 
 
Data Sources 

This research draws from a combination of primary and secondary sources 
to ensure a rich and varied dataset: 

1. Primary Sources: These include official Chinese government documents, 
educational policy reports, speeches by Chinese political leaders, and 
records from international organizations such as UNESCO and the World 
Bank. Primary sources will provide insight into China's policy objectives 
related to education and foreign relations. For example, China’s National 
Medium and Long-Term Educational Reform and Development Plan 
(2010–2020) outlines key educational strategies that aim to elevate China’s 
international standing (State Council of the People's Republic of China, 
2010). These documents will be used to analyze China’s strategic priorities 
regarding educational diplomacy and its broader geopolitical goals. 

2. Secondary Sources: Academic journal articles, books, and reports from 
think tanks and international organizations will be utilized to provide a 
comprehensive view of the relationship between education and China’s 
foreign policy. Key secondary sources include research by scholars like 
Shambaugh (2013), Zhao (2017), and Li (2019), who explore the role of 
education in China’s foreign relations and soft power. These sources will 
help contextualize primary documents and enable the study to assess the 
academic discourse surrounding China’s educational initiatives. 

3. Interviews and Expert Opinions: As part of the qualitative methodology, 
interviews with experts in Chinese foreign policy, international education, 
and soft power will be conducted. These experts could include scholars, 
diplomats, and policy analysts who specialize in China’s global education 
diplomacy. Interviews will provide additional insight into the practical 
implications of educational policies and their effectiveness in enhancing 
China’s global influence. 

 
Analytical Framework 

The research will be guided by several theoretical frameworks relevant to 
international relations and educational diplomacy. The primary framework will 
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be soft power, a concept introduced by Joseph Nye (2004). Soft power refers to a 
country’s ability to shape global outcomes through attraction rather than 
coercion, and education is a key component of this strategy. By fostering 
academic exchanges, promoting the Chinese language, and establishing 
educational institutions abroad (e.g., Confucius Institutes), China has leveraged 
education to build long-term diplomatic relationships and influence global 
perceptions (Shambaugh, 2013; Zhao, 2017). 

Additionally, public diplomacy will be used as a secondary theoretical 
lens. Public diplomacy focuses on the ways in which governments communicate 
with foreign publics to achieve foreign policy objectives (Gilboa, 2008). Education 
as a form of public diplomacy allows China to project its cultural values and 
political ideologies globally, which, in turn, supports its broader foreign policy 
goals. 

Finally, the research will be framed within the context of globalization. 
As China becomes more integrated into the global economy and international 
political networks, its educational outreach is seen as part of its broader strategy 
to enhance its global status (Sullivan & Xie, 2018). Understanding China’s 
educational reforms within the context of globalization helps explain how the 
country uses education not only to meet domestic needs but also to shape 
international relations and economic ties (Cheng, 2004). 
 
Limitations 

While this study provides valuable insights into China’s educational 
diplomacy, there are several limitations that should be acknowledged: 

1. Availability of Data: As with any research involving Chinese government 
policies, there may be challenges related to accessing certain types of data, 
especially those that involve sensitive or classified information. Although 
public documents and official reports are available, the full extent of 
internal discussions and decision-making processes may not be disclosed, 
which could limit the depth of the analysis. 

2. Language Barriers: A significant portion of the primary sources, 
especially official Chinese documents and speeches, may be in Chinese. 
While the researcher will use English translations of key documents, 
nuances in language may be lost in translation, potentially affecting the 
interpretation of certain policy objectives. To mitigate this, reliance on 
secondary sources by Chinese scholars and experts will be crucial. 

3. Geopolitical Context: Education as a tool of diplomacy often intersects 
with broader geopolitical issues, such as trade relations, human rights 
concerns, and regional conflicts. While this research will explore 
education's role in China’s international relations, it may not fully account 
for the complexities of these other factors, which could influence the 
success or failure of educational diplomacy. 

4. Scope of Educational Initiatives: The study will focus on a select number 
of educational initiatives, such as the Confucius Institutes and China’s 
higher education reform policies, as case studies. While these initiatives 
are central to China’s educational diplomacy, they may not capture the 
entire breadth of China’s educational engagement with the world. Further 
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research could expand the scope to include additional programs or 
examine the impact of Chinese universities’ international collaborations in 
more detail. 
 
Despite these limitations, the qualitative and case study approach, 

combined with a solid theoretical framework, will allow for a comprehensive 
understanding of how China’s education system contributes to its global political 
influence. 
 
RESEARCH RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
The Role of Education in China's Foreign Policy 
Educational Diplomacy 

China’s educational diplomacy has become a cornerstone of its broader 
soft power strategy, designed to influence global perceptions and build long-
term international relationships. The term soft power, coined by Joseph Nye 
(2004), refers to the ability of a country to attract others through its values, 
culture, and policies rather than relying on coercion. Education plays a pivotal 
role in China’s soft power strategy, as it helps the country project its culture, 
values, and political ideology worldwide. 

One of the most prominent initiatives in China’s educational diplomacy is 
the establishment of Confucius Institutes, which have become a symbol of 
China's cultural outreach and educational influence. Since the first Confucius 
Institute opened in 2004, the number of these institutions has grown 
dramatically, with over 500 institutes operating across more than 140 countries 
by 2021 (Li, 2019). The Confucius Institutes offer language courses, cultural 
programs, and academic collaborations that promote the Chinese language and 
culture. These institutes are strategically placed in key regions, helping China 
increase its cultural footprint and cultivate future leaders who may be more 
sympathetic to China’s political and economic interests (Li, 2019). 

In addition to the Confucius Institutes, scholarship programs are another 
vital tool in China’s educational diplomacy. The Chinese government has 
established various scholarship programs aimed at attracting international 
students, particularly from developing countries in Africa, Latin America, and 
Asia. The Chinese Government Scholarship Program, for example, provides full 
funding for foreign students to pursue higher education in China. According to 
official figures, by 2019, the number of international students in China had 
exceeded 490,000, a clear indication of China’s growing appeal as an educational 
destination (Zhao, 2017). These scholarship programs not only enhance China’s 
soft power but also serve as a means of building economic and diplomatic ties 
with countries that participate in the programs. 

Moreover, university partnerships play a critical role in strengthening 
China’s educational diplomacy. Leading Chinese universities, such as Peking 
University and Tsinghua University, have formed strategic partnerships with 
universities in countries around the world, facilitating academic exchanges and 
collaborative research projects. These partnerships help build mutual 
understanding between China and other nations while enhancing the global 
competitiveness of Chinese higher education institutions (Shambaugh, 2013). 



Indonesian Journal of Educational Science and Technology (Nurture) 
Vol. 3, No. 4, 2024 : 269 - 288 

  277 
 

Through such partnerships, China fosters relationships with influential academic 
and political elites, paving the way for stronger diplomatic and economic ties. 
 
China’s Global Educational Outreach 

China’s educational outreach extends far beyond the borders of East Asia. 
One of the key regions where China has strategically used education to enhance 
its influence is Africa. Over the past two decades, China has invested heavily in 
educational initiatives on the continent, providing thousands of scholarships for 
African students to study in China. In addition to educational outreach, China 
has also built several universities in Africa, including the African China 

Education Cooperation Project that focuses on infrastructure development in 
African nations (Huang, 2018). These initiatives have not only helped improve 
educational access in Africa but have also strengthened China's influence in the 
region, aligning with its broader geopolitical and economic interests, particularly 
as part of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

In Southeast Asia, China's educational diplomacy has been crucial in 
enhancing its influence. Countries like Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar have 
benefited from China's investment in higher education, with numerous students 
from these nations studying in China. The Chinese government has also funded 
the construction of educational institutions, helping to raise the standard of 
education in the region while cementing China's role as a key partner in 
development (Zhao, 2017). These efforts align with China’s broader foreign 
policy goal of strengthening ties with its neighboring countries through 
education, reinforcing the cultural and economic connections that are essential 
for maintaining stability and influence in the region. 

In Latin America, China has utilized education as a means of advancing 
its influence in the region, where competition with the United States remains a 
significant geopolitical concern. As China expands its economic and diplomatic 
ties with Latin American countries, it has also increased its investment in 
education. China has provided scholarships for Latin American students to study 
in China, and it has promoted academic exchanges between Chinese and Latin 
American universities. This educational engagement helps China create long-
term relationships with Latin American political and business elites, fostering a 
favorable environment for Chinese trade and investment (Huang, 2018). 

Through its educational diplomacy in these regions, China is not only 
expanding its influence but is also laying the groundwork for a future where 
these regions align more closely with Chinese policy objectives. Education, 
therefore, plays a central role in China’s strategy to foster economic partnerships 
and strengthen its political alliances. 
 
Impact of Chinese Students Abroad 

The role of Chinese students abroad is another important aspect of 
China’s educational diplomacy. Since the late 20th century, China has seen a 
significant increase in the number of its students studying in foreign countries, 
particularly in Western nations such as the United States, the United Kingdom, 
and Australia. As of 2020, there were over 600,000 Chinese students studying 
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abroad (Sullivan & Xie, 2018). These students serve as critical players in China’s 
foreign policy and international relations. 

Chinese students abroad often act as ambassadors of Chinese culture and 
values. Through their interactions with foreign peers and professors, they help 
to foster mutual understanding between China and the host countries. Many of 
these students return to China after completing their studies, bringing back 
knowledge and skills that contribute to the modernization and global 
competitiveness of China’s economy. These returnees often play an important 
role in strengthening China’s international relations by acting as cultural bridges 
and diplomatic facilitators between China and their respective countries (Zhao, 
2017). 

Moreover, Chinese students abroad have the potential to influence the 
political and economic landscape in their home countries. Many of them occupy 
influential positions in government, business, and academia upon their return to 
China, and they often maintain close ties with their foreign universities and 
counterparts. This network of returnee elites can help to expand China’s global 
influence by fostering academic and business collaborations between China and 
other nations (Sullivan & Xie, 2018). 

However, it is important to note that Chinese students studying abroad 
are also subjected to the geopolitical realities and tensions between China and 
Western powers. For instance, in recent years, there have been concerns in the 
West about Chinese students being used as instruments of political influence by 
the Chinese government. In some countries, this has led to growing scrutiny of 
Chinese students and scholars, reflecting the complex intersection of education, 
politics, and diplomacy (Zhao, 2017). 
 
Geopolitical Considerations 

China’s educational policies are deeply intertwined with its geopolitical 
interests, particularly in its relations with neighboring countries and global 
powers. In East Asia, China’s educational diplomacy is essential in shaping its 
relationships with countries like Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. While these 
nations are often rivals to China in economic and political terms, education 
provides a platform for diplomatic engagement. For instance, Chinese language 
programs and academic exchanges with Japan and South Korea allow for people-
to-people connections that can ease tensions and foster cooperation in areas such 
as trade, security, and regional stability (Shambaugh, 2013). 

With the United States, education is both an opportunity and a point of 
contention. Chinese students studying in the U.S. have long been a symbol of the 
educational exchange between the two countries. However, in recent years, the 
growing geopolitical tensions between China and the U.S. have led to increasing 
scrutiny of Chinese students and scholars in the U.S. The Trump administration’s 
restrictions on Chinese students in certain academic fields (such as STEM) 
exemplify the complex relationship between education and national security in 
the context of U.S.-China relations (Huang, 2018). Despite these challenges, 
education remains an important part of the broader China-U.S. relationship, with 
educational exchange continuing to serve as a means of dialogue and mutual 
understanding. 
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China’s relationships with Russia also illustrate the role of education in 
diplomacy. The two countries have increasingly collaborated in educational 
exchanges, particularly in science and technology. By investing in educational 
partnerships, China and Russia are not only strengthening their bilateral ties but 
also positioning themselves as key players in the global political and economic 
order (Shambaugh, 2013). 

In sum, China’s educational policies are an essential element of its 
geopolitical strategy. By leveraging education as a tool of soft power, China 
enhances its global influence and fosters relationships that align with its broader 
foreign policy objectives. 
 
China’s Higher Education System and International Rankings 
Educational Reforms and Global Competitiveness 

In recent decades, China has made significant strides in reforming its 
higher education system to enhance its global competitiveness and position itself 
as a leader in academic research and innovation. These reforms are largely driven 
by China’s goal to improve its standing in global university rankings and 
strengthen its role in the global knowledge economy. The Chinese government 
has recognized that higher education is a critical pillar in achieving its broader 
national objectives, including technological innovation, economic growth, and 
soft power expansion. 

One of the most notable reforms in recent years has been the "Double First 

Class" initiative, launched in 2015. This initiative aims to elevate a select group 
of Chinese universities into the top echelons of the world’s educational 
institutions. It focuses on improving the quality of both teaching and research in 
order to help these universities achieve world-class status in specific academic 
fields. According to the Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China 
(2015), the initiative targets the enhancement of the research output, faculty 
quality, and international reputation of China’s top universities. 

The Double First Class initiative is accompanied by significant financial 
investments. China has poured considerable resources into the infrastructure of 
its top universities, expanded research funding, and fostered collaborations with 
international academic institutions. These reforms are aimed at improving 
China’s academic environment, attracting global talent, and fostering innovative 
research that can contribute to national and global challenges (Wang, 2016). 

Moreover, China has sought to integrate its higher education system more 
closely with the global academic community. The government has encouraged 
Chinese universities to develop partnerships with leading international 
institutions, enhancing their global visibility and fostering academic exchange. 
The focus on improving the quality of education and research output in these 
universities has been aligned with China’s broader goal to enhance its 
competitive edge in the global economy and improve its international influence 
(Sullivan & Xie, 2018). 
 
World-Class Universities and Research Output 

Among China’s top universities, Tsinghua University and Peking 

University stand out as leaders in the nation’s academic landscape. Both 
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institutions have made significant progress in improving their international 
rankings and are now recognized as some of the best universities in the world. 
According to the QS World University Rankings (2020), Tsinghua University and 
Peking University are consistently ranked among the top 30 universities globally, 
with Tsinghua often outperforming Peking University in specific academic fields 
such as engineering and technology. 

These universities are central to China’s broader strategy of utilizing 
higher education as a tool of soft power. The global recognition of Tsinghua and 
Peking University contributes to the enhancement of China’s cultural and 
intellectual appeal, showcasing the country’s ability to produce world-class 
research and attract international students and scholars. As these universities 
continue to climb in global rankings, they act as symbols of China’s growing 
influence in the global knowledge economy and its ability to produce cutting-
edge research that addresses global challenges (Zhao, 2017). 

In addition to rankings, the research output of Chinese universities has 
increased dramatically. China has rapidly become a global leader in academic 
publishing, particularly in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM). According to the National Science Foundation (2019), 
China is now the world’s second-largest producer of research papers, second 
only to the United States. This shift has been driven by government investments 
in research infrastructure, the growth of university-led research centers, and 
China’s emphasis on producing high-quality, high-impact academic work 
(Sullivan & Xie, 2018). 

These universities play a crucial role in promoting China’s soft power 
through academic exchanges and research collaborations with foreign 
institutions. By attracting international students and researchers, Chinese 
universities strengthen China’s global presence and cultivate long-term 
relationships with foreign countries. This has positioned China as an influential 
player in the international academic community, allowing it to shape global 
research agendas and foster diplomatic ties through educational collaboration. 
 
Academic Collaborations and Partnerships 

China’s focus on improving the quality of its higher education has been 
accompanied by an increasing number of academic collaborations and 
partnerships with universities around the world. These partnerships often 
involve joint degree programs, collaborative research projects, and faculty 
exchanges, all of which serve to elevate China’s academic standing globally. 

One prominent example of China’s academic partnerships is its 
collaboration with universities in the United States, the European Union, and 
other regions. Chinese universities have established joint research programs with 
institutions such as Harvard University, Oxford University, and the University 
of California. These collaborations not only allow for the exchange of knowledge 
and expertise but also help Chinese universities gain access to cutting-edge 
research and technology, further enhancing their global competitiveness 
(Shambaugh, 2013). 

In addition to partnerships with Western universities, China has also 
formed strong academic ties with universities in developing countries, 
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particularly in Africa and Southeast Asia. Through the Confucius Institutes and 
other academic exchange programs, Chinese universities have established a 
significant presence in regions that are central to China’s broader diplomatic and 
economic interests. These collaborations help to promote mutual understanding, 
foster cultural exchange, and cultivate future leaders who may be sympathetic to 
China’s geopolitical priorities (Zhao, 2017). 

China’s academic collaborations have been central to the country’s 
strategy of integrating itself into the global knowledge economy, and they also 
serve as a means of promoting China’s political and cultural values. Through 
academic exchanges and research partnerships, China is not only enhancing its 
own educational system but also forging deeper relationships with countries 
around the world (Huang, 2018). 
 
China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” and Education 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013, has become a central 
component of China’s foreign policy, aimed at fostering economic development 
and infrastructure connectivity across Asia, Africa, and Europe. The BRI is also 
closely linked to China’s educational diplomacy, with educational projects 
serving as key tools in strengthening China’s relationships with partner 
countries. Education plays a crucial role in supporting China’s broader economic 
and geopolitical goals through the Belt and Road Initiative by promoting human 
capital development, fostering educational exchanges, and increasing people-to-
people connections between China and BRI partner countries. 

Education is an essential aspect of the BRI’s goal to enhance cooperation 
in areas such as trade, finance, and technology. China has invested in building 

educational infrastructure in countries along the Belt and Road, such as 
establishing new universities and providing scholarships for students from these 
regions to study in China. For example, China has built several universities in 
countries like Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Kazakhstan, where educational 
cooperation is seen as a key component of strengthening bilateral relations 
(Huang, 2018). 

By providing scholarships and building educational infrastructure, China 
aims to create long-term partnerships with BRI countries, helping them build 
their educational systems while simultaneously fostering economic and cultural 
ties. For instance, the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a major part 
of the BRI, has seen significant investment in educational initiatives, including 
scholarships for Pakistani students and the construction of new Chinese 
language programs (Zhao, 2017). These educational projects not only enhance 
people-to-people ties but also create a future generation of leaders who may be 
aligned with China’s economic and political interests. 

The educational component of the BRI also enhances China’s soft power 
by promoting its values and governance model in developing countries. As 
countries in Central Asia, Africa, and Southeast Asia participate in educational 
exchanges and collaborate with Chinese institutions, they become more exposed 
to China’s political and economic systems. These long-term educational 
investments help to shape the global influence of China by fostering a more 
favorable environment for its diplomatic and economic objectives. 
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China’s educational reforms and international partnerships have 
significantly enhanced its global standing, positioning the country as a growing 
academic power and leader in the global knowledge economy. Through 
initiatives such as the Double First Class program, strategic academic 
partnerships, and educational projects within the Belt and Road Initiative, China 
has effectively leveraged its higher education system to achieve diplomatic, 
economic, and geopolitical goals. As China continues to invest in its educational 
infrastructure and academic collaborations, its universities and research 
institutions will play an increasingly important role in shaping the future of 
global education and international relations. 
 
Challenges and Criticisms of China’s Education System in the Context of 
International Relations 
Domestic Criticisms 

Despite the significant reforms and successes of China’s education system, 
there are several domestic criticisms that have implications for its international 
relations. Academic freedom, ideological control, and the rigid exam-based 

system are central concerns that not only affect the quality and independence of 
education but also shape the way China is perceived globally. 

Academic freedom remains a contentious issue within China’s higher 
education institutions. The Chinese government exercises significant control over 
academic content, especially in fields related to political science, history, and 
social sciences. This control is often rooted in the desire to maintain ideological 
consistency with the Communist Party’s values. The Chinese authorities have 
long emphasized the importance of patriotism and Marxist-Leninist principles 
in education, which limits the space for academic dissent or alternative 
viewpoints. Research in areas that are seen as politically sensitive, such as Tibet, 
Taiwan, and human rights, is often either censored or discouraged (Liu, 2004). 
The government's ideological control over educational content, therefore, can 
hinder intellectual diversity and academic independence. 

This lack of academic freedom is not only a domestic concern but also has 
international ramifications. Foreign students and academics who engage with 
Chinese universities may encounter state-sponsored propaganda or find that 
certain research topics are off-limits. This has implications for China’s soft power, 
as international students who feel their academic freedom is restricted may 
develop a negative view of China, undermining the country's attempts to project 
itself as a model of intellectual and cultural openness (Shambaugh, 2013). 

Another criticism of China’s education system is its rigid exam-based 

structure, most notably exemplified by the Gaokao (National Higher Education 
Entrance Examination). While the exam is a powerful tool for meritocracy, it has 
been criticized for emphasizing rote memorization over critical thinking and 
creativity. Critics argue that the Gaokao system stifles students' ability to think 
independently and creatively, which is increasingly valued in the global 
economy (Bray, 1996). This system may also discourage innovation, which is 
critical for China’s aspirations to become a global leader in fields like technology 
and research. Such an educational structure could limit China’s capacity to 
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cultivate the kinds of innovative minds needed to lead in the global knowledge 
economy. 

These domestic issues are likely to have an impact on China’s 
international image. While China’s economic growth and technological advances 
are admired globally, the lack of academic freedom and the emphasis on rigid, 
exam-based learning could lead to perceptions of China as an intellectually 
stifled society. This can undermine China's efforts to promote its educational 
system as a model of progress and innovation. 
 
Geopolitical Tensions 

China’s use of education as a tool for diplomatic purposes has also 
generated significant geopolitical tensions. While educational diplomacy, 
including programs like the Confucius Institutes and scholarships for 
international students, is seen by China as a way to build goodwill and expand 
its global influence, it has faced considerable backlash, particularly from Western 
powers. 

One of the key points of contention is the Confucius Institutes, which 
have been accused of promoting Chinese political ideologies and censorship 
abroad. Several Western universities have closed or distanced themselves from 
these institutes due to concerns about academic freedom and the pressure to 
align with Chinese political views. For example, in the United States, several 
universities, including those in the University of North Carolina system, have 
severed ties with Confucius Institutes, citing concerns over Chinese censorship 
and restrictions on free speech (Zhao, 2017). Similarly, European nations have 
expressed reservations about the influence of Confucius Institutes in their 
universities, fearing that these institutions could be used to promote pro-Chinese 
narratives and suppress discussions on topics such as Tibet, Taiwan, and the 

Tiananmen Square protests (Li, 2019). 
China’s educational diplomacy has also been criticized as a form of “soft 

power projection” that hides its underlying political goals. While Chinese 
officials argue that educational exchanges are a means of promoting mutual 
understanding, critics argue that these programs are often designed to influence 
foreign academic and public opinion in favor of Chinese policies, particularly in 
countries that have significant trade or political ties with China. As a result, many 
in the West view China’s educational outreach efforts as an extension of its 
authoritarian agenda, aimed at securing influence rather than fostering genuine 
academic collaboration (Shambaugh, 2013). 

These geopolitical tensions are compounded by China’s increasing 
international assertiveness in other areas, such as trade and foreign policy, 
where its more confrontational stance has led to growing wariness and distrust 
from Western countries. The use of education as a tool of diplomatic influence, 
therefore, raises broader concerns about China’s intentions and its desire to 
reshape global norms to reflect its political and economic model. 
 
Human Rights and Soft Power Limitations 

One of the major limitations of China’s soft power, particularly in the 
realm of education, is its human rights record, especially in regions like Tibet 
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and Hong Kong. Despite efforts to promote Chinese culture and values through 
education, China’s human rights practices in these regions present a significant 
challenge to its soft power. 

In Tibet, for instance, the Chinese government’s suppression of Tibetan 
culture, religion, and language has drawn widespread international criticism. 
While China promotes its educational programs abroad, particularly in Tibet, to 
portray itself as a benevolent power fostering economic growth, the reality of its 
policies in Tibet—such as the Sinicization of education, where Tibetan language 
and culture are being replaced by Chinese language and culture—has led to 
tensions with the local population and the international community. This 
repression of Tibetan culture in the educational system presents a stark contrast 
to China’s claims of promoting cultural diversity and global educational 
partnerships (Shambaugh, 2013). 

In Hong Kong, the situation is even more fraught. The introduction of 
controversial national security laws and the increasing political interference in 
Hong Kong’s education system have sparked fears that the Chinese government 
is imposing its ideological control on the territory’s once-independent 
educational institutions. These moves have led to criticism from both local 
activists and the international community, including Western governments and 
human rights organizations, which argue that these actions violate Hong Kong's 
autonomy and freedoms. As a result, China’s educational influence in Hong 
Kong is increasingly viewed as part of a broader strategy of political control 
rather than genuine academic exchange (Huang, 2018). 

The limitations of China’s soft power in these contexts are clear. While 
education can be a powerful tool for shaping global perceptions, China’s human 
rights policies, particularly in Tibet and Hong Kong, create significant challenges 
in its efforts to use education as a diplomatic tool. In regions that are critical of 
Chinese policies, such as the United States and the European Union, these issues 
are unlikely to be overlooked and could undermine China’s efforts to build a 
favorable global image through its educational diplomacy. 

In conclusion, China’s educational system faces several challenges and 
criticisms that impact its international image and diplomatic efforts. 
Domestically, issues such as academic freedom, ideological control, and the rigid 
exam-based system limit intellectual diversity and innovation, affecting the 
country's ability to project itself as a leader in global education. Internationally, 
China’s use of education for diplomatic purposes has generated suspicion, 
particularly in the West, due to concerns over censorship and political influence. 
Finally, China’s human rights record, particularly in Tibet and Hong Kong, limits 
its soft power, as these issues create significant barriers to its educational 
diplomacy in regions critical of its domestic policies. Despite these challenges, 
China continues to push forward with its educational diplomacy, seeking to 
leverage education as a tool of both soft power and geopolitical influence. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Summary of Findings 

This paper has explored the role of China’s education system in shaping 
its international relations, with a particular focus on its use as a tool of soft power 
and diplomatic influence. A central finding of this research is that education, 
especially higher education, has become a key element in China’s broader foreign 
policy strategy. Through initiatives such as the Confucius Institutes, scholarship 
programs, and academic partnerships, China has sought to project its cultural 
values, promote the Chinese language, and foster long-term diplomatic 
relationships with countries worldwide. These efforts reflect China’s growing 
recognition that soft power, an ability to shape global outcomes through 
attraction and influence rather than coercion, can complement its economic and 
military strength on the global stage (Nye, 2004). 

The analysis highlights that China’s educational reforms, such as the 
“Double First Class” initiative, have been crucial in improving the global 
competitiveness of its top universities, such as Tsinghua University and Peking 

University. These universities have not only achieved higher global rankings but 
have also become key players in promoting China’s soft power, with 
international students and academic collaborations further cementing China’s 
presence in the global knowledge economy. Through these initiatives, China is 
able to position itself as a global leader in research, innovation, and education, 
fostering academic partnerships that align with its strategic geopolitical and 
economic goals (Shambaugh, 2013; Zhao, 2017). 

However, the paper also identifies several challenges that hinder the 
effectiveness of China’s educational diplomacy. Domestically, concerns over 
academic freedom, ideological control, and the rigid exam-based system raise 
questions about the intellectual openness of China’s educational system. These 
issues impact how China is perceived internationally, particularly in the West, 
where critics argue that China’s approach to education stifles creativity and 
independent thought (Bray, 1996). Moreover, China’s educational diplomacy, 
exemplified by initiatives like the Confucius Institutes, has sparked geopolitical 

tensions with countries that view China’s educational outreach as an extension 
of its political and ideological influence. These tensions, particularly with 
Western powers, underscore the challenges of using education as a soft power 
tool when concerns over political interference and censorship are present (Li, 
2019). 

In addition, China’s educational policies are shaped by its broader 
geopolitical interests, such as those seen in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 
Education has become a significant component of China’s economic and political 
engagement with developing countries, where educational exchanges, 
scholarship programs, and academic collaborations help to forge deeper ties and 
enhance China’s influence (Huang, 2018). However, human rights issues in 
regions like Tibet and Hong Kong complicate China’s soft power strategy, as 
these concerns limit the country’s ability to project a positive image globally, 
especially in countries critical of its policies (Shambaugh, 2013). 
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Implications for International Relations 
The findings of this research have several key implications for 

international relations theory and global diplomatic practices. First, the role of 
education as soft power emphasizes the growing importance of non-coercive 
means in international relations. The ability of states to influence others through 
cultural and educational exchanges reflects a shift from traditional power-based 
approaches to more subtle forms of diplomacy. This trend aligns with Joseph 
Nye’s (2004) concept of soft power, suggesting that education is now an essential 
tool in the geopolitical competition for global influence. China’s extensive use of 
educational diplomacy shows how states can wield their educational systems not 
only to enhance their global standing but also to promote their political and 
cultural ideologies. 

Furthermore, China’s educational initiatives have broader geopolitical 

implications. As China seeks to expand its influence through education, it also 
faces challenges related to cultural diplomacy and academic freedom. The 
tensions surrounding the Confucius Institutes and other educational programs 
highlight the complexities of using education as a diplomatic tool in a globalized 
world where competing political ideologies and values collide. This underscores 
the need for nuanced strategies in educational diplomacy that respect academic 
independence while advancing national interests. 

Finally, China’s educational diplomacy also raises questions about the 
ethics of using education as a means of political influence. As countries 
increasingly recognize the role of education in shaping international relations, 
there is a growing need to balance the pursuit of national interests with the 
commitment to upholding academic freedom, human rights, and the integrity of 
the educational process. 
 
ADVANCED RESEARCH 

While this paper has explored the role of education in China’s 
international relations, there are several areas for future research that could 
further illuminate the topic. 

1. Regional Focus: Future studies could explore how China’s educational 
diplomacy is received in specific regions, particularly in Africa, Southeast 

Asia, and Latin America. These regions are central to China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative and have seen significant educational engagement from 
China. Research could assess how educational exchanges and 
partnerships are impacting diplomatic relations and China’s influence in 
these regions. Furthermore, examining how countries in these regions 
perceive China’s educational outreach could provide insights into the 
effectiveness of China’s soft power strategies. 

2. Impact on Specific Countries: A more in-depth study of how China’s 
educational diplomacy affects specific countries, particularly those with 
historical or ideological differences with China, could shed light on the 
challenges and opportunities that arise from educational engagement. For 
instance, examining China’s educational influence in countries like the 
United States or India, where geopolitical tensions are high, could 
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provide a deeper understanding of the complexities of using education as 
a soft power tool. 

3. Evolution of China’s Educational Diplomacy: Given the rapid pace of 
China’s rise as a global power, it would be valuable to explore how 
China’s educational diplomacy might evolve in the coming decades. This 
includes investigating potential changes in the Chinese educational 
system, such as reforms aimed at promoting more critical thinking and 
academic independence, and how these changes might affect its role in 
global diplomacy. Additionally, future research could explore the long-
term effects of China’s educational programs on foreign students and 
alumni, particularly in terms of shaping perceptions of China and its 
policies. 

4. Comparative Studies: Comparative studies examining how China’s 
educational diplomacy compares with other countries that use education 
as a tool of soft power—such as the United States and France—would 
provide a broader perspective on the effectiveness and challenges of 
educational diplomacy across different geopolitical contexts. 
In conclusion, China’s educational system has become a key tool in its 
broader foreign policy strategy, contributing to its global influence and 
diplomatic efforts. While education offers significant opportunities for 
soft power and international collaboration, the challenges associated with 
academic freedom, ideological control, and geopolitical tensions 
complicate its effectiveness. As China continues to expand its educational 
outreach, it must navigate these challenges while balancing its domestic 
policies with the expectations of the global community. Future research 
will be crucial in further understanding the long-term impact of China’s 
educational diplomacy on international relations and its evolving role in 
shaping global political dynamics. 
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