414

Chapter 21

The Tao of Soft Power:
Applying the Wisdom of the Tao Te
Ching in Contemporary Diplomacy

Van Thanh Tien Nguyen
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2534-5465
Industrial University of Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Thi Minh Nhut Vo

National Kaohsiung University of Science and Technology, Taiwan

Van Chinh Truong
Industrial University of Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

ABSTRACT

In ourinterconnectedworld, diplomacy fosters understanding, cooperation, and harmony among nations.
This chapter delves into using Chinese wisdom from the Tao Te Ching in modern soft power diplomacy.
The authors examine principles such as wu wei (nonaction), humility, and balance within the context of
relations. By highlighting their relevance and effectiveness in building trust and influence, the authors
explore how these principles can inspire strategies that promote benefit shared values and sustainable
development. The chapter showcases case studies in cultural and economic diplomacy to demonstrate
how Taoist teachings can shape practices for positive outcomes. Additionally, the authors discuss the
challenges and opportunities of incorporating principles into diplomacy while emphasizing the signifi-
cance of cultural literacy and dialogue in overcoming obstacles and creating global harmony. Ultimately
this chapter argues that drawing from the timeless wisdom of the Tao Te Ching enables us to shape a
harmonious international landscape through the skillful application of soft power.
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The Tao of Soft Power

INTRODUCTION

The Tao Te Ching, a text attributed to the wise Lao Tzu, holds immense significance even in today’s fast-
paced world. Written over two thousand years ago, its poetic verses delve into the principles of Taoism,
providing valuable insights into existence, harmony, and the art of living. It is not a collection of thoughts;
instead, it serves as a guiding light for navigating life’s complexities, cultivating inner balance, and fostering
an understanding of how everything is interconnected (Edwards & Chen, 1999; Le Guin, 1998).

In our era marked by technological progress, shifting cultural landscapes, and an unquenchable thirst
for knowledge, the relevance of the Tao Te Ching remains astonishing. Its teachings emphasize humility,
simplicity, and the power of yield, contrasting with today’s prevailing notions of ambition and competi-
tion. As individuals grapple with stress, anxiety, and an endless pursuit of wealth, the Tao Te Ching
offers a sanctuary of guidance (Gallarotti, 2011; Glaser, Murphy, & States, 2009). It invites readers to
explore paths of introspection, mindfulness practices, and holistic well-being.

The relations field has advanced beyond notions of power solely based on military strength or economic
dominance. Popularized by political scientist Joseph Nye, soft power has emerged as a force shaping
diplomacy (LaFargue, 1994; Le Guin, 1998; Lebedeva, 2017). Unlike power, which relies on coercion
and intimidation, soft power operates through attraction and persuasion, influencing how others perceive
and prefer nations. It encompasses a country’s values, ideals, policies, and narratives that collectively
shape its image and reputation on the world stage.

Soft power has gained importance in today’s interconnected world characterized by interdependence
and complex relationships. Nations no longer compete for dominance through conquests or economic
superiority but also through disseminating their culture, ideas, and values. The influence of Hollywood’s
entertainment industry, the appeal of fashion trends, and the spread of literature all serve as instruments
of power that shape how countries are perceived and interacted with. Soft power transcends boundaries
by promoting cooperation, dialogue, and mutual understanding to stabilize affairs.

As international relations evolve, the intricate interaction between power (might) and soft power
highlights the necessity for diplomatic finesse and strategic insight. The idea of power presents an
opportunity for nations to invest in their cultural heritage, promote education, and foster meaningful
exchanges beyond language and geographic limitations. Like how the Tao Te Ching imparts timeless
wisdom for development, soft power provides an approach to international diplomacy that highlights
the importance of influence, creating a world where collaboration and dialogue are the foundation of
global interaction (Mattern, 2007; Nantulya, 2020).

THE PRINCIPLES OF TAO TE CHING AND SOFT POWER

At the core of philosophy lies Wu Wei, often translated as “nonaction” or “effortless action.” Wu Wei
represents achieving desired outcomes by aligning with the course of events instead of forcefully inter-
vening. It is a principle deeply embedded in the teachings of Tao Te Ching, offering insights that extend
beyond practices and into the realm of diplomacy and international relations.
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