Confucius Institutes promote UNESCO vision
—Public goods that promote cultural diversity
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1. Cultural diversity

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization member states unanimously
adopted the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diver-
sity in 2001, which states that "The cultural wealth
of the world is its diversity in dialogue”. Language
teaching and cultural exchanges represent an organic
part of promoting world diversity as well as an im-
portant channel to drive the common growth of all
countries.

For human beings, cultural diversity is the core
of communication and the source of innovation, just
as biodiversity is essential for maintaining biological
balance.

Developed countries have long used different meth-
ods to promote and popularize their own languages
and cultures internationally. Such as Alliance fran-
caise (France), The British Council (UK), Goethe
Institute (Germany), Italian Institute Of Culture
(Italy), Japan International Exchange Fund (Japan),
etc. However, there is still no successful precedent for
how developing countries can implement the purpose
of the Universal Declaration of Cultural Diversity and
promote their own language and culture.

From this perspective, the Confucius Institute uses
limited funds to put into practice the UNESCO dec-

laration.

2. Features of Confucius Institute

After more than 10 years of growth, the Confucius
Institute has evolved into a global non-profit edu-
cational institution with the purpose of promoting
Chinese teaching and cultural exchanges. Countries
around the world have different evaluations of Con-
fucius Institutes, but in general the praise outweighs
the concerns. However, to their critics, the Confucius
Institutes have played the role of "cultural invader”
or seek "cultural expansion”.

But with regard to establishing a Confucius Insti-
tute, the official procedure makes it clear that the
application should be voluntarily submitted by the

foreign side while the Chinese counterpart should ex-
press their willingness to conduct cooperation before
both sides sign a cooperation agreement on the basis
of full consultation.

The Confucius Institute also stipulates that the op-
eration should be jointly opei‘ated by both foreign
and Chinese partners, rather than independently op-
erated by the Chinese side. Funds and teachers are
also jointly managed by Chinese and foreign parties,
which means that the Confucius Institute strictly fol-
lows the model of Sino-foreign cooperation in running
schools. The budget implementation and operation
will be reported after-the-fact in written form to the
Beijing headquarters each year.

Also, the positions of chairman and dean of the
institute are generally held by the foreign partner,
and the vice-chairman and vice-president are gener-
ally assumed by the Chinese side.

Judging from the comparison of the precedents of
the developed countries in promoting their own lan-
guage and culture and the practical activities of Con-
fucius Institutes, Confucius Institutes have at least
the following characteristics:

1) Non-zero sum (my benefit, not your loss)

2) Non-exclusive (I can do it, you can do it)

3) Non-competitive (I did it, but it won' t affect
you)

4) Non-violence (I do it voluntarily and you do it
voluntarily)

5) Mutual benefit and win-win (I have benefits, and
you have benefits)

6) Bilateral cooperation (not a separate business in
China. If you disagree, I can’t do it)

7) Developing country model (shared funds and
shared benefits. A new model for international
promotion of native language and culture under

limited financial resources)

3. Confucius Institute Education System
I was once the dean of the Ritsumeikan Confucius
Institute, the first Confucius Institute in Japan and
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one of the first in the world, due to the cooperation
between Ritsumeikan University in Japan and Peking
University in China in 2005.

The foundation and atmosphere of Chinese lan-
guage teaching in Japan are better than those of
European and American countries. Many universi-
ties already have relatively mature Chinese teaching
courses. Therefore, although the Confucius Institutes
in Japan introduce high-level teachers and volunteers
in accordance with the agreement signed between the
Sino-Japanese cooperative schools, the major teach-
ing resources are still locals.

But due to the different social environments and le-
gal restrictions of each country, the specific situation
will be different. The foundation of Chinese teaching
in Europe and the United States is relatively weak.
Because of the shortage of local Chinese teachers, the
local side will be likely to introduce Chinese teachers
and volunteers from China.

Judging from these regulations and specific prac-
tices, Confucius Institutes can make some contribu-
tion to regional development. The Confucius Insti-
tute provides countries around the world with an
international language and culture promotion model
that is different from the precedents of other devel-
oped countries.

It is also the first pioneering experiment in how de-
veloping countries can use limited funds to promote
their own languages and cultures, even cultural di-
versity in the world. In this way, it can be said that
the Confucius Institute model is a global public good.

Given the current input and output effects, it can
be regarded as a relatively successful win-win model,
as it has set a good example for both developing and
developed countries. For instance, if the Japanese
government can support Japanese overseas teach-
ing undertakings like Confucius Institutes in terms
of funds, faculty and teaching materials, it is be-
lieved that the number of people studying Japanese
in China will see an impressive increase.

4. Confucius Institute Sustainability

However, the Confucius Institute is far from being
perfect. As of August 2020, 541 Confucius Institutes
and 1,170 Confucius classrooms had been established
in 162 countries and regions around the world. At
first, quantity is what matters, but the focus needs
to shift to quality as things progress.

Issues such as how to enable each Confucius Insti-
tute to actively promote Chinese language and cul-

ture, and how to promote Chinese teaching in accor-
dance with local conditions are all worthy of research
and exploration. Each country has different condi-
tions, culture and customs, and even different lev-
els of Chinese teaching. Therefore, it is necessary to
pay attention to country-specific solutions and avoid
a one-size-fits-all approach.

Confucius Institutes cannot replace other Chinese
teaching counterparts all over the world, nor should
they compete with existing Chinese teaching systems.
Instead they should play the role of "windows and
bridges”. To be specific, cultural exchanges and lan-
guage teaching should act as the two wheels for push-
ing the institutes onward. At the same time, they
should adopt a model that combines teaching with
a business approach to achieve a virtuous circle and
sustainable development.

Language teaching and cultural exchanges are a
long-term process. While Chinese teachers are sent
to teach knowledge and spread Chinese culture, they
also learn from other cultures.

As The Analects of Confucius puts it: "A gen-
tleman makes friends through his literary develop-
ment and cultivation, and he promotes compassion

“and benevolence through making friends.” 1 believe

that living together with diversity and multiple ways
of exchanges enables each Confucius Institute to be
a bridge between China and the world.

Note

This paper is a revised version of “Public goods
that promote cultural diversity”,
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202008/26/
WS5f45a9e3a310675eafc557cb.html,  2020.08.26,
published in China Daily.
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