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ABSTRACT

With the disintegration of the Soviet Union in the 1990s, the understanding of power also
gradually changed. Soft power by modifying the limited focus of realist power analysis i.e.
possessing specific tangible resources to maintain and increase national power, introduces
persuasive power; the ability to shape the desires of others not by force but through persuasion
distinguishes between hard and soft power. In terms of effectiveness, it clearly showed the
nature of the behavior and the concreteness of the resources. In Joseph Nye's explanation, soft
power is an analytical concept that matches and overlaps with realist, liberal, and constructivist
views and theories. Higher education can be regarded as an apparatus of soft power, thereby
entailing examination of its relationship with other international theories. The basic question
is the position of the soft power of higher education in international theories and how it can
be theoretically explained in the theories that have also observed pragmatic behaviors. Here,
by explaining higher education as a cultural matter and an apparatus of soft power, we
demonstrate its relationship with the theories of realism, liberalism and constructivism.
Methodologically, we are conducting an interdisciplinary study, citing library studies and
explaining descriptive review. In examining each of these theories, we present narratives,
conceptual and theoretical frameworks regarding the role of the soft power of higher
education to explain its role in domestic development and national interests in various
political, social, cultural, technological and economic fields, maintaining peace and preventing
conflict as well as its role in expanding public diplomacy and soft power of higher education.
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INTRODUCTION

The cultural and political effects of higher education on domestic and extraterritorial
political trends have been discussed for ages. Considering higher education along
with other cultural institutions such as museums, national archives and libraries on
the one hand and cultural diversity in higher education in terms of disciplines,
institutions and national traditions of higher education on the other, makes it a tool
of cultural studies. In addition to the need for research on its various cultural, social,
political, economic and technological functions at the national level (Valimaa, 2008,
25-9), higher education should be a function of cultural studies, as an
interdisciplinary field with political science under the title of soft power. Its ability to
be effective in the world politics scene should be investigated in the form of the main
theories of international relations. In the view of Joseph Nye (2011), soft power
represents the attractiveness of a country's capabilities, values, and culture. Therefore,
the development of higher education, as a source of influence and attraction, can
provide a strong foundation for the soft power elements of that country. Today, in
global political trends, the increasing role of higher education in order to generate
soft power has expanded significantly and has become a part of large-scale political
projects. It is considered as an ideal to form dynamic societies in various political,
social, economic and cultural fields.

Higher education has the potential, ability and fundamental productivity in
playing a vital and national role in democratization, and improving political and
social development, economic and technological growth, moreover, its structural
consequences have a double potential as they create various sources of sustainable
domestic power and contribute to the dissemination of attractiveness in the public
opinion of other countries and in the trends of global politics. Hence, higher
education will influence soft power in two ways: a constructive, fundamental and
structural source of power within; a powerful element promoting soft power in the
space of foreign policy and public diplomacy at the international level. In the
explanation of Joseph Nye (2010), soft power is an analytical concept that can overlap
with realist, liberal and constructivist theories of international relations. In a general
conclusion, the field of international relations deals with understanding and
explaining the relations within and between governments. Each of the theories of
international relations provides distinct narratives and conceptual frameworks to
explain prominent issues such as causes of war, conditions of peace, and relations
between governments, international organizations, institutions, global power
relations, global order and global development problems such as poverty, migration,
environment, and terrorism in international relations. In addition to acting in the
development of all-round relations of national power, higher education can have a
prominent, influential and decisive role in international relations in some of the
above-mentioned issues, which shows the growing role of the soft power of higher



education in connection with other indicators (Kester, et al., 2022), which is
examined in this article.

PURPOSE

Today, unlike increasing higher education with extraterritorial goals for different
political units in order to expand soft power, its theoretical literature has not been
systematically and coherently examined in interdisciplinary studies, including
international relations theories, leading to a dearth of necessary scientific literature.
The purpose of this article is to present the conceptual and theoretical issues related
to soft power of higher education as a cultural matter and examining it with some
components and general foundations in the main theories of international relations,
i.e. realism, liberalism and constructivism. Through this review, the theoretical aspect
of the role of soft power of higher education can be made to explain the way it plays
arole in obtaining national interests in various political, social, cultural, technological
and economic fields, maintaining peace, preventing conflicts, expanding public
diplomacy and thereby power soft as the main tool to gain strategic political
advantage in global political trends.

METHODOLOGY

In international relations, various theories and approaches have been developed to
understand what power really means in international affairs, how it is used, what kind
of overt or hidden mechanisms it relies on, and what kind of power sources should
be considered more important. Generally, realist and neorealist theories
conceptualize power as the total amount of material capabilities possessed by a state,
where having a greater number of resources contributes to greater security for the
state in an anarchic international system. (Kucherenko, 2023) and increases the
probability of achieving superior national preferences (Mearsheimer, 1995). Of
course, the current realities of international relations show that, merely having hard
power capabilities is a necessary condition for achieving effective and satisfactory
results at the international level, but it is not sufficient. None of the great powers has
been successful in presenting its preferences unilaterally or multilaterally in very basic
and vital areas in today's world politics trends such as international terrorism, cyber
security, global economy and environmental policy to impose their demands.
Therefore, Hart (1976) argues that with the resource control approach, one should
not always be sure that actors are able to use the resources that are nominally under
their control. Regarding the limitations of hard power, under the theory of realism,
Joseph Nye refers to soft power as a complement to hard power, which comes from
the attractiveness of a country's culture, political ideals, and foreign policy (Nye, 3003,
17). By providing a concept of understanding the value of power resources in a
contextual setting, this approach can provide a more detailed explanation of power,
including the soft power of higher education with some components and general
foundations in the theories of realism, liberalism and constructivism.
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The theoretical literature of the soft power of higher education in the main
theories of international relations has not been examined systematically and
coherently in the form of interdisciplinary studies, and from this perspective, it lacks
the necessary scientific literature. In this article, by examining the conceptual and
theoretical issues, the power of Higher education software as a cultural matter is
studied with some general components and foundations in relation to the theories of
realism, liberalism and constructivism of international relations. Ignoring the
theoretical details, we cite library studies with a descriptive-analytical approach.

FINDINGS

With the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the beginning of a new order in
international relations, the reading and understanding of power also began to change
gradually. Therefore, the concept of soft power emerged in an academic and
theoretical way to correct the limited focus of power analysis. Coined by Joseph Nye
(1990), soft power refers to specific concrete resources to maintain and increase
national power with the ability to change the behavior of actors, by introducing the
element of persuasion and the power of attraction, which means the ability to shape
the desires of others without the use of coercion. Consequently, the concept of power
is classified under two headings: "hard power" including military and economic
power and "soft power” including the appeal of culture, political ideals and foreign
policy, and of course the dynamics of a country's economy (Nye, 2003, 17). In this
explanation, soft power is an analytical concept that can overlap with realist, liberal
and constructivist theories of international relations (Nye, 2010).

According to the theory of realism, the existence of war and conflict in
international relations is a motivation for the development of higher education in
order to strengthen security institutions in accordance with modern technologies and
in sync with military strategies in order to empower the nation against peripheral and
international threats in various fields. Political, social, cultural and territorial integrity
is necessary for different political units in the world, both developed and developing
(Aghion et al.,, 2019). Therefore, we can see the broad role of soft power of higher
education in the creation and flourishing of the nation-state and the increase of
national power through technological, cultural, social and economic development
and as a result in the accumulation of power and power relations in the anarchic
world being threatened internationally. It also had a role in expansion of the
necessary capabilities in the resilience and effectiveness of the political, security and
military system in possible military conflicts (Chankseliani, Qoraboyev &
Gimranova, 2021). Therefore, countries can use the institution of higher education
as a soft power tool in order to diversify and have an influence on the public opinion
of other countries for the survival, dominance and emergence of a powerful political
unit with the distribution of the sphere of influence at the national and global level.
Additionally, the provision of scholarships in the format of higher education along



with the aid and humanitarian activities of countries, together with military and
security interests, show that higher education can become an essential part of security
studies, which is often in theoretical studies.

Realism is addressed within the framework of liberalism theory; it is possible to
emphasize more on the role and influence of international institutions and regimes
on higher education activities. In line with this theory, higher education has the
ability to have a broad impact on state building and peace building (Alesina, Giuliano
& Reich, 2021). Many researchers and international organizations have shown the
linear interaction between higher education and international development and
peace (Owens, 2017), and therefore, the capacity and role of higher education can be
used to prevent conflict, maintain and create peace after a conflict and in line with
the reconstruction of the state. In international affairs, its role can also be used to
ensure the future of peace against human rights violations based on various sources
of discrimination in conflicts. The facilities and potential of institutions related to
higher education in the direction of peace building can be used in actions such as
accompaniment and counseling; Education; institutional strengthening; conflict
resolution; research; social mobilization; the information recordkeeping, analysis or
publication and provision of curriculum (Delgado, 2008).

Constructivists tie interests to actors' identities. Therefore, by referring to the
theory of constructivism, international actors try to shape the structure of their higher
education in accordance with national identity, and interests, so expanding the effects
of transnational higher education require using it for national interests (Enders,
2004). From this point of view, the provision of higher education helps conflict-
affected states to strengthen their legitimacy and demonstrate common identity and
mutual interests with conflict-affected states (Burde, 2006). Higher education can
also be a way for transitional governments to demonstrate post-war legitimacy and
stability to domestic citizens. In this way, different governments, depending on the
capacity and attractiveness of their higher education institutions, create channels for
influence and interaction at different levels in the field of international relations. In
addition, students are influenced by the culture, ideas and values of the host country
and find an identity affinity with them, and this will indicate that they understand the
world in a similar way to each other (Monaghan, 2015). Based on the alignment with
the constructivist theory, in this case, higher education can provide interaction
between the identity of the host country and the identity of the nationals of other
countries, and new forms of hybrid identities can evolve. This constructed inter-
subjective context allows the soft power of higher education to emerge and manifest
more to be understood better by the political and social structure through the
aforementioned idea.
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CONCLUSION

Considering higher education as a function of soft power requires a theoretical
examination of its relationship with other main theories of international relations. In
this article, by explaining higher education as a cultural matter and a function of soft
power, its relationship with the theories of realism, liberalism and constructivism was
investigated in an interdisciplinary manner.

In examining each of these theories, narratives, conceptual and theoretical
frameworks were presented in the process of world politics regarding the role of the
soft power of higher education to explain the way soft power can obtain national
interests in various political, social, cultural, technological and economic fields,
maintaining peace and preventing conflicts, helping countries affected by conflicts to
strengthen internal legitimacy and create mutual identity with the assisting country
by expanding public diplomacy and influencing the public opinion of other countries
and expanding soft power as the main tool to gain strategic political advantage.

NOVELTY
This article, with the theoretical explanation of the soft power of higher education
with emphasis on the main theories of international relations, can be innovative for

practical research in line with the soft power of higher education in Iran and in the
field of international relations in the future with necessary theoretical preparations.
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