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About the Occasional Paper

This paper examines how China’s Global Civilization
Initiative (GCI) serves as a vehicle for advancing its
Human Intelligence (HUMINT) strategy across the
world. Introduced by President Xi Jinping in 2023, the
GCIl complements earlier initiatives like the Global
Development Initiative and Global Security Initiative to
shape an alternative to the Western-led international
order. While presented as a framework for cultural
dialogue, diversity, and shared values, the GCI enables
China to build long-term influence networks rooted in
ideology, soft power, and strategic positioning. The paper
argues that China’s HUMINT strategy is distinctive for
its scale, decentralisation, and integration with cultural
diplomacy, diaspora  mobilisation,  party-to-party
engagement, and multilateral institutions such as the
United Nations. Beijing leverages educational exchanges,
tourism, Confucius Institutes, sister-city partnerships,
Buddhist diplomacy, and youth organisations to cultivate
access, shape narratives, and collect information. The
International Department of the Chinese Communist
Party and front entities such as the Chinese International
Education Foundation and Chinese Stude nts and
Scholars Associations play a key role in outreach and
covert influence. By embedding its personnel, funding,
platforms, and values within global systems, China
blends soft power with clandestine intelligence collection.
The paper concludes that the GCI represents an evolving
and under-recognised tool for long-term ideological,
cultural, and strategic penetration.






Introduction

China’s Global Civilization Initiative (GCI) is a
persuasive strategy to win popular support across the
globe. President Xi Jinping introduced this initiative on
15 Mar 2023, at the Communist Party of China (CPC) in
Dialogue with the World Political Parties High-level
Meeting. The rollout of the GCI not only focuses on the
projection of Chinese soft power but also supports
redefining of the global discourse on culture and identity.*
The GCI reflects a wider global trend in which national
leaders craft appealing international narratives that serve
their own strategic interests. Together with the Global
Development Initiative (GDI) and the Global Security
Initiative (GSI), the GCI forms a triad of loosely defined
yet interlinked frameworks that
support China’s vision of a
‘Community of .Common Initiative and the
Destiny for Mankind’>—an Global Security
alternative  model  to  the | |nitiative. the Global
prevailing Western-led global | civilization
order. This framework | Initiative forms a
represents Beijing’s proposed | triad of loosely
option to the Western-led | defined yet
‘Rules-based International | interlinked
Order’, championed by CPC | frameworks that
under the stewardship of | Support China’s
Jinping.® Internally, the three :/|3|on Ofa.
recently launched initiatives— Community O.f
Common Destiny
GCI, GDI, and GSl—were | o oo ring’.
given top priority over the

Together with the
Global Development




earlier Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), in Jinping’s key
work report at the 2023 Party Congress, sending a clear
signal to China’s highly responsive policy system to focus
on developing them further.* Externally, China has
advocated countries to work together on trio initiative to
build a world of lasting peace, universal security, shared
prosperity, openness, inclusiveness, and environmental
beauty. Within the triumvirate, the new major global
initiatives also support each other, with security as a
prerequisite for development, development as a guarantee
of security, and both security and development
embodying civilisation.® Even the Chinese scholars regard
the GCI as a uniquely Chinese approach to address global
conflicts through cultural exchange with the belief that
fostering unity in cultural diversity can bridge gaps
between civilisations, ultimately contributing to a more
harmonious and  prosperous
world.®

The Global
The GCI go hand-in- | Civilization
hand with the GSI and the GDI, | Initiative go hand-
thereby, forming a holistic | 'n-hand withthe
structure for global governance | G'obal Security
and human development. Unlike | 'Nitiative andthe
. Global
conventional approaches that
) . Development
give precedence to r_naterlal Initiative, thereby,
progress alone, particularly forming a holistic
those grounded in Marxist- | structure for
Leninist ideology, the GCI global governance
embraces elements of China’s | and human
pre-communist civilisational | development.




heritage. Jinping highlighted that true development must
embrace not only security and economic stability, but also
cultural enrichment and spiritual well-being. This broader
outlook reflects a distinct Chinese worldview, one that
sees China not merely as a nation-state but as a
civilisation-state with an unbroken 5,000-year history.
The GCIl, thus, reinforces the CPC claim to legitimacy by
casting it as the custodian of this civilisational continuity.
Moreover, the theoretical and philosophical nature of the
GCI contributes to Xi’s image at home and abroad as a
visionary leader and intellectual force. It positions Xi as
someone capable of offering alternative global narratives
and frameworks to offset Western-dominated discourses
on development, security, and cultural identity. ’

Presently, the evolving GCI lacks a formal
structure or a dedicated coalition of nations, such as the
Friends of GDI at the United Nations (UN). Instead, it
remains an abstract concept through which Beijing
advocates for fostering dialogue between civilisations in a
world marked by turbulence and
ideological divides.® The four Jinping
‘Initiatives” contained within the | njghlighted that
GCl are respecting the diversity | true development
of civilisations to ensure a | mustembrace not
future of multiple civilisations’ | only security and
coexistence, advocating the | economic stability,
shared values of humanity in | butalsocultural
line with the goals sought by | enrichmentand
people worldwide, valuing the | SPiritualwell-
inheritance and innovation of being.




civilisations to give impetus for modernisation, and
strengthening international people-to-people exchanges
and cooperation to construct a global network.®
Contrasting with Western narratives of ‘Civilisational
Superiority’ and the ‘Clash of Civilisations’, China
advocates for principles of equality, mutual learning,
dialogue, and inclusivity among cultures through GCI.2° It
leverages several organisations, programs, forum, and
platforms to enhance China’s soft power!!, with the aim
to promote Chinese language, culture, and values, and
encourage deeper people-to-people ties.

Global Civilization Initiative and Envisaged Chinese
Global Human Intelligence (HUMINT) Operations

In an age increasingly determined by technical
intelligence wherein huge volumes of data is rapidly

collected cost-effectively without

. . . Contrasting with
endangering precious human life,

Western narratives

China has nonetheless adopted a
distinct and deliberate approach
to HUMINT. This strategy
reveals its emphasis on long-
term influence, personal
networks, and deep infiltration to
complement technological
means. On 06 Jul 2022,
addressing  concerns  about
Beijing’s espionage activities,
Military Intelligence-5 Director
General McCallum characterised
China’s influence operations

of ‘Civilisational
Superiority’ and
the ‘Clash of
Civilisations’,
Chinaadvocates
for principles of
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Civilization
Initiative.




with a stark analogy: “While the Russian intelligence
services may create bursts of bad weather, China is
changing the climate”.*?Unlike other nations that rely on
advanced technology and a small number of specialised
intelligence agents, China employs a distinctive mass-
scale, decentralised strategy by mobilising its vast
population and global diaspora. Under the guise of
initiatives like the BRI, cultural exchanges, and tourism,
China’s ‘Thousand Grains of Sand’ or ‘Human Wave’?
method leverages ordinary ethnic Han individuals to
gather small, insignificant pieces of information during
daily activities. These fragments are aggregated for
analysis, complicating foreign counter-intelligence efforts
by obscuring the identity of operatives and minimising
evidence of state involvement. Additionally, China uses
cultural values like ‘Guanxi’, ‘Face’, and ‘Shame’!* to

encourage  participation. By
integrating  HUMINT  with | Unlike other
technical ~ surveillance across | nations that rely
various international, | ©n advanced
multilateral,  and  bilateral | ©€cN0logy anda
. . small number of

platforms, China seeks to gain .
d ich insiah specialised

eeper, contex.t-rlc. insig _ts, intelligence agents,
thereby, advancing its strategic,

) ) ) China employs a
diplomatic, and  economic | (istinctive mass-

objectives.” scale, decentralised
strategy by
mobilising its vast
population and
global diaspora.




Chinese Global Human Intelligence Operations and
the United Nations

Beijing views the UN as a strategic platform to advance
its ‘Middle Kingdom Dream’!® and reshape global
governance. Despite joining the UN later than other major
powers, China has adeptly entrenched itself within several
key UN departments, both at strategic and operational
levels. It has utilised a mix of economic leverage, political
influence, and institutional engagement to align global
norms and standards with its long-term interests. By
placing its nationals and aligned actors in top
management roles, offering generous funding, and
launching programs aligned with its global vision, China
has steadily shaped international agendas and fostered
supportive coalitions. This rising Chinese influence
extends to areas such as policymaking, technological
frameworks, data governance, and rule-setting. However,
it has also triggered anxiety over diminished transparency,
weakened accountability, and

the erosion of universal human
rights principles.

Beijing has vigorously
advanced its strategic interests
within the UN by promoting its
technologies such as
telecommunications and digital
infrastructure, and advocated
standards that align with its
innovation  pathways  and
governance model. As China’s
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influence within UN institutions proliferates, its capacity
to influence international norms and regulatory
frameworks surges accordingly. The expanding Chinese
role in the UN is increasingly seen as a challenge to the
traditional, Western-led rules-based international order,
marking a potential shift in the future landscape of global
governance.!’” China’s deep penetration into various levels
of the UN has significantly bolstered its HUMINT
capabilities, enabling the collection of critical information
and the shaping of global narratives to align with its
strategic objectives. By strategically positioning its
nationals or aligned representatives in high-ranking® and
low-level® roles within UN agencies, China has subtly
secured access to internal discussions, diplomatic
strategies, and confidential decision-making processes.
This embedded presence has enabled Beijing to gently
shape institutional dynamics in
its favour. This strategy has not | A< china’s
only facilitated the | influence within
legitimisation ~ of  China’s | the United
domestic and foreign policies | Nations’

on the international stage but | institutions
has also helped it to subtly | Proliferates, its
deflect international criticism | Ccapacity to

and has gently promoted | "fluence
. . international
narratives that has supported its
.. . norms and
political, economic, and
. . . regulatory
ideological interests.  Over frameworks

time, this influence has surges
significantly ~ contributed to | accordingly.
reshaping multilateral




discourse in alignment with China’s long-term strategic
objectives.

In Jun 2024, the 78" session of the UN General
Assembly unanimously adopted a resolution proposed by
China to designate 10 Jun as the International Day for
Dialogue among Civilizations. This resolution emphasises
respecting civilisational diversity and promoting equal
dialogue and mutual respect among different cultures,
reflecting the core principles of the GCI proposed by Xi.
The unanimous support highlights the GCI’s alignment
with global trends and its relevance in an interconnected
world. It addresses critical questions about the
coexistence of civilisations and the future of humanity,
offering Chinese perspectives and solutions to foster
mutual learning and advance human progress. In 2024,
the GCI has been incorporated into bilateral agreements
with over a dozen countries, including Pakistan, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE),

Bahrain,  Tunisia, Egypt, .
Equatorial Guinea, Serbia, and The unanimous
Hungary, earning growing support

. ] . highlights the
international recognition and

20 Global
support.=” Even before the Civilization
launch of the GCI, China R

. Initiative’s
continued to deepen _ :

. ith UN alignment with
cooperg |or|| W' - global trends and
Educational, Scienti |c,_ a_md its relevance in
Cultural Organization an interconnected
(UNESCO) and the UN world
World Tourism Organization,
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and has included 43 items on the UNESCO Intangible
Cultural Heritage List, as of Dec 2022.%*

Chinese Global Human Intelligence Operations and
Exchange Diplomacy

The proliferation of disruptive technologies and the
growing accessibility of digital devices have radically
enhanced global awareness, connectivity, and civic
engagement. In this evolving landscape, exchange
diplomacy has surfaced as a vital instrument for shaping
public opinion and building international goodwill. China
has strategically leveraged this tool to strengthen ties
between its citizens, diaspora networks, and foreign
communities through a wide range of cultural initiatives
including educational exchanges, political dialogues,
tourism promotion, cultural programs, and sister-city
partnerships. China vigorously seeks to influence global
perceptions and promote mutual understanding. By
fostering interpersonal relationships, it aims to embed its
norms, values, and strategic interests within political,
social, and economic systems worldwide.?? Additionally,
its use of discreet HUMINT networks geometrically
enhances its ability to conduct intelligence and influence
operations globally, often with voluntary international
cooperation  and minimal

suspicion. China vigorously
Chinese intelligence seeks toinfluence
global

agencies including the Ministry :

) ) perceptions and
of State Security, the United promote mutual
Front Work Department understanding.
(UFWD), and others run
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worldwide network for acquisition of HUMINT and
shaping elite-to-elite relationships. Their actions range
from recruiting agents, academic exchanges, and business
ties to leveraging China’s diaspora and professional
communities for clandestine intelligence collection and
projection of soft power. The effectiveness of Chinese
elite-to-elite diplomacy can also be measured from the
number of countries supporting China in global forums on
issues of Hong Kong (53 countries supporting China’s
crackdown in Jul 2020), Xinjiang policies at UN Human
Rights Council (supported by 46 countries in Jul 2020),
and Taiwan (only 13 countries supporting Taiwan in
2023).%2

The GCI emphasises the pivotal role and
responsibilities of  political

parties in advancing | ' Ne Global
modernisation, positioning C'_V'_I'Z_at'on
Initiative

them as key drivers of progress
to ensure happi(.er, more stable, pivotal role and
and better lives for the responsibilities of
people.*  The initiative | pojitical parties in
underscores the importance of | advancing
strong leadership and the | modernisation,
implementation of effective | positioning them
political party policies. Xi | askeydrivers of
fosters fraternal ties with | Progressftoensure
political  parties  globally, | Nappier, more
positioning China as a key S_table’ and better
. lives for the
contributor to global peace and oeople.
stability. Through GCI, China

emphasises the
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advocates for adopting a new model of party-to-party
relations to shape international relations and expand
global partnerships.?® With ‘The Road to Modernisation:
The Responsibilities of Political Parties’ as the theme of
the high-level meeting, more than 150 nations participated
virtually in the launch of the GCI. The escalating strategic
competition between the United States (US) and China
has intensified their ideological rivalry over governance
models. At the 2021 Munich Security Conference, former
US President Joe Biden emphasised that the international
politics is at an inflection point, with China emerging as
the primary competitor of the US, seeking to promote its
governance and development model globally through
various initiatives.?

The International Department of the CPC (ID-
CPC) has become pivotal in advancing China’s global
strategy. Since Xi took control of the office in 2013, ID-
CPC’s role has expanded, using party relations to promote
China’s vision for global order reform and share its model
of one-party governance. At the 19" Party Congress in

2017, Xi emphasised China’s
willingness to share its political | The escalating
model, supported by investments | Strategic

in media, institutions, and | coMPetition

CPC maintains ties with over China has

400 political parties across 160 | i, iensified their
countries,  fostering  global ideological rivalry
connections  through extensive | over governance

visiting programs and regular | models.
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interactions.?” Through travel diplomacy and dialogue, the
ID-CPC organises meetings, trains foreign cadres, and
supports party schools abroad to advance China’s
interests, promote its governance model, and project a
positive image. The party channel also gathers
intelligence and engages influential political actors,
including power brokers and emerging leaders outside
traditional diplomacy. The CPC views inter-party
exchanges as vital to China’s diplomacy, leveraging them
to access decision-makers and shape global political
landscapes. The ID-CPC’s international activities aim to
advance core foreign policy goals, legitimise the CPC’s
rule, promote a positive image of China, and foster a
favourable global environment. Under Xi, two additional
goals have emerged: advancing China’s vision for
international system reform, highlighted by the BRI, and
sharing its model of one-party governance.?® Indian
agencies intelligence reports indicate that the ID-CPC has
been in regular contact with Indian political parties, in
particular ~ Indian  National
Congress and Communist Party | The Communist
of India (Marxist), to influence | Party of China
local developments.? In future, | Views inter-party
the ID-CPC could align with the | €xchanges asvital
GClI, leveraging its extensive t9Chlnas
HUMINT networks and dlploma_lcy,

. ) leveraging them to
diplomatic channels to further

., ) L. access decision-
China’s national objectives. makers and shape

global political
landscapes.
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Chinese Global Human Intelligence Operations and
Buddhism

The GCI enhances the BRI by embedding cultural
diplomacy into China’s broader global strategy. Through
educational exchanges, tourism promotion, media
partnerships, and cross-cultural dialogues, the GCI
strengthens people-to-people connections and builds soft
power alongside the BRI’s economic and infrastructure
projects. The integration of GCI and BRI allows China to
redesign global narratives, portraying its rise as
cooperative and symbiotic, rather than coercive or neo-
imperial. Initiatives such as the ‘Cultural Silk Road’
exemplify this synergy by encouraging cultural and

tourism exchanges across BRI partner countries.
Supported by a growing international network of
Confucius Institutes, cultural centres, and academic

partnerships, these efforts aim
to present China as a reliable
cultural partner and ideological

The integration of

Global
leader. Together, the GCI and Civilization
BRI reinforce China’s ambition | |nitiative and Belt
to expand its global influence | and Road

not only through trade and
infrastructure, but also through
shared values, heritage, and

cultural  affinity with  the
international community.°
China has strategically

weaponised Buddhism as an
instrument to advance its
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political and social objectives, particularly through the
promotion of Sinicised religious practices and a state-
sanctioned version of Buddhism aligned with socialist
ideology. Central to this approach is Beijing’s control
over Tibetan Buddhist institutions, including the highly
sensitive issue of reincarnation. In Tibet, state-of-the-art
surveillance technologies are deployed to monitor and
control  religious freedom, monastic education,
administrative practices, and rituals. Monks are mandated
to undertake political indoctrination to ensure their
teachings conform with the objectives of the CPC. This
policy not only strengthens domestic control and national
unity, but also projects China’s ideological influence
internationally, particularly in regions where Tibetan
Buddhism holds sway, thereby, blending religious
governance with broader geopolitical strategy.*!

Since Xi’s rise and the launch of the BRI, China
has tightened control over the Buddhist Association of
China (BAC) to align Buddhism with its geopolitical
goals. In 2018, the State Administration for Religious
Affairs (SARA) was restructured under the UFWD
following a review that revealed inadequate oversight.
Since 2013, China has expanded
Buddhist diplomacy to reinforce | Since 2013, China
the BRI. Leaders from SARA | hasexpanded
and the BAC have highlighted | Buddhist
Buddhism’s role in advancing | diplomacy to
the BRI’s cultural objectives, | reinforce the Belt
while think tanks such as the | @ndRoad
Chinese Academy of Social | 'Mtative
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Sciences have advocated its use to enhance soft power
and balance the initiative’s political and economic
dimensions. Three developments since the BRI’s launch
highlight this strategy: UFWD reforms incorporating
religion into foreign influence efforts, increased BRI-
related Buddhist diplomacy led by BAC officials, and
intensified outreach in Southeast Asia.®?

China has promoted Buddhist exchanges and
cultural diplomacy under the pretext of fostering regional
connectivity and heritage preservation. A notable example
of cultural diplomacy is the South Asian Buddhist Trail
developed under the BRI framework. “China’s latest
initiative, the One Belt, One Road (OBOR), is the
‘Political Geography of Buddhism’. Nepal is proposing to
link the OBOR with Buddha’s birthplace, Lumbini.
Pakistan is reviving the ‘Gandhara Trail’ to link the
Lahore, Taxila, and Peshawar networks. Taxila relics are
being sent to Sri Lanka for a public exposition during the
Vesak month. If Sri Lankan monks visit Taxila to
celebrate Purnima (Full Moon), top Bhutanese monks
visit the Saidu Sharif monastery in Swat Valley
(birthplace of Guru Padmasambhava)”.®® To promote
itself as the cradle of Buddhism and win over various
economic and infrastructure
projects, China is making a
transnational circuit for
Buddhist pllgrlms and tourists _m the ‘Political
and ar_oun_d Asia. The Bud(_j_hlst Geography of
globalisation  helps  Beijing | g,ddhism’.
push its economic projects, as

China’s latest
initiative, the One
Belt, One Road, is
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religious diplomacy helps China to win economic and
infrastructural projects in Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Nepal,
and elsewhere.®* In Oct 2018, China hosted a two-day
conference in Qinghai Province to discuss how
Buddhism could better serve the BRI and reduce
separatism.® China is steadily converting its economical
weight and marketing clout into spiritual might by
integrating her private companies with the construction of
Buddhist trails and also by conducting World Buddhist
Forum to draw foreign monks and scholars.®

Through the BRI and the restoration of the ancient
Buddhist trail, China has strategically positioned itself as
a modern-day champion and overseer of Buddhism,
thereby, asserting its Sinicised interpretation of Buddhism
as the authentic and authoritative one. These Chinese
efforts aim to redirect religious and cultural loyalty within
global Buddhist communities, particularly in South and
Southeast Asia. By combining
religious  diplomacy  with

¢ d ) ) In Oct 2018,
OCusec |nve§tments M| China hosted a
Buddhist heritage SIeS, | tyo-day

infrastructure development, and | conference in
tourism,  China  proficiently | Qinghai Province
strengthens its soft power while | to discuss how
countering challenging | Buddhism could
narratives, particularly those | better serve the
rooted under Indian or Western | Beltand Road

influence. In  addition to | !nitiative and
cultural  engagement, these | "7V
separatism.

efforts also serve geopolitical
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objectives. HUMINT operations are increasingly
associated with Buddhist institutions under the GCI, while
development projects through the GDI and BRI further
establish China’s influence. Collectively, these initiatives
embed Beijing more deeply in the cultural, religious, and
political landscapes of Buddhist-majority nations,
strengthening its leadership in the region. Since the BRI’s
launch in 2013, China has rebranded numerous existing
infrastructure projects under the BRI umbrella to expand
its scope and influence. Notable examples include Nepal’s
Gautam Buddha International Airport in Lumbini®’, near
the Indian border, and various railway and port projects in
Southeast Asia.*® As the GCI develops, China may also
rebrand existing cultural and educational projects under
its framework, aligning them with broader soft power
goals. This strategic approach would not only amplify
China’s influence but also reinforce its global positioning
through coordinated and

Chinese
targeted efforts. . )
intelligence
Chinese intelligence | agencies have
agencies have already | already infiltrated

infiltrated ~ the ~ Buddhist | the Buddhist
community in South Asia, | communityin
particularly through the SOUt.h Asia,
Buddhist tourist circuit, to particularly

) through the
_challenge the l?alal Lama’s | 5 qqnist tourist
influence. In India, a 42-year- | i c it to
old Chinese national arrested | challenge the Dalai
for a Hawala racket was found | Lama’s influence.

to have bribed Buddhist monks
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to gather information on the Dalai Lama®, with sources
suggesting close to 100 monks were paid large sums
between 2018 and 2020. Two monasteries in South India
and Delhi’s Majnu ka Tila Tibetan settlement are under
investigation.*® Additionally, a Chinese woman, Qing Shi,
arrested by Delhi Police, was allegedly tasked with
obtaining sensitive information, including names of key
officials and details of doctors treating the Dalai Lama
and his medication.*

Chinese Institutions and Programs for Global Human
Intelligence Operations

China’s propaganda system is advancing a targeted
communication strategy to amplify its global voice,
aiming to ‘Break the Circle’, ‘Go Overseas’, and gain
international  attention. Over 100 International
Communication Centers (ICCs) have been established
nationwide at various
administrative levels, reflecting | China’s

sustained efforts to enhance | Propaganda

global media influence and Zﬁs\fz?ci'f] .

innovation. These ICCs focus g
targeted

on promoting a positive image | . . oo

of their regions and China, strategy to amplify
operating on the principle that | jis global voice,
repeated exposure to favourable | aiming to ‘Break
narratives will shape a unified | the Circle’, ‘Go
perception aligned with the | Overseas’,and
CPC’s vision. While the first | gaininternational
ICC emerged in 2018, the others | attention.

were established from 2023
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onward.*? The ICC surge is likely a result of the CPC’s
directives to boost global communication and expand
local participation in external propaganda initiatives.*?
ICCs handle diverse tasks, including promoting China’s
narrative globally, building propaganda capabilities,
coordinating local resources, managing foreign social
media accounts, training talent, monitoring global
opinion, cultivating foreign influencers, hosting visits to
China, and supporting regional economic development.
Besides targeting audiences in Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, Russia, South Korea,
and Japan, ICCs has also established overseas
partnerships and liaison stations in countries such as
Australia, Belarus, Brazil, Canada, Egypt, France,
Germany, Japan, Kazakhstan, South Africa, the United
Kingdom (UK), the US, and others.** China may integrate
ICCs with the GCI to boost diplomacy, education, and
tourism, aligning with the BRI, GDI, and GSI to enhance
cultural ties and advance its global narrative.

China has been committed to building a global
network for dialogue and cooperation among civilisations.
Even before the GCI’s formal
introduction, fostering dialogue
among civilisations and cultural committed to
exchange was a longstanding building a global
element of China’s foreign | petwork for
policy. This commitment is | dialogue and
evident in initiatives such as the | cooperation
Confucius Institute (CI) | among
programs, the Dialogue of | civilisations.

China has been
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Asian  Civilizations conferences, the China-Africa
Civilization Dialogue Conference, the Center for Chinese
and Greek Ancient Civilizations®®, and the Boao Forum
for Asia.®® The GCI also encompasses several key
initiatives, including the BRI, the China-Arab States
Cooperation Forum, the Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation, and the China-ASEAN Free Trade Area.
These initiatives aim to boost economic cooperation,
development, and cultural exchange with global
partners.*’

Within its borders, China uses various platforms to
advance the GCI by promoting respect for civilisational
diversity, and the relevance of history and culture. The
GCI counters narratives of estrangement, conflict, and
civilisational superiority. Launched in 2022 by the China
International Communications Group, the Orchid Awards
recognise  those  advancing

cultural exchanges and mutual
learning between China and the
world. Initiatives like the
Alliance for Cultural Heritage in
Asia and the Xi’an Declaration

from the China-Central Asia
Summit further promote
cooperation and cultural

preservation.”® Prior to the
launch of the GCI, China had
already organised over 30 large-
scale cultural and tourism
festivals and established 16
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multilateral and 25 bilateral cooperation mechanisms.
These include Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South
Africa Culture Ministers’ Meeting (launched in Jun
2015), the Arabic Arts Festival (held in Dec 2022), and
the Meet in Beijing International Arts Festival (initiated in
May 2000). To advance the GCI, China has hosted
several high-level dialogues and summits between CPC
leaders and global political party representatives.*®

China has recovered its position as the top spender
on international tourism in 2023. Chinese expenditure on

travel abroad reached USD
196.5 bn in 2023, ahead of the
US, Germany, and the UK.
As per Euromonitor report,
China is all set to overtake
France as the leading
destination  worldwide by
2030.° With inherent capacity
and capability for inbound and
outbound tourism, the GCI can
naturally be aligned with
Chinese national objectives as
tourism facilitates people-to-
people exchanges and creates
opportunities to experience and
appreciate cultural diversity.
China attracts millions of
international tourists annually,
leveraging its rich heritage and
GCI principles to promote
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cultural exchanges. Through guided tours, workshops,
and themed events, it can foster mutual understanding
while showcasing its traditions and values, strengthening
global connections, and enhancing its soft power. Chinese
tourists abroad can serve as cultural ambassadors,
showcasing China’s values while respecting local
traditions. Globally, China has already placed several
overseas police stations abroad to facilitate its Chinese
tourists abroad. From 2016 to 2022, China set up 102
Overseas Police Service Stations in 53 countries.
According to reports from the human rights Non-
Governmental Organisation (NGO) Safeguard Defenders,
authorities in the US, Canada, the UK, the Netherlands,
and 10 other nations launched investigations into these
outposts. Concerns over these stations grew amid
evidence of China’s foreign interference operations and
intimidation of critics abroad.>? In 2022, political
opposition led Italy to stop joint patrols after it was
revealed that China had operated 11 covert police stations
in the country to intimidate and collect intelligence on
Chinese citizens living abroad.

Cls and Confucius Classrooms (CCs) established
in 2004 are flagship global
educational initiatives designed | Globally, China
to teach Chinese language, | has already placed
culture, and  history  in | several overseas
partnership  with  foreign | Police stations
universities, serving as tools for | aProad tofacilitate
projecting China’s soft power. Its Chinese tourists
Critics argue that Cls act as abroad.
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vehicles for promoting China’s political agenda,
suppressing academic freedom, and engaging in
intellectual property theft. By 2018, the global presence of
Cls and CCs had expanded to approximately 540 Cls and
1,200 CCs. However, concerns over censorship,
monitoring, propaganda, espionage, and disregard for
academic freedom have led to their closures worldwide.
In Jun 2020, China attempted to address these concerns
by transferring oversight to a new NGO, the Chinese
International Education Foundation (CIEF), and renaming
the former Hanban to the Centre for Education and
Cooperation (CEC), ending its direct funding of Cls.>

The Student Association of Belt and Road
Initiative (SABRI) is the first and largest student
organisation dedicated to the BRI, fostering global youth
cooperation and connections. With over 300 members, 90
per cent international from over 60 countries, SABRI
organises ambassador talks,
embassy VI-SI'[S, and cult_ural The Student
e_xchange_ trips to BRI nations Association of Belt
like Pakistan, the UAE, and | .. 4Road
Indonesia  for promoting | |nitiative is the
dialogue, Iearning, and first and largest
collaboration.® SABRI is well- | student
positioned to align with the | organisation
GCl, leveraging its global | dedicated to the
network and youth-focused | BRI fostering
programs for cultural and | 9lopalyouth
ideological exchange. It could COOpera_t'on and

. . connections.
expand its role from promoting
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the BRI to advancing GCI cooperation, shaping future
leaders’ perceptions of China’s governance. By linking
the GCI’s focus on civilisational diversity with BRI and
GDI goals, SABRI could further China’s vision of global
governance reform, integrating infrastructure
development with cultural diplomacy to enhance China’s
influence and HUMINT activities.

Chinese Students and Scholars Association
(CSSA) under UFWD is the largest official organisation
for overseas Chinese students and scholars. CSSA is
primarily responsible for helping students and scholars
abroad and bringing them together. CSSA, under the
cloak of spreading Chinese culture, plays a crucial role in
monitoring the thoughts and behaviours of Chinese
students in foreign universities, limiting academic
freedom, prescribing correct speech, and harassing anti-
Chinese speakers. CSSA’s task also entails ensuring
Chinese students remain patriotic and supportive of the
CPC rule.®® In the future, the Cls, CCs, (now under the
oversight of the CIEF and the
CEC), and organisation like | ~pinese Students
CSSA are likely to align with | 5.4 scholars
China’s GCI. These entities | Association, under
could serve as instruments for | United Front Work
HUMINT  gathering and | Department, is the
influence operations, using | largest official
educational and  cultural | organisation for
outreach to subtly shape | Overseas Chinese
perceptions, promote Chinese | Studentsand
governance models, and build scholars.
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networks of influence globally. Under the GCI, such
institutions may intensify their role in advocating China’s
futuristic political and cultural narratives while potentially
engaging in covert activities including monitoring
academic discussions and advancing China’s strategic
objectives abroad.

China’s extensive capacity for inbound and
outbound education can play a pivotal role in advancing
the GCI. Through programs like the Thousand Talent
Program, China attracts large number of talented and
influential  Chinese  students and  diasporas.®’
Simultaneously, it emphasises outbound education by
leveraging scholarships, the UFWD, and other
organisations like CSSA to support Chinese students
abroad and expand its influence on global campuses.>®
Reports suggest that China’s funding has significantly
shaped curricula and research in several foreign
universities. This dual approach can also integrate
education into the GCI framework to build goodwill,
enhance academic cooperation, and nurture China’s
cultural and educational vision.

The concept of ‘Sister
Cities’ or ‘City Diplomacy’ was Reports suggest
started by China in 1973 to | that China’s
promote and strengthen people- | funding has
to-people contact between cities | significantly
of China and other countries. | shaped curricula
By establishing about 3,000 | @nd researchin
pairs of sister cities with other zer:/iigggg?gn
countries, Chinese authorities '
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have carried out the promotion of ‘Nihao China’®®
inbound tourism.®® Consequent to the ascension of Xi as
the President and the announcement of the BRI project in
2013, a steep rise in the new agreement particularly along
BRI countries was witnessed. Today, out of
approximately 2,600 sister cities, more than 700 cities
form part of BRI.%! Sister city arrangements are often
brokered by third-party organisations, such as the China
International Friendship Cities Association, which helps
pair Chinese cities or provinces with cities and provinces
abroad. Closer interaction through sister cities inherently
facilitates HUMINT operations as chances of acceptance
of China and its citizen increases. Additionally, by
creating dependencies abroad, China can further
strengthen its foothold through people-to-people contact.

Conclusion

China’s evolving GCI provides a prism to trace their fast-
expanding unique global HUMINT footprints. By
entwining cultural diplomacy with strategic political
influence, China has moved beyond conventional
espionage techniques to insert
its narratives, norms, and
personnel |_nt0 global syster_ns. Initiative provides
Through_ innocuous  looking a prism to trace
people-friendly programs that | iqir fast-

lay emphasis on people-to- | expanding unique
people engagement, religious | global human
diplomacy, and educational or | intelligence
cultural exchange, the GCI | footprints.
offers a podium for China’s

China’s evolving
Global Civilization
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long-term influence rooted in trust-building and
ideological alignment. Concurrently, China’s positioning
of nationals and proxies within key global institutions,
academic bodies, and religious centres have assisted them
to discreetly gather intelligence while shaping the global
information environment. Such efforts are further
reinforced by other state-led initiatives like the BRI and
the GDI, which provide material and institutional
frameworks to support HUMINT objectives. The GCI is
still a new initiative, and its impact on global cultural
relations remains to be seen. However, it has the potential
to play a significant role in shaping the future of
international cultural cooperation and intelligence
activities.
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