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Introduction 

Social media is the red string of fate that draws a previously disjunct global order 

ever-closer, an emergent pangaean space of sorts whose power potential for the 

international political arena is tremendous. Here, I call attention to its feasibility 

as an instrument of soft power. 

  

This paper is an attempt at framing the traditional soft power utilities of 

international politics in the light of ‘the modern State as an instrument of late 

capitalism and consumerism’. It attempts to understand cultural hegemony and 

back-end diplomacy of the State in an era of burgeoning social media discourse. 

Western manipulation of social media and related technology to push its own 

lifestyle as the human condition’s be-all and end-all is explored herein. 

  

It begins with the idea that the modern State imitates letter-by-letter the business 

models of huge capitalist enterprises in all its dealings with the developing world. 

It is via successful marketing on social media that the State wins implicit sanction 

for its neo-colonialist activities from the citizenry. This is the basic premise of 

‘state corporatism’: savvy adverts attain unprecedented allowances. 

  

Further, the paper will file such advertisements under the concept of nationalist 

branding, or the moving of national stereotypes and associated soft power to the 

virtual space in this new dawn for the basic human need to connect with fellow 

beings. A case study of how Canadians are stereotyped on social media in 

comparison to Arabs would substantiate these claims. 

  

The growing popularity of K-pop and Hallyu against a backdrop of favorable 

relations between Washington DC and Seoul would provide a tangible example of 

soft power. It remains to be explored how other countries attain an audience for 

their brand only with the backing of the USA in the current unipolar world order. 



Finally, the limitations of nationalist branding over social media would be 

exemplified through the case study of the recent #Swedengate, and a lengthy 

analysis of anti-US rhetoric on the website Tumblr. 

 

To discern such issues, this paper would factually analyze sources of secondary 

research like books, articles, editorials, monographs, infotainment videos, and 

other research papers.  

  

The word ‘corporate’ is reminiscent of sprawling business empires, the likes of 

Nestle and Disney, whose sway over public perceptions, and rampant social media 

presence, guarantee that their exploitative roots would account for little even when 

exposed. Beneath a veneer of CSR tactics lies gross invalidation of human rights in 

the Global South to feed a ravenous, consumerist society. 

  

The State, in an age of late-capitalism, is a roiling nexus of similarly specious 

consumer-friendly business practices. It functions as an institution of manufactured 

consent via mental manipulation of the average consumer (citizen) in favor of its 

neo-imperialist actions in geopolitically unstable zones. In instrumentalizing the 

internet as a tool for nationalist branding the modern State plays by the rules of 

corporate humanism, hoping to win over unquestioning surrender from its 

subjects.  

  

This is how the role of social media becomes crucial to the discussion at hand: In a 

myopic era of misplaced ‘Twitter-liberalism’ and call-out culture, where a 280-

word limit would suffice as image denting of catastrophic proportions, the State 

carefully exhumes evidence of insidious Human Rights violations from public 

memory, while perpetuating images favorable to itself across the trench lines 

of our smart screens. 

  

For instance, USA’s track record in queer rights advocacy world-over is well-

documented. It is considered the harbinger of ‘modernity’ to an uncivilized Middle 

East mired in religiously sanctioned homophobia. However, beneath this rainbow 

hued gift wrapping rests a mound of recent anti-LGBTQIA policies on the 

domestic front and the US military’s violently homophobic actions on display in 



the Abu Ghraib controversy. Social media will scarcely highlight these against 

USA’s colorful image correction campaigns. 

  

These practices inform the narrative of state corporatism on social media as soft 

power. The modern state evades being ‘canceled’ in a manner strongly evocative 

of corporations using positive-reinforcement advertisement to sustain the support 

of ‘woke’ consumers looking to assuage their nascent pangs of guilt. Social media 

is verily a launchpad for the State’s massive PR campaign on the international 

political stage. 

 

Nationalist Branding  

  

‘Branding’ refers to the standard image of a corporation that is reproduced across 

various channels of public communication, most prominently social media in 

today’s time. ‘Nationalist branding’ therefore involves the State projecting itself 

as the most viable option/product up for grabs in the international political arena. 

The State utilizes social media to present its society, politics, and culture as an 

aspirational commodity. 

  

Think of the erstwhile ‘American Dream’, and the millions of lives it continues to 

shape worldwide even in its increasingly vitiated state. This nationalist branding is 

the latest manifestation of ‘soft power’, defined as the State’s persuasive 

capabilities in the realm of culture vis-à-vis other geopolitical rivals. If you can 

convince the customers of your competitor that you are offering a better deal, then 

you win a war of marketing without firing a single bullet. 

 

It also parallels another vicious aspect of corporatism: if you can convince the 

consumers that they lack something, that their skin is too dark, or their house is 

never clean enough, then you manufacture an artificial insecurity and fill the void 

with your product. A state that can convince potential consumers that their 

country of origin lacks a certain luxury of life is a state that profits off of other 

states’ brain-drain and emigrating talent. Fed and clothed by one state, these 

consumers move westwards in search of better quality lifestyle, all a consequence 

of nouveau cultural imperialism masquerading as statist soft power over social 

media. 



 

Country specific stereotypes, too, have moved online in the age of social media. To 

quote Moriarty, “In a world of locked rooms, the man with the key is the king”, 

and the nation that wields social media, wields the power to control its own 

narrative. Many are vying for social media dominance in this (almost) post-US 

world order, and the winner shall sweep all stakes. 

  

For instance, the stock image of the polite Canadian takes precedence over the 

studied and documented fact of Arab hospitality. The latter nations are branded 

more humiliatingly by a Western dominated social media, its disproportionately 

white user base providing little opportunity for Arabic discourse on their cultural 

vibrancy to take the fore. The international political arena is apparently a cutthroat 

coliseum of clever marketing tactics tilted unduly against the state-corporations of 

the third world.  

  

Certainly, the stereotype of Canadian warmth is an evergreen and ever-yielding 

soft power resource, a strong challenge to the neighboring USA’s exceedingly 

incendiary track record on both domestic and international fronts. Canada has 

already moved to the third most lucrative destination for foreign students, aided 

perhaps as much by the ease of acquiring permanent residency as by its purported 

friendliness. It will not be long in overtaking the USA. 

  

But what the social media fails to enlighten upon in the face of this successful PR 

campaign is the mottled track record of Canada with respect to human rights of 

indigenous communities. Moreover, it isn’t as embracive of migrants as social 

media might have you believe, evinced by the cold-blooded shooting of Kartik 

Vasudev, an MBA student, earlier this year. 

  

Soft Power Exemplified 

 

In recent years, South Korea has come to paint a very rosy picture of itself across 

platforms, attracting immense popularity and fan following amongst the young 

adult population of fellow Asian powers. Korean Soft Power’s global trajectory 

spearheaded by Hallyu, makes for a tangible case study of  co-optive diplomacy 

over social media.  



 

Gone are the days when American Dream was all that the youth of color in the 

developing world aspired to; Take any average school setting in today’s India, and 

you are bound to find a group of youngsters who call themselves ‘Kpoppers’, are 

keen on learning Korean, and even hope to immerse themselves in South Korean 

culture and lifestyle as a part and parcel of their profession one day. On social 

media, they are unwitting ambassadors of Hallyu (the collective term for Korean 

soap operas, pop-music, beauty and makeup regimen, language and all aspects of 

Korean soft power). It is through them that Seoul’s soft power proliferates to the 

grassroots level. 

 

South Korea’s nationalist branding is a success story like no other, a stellar 

decolonisation of cultural hegemony as Eastern cultural ethos too find 

themselves marketed as an aspirational commodity in a Western dominated 

world order. Where more than two centuries of colonial rule have left the 

collective Asian psyche mired in shame over its traditional roots, a self-loathing 

persistent to date, South Korea’s bold strides in attracting even the 

consumers/citizens of Western nations is indeed unprecedented. 

 

But this turning of tables against Western soft power did not occur in a vacuum: 

the US certainly has much to profit from Korean popularity. Besides, all of social 

media is US dominated, too, with major firms headquartered within its borders. It 

should, therefore, come as no surprise to laymen observers that Korea’s cultural 

diplomacy has attained success only with the patronage of the United States. As 

elaborated further in this paper: the American Dream may have failed on many 

accounts, but the US has still emerged unscathed at the top of soft diplomacy by 

appropriating other nationalist brands, in a manner reminiscent of monopolist 

stratagems by huge corporations.  

 

In fact, just this past June, BTS, one of the most popular Kpop bands, was hosted 

by the White House in a heavily publicized act of intercultural bonding. The 

‘ARMY’ of BTS fans fawned unprompted over the event, creating a string of 

laudatory posts and memes. Or maybe, they had impetus in the form of a US 

dominated social media allowing the circulation of such imagery. It also appears 

that the consumers themselves become a point of wholesale advertisement and 



furthering of soft power under the ambit of uncontrolled state corporatism over 

social media. 

 

What the social media frenzy over Hallyu fails to highlight is South Korea’s dark 

side: a tremulous job economy, the cutthroat competition of a developing nation, 

an impossibly high rate of student suicides, and so on and so forth. Clever branding 

is at play hiding how South Korea is not quite the aspirational commodity that 

many ‘Hallyu-stans’ idealize it to be. 

 

When Branding Backfires  

  

In a hilarious turn of events, Sweden was apparently ‘canceled’ in May, 2022, by 

twitterati: the alleged inhospitality and innate aloofness of Swedes was called into 

question, with discourse stretching over to racism faced by expats. Now labeled 

#Swedengate, it is a fine example of ‘top 10 marketing fails’ in the arena of 

nationalist branding. What began as ineffective brand communication across a 

cultural babel of consumers, quickly escalated into the corporation getting 

called-out for a host of other distasteful brokerage practices.  

  

The case of Sweden makes for a good enquiry point into how difficult, yet crucial, 

it is for the State corporation to make use of social media as a channel of soft 

power. Empires of the yore stood not the test of time, but virtual imagery is 

certainly the route to immortality for the polities of today.  

  

On the other hand, excessive branding is its own paradox, a hemorrhage that 

empties out all national credibility. Case in point, Tumblr (and even its sister 

application Pinterest) as a platform has lesser surveillance in comparison to other 

social media, thereby rendering it more or less futile for states. A milder algorithm 

and more data privacy here make for unfettered discourse over everything under 

the sun: from surrealist humor to candid politics. Often denounced as the internet’s 

cesspool, these very features also establish Tumblr as a unique data point in the 

study on soft power: Nationalist branding runs its own course here. 

  

Consequently, Tumblr has become a source of negative branding and deep 

notoriety for the ‘American Dream’. Its mass accessibility ensures that a person 



aspiring to American citizenship in any part of the world can examine USA’s 

incumbent socio-political degeneration so long as they have internet access and 

basic knowledge of English. And what they discover are threads upon threads 

detailing school shootings, gun violence, police violence, persistent racism, 

militarism in the Middle East, near collapse of modern women’s rights and so on 

and so forth. 

 

Almost all of social media was once dominated by discourse over US politics, 

given the portion of its user base that comprised of white Americans. It still is. But 

the branding has massively backfired, with back channels beyond government 

control running amok, making potential consumers aware of the dark side of the 

American dream. The US is a rare example of a corporation self-depreciating and 

proliferating negative propaganda on itself.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Thus, we have established the various ways in which the modern State is actually a 

business corporation over the course of this paper. It amasses all manner of soft 

power resources such as professional talent and intelligentsia nurtured by other 

states, extraterritorial patriotism from youth of fellow states etcetera by heavy 

advertisement over a medium as binding of the world order as social media. The 

digital world allows the modern State to practice a more insidious form of cultural 

imperialism than was possible in the by-gone days of sprawling European maritime 

empires. Today’s soft diplomacy can most aptly be studied as a form of ‘mental 

colonialism’ perpetuated through social media based imagery, where certain 

visions and promises of a better life to be found on foreign shores hide the many 

flipsides of the culture in question that is  being marketed as ‘desirable’. 

 

This paper substantiated various examples of soft power such as Hallyu and their 

translation on-line, in addition to discussing the erstwhile national stereotypes now 

revamped as ‘nationalist branding’ for the social media age. It also exemplified the 

areas where this statist marketing has failed to achieve its goals, thereby misfiring 

grossly, such as in the case of an ever degenerative American Dream or Sweden 

getting ‘canceled’ on Twitter. 
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