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Soft Power the Hard Way 

Three Reasons Why China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ Could Become Its 
Most Successful Image Campaign  

 
By Tobias Adam* 

  
Abstract 

According to international public polls, China's comprehensive Soft Power (ruanshili 软实力) strategy to 
boost its international image is apparently not as efficient as Chinese leaders expected. Ongoing power 
struggles in the South and East China Sea, Western democracies' distrust towards its authoritarian political 
system or its human rights policy seem to frame China's Soft Power in a negative way, revealed in the vast 
diffusion of the Confucius Institutes, Olympic Games in Beijing (2008 & 2022) or CCTV's 
internationalisation (Hartig, 2016; Wang, 2011). However, in contrast to Joseph Nye's original concept, 
there are more ways to wield Soft Power than just through a country's culture or values. In the case of China, 
its recently launched 'Belt and Road' initiative (BRI) (yidai yilu 一带一路) - though actually mainly a 
commercial project - has the potential to work in favour of China's Soft Power, too. I will therefore propose 
three distinct reasons to support this assumption. Moreover, based on China's Soft Power strategy and its 
limitations, the following essay is designed to scrutinise the concept of Soft Power, present an alternative 
perspective and combine these findings with BRI to create theoretically based future scenarios that are 
deliberately designed to be open for critical review and debate.

																																																								
* Tobias Adam studied China Studies and Political Science in Cologne and Wuhan and graduated with a 
diploma thesis on Confucius Institutes as a part of China’s soft power strategy. Between September 2015 
and January 2016, he studied Chinese and conducted research at Tamkang University, Taipei. Currently, 
Tobias is a PhD student of Modern China studies at the University of Cologne.  
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Soft Power the Hard Way 
Three Reasons Why China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ Could Become Its 

Most Successful Image Campaign  
 
Introduction 
'Chinese cultural influence is virtually nil and unlikely to increase', commented Great Britain's new 
Foreign Minister Boris Johnson on China more than ten years ago as London's then mayor 
(Johnson, 2005). His rash words reflect what a more analytical view reveals: despite president Xi's 
stamina to uphold 'disseminating modern Chinese values and showing the charm of Chinese 
culture to the world' (Xinhuanet, 2014), China's Soft Power has to fight an uphill battle on multiple 
fronts. The recent ruling of the Permanent Court of Arbitration and the related territorial disputes 
in the South China Sea are just one issue hindering China's efforts to enhance its international 
image (PCA, 2016). China’s overall strategy regarding Soft Power is to promote China as a reliable 
and peaceful partner – and shake off alleged threats of being a revisionist emerging power (van 
Broomfield, 2003). Among Soft Power's resources – culture, foreign policy and political values – 
Chinese leadership mainly relies on China's traditional culture to boost its attractiveness (Cao, 2014: 
177). However, especially in contrast to its extensive efforts – overall, experts estimate that China 
spent some 10 billion US-Dollars in 2014 for its promotion campaign, compared to 'only' 666 
Million US-Dollars by the USA (Nye, 2015) – manifesting in the vast spreading of the Confucius 
Institutes, events like the Olympic Games 2008 (and 2022) in Beijing or China Central Television's 
(CCTV) internationalisation, however there have been only limited returns so far. Especially in 
Western countries, China is apparently not able to rebut encrusted patterns of suspicion evoked by 
its authoritarian top-down policy (The Diplomat, 2013). Thus, what was intended to be cultural 
diplomacy is often turned down as mere propaganda (Shambaugh, 2015). But China's Soft Power 
also has a hard time within its direct neighbourhood, as polls of the US-American think tank Pew 
Research Center show that Soft Power's cultural weaponry is not altering fundamental perceptions 
of fear concerning military clashes for example in the South China Sea. Even in Malaysia (66% 
'concerned' vs. 19% 'not concerned'), a country with a large Chinese diaspora, and South Korea 
(83% 'concerned' vs. 16% 'not concerned'), which on the whole shares good relations with China, 
one sees a majority who fret about China's rise reflected in its strategic – some would call it 
'assertive' 1  – behaviour in the South China Sea which puts a strain on China's Soft Power 
enforcement (Pew Research Center, 2014a; Pew Research Center, 2014b). BBC's World Service 
Poll also conducted a long-time survey with eleven2 participating nations. Between 2005 and 2014, 
positive evaluations towards China's political influence dropped by 13 percentage points (48% to 
35%), hence performing worst among the participants (BBC, 2014). Furthermore, the political 
consultancy Portland Communications together with Facebook jointly published a Soft Power 
ranking called 'The Soft Power 30'. In this table, which gathered data for thirty countries and lists 
them according to a set of parameters3, China ranks 28th (The Soft Power 30, 2016).  
																																																								
1 For a broader insight on China's 'assertiveness' in foreign politics see: Johnston, 2013. 
2 These participating nations are Australia, Brazil, China, Germany, France, Great Britain, India, Indonesia, 
Canada, Mexico, USA. 
3 These include engagement, culture, digital, government, education and enterprise. Although only culture, education and, 
with some limitations, government belong to Nye's original Soft Power-sources, I support this rather broad 
understanding as it follows my general assumption that Soft Power can be found in more than just these 
three resources. 
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From a perception-based perspective, this essay adopts a rather radical approach. Therefore, any 
kind of attractive power – as pointed out by Nye himself (Nye, 2004: 6) – can be subsumed under 
Soft Power and thus enables BRI to eradicate China's Soft Power deficit mentioned above. 
 
Soft Power – Theory, model or strategic instrument? 
Soft Power, as introduced by Joseph Nye4, describes a kind of power that mainly relies on attracting 
others instead of coercing or inducing them. In other words, in comparison to Hard Power, which 
comprises economic and military instruments, Soft Power tries to co-opt and therefore to shape 
other's preferences beforehand in order to prevent the necessity of using economic or military 
force to change their counterpart’s opinions (Nye, 2004: 6-7). While acknowledging Hard Power's 
existence, to Nye this 'second face of power' to some extend is the new determining factor in world 
politics after the end of the Cold War. When employing Soft Power, according to Nye (2004: 11), 
one can use three particular resources: a nation's culture, its (political) values and its foreign policy. 
In a broader sense, these resources can be developed into institutions, which reflect mutual trust 
and credibility, thus fostering stable and favourable international relations in which a government 
with sufficient Soft Power is able to set examples and make other countries admire and eventually 
follow this example (Nye, 2004: 32). Since Soft Power tries to shape and disseminate images, ideas 
and norms and thus integrates post-positivist parameters, it is helpful to categorise Soft Power as 
a concept, mode (of power), or sometimes just as a 'term' and locate it within the broader context 
of Social Constructivism (Wendt, 1995; Reus-Smit, 2005). As soon as it is identified as a model or 
concept, Soft Power becomes open to being used strategically. In this context, especially Chinese 
scholars of International Relations regard theories and incorporated models as practical 'manuals' 
or instruments (Noesselt, 2012: 10-11). This essay acknowledges this dualism5 and locates Soft 
Power in the broader framework of constructivism's premises as well as in the scope of strategic 
instruments.   
 
Moving Soft Power's boundaries 
Considering these assertions, there is no need to exclude features related to economy from the 
scope of Soft Power, as long as they contribute to the sense of attractive power. Thus, at least a 
smooth loophole out of China's strategic dilemma might not be far away as the same survey 
reporting only mediocre results in favourable responses to China's international image as discussed 
above also states that China’s economic performance is regarded as beneficial for the region (Pew 
Research, 2014a). Although, according to Joseph Nye's original concept, economic power – just 
like military – belongs to Hard Power (Nye, 2004: 5), several indications reveal that economic 
power can be 'soft' as well. First, starting from Nye's explanations, economic power is just one end 
of a continuum. In this context, Hard and Soft Power are two extremes that are not apart, but 
linked to each other and are fluid in their transition (Nye, 2004: 8). Academia takes this 
circumstance into account as, for example, Young and Jong describe China's Soft Power as a 
merger of China's Culture, the 'Beijing Consensus' and its 'Peaceful Development Road' and 
thereby rightfully transcend Soft Power's traditional limitations (Young & Jong, 2008: 461-472), 

																																																								
4 Though Joseph Nye certainly coined the particular term 'Soft Power' and its recent popularisation, there 
have been various works considering power apart from military or economic force (e.g. Edmund Carr's 
'Power over Opinion' from 1954). 
5 The concept of Public Diplomacy would be another example for being both, analytical entity and strategic 
instrument (Manheim & Albritton, 1984). 
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while Li and Worm even refer to six6 Soft Power resources (Li & Worm, 2011: 69). A third position 
differentiates between economic aid and economic cooperation as China's main Soft Power 
sources. In this case, diplomacy be it traditional or cultural – only plays a supportive role (He, 2009: 
24). Finally, Wong develops this idea even further and blends the two extremes of Soft and Hard 
Power into something he calls '[China's rising] Economic Soft Power' (Wong, 2016). These 
conceptual divergences are all justified as Soft Power is a quite vague and sometimes opaque model. 
Yet, they all respond to one focal point which leads us back to Joseph Nye: 'Soft Power is attractive 
power' (Nye, 2004: 6). And what is perceived as attractive – be it cultural, social or economic – 
highly depends on the recipients' mind sets (The Economist, 2009). Hence, this article argues that 
China should not refrain to play this economic card to boost its attractiveness and use its recently 
implemented 'Belt and Road' (BRI) initiative as an appropriate Soft Power vehicle, thereby curing 
its ailing Soft Power campaign. Though the project itself has seen only little concrete action so far, 
the paper 'Visions and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road', jointly issued by the National Development and Reform Commission, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Commerce of the People's Republic of China 
(NDRC, 2015), gives a first insight on BRI's ambitious goals and scope. The whole initiative 
comprises two entangled networks ('The Silk Road Economic Belt' and its maritime counterpart, 
the '21st-century Maritime Silk Road') connecting East, Central, and Southeast Asia with Africa, 
Eastern and Central Europe. Around 60 emerging markets with over four billion people will be 
involved (Swaine, 2015). The initiative's general goals, principles and measures have been reiterated 
during the 'Belt and Road Forum' in May 2017 (Xinhuanet, 2017). Based on the conceptual 
premises mentioned above, this essay proposes three distinct reasons to show that BRI can be a 
valuable contribution to China's Soft Power.7  
 
If you want to be a global player, use a global currency 
When running an image campaign, you want your message to be heard by a large audience. 
Therefore, the choice of the right 'currency'8 to disseminate this is crucial. The more universal your 
currency, the more likely your success (Nye, 2004: 11). Although the USA is far from being popular 
everywhere in the world, its Soft Power by way of low or popular culture, like sports, movies or 
even lifestyle still remains on a high level (The Soft Power 30, 2016). And this is exactly the 
stumbling block, as Chinese leadership mostly resorts to traditional, high culture (Xinhuanet, 2014). 
But this source of Soft Power requires a certain educational background or general interest – 
sometimes called 'cultural literacy' (Hirsch, 1987) – in order to generate attractive power. Chinese 
ink painting, calligraphy or tea ceremonies might be appealing. Only to a limited number of people 
who are actually able to appreciate these cultural items (ABC, 2015). But economic matters affect 
everyday life just as much as low culture does, and provide a good reference point. The good thing 
for China is that its Asian neighbours seem to appreciate China's economic impact on the region, 
too. According to the survey referred to above, this applies to Thailand, Bangladesh, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, South Korea as well as Indonesia. And even Japan, whose relations with China are 

																																																								
6 I.e. cultural attractiveness, political values, development model, international institutions, international 
image, and economic temptation. 
7 In a similar way, President Xi's pledge for free trade at the 2017 Davos World Economic Forum also 
exceeds the mere support for unimpeded trade, but displays China as advocate of the corresponding political 
values of cooperation, accountability and stability (BBC, 2017). 
8 As a matter of fact, Nye also uses the term 'currency' to describe power's mode of action (Nye, 2004: 7).  
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historically charged, is rather well-minded when it comes to economic ties with China (Pew 
Research, 2014a). Furthermore, BRI might be just the right occasion to practically implement 
slogans like 'bilateral cooperation', 'mutual benefit' or 'win-win situations' that pop up in numerous 
speeches of Chinese politicians and White Papers (SCIO, 2011). This can be done through 
infrastructural, commercial and economic collaborations. Thereby proving that they are genuine 
Chinese political values rather than just lip service.9 Moreover, China's relatively weak cultural 
diplomacy can use commerce as a leverage to enhance its accessibility and efficiency (Nye, 2004: 
13). Thus, the Chinese development model, the so called 'Beijing Consensus', could be just the 
right role model for emerging markets which directly benefit from BRI. This further underlines 
that economic matters harmonise well with Soft Power as they work as transmitters of Soft Power. 
 
Stability and accountability in rough times 
Foreign policy as one source of Soft Power is only efficient if it is regarded as legitimate and 
reflecting moral authority (Nye, 2004: 11). Considering the continuing six party-conflict in the 
South China Sea and its second front with Japan in the East China Sea, it is doubtful that China’s 
foreign policy at present can be perceived as undisputed and legitimate. Though China pushes for 
bilateral negotiations, there seems to be no consistent procedure that pleases everybody. Without 
making a judgement about China's foreign policy in general, one has to see this circumstance from 
the perspective of China's Soft Power and its strategic impact. It is quite clear that the ongoing 
frictions are surely not beneficial for its image in regional and international circles. In this context, 
US Defence Secretary Ashton Carter stated that '[…] China's actions could erect a great wall of 
self-isolation as countries across the region – allies, partners and the unaligned – are voicing 
concerns publicly and privately at the highest levels […]' (SCMP, 2016). In order to overcome this 
'wall', BRI has the right toolbox since it contains a whole host of formal and informal rules, which 
are able to facilitate state-to-state communication and cooperation. According to Robert O. 
Keohane, institutions, understood as formal and informal10 systems of rules, create expectations, 
monitor partner's compliance and thus enhance credibility (Keohane, 1989: 2). In times of 
uncertainty about China's foreign policy behaviour and actions, these characteristics are the right 
remedy to counter Mr Carter's worries.  
 
In this context, the 'Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank' (AIIB), which already entered into 
operation, could become one of these focal institutions. Being the largest single stakeholder within 
AIIB, China has the opportunity to play an active role in finding solutions for regional and global 
issues, which complies with the demand of World Bank's former president Robert Zoellick for 
China to be a 'responsible stakeholder' (The National Interest, 2016). As a number of Western 
countries11 already joined the AIIB (AIIB, 2017), there is – at least – the chance that the concurrent 
existence of World Bank and AIIB is less an 'either-or-decision', but rather a case of complimentary 
co-existence. Moreover, liberal theories premise that trade and commerce positively affect peace 
and stability. Along with the institutionalisation mentioned above, BRI thus could provide more 
(regional) stability as forums and negotiations related to the context of BRI could link economic 
and security policies and provide useful package deals. As a consequence, BRI's rules of conduct 
																																																								
9 While the American Dream certainly belongs to the field of Soft Power, its key messages comprise 
(economic) prosperity, too.  
10 Such as sovereignty, neutrality or reciprocity. 
11 E.g. Australia, Denmark, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, the Netherlands […]. 
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might spill over on other policy fields and provide viable regulations for conflict resolutions 
depicting Chinese leadership as an organising, stabilising and eventually caring actor.12 Doubts over 
the long-standing liberal presumption about the link between economic dependence and peace are 
justified, as historical and academic evidence have shown (Gartzke, Li & Boehmer, 2001). In this 
respect, the first 'Belt and Road Forum' also revives this idea by issuing a Joint Communique 
fostering the spirit of cooperation13 (Xinhuanet, 2017). However, one has to distinguish between 
economic collaboration and economic dependence. Whereas extensive economic dependence and 
thus imbalance certainly has only little positive effect on stability or even leads to instability 
(Barbieri, 1996), general economic ties in the sense of equal and mutual benefit certainly do work 
in this sense. Since economic relations can never be fully balanced, it is China's task to tackle the 
idea of a zero-sum game and instead convince partners that BRI is designed to meet their needs 
through multilateral processes. In this sense, it is the so called 'Silk Road Spirit' (NDRC, 2015) that 
transforms BRI from an economic project into a comprehensive idea that participating countries 
do not have to be willing to jeopardise themselves or descend into military mayhem. 
 
Being a partner is better than being a target group 
Lastly, BRI has to be analysed in the context of constructivism's emphasis on identity within the 
reciprocal interplay of agency and structure (Reus-Smit, 2005: 188). Although its content is cultural 
at first glance, China's Soft Power is highly political at its core. In other words, cultural diplomacy 
merely serves an overall political purpose and thus degenerates into becoming a mere instrument. 
Considering the fact that China is a one-party state, this setup hardly comes as a surprise. Yet, Soft 
Power's political background should not be noticeable but rather subliminal. Confucius Institutes, 
CCTV or events like the Olympic Games certainly create pathways that bring people together and 
foster exchange – at least on the drawing board. However, in the case of China's Soft Power this 
path is more like a government-to-people one-way-street than an open, unimpeded channel for 
vivid exchange. What is striking here is that China does not refrain from labelling its Soft Power as 
'strategy'. The 2022 Olympic Games' Bid Committee, for example, states that 'bidding for the 2022 
Winter Games provides an opportunity to […] strengthen China’s soft power'. China's Soft Power, 
like any kind of power, is designed to fulfil strategic goals (Beijing 2022 Bid Committee, 2014). Yet, 
recipients should not be aware that they are actually being influenced in order to avoid reluctance 
(Burgoon et al., 2002: 215-216). Beyond BRI's superficial economic goals, the large number of 
participating countries requires tight and transparent cooperation among the respective nations 
(Godement, 2015). The pleasant side effect could be the establishment of a partnership on true 
equal footing avoiding a Chinese solo-run that would cause distrust about its true intentions. To 
this extent, BRI symbolises the ideal of a two-way street that involves listening as well as talking, 
as Nye coins it (2008: 103). 
 
 
 

																																																								
12 In this regard, transnational crime, for example, is a commonly underrated yet fundamental issue in 
(South-) East Asia (UNODC, 2016). Since unhindered international trade strongly depends on security and 
safety BRI could be a major contribution to tackle this issue in Central and Southeast Asia. Besides that, 
China's general commitment to assume more responsibility in global governance through BRI was 
expressed during the 2017 BRICS Xiamen Summit (Belt and Road Portal, 2017).   
13 The whole document (1.851 words) mentions the term 'cooperation' 40 times. 
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All done and dusted? 
Presuming the broader understanding of Soft Power as any form of attractive power, BRI certainly 
has the capability to work in favour of China's Soft Power strategy. First, traditional Chinese culture 
lacks a sufficient degree of 'literacy' in order to be an efficient Soft Power instrument. In contrast 
to this, economic matters are far more universal as they, just as low culture, affect everyday life. 
The fact that China's Asian neighbours appreciate its economic impact on the region makes the 
economy an even more suitable transmitter of Soft Power. Second, assuming that BRI is potentially 
able to form package deals and combine matters of economic and security policies, its institutional 
framework might help to foster accountability as well as stability. Considering the ongoing frictions 
in the South China Sea, this point is particularly important. Lastly, China's actual Soft Power 
strategy clearly constitutes recipients as target groups. However, this commonly leads to reluctance. 
By contrast, although participating countries' capacities are far from being equal to China’s, BRI 
has the potential to display cooperation on formal equal footing and to create the idea of 
partnership. If it is capable of proving that, then China's idea of trade will not be a zero-sum game 
(Godement, 2015). 
 
Yet, as I have also pointed out, there are some prerequisites that have to be met in order for BRI 
to be turned into a successful Soft Power tool. Just as with economic collaboration, if it turns into 
economic dependence, it is no assurance for peace, and China especially has to learn about the 
recipients, their specific cultural, political and economic demands and concerns to uphold the idea 
of just partnership and mutual benefit. Considering the fact that BRI brings together four billion 
people and a huge variety of cultures, economies and societies, at the very least we can say that this 
seems to be an ambitious project. Further complicating this picture, some of BRI's participants, 
especially in Central Asia, suffer from highly inefficient, if not corrupt governments. Instead of an 
ideal 'trickle-down' effect, investments might peter out instead of improving people's economic 
situations (Lu, 2016). This leads to the second and most crucial point. Considering the project has 
been launched only four years ago, China's main task now is to breathe life into it in order to create 
sustainable, reliable and – above all – genuine Chinese political values that are accepted and admired 
abroad. 
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