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I. Introduction  

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), formerly the One Belt One Road Initiative, was 
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The all-encompassing nature of the initiative makes it crucial to understand what it says 

about China and its’ current place in the world. In this essay, I will argue the BRI is largely a 

branding exercise to boost China’s position as a global leader and increase their economic gains 

and security. This is critical in the current geopolitical climate as the current actions of the U.S. 

government indicate the U.S. is stepping back from global leadership. First, I will explain 

“nation branding” and how the BRI can be understood in this framework. Second, I will adopt a 

constructivist lens to describe the brand China is developing for itself with the initiative. Last, I 

will consider the economic implications of China’s new brand from a neomercantilist 

perspective. To achieve these goals, I will employ an empirical strategy that considers primary 

sources from China and scholarly sources from western and Chinese thinkers.  

II. The BRI as a brand  

In the 1990s, increasing competitive pressures led states to consider how they were perceived 

globally (Victorin, Gienow-Hecht, Estner, and Will 2018, 1). The progressively competitive 

nature of the world prompted states to take action that chal:X NveD ve

I

I

.



! $!

Victorin, Gienow-Hecht, Estner, and Will (2018) develop a framework to explain nation 

branding. According to this framework, nation branding is comprised of three components: the 

agents who create the brand, the audience who consumes the brand, and the measures undertaken 

to spread the brand (17). I will adopt this framework to understand how China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative is an exercise in nation branding.  

The first criteria to understand a nation’s branding strategy is the agents who are involved in 

creating the brand. Although Victorin, Gienow-Hecht and Will (2018) state that generally the 

agents who grow the brand are not the government (10), in the case of China, the government, 

and President Xi in particular, appear to be large drivers of the brand. When President Xi 

announced the initiative, he emphasized it would “forge closer economic ties” and lead to 

“deepe[r] cooperation” (Jinping 2013, para 18). While he was explicitly discussing the ambitions 

of the project, the implications for China’s brand, and consequentially, China’s role in the global 

economy are more interesting. In leading the BRI, China has changed their brand to become a 

beacon for international cooperation.  President Xi’s commitment to this facet of the brand is 

clear in all of the speeches where he has discussed the BRI since 2013, which connect the 

initiative with “win-win cooperation” across member states.  

While President Xi ushered in the brand for China, support from non-governmental actors 

have aided in the brand’s growth. This includes academics who have written about the initiative 
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The second criteria to understand how China is participating in nation branding is their 

intended audience. The intended audience includes 
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in a significant moment for China because of structural transitions 
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economy of the country could fall into the middle-income country trap, whereby they are stuck at 

their current level of economic growth (Huang 2016, 2).  



! *!

fact, when we consider Chinese foreign investment outflows since the initiative was launched in 

2013, they have grown closer to the levels achieved by the United States, but for a decline 

between 2016 and 2017 (see figure 1). From a neomercantilist perspective, the amount of foreign 

direct investment is an important measure because of its’ effects on competitiveness. Although 

jobs are exported abroad, the highest paying jobs remain in the country of origin, which would 

be China in this case (Cohn 2016, 316).  

Figure 1: Foreign Direct Investment in China vs. the United States 

 

 

Second, China will gain influence globally as it exports the “China Model” abroad. This is 

especially important because of protectionist forces currently at play in the United States. Given 

this, China has indicated it will fill the position as the defender of globalization. This was 

incredibly clear during President Xi’s speech at Davos in 2017 where he states, “[w]e should 
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Chinese government is able to successfully export their development strategy abroad, the 

countries who follow a similar path to China for development will find a connection with 

China’s story that they do not have with other countries. Thus, China will likely be successful in 

marketing to them, which will translate to higher economic gains.  

V. Conclusion  

Nation branding is a deliberate process undertaken by countries to create their image and 

achieve economic objectives. Understanding nation branding requires an understanding of the 

audience, actors, and measures a country undertakes to brand itself. For China and the BRI, these 

agents include the government, Chinese scholars, and Chinese news agencies. The target 

audience has included actors internal and external to China. Methods employed by governmental 

and non-governmental actors to grow the brand have included, videos aimed at western 

countries, speeches made by President Xi, and the works of Chinese academics.  

In the global political economy, nation branding is best understood within a constructivist 

framework because of the emphasis it places on knowledge creation. In engaging in nation 

branding, President Xi seeks to replace the current understanding of China and norms that 

constrain its’ behaviours with ones more favourable to China’s current ambitions. This new 

brand understands China as a modern, developed country, with the ability to take leadership on 

the global stage and export the “China Model” of development abroad.  

From this new brand China stands to gain economically, as it is currently at a juncture where 

its’ economy is transforming from a manuf
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leadership role in the global economy. This will have important implications for the economic 

future of the world. (3100 words).  
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