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Images, Soft Power, and Public Diplomacy:
A Conceptual Analysis

Miki Akimoto

Abstract

This paper examines why the image is an important factor in international politics. In previous
studies, the image has not been discussed in terms of “soft power” and “public diplomacy” from a
psychological standpoint though it has been mentioned as a keyword. This article argues that the
image is indispensable to understand international politics as a human activity.

The image in human beings is psychologically experiential cognition and a mental picture of the
external and internal world. The image is an unignorable factor in influencing a human behavior by
the nature of the expectation and interpersonal attraction. Moreover, the image is deeply related to
human values, preferences, and emotions.

The image has had effect on not only human relations but international relations. Historically,
decision-makers’ images have had impact on their foreign policies such as Hitler’s expansionism and
the Holocaust, George W. Bush’s war with Iraq, and John F. Kennedy’s alliance policy toward Japan.
In addition, history issues in Northeast Asia and security concepts of “security dilemma” and “nuclear
deterrence” have depended on the decision-maker’s images.

Soft power, which is the capability to influence others to get desirable outcomes by attraction
and persuasion, is also connected to the image. In recent years, Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) has been developed, and people have been increasingly involved in politics. An
expansion of public influence has made governments sensitive to the public image. Basic resources
of soft power are foreign policies, political values, and culture. Whether soft power works or not
depends on the public image. If people in other countries have good images of a country, that
becomes a source of soft power for that country and increases possibility that soft power works.

Public diplomacy, which works on the foreign public to get understanding for a nation’s policy, values,
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and culture, is similarly associated with the image.
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The image is certainly an abstract and subjective concept. However, the image is a significant

factor that controls not only human beings but a country as a human society.

Keywords: image; decision-maker’s image; public’s image; soft power; public diplomacy
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