A Study of Western Media Coverage of the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics in the Context of Othering
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Since the success of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, Chinese scholars have been concerned about the huge differences in the choice of topics and value orientations between domestic and foreign media, especially western media, in the coverage of the Beijing Olympics: on the whole, the domestic media basically followed the propaganda orientation and exported the achievements of China’s economic development to the outside, while the Western media mostly used the “issues” framework and even created a “negative consensus” against China in its releases. In fact, this situation is an inevitable result of the long-standing “Western strength and Chinese weakness” in international discourse. In view of the situation, what actions China should take to deal with public pressure and how to further improve its national media strategy are the main focus of this paper.

Current status of research

At present, domestic and international studies on the coverage of the Olympic Games are broadly focused on the following aspects: The first is critical research, mostly in the form of newspaper commentaries, which focuses on exposing the evil intentions of the perpetrators and generally treating them as the products of arrogance and prejudice[
]. The second type of empirical research, mainly in the form of journal articles, focuses on the evolution of the wave according to a timeline, exploring the motives of the perpetrators’ behavior, proposing China’s response strategies from the dimensions of strategic determination, agenda setting, and international communication[
]. However, the above-mentioned studies use less critical discourse analysis, and focus on the linguistic features and frames used by Chinese media, with less research on “other-shaping”, and the above problems leave room for theoretical exploration and methodological innovation for this study.

Research questions and research methods

This paper will use critical discourse analysis[
] to reveal the role of othering mechanisms in the construction of China’s image of global governance by Western media and the problems of its production in the context of history and reality. In terms of the research subjects, the criteria for selecting representative Western media for this study include: (1) those are more authoritative and influential in the Western media; (2) those that cover the Olympics from a Western perspective; and (3) those that have a direct economic source relationship or maintain close ties with the official of the country to which the media belongs. For the selection of specific media, the study chose the Associated Press, New York Times, Washington Post, in the United States; Reuters, The Times, Daily Telegraph, and The Guardian in the United Kingdom; Agence France-Presse in France; Deutsche Presse-Agentur in Germany; and The Australian in Australia, and the study selected January 17 to February 22, 2022, as the time period for data collection in an effort to have a comprehensive sample. After removing duplicate reports, this study collected 92 reports from 11 Western mainstream media outlets as the study sample through manual screening. 

The main paths and structures of “othering” news narratives in Western media

Stereotypes create the “other”. Since China began participating in international sporting events in the 1980s, the Western media has repeatedly produced several negative stereotypes about the Chinese sports system. These stereotypes and inferences are often supported by the ideological imagination. By analyzing the content of the coverage, Western media turned their attention beyond the sport and continued to cover issues creating a biased narrative of “political sports” that accounted for more than half of the negative news[
]. 

The unconscious “other” in news production. According to Erving Goffman’s framing theory, the news framing of the Western media in the Beijing Winter Olympics is an important benchmark for people to translate social reality into subjective thought, a subjective mode of interpretation and thinking about events by people or groups or organizations. It is derived from past experiences and influenced by social and cultural consciousness[
]. In the context of mass media, the entire process of news production, is always characterized by the reproduction of the image of “othering”, which reflects the news values of the media. 

The “other” shaped by myths. The structuralist scholar Ferdinand de Saussure introduced the notion of myth, all cultures have myths, which also gives us insight from the semiotic point of view that the othering of news reports in the western media can in fact be seen as a process of signifying the other, a process that emphasizes the marginality of the other group, once this symbolic myth permeates the corresponding socio-cultural environment, it becomes the “universal identity” of the society that “conceals the relevant political and social dimensions of meaning”, which is the premise and unconscious of media code and audience interpretation[
].

4. Causes of Othering of Western Media

Firstly, the “othering” strategy adopted by the western mainstream media is inextricably linked to the laws of the Western news media industry. Western news production media have been developed for a long time, the system is mature, professional journalists have received professional education in school, and in the line of writing to highlight the theme and emphasize the conflict of the way to write[
]. Secondly, influenced by the Cold War mentality, the trend of “ideological generalization” has deepened. The historical inertia of the Cold War is still at play in the Western media’s shaping mechanism of the Beijing Winter Olympics. There is a trend of ideological generalization: whether developing countries do well or poorly, they will be labeled as “contrary to the Western concept of democracy and freedom” and thus fall into ideological attacks. Thirdly, the Western media have consciously politicized the Beijing Winter Olympics, or rather used the Winter Olympics as an issue to spread rumors about China’s threat theory and then attack China's human rights and democracy issues, presenting an alienated and distorted international image of China to Western readers. 

Response Strategies of China and Russia

Currently, both Russia and China are the target of Western media stigmatization. Since the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, several sports federations have excluded Russia and Belarus from competitions they host, while canceling events held in Russia[
].In the face of the ever-changing China threat theory and Russia threat theory, China and Russia should strengthen media cooperation, face the hegemony of Western media, counter the distorted interpretation by Western media, and work hard to spread an objective national image. When non-Western countries like China and Russia hold other major international sporting events in the future, they need to be proactive, both in terms of media response and national image building. China and Russia can consider how to cooperate with international media on strengthening international and domestic public opinion monitoring, analyzing public opinion dynamics, and evaluating reporting effects, and jointly establish a negative public opinion response mechanism to guide international and domestic public opinion in a positive and healthy direction.

Conclusion

The research and analysis reveal that despite China’s success in hosting the Beijing Winter Olympics, the Western media still carried out many negative reports involving China, smearing and stigmatizing China during this Olympic cycle. Although this Winter Olympics is over, history and the past can still be an object of political manipulation by the media. The motto “More United” was added to the Olympic motto by the International Olympic Committee in 2021, and in recent years there has been a growing call from people around the world for “sport without borders” and a ban on the over-politicization of sport. Therefore, preventing the over-politicization of sports and reducing the negative impact of politics on sporting events also require the joint efforts of countries around the world.
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