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Chapter 1 Introduction 1

Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Contemporary communication

There exists a world of signs along with our natural world
( Volosinov ). Signs facilitate the communication between people.
Words ( written and spoken) are signs to express thoughts. Gestures
and facial expressions are signs to convey people’ s intension or inner
world. Clothing is a sign of one’ s identity. Traffic lights are signs
regulating actions of pedestrians and vehicles. Arrows are signs show-
ing directions. Various signs on the package or container give infor-
mation about the thing inside as well as instructions on how to deal

with it. For example, I indicates the article is fragile and T re-
minds people that the article should be kept from moisture. It is no ex-
aggeration at all to say that the world cannot go without signs and peo-
ple’ s life is almost inextricably intertwined with signs. This has be-
come more salient in the modemn age.

The present era is characterized with information explosion facili-
tated by technological advance. In the digital age, people depend
more and more on signs, a plethora of semiotic modes in their every-
day social life. Staying at home or office, getting online, one can
know what happens in the world with a mouse click. Doing shopping,
getting to know people, entertaining oneself, almost everything can be
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done online through signs with the help of technology. Another out-
come of technological development is that various semiotic means have
been mobilized and integrated into one interface. The former black
and white motion pictures without sound have long become a history
in film development. Videotaping of live life and flash — making with
color and sound are no — longer professional - confined. Talking on
telephone or writing paper letters have been replaced or enriched by
other semiotic means involved. For example, online chat and email

exchange are found to be filled with lots of icons such as @@@
besides words to express emotions effectively and vividly. People can
also use other signs to express extra meanings and even personalize
their emails with stationery, typefaces and font colors, etc. In a
word, various semiotic means flourish in the contemporary communi-
cation and even converge and co — work in a semiotic ensemble.

Different from the traditional face — to — face talk or telephone
chat and letter writing, the online chat has become a very advanced
and convenient communication means. Various semiotic modes and
media have been deployed to achieve a far more effective and success-
ful communication than the traditional plane/print - medium as the
major means of communication. People can not only express their
thoughts freely in words, numbers and other semiotic signs, they can
even project their images or add their voices. As a result, the tradi-
tional distinction between speech and writing has been blurred.

In a classroom, the arrangement of the furniture is a kind of sign
constructing the relationship between the teacher and the students.
When the students are asked to sit in a circle with the teacher in the
middle, it means that the teacher wishes to make a more direct com-
munication with every student. The same happens to meetings. The
round — table meeting is preferred when an exchange of opinions or a
contribution of ideas is expected. On the contrary, not everyone en-
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joys an equal speech power when one or two seats are put in the mid-
dle and given prominence while others are on each side.

Various signs or semiotic products not only facilitate communica-
tion, but also have an active meaning — making role to play, and par-
ticularly the role of identity construction. Logos on clothes carry with
them distinctive statuses and taste for the wearers. Brandishing a na-
tional flag is a sign of allegiance to the nation. Of all the signs, lan-
guage is the most important and sophisticated one to signify one’ s na-
tional identity. Not only semiotic products but also semiotic events
construct and reveal identity. One example is the close association of
sports with national identity.

1.2 Sports and national identity

International sport events such as the Olympic Games, World
Cup of ball games, and World Championship of various sports are
great occasions to display national feelings. Victory in these games is
a great event for the country and winners are worshiped as national he-
roes while failure is regarded as a national humiliation and the players
are criticized for putting the whole nation in a disgraceful position.
Hobsbawm argues that sport, at least for males, has proved “uniquely
effective” in generating a sense of belonging to a nation (cited in
Smith & Porter 2004 .5). The audience’ s strong reaction shows how
the sheer spectacle of a major sporting occasion renders it a convenient
and impressive means of displaying a collective national identity
( Keech 2004). Deep - rooted in the audience’ s enthusiasm for games
between nations are the national identity and national mentality, which
contribute to the popularity for sports development (Han 2002). A
match between teams composed of world — class players rather than

between teams representing nations or particular communities is noth-
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ing but a skill show and will not cause enthusiasm in audience for no
national identity and identification are involved.

The capacity of sport to promote a sense of national identity and
then to project that identity abroad, at Olympic Games for example, is
more- and more appreciated. Sport, together with its powerful symbol-
ism, can exert a lasting effect on national identity. Sports events, es-
pecially the Olympic Games foster a sense of nationhood because in-
ternational competition generates occasions when nations are embodied
in something manifestly real and visible ( Smith & Porter 2004 ). The
Olympic Games are not only important in creating a positive image of
a country internationally, but also a means to intensify national patriot-
ic feelings. After the financial success of the 1984 games in Los An-
geles, the Olympic Games came to be seen as an important means for
cities to build an appealing and progressive image (Ward 1998). On
the other hand, working towards the Olympic Games may evoke a
sense of sharing a common goal and intensify national patriotic feel-
ings. The patriotic feelings generated are a politically useful social re-
source. The Olympics also offer a forum for demonstrating the
strengths and achievements of the host society, and may thereby serve
to legitimize the current rule ( Hall 1992). To host an Olympic Games
is therefore what every nation in the world desires.

1. 3 Beijiing Olympic Games and Chinese national i-
dentity

To stage an Olympic Games in China has been a dream among
the Chinese people for almost a century. The failure in the first
bid——the bid for the 2000 Olympic Games in the year 1993—dis-
appointed the Chinese people but did not frustrate them. Instead, it
gave an impetus to the Chinese people’ s quest for Olympics. On July
13, 2001 when Samaranch, Chairman of the International Olympic



