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Chapter One Introduction 1

Chapter One
Introduction

1.1 Importance of the Media

What has been China’s image in the U. S. media? What has con-
tributed to this image? This study attempts to explore answers to
these questions by examining China’s image in the New York
Times from the year of 1993 to that of 1998 and, assuming that
to be the most representative image of China in the United
States, tries to locate the reasons behind it.

An image, as defined by Rubinstein, “is a message that is
sent from one individual or group to another”. ®

The image of one nation in another is determined to a large
extent by the opinion leaders in the latter country. As far as

China’s image in the United States is concerned, the opinion

@® Murry A. Rubinstein, “American Board Missionaries and the For-
mation of American Opinion toward China, 1830—1860”, in Jonathan Gold-
stein, Jerry Israel and Hilary Conroy, eds., America Views China:
American Images of China Then and Now (Bethlehen: Lehigh University
Press, 1991), p. 68.
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2 China’s Image in the New York Times

leaders include: the businessmen, the missionaries (active in the
nineteenth century, but their influence still being felt now), la-
bor union leaders, journalists, diplomats, scholars, and politi-
cians who had direct or indirect contact with the Chinese. @
These people, due to their relatively high social positions and
more importantly their chance of having access to China, share
the responsibility of introducing China to the United States, via
various kinds of media. It is apparent that the American news
media, due to its wide spread and long lasting influence on the
audience, is the most important conduit by which China’s image
is transmitted to the U. S. general public. Walter Lippmann, in
his landmark book, Public Opinion, which is still frequently re-
ferred to and quoted by scholars today, points out that the pic-
tures formed in the public’s minds by the media are the leading
source from which public opinion is formed. In the book, Lipp-
mann argues that an important distinction should be made be-
tween the environment (the world that is really out there) and
the pseudo-environment (our private perceptions of that world).
Since it is impossible for people to experience first hand every-
thing about the “world out there”, according to Lippmann, it is

the news media that sketch a large number of the pictures in our

@ Hongshan Li, “Introduction; Image and Perception in U. S.-China
Relations”, in Hongshan Li and Zhaohui Hong, eds., Image, Perception,
and the Making of U. S.-China Relations (New York: University Press of
America, 1998), p. 2.




Chapter One Introduction 3

heads so that we think we know the “world out there”. @

When it comes to foreign countries, the media’s role be-
comes even more crucial, John Merrill believes that the media are
“instrumental in creating, perpetuating, and modifying images of
foreign nations and international leaders for the public”. @

This is especially the case in the United States.

The Americans are well-known for their lack of knowledge
of and interest in international affairs. @ So they have to rely
heavily on the media for information. They are especially igno-
rant of China and the Chinese. To most Americans, for a long
time, as Warren I. Cohen points out, “China was a distant world
where everything was upside down, where people ate dogs and
wore white in funerals, where women wore pants and men wore

gowns. ”@ In a poll conducted in 1942, only less than 40% of

@® Walter Lippmann, Public Opinion (New York: The Free Press,
1922).

® John C. Merrill, ed., Global Journalism: Survey of International
Communication, cited in Yanmin Yu, “Projecting the China Image: News
Making and News Reporting in the United States”, in Hongshan Li and Zha-
ohui Hong, eds. , p. 45.

® See Herbert Gans, Deciding What’s News: A Study of CBS Eve-
ning News, NBC Nightly News, Newsweek, and Time (New York: Vintage
Books, 1980).

@ Warren 1. Cohen, “American Perceptions of China”, in Michel
Oksenberg and Robert B. Oxnam, eds. , Dragon and Eagle; United States-
China Relations, Past and Future (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 67.




4 China’s Image in the New York Times

Americans could locate China in a map. @ And it should be noted
that it was a time when the United States and China were form-
ing a wartime alliance against the Japanese. The Chinese were
supposed to be the friends of the Americans. More than fifty
years later, the situation did not get any better, In a classroom
poll conducted in the week when China’s president Jiang Zemin
visited the United States in 1997, only 4 out of 100 students
knew who was Deng Xiaoping. Nobody could identify Jiang Ze-
min, Without adequate knowledge or information of China, the
American public has no alternative but accepting the image of
China created by others, such as the media. @ As Yanmin Yu
points out, “When people are not informed on certain issues,
they are more vulnerable to the influence and manipulation of
what they read in the newspaper and what they watch on televi-
sion, 7@

What has been China’s image in the media of the United
States?

“Negative” is the most frequently used term in referring to
China’s image in the U. S. media. It is alleged that the American
media, in their coverage of China, focus only on the negative as-
pects of China. China’s “violations” of human rights, such as
“forced abortion, detention and harsh treatment of political dissi-

dents”, China’s “cuitural extinction” policy toward Tibet,

® Hadley Cantril, Public Opinion (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1951), p. 67.

©® Hongshan Li, p. 4.

® Yanmin Yu, p. 46.




Chapter One Introduction 5

China’s “bullying” of its weak neighbors, to name a few, are the
constant themes in the U. S. media, On the other hand, the
American media seldom, if ever, mention the development and
progress that has occurred so obviously in China, @

Many Americans are sympathetic to the Chinese viewpoint,
Some famous scholars and politicians such as Henry Kissinger,
James Sasser, Doak Baum, Kenneth Lieberthal, and Michel
Oksenberg, etc, have criticized the U. S. media for their one-
sided, misleading portrayal of China. @

While few Americans would argue against the existence of
the negative coverage of China in the U. S. media, fewer agree
that the U. S. media have been demonizing China. Some
American scholars argue that the coverage of China in the
American media is already fair enough, if not positive enough. @
Speaking at a meeting held in the University of California which
aimed at searching for the ways to improve the coverage of China
in the U, S. media, Seth Faison, the head of the New York
Times Shanghai bureau, said that the media would not change
the way China was portrayed. It was the way it should be. @

What did he mean? Why will the media not change its China

O DR “REBREHEAR, PEXRATEL.2ENMERF
FE”, MIFRER 19994F 12 AF 1088, B 1.

@ BEMA, KBREAE. ZENTF. SEERBERSTFPLELE. &
4R, 2000.

® WYLF * 8 (Kerry Dumbaugh). “H4& . WAL ENFER”, 8]
ML, KA, 55 403 W.

@ “ERHMPEHEANERERARE”, BSEWH 2004£3 A1
H.




6 China’s Image in the New York Times

coverage? And just how negative is China’s image in the U. S.

media? Why is China so portrayed in the U. S. media?

1.2 Hypothesis

There is no evidence to show that the U. S. media have been con-
spiring to demonize China. Nevertheless, there is no denying the
fact that China’s image in the U. S. is distorted. No single rea-
son can explain this phenomenon.

In the United States, media practitioners have traditionally
considered themselves to be the “watch dogs” of the govern-
ment, Critical reports are considered to be more conducive to the
benefits of the society. What is more, the media enterprises in
the United States are mostly privately owned. Their aim is to
make money, if just for survival. So the most important consid-
eration is to make their media attractive to the audience. Nega-
tive news is considered to be more appealing to the audience than
positive reporting. It is just natural for the media to be more in-
clined to negative reporting. This is the media’s nature. But how
negative a foreign nation is presented in the United States media
and what negative aspects are highlighted are determined by the
dominant assumptions held by the mainstream of the American
elite society toward the country.

As far as China’s image in the U. S. media is concerned, the
media’s commercial and critical nature predisposes their negative
inclination in their China coverage. The dominant assumptions
held by the mainstream elite society in the United States about

China decide how negative China is portrayed in the U. S. media
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and what aspects of China are stressed in the U. S, media. These

assumptions in turn are determined by

1) The dominant values of the American society which are determined by
its culture;

2) The situation in China, and the traditional views of China and its cul-
ture held by Americans;

3) The international environment and American domestic politics;

4) The state of U. S.-China relations.
1.3 The Significance and Uniqueness of This Study

The study of image and perceptions is very important in that im-
age and perceptions have always been essential in the making of
U. S. -China relations. @ National image and perceptions are re-
lated to U. S.-China relations, as Warren I. Cohen points out,
by “setting the broad context for policy making” in Washington
and Beijing. @ Or as Hongshan Li argues, “Washington and Bei-
jing might attach different degrees of significance to its relations
with the other from time to time. The role of image and percep-
tion has never been changed. The relations between the United
States and China have always been shaped by image and percep-
tion, ”?®

Harold Isaacs expresses a similar view by saying that, “ima-

® Hongshan Li, p. 1.
@ Warren 1. Cohen, pp. 55—56.
® Hongshan Li, p. 1.




