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Preserving the Liberal World Order  
in an Age of Globalization: 

Representing the People’s Republic of China  
in the American Prestige Press 

 
 

Jasmine Chan 
 

 
ABSTRACT 
  
This research project seeks to understand how American prestige news publications 
represent the People’s Republic of China (PRC) through the specific example of the 2009 pro-
democracy protests in Hong Kong. Conducting Critical Discourse Analysis on the textual and 
intertextual properties of these newspapers will allow me to better understand the nature of 
the discourses present within these publications and to draw further conclusions about how 
these discourses interact and compete with each other.  

 
While there has been an abundant amount of literature addressing the PRC’s ability to 
capitalize on increasingly globalized markets and networks to become a global economic 
force, the ideological implications of this new dominance has yet to be explored fully. By 
analyzing the representation of the PRC in American top-line newspapers, this research 
project seeks to understand the analyzed discourses as either working to perpetuate 
particular forms of ‘cultural imperialism’ or opening up the possibility for the establishment 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

America is the world's living myth. There's no sense of wrong when you kill an American or blame 

America for some local disaster. This is our function, to be character types, to embody recurring themes 

that people can use to comfort themselves, justify themselves and so on. We're here to accommodate. 

Whatever people need, we provide. A myth is a useful thing. 

Don Delillo, The Names 

 

It can safely be argued that the concept of ‘globalization’ has supplied fodder for a global 

discussion about related political, economic and social implications, fueling the fire of a 

preoccupation over the subject, particularly within the media, which has reached a near 

frenzy in the past several years. While the increasingly interconnected nature of modern 

society has facilitated the beneficial growth of global networks and relationships, what cannot 
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day life and as a consequence, highly naturalized and not often questioned, bringing to the 

fore issues surrounding the possibility and legitimacy of a new ‘world culture’ within the 

current trends of increasing globalization. 

 

Tomlinson’s notion of globalization as a form of ‘complex connectivity’ is a useful concept in 

understanding the potential benefits and detriments of the development of a ‘global culture’. 

In the current period of increasing globalizing processes, previously disparate cultural 
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Roger Silverstone writes about the transformative capacity of difference and its acceptance by 

opening up new avenues for the expression and acknowledgement of different and divergent 

voices. While there is difference across cultures, ‘there is at the same time the possibility of 

sameness: the possibility of recognition, the possibility of identification, the possibility of 

communication.’ (Silverstone 2007: 17) Globalizing processes bring with them the potential 

for the establishment of a truly cosmopolitan and hospitable media marketplace which 

‘begins in the recognition of the other and in the sound of his or her voice. It is the hospitality 

of a cosmopolitan society and of an intensely mediated culture. It involves sharing that space 

and taking responsibility for it. And it involves all parties accepting the obligation to open 

their space to the stranger.’ (Silverstone 2007: 143) The practical feasibility of Beck’s 

‘cosmopolitan realism’ involves a new ‘critical cosmopolitan theory’ which locates the 

empirical creation and sustaining of a hospitable cosmopolitan world order specifically 

through ‘a mode of cultural framing which is not reducible to rights or particular identities, 

but concerns cultural models by which the social world is constituted.’ (Delanty 2006: 27) 

The media’s crucial role in the representation and framing of reality, and its function of 

circulating cultural symbols throughout society, makes it a prime contender through which a 

new cosmopolitanism can be constructed. 

 

Discourse and Power 

 

Thus, the unavoidable mediation of the social world – or the way our world is represented to 

us 
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meaning is ultimately achievable. For Foucault, however, any attempts to understand this 

true meaning, or ‘Truth’ will inevitably be affected by and take place within a discursive 

framework and is inevitably bound up and affected by contested and unequal power 

relations. What is instead more productive and feasible is the examination of the sets of 

discourses present within our world and how they compete with and interact with each other.  
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imperialism as a Western-centric, one-way dominating flow of cultural imposition is far too 

generalizing and overly determinist. Most importantly, the ‘Westernization’ hypothesis and 

others similar to it ignores the possibility for human agency, particular from those with a 

non-Western, non-capitalist background. ‘Even if we acknowledge…that abstract social forces 
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prevalent than the Chinese alternative to ‘governance norms that the U.S. has frequently 

supported, ranging from basic humanitarian concerns to political issues such as corruption 

and the rule of law.’ (Twomey 2007: 538) While the nature of America’s foreign policy 

response to the rising Chinese ‘threat’ is beyond the scope and indeed field of this research 

project, we can nevertheless postulate about the role of U.S. media working to sustain 

existing sets of power relations which may prioritize American ideological values and 

interests.  

 

A prime example of the Chinese alternative to traditional American values can be seen in the 

PRC’s continued denial of a full system of democracy and universal suffrage to the former 
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media and the substantial symbolic power embodied by modern media institutions might 

lend itself to the establishment of discourses which instead act to sustain hegemonic forms 

unequal power relations, as a way of maintaining America’s ‘Westernizing’ influence in an era 

of increasing economic and political uncertainty. 

 

This project’s ultimate objective is to explore and characterize the nature of the discourses 

present in the American prestige press’ representation of the PRC, through the specific lens 

of their news coverage of the on-
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY CHAPTER 

 

This chapter will outline the research strategies employed to answer this project’s goal of 

locating the discourses present in mainstream Western media along a cultural 

imperialism/cosmopolitanism spectrum. The research undertaken for this project seeks to 

address the main research question: How do premier American newspapers represent China 

through their coverage of Hong Kong’s protests for democracy in 2009? This chapter begins 

by stating the basic rationale and strategy behind the methodology chosen to investigate the 

research question, followed by a more detailed description of the methodological process, 

including research procedure and sampling justification. 

 

Research Strategy 

 

This research project will utilize Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as the primary qualitative 

research methodology to explore the research question at hand. Because the aim of this 

research project is to understand and characterize the nature of the discourses present within 

the representation of the PRC in premier American news publications, discourse analysis is a 

particularly useful tool in the examination of these texts because it starts ‘its enquiry with an 
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Norman Fairclough terms ‘Discourse Practice’ which involve processes of text consumption 

and production and their transformative effect on media texts.5   

 

Finally, Fairclough’s mode of CDA also introduces a ‘Socio-Cultural Practice’ dimension to 

the examination of discourses, accounting for three broad areas of wider social context: 

‘economic, political (concerned with issues of power and ideology), and cultural (concerned 

with questions of value and identity).’ (Fairclough 1995: 62) Critical Discourse Analysis 
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researcher, selection of texts and audience background. This project seeks instead to be as 

transparent and legitimate as possible in the justification of methodology and the subsequent 

analysis and interpretation of results. 

 

Research Procedure 

 

In order to retrieve an appropriate group of texts from which to form a more deliberately 

selected sample on which to conduct in-depth Critical Discourse Analysis, an initial Nexis 

search was conducted for articles from American newspapers containing any or all 

combinations of the following terms: ‘Hong Kong’, ‘China’, ‘democracy’, and ‘protests’ 

between the dates of January 1, 2009 and December 31, 2009. The 2009 calendar year was 

chosen because of its significance as the 20th anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Square 

massacre, an event of such a violent and anti-de
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then further analysis of the order of discourse, where ‘the focus here is upon the 

configuration of genres and discourses which constitute the order of discourse [and] the 

shifting relationships between them.’ (Fairclough 1995: 56; emphasis the author’s own) 

Examining the order of discourse is particularly relevant for the objectives of this project 

because such analysis would help to reveal the change, if any, of discourses within the 

American press as worldwide trends of globalization become increasingly ubiquitous and 

acute, bringing into question the United States’ position as the leader of the contemporary 

world order.  

 

During analysis of the communicative event, special attention was also paid to linguistic 

elements such as word choice, sentence structure, and evidence of bias, which would be 

particularly indicative of ‘particular representations and recontextualizations of social 

practice…perhaps carrying particular ideologies.’ (Ibid, 58) Examining American 

representations of the authoritarian PRC and its non-Western values has substantial 

implications for the perpetuation of particular ideological and power structures, bec
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recontextualising (putting meanings in new contexts).’ (Fairclough 2010: 76) While 

discontent with the PRC’s authoritarian central government still remains one of the main 

concerns of the protestors in Hong Kong, their demands also encompass a myriad of other 

concerns such as the rights of domestic helpers to minority issues, all of which did not have a 

directly tenable link to Tiananmen Square. This distinct juxtaposition of the pro-democracy 

protests and the events of 1989 is once again evidenced in another, similarly left-learning 

news publication, the San Francisco Chronicle. Consider the lead paragraph of the 

Chronicle’s coverage: 
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Levels of Participation and Popularity 
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The coverage in the New York Times shares similar characteristics.  

 

The police estimated that 26,000 people had assembled in Victoria Park on Hong Kong 
island as the march began. The organizers had said that they expected more to join the 
march along the way, and they estimated that 76,000 people took part. 
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provincial’ regions. Finally, the deliberate statement that Hong Kong is still ‘far from’ 

achieving a system of universal suffrage and full-fledged democratic status belies a sense of 
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a limited student movement could quickly draw support from other elements and escalate 

beyond control...the only way forward, therefore, was three cheers for capitalism and 

absolutely none for democratic reform—however limited.’ (Halper 2010: 146) Thus, by first 

describing the PRC’s Tiananmen Square policy in a way which highlights the undemocratic 

nature of not only the incident itself but also the central government’s tight-lipped post-

Tiananmen reaction, the Chronicle is able to demonstrate similar sentiments with regards to 

the PRC’s official policy of justifying the use of violence and other non-democratic means to 

ensure social stability and subsequent economic growth. 

 

The Order of Discourse 

 

This section will turn to the analysis of how the representation of the Hong Kong pro-

democracy riots in the prestige press both constitute and reflect the existence of particular 

kind of discourses which change and evolve in accordance to their social and cultural context. 

Firstly, the publications selected for analysis are all characterized by what Fairclough terms a 

‘hard news’ discourse type. What is interesting to note, however, is that while a ‘hard news’ 

discourse type typically exhibits an ‘informational’ genre – that is to say, its linguistic 

characteristics can be characterized with the intention to be informative and objective to its 

reader – all of the analyzed texts demonstrate aspects of a more ‘persuasive’ genre in which 

the reader is being convinced of a particular point of view, all of which contributes an 

‘ambivalence of voice’ (Fairclough 1995: 72) on the part of the publications. This seemingly 

hybrid attitude is indicated by the characteristics observed in the prior analysis of the 

communicative event, achieved through deliberate linguistic choices to historical linkages 

which render a new sense of legitimacy onto the protests.  

 

It is important to note, however, that USA Today presents a possible exception to the ‘hard 

news’ discourse type. While it remains one of the most widely circulated American news 

publications, its content has often been characterized by ‘McDonaldized ideas’ (Ritzer 2006: 

212) in that USA Today’s news coverage deliberately includes and prioritizes the spreading of 

distinctly American values. Like its counterparts in the American prestige press, USA Today 

faces the same economic and ideological challenges in an increasingly globalized world, but 

functions within a framework where ‘globalization…does not militate against the nation state, 



MSc Dissertation Jasmine Chan 

- 23 - 

overall emphasis on American values places the publication more within the aforementioned 

‘persuasive’ genre in which readers are being convinced of a particular point of view. Thus, 

we can understand USA Today – with its ‘McPaper’ 
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However, just as the attainment of any particular ‘Truth’ is not possible within a social 

constructivist framework, power relations are also constantly in flux; the current prevalence 

of the liberal discourses present in the analyzed texts are therefore unstable and not 

permanently guaranteed. According to Foucault, ‘power and resistance to power are not 

conceived as opposites, statically ranged against each other, but as fluid force relations that 

group together, temporarily and uneasily, in oppositional formations.’ (Fairclough 2010: 66) 

  

The transient nature of power and discourse has substantial ramifications on social 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This research project set out to explore the nature and characteristics of the discourses 

present within the representation of the People’s Republic of China within news publications 

belonging to the American prestige press, and to understand how these discourses interact, 

compete and are contested. The exploration of these discourses through the specific lens of 

the Hong Kong pro-democracy movement in 2009 allowed us to understand not only the 

impact of how a movement for democratic development might influence the interaction 

between two vastly different ideological systems, but also provided a conceptual framework 

of ‘cultural imperialism’ juxtaposed with a new kind of ‘cosmopolitanism’.  

  

The initial hypothesis at the conception of this project was that the American prestige press 

would work to preference the values and priorities of the traditional ‘liberal world order’ in its 

coverage of the protests, demonstrated by the presence and dominance of particular 

discourses and the absence of others. Critical Discourse Analysis on four selected 

publications, conducted at both the level of the communicative event and the order of 

discourse, revealed textual and intertextual trends which supported this hypothesis, leading 

me to the conclusion that the discourses present within the analyzed coverage are ultimately 

more conducive to perpetuating potential tendencies towards ‘cultural imperialism’, rather 

than acting to establish a more egalitarian ‘cosmopolitan’ world order which prioritizes the 

understanding and acceptance of difference and heterogeneity.  

  

While CDA of the selected texts has generated a substantial level of in-depth analysis from 

which to generalize about the presence of discursive trends and tendencies within the 
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establishing a crucial cosmopolitan media landscape. It is hard to overstate the importance of 

overcoming restrictive systems of power and discourse – the need not only to acknowledge 

but to understand the Other and difference is particularly paramount in a globalized and 

interconnected society. However, increasingly diverse levels of audience reception and media 

literacy further destabilizes the staying power of present discourses, making the creation of a 

more cosmopolitan world order more possible than previously anticipated. If anything, the 

media as a societal institution has the ability, and more importantly, the obligation to lead 

the way to such a world. The media, which defines ‘the asymmetries, hierarchies, presences 

and absences of public space, then the contrapuntal relationships of self and other, of 

minority and majority, of minority and mainstream, and of the distant and the close at hand, 

become increasingly material as the foundation for contemporary public life and for the 

articulation of its moral order and disorder.’ (Silverstone 2007: 102) 
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