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According to Lin Chia-lung (2002: 224), “the awakening of Taiwanese con-
sciousness among native Taiwanese and the Mainlanders’ deepening sense of
crisis have made identity politics the most salient issue on Taiwan’s political
agenda since the onset of democratization.” This chapter examines the extent
to which sports have been implicated in these identity politics.

Over the last two decades, the relationship between sport and national iden-
tity has provoked much critical discussion (Bairner 2001, 2008; Caldwell 1982;
Cronin 1999; Cronin and Mayall, 1998; Hargreaves 1992; Liang 1993; Maguire,
Jarvie, Mansfield and Bradley 2002; Silk et al 2005; Smith and Porter 2004). It
is a complex relationship in many parts of the world where identity is high-
lighted and reproduced through sporting rituals and competitive events.  In most
countries, sport is arguably a more consuming passion for the population than
politics (Caldwell, 1982), and it is a main catalyst for arousing people’s emo-
tions towards their political, social, cultural and national identities. 

From the birth of modern sports, nationalism and its passions have been a
major focus. Olympic athletes were organized into national teams for the first
time in 1908 at the London Games (Kent 2008). By this time, ruling elites had
infused sporting competitions with symbolic, emblematic, and ritualistic char-
acteristics that were visible in formal ceremonies much like religious festivities.
During international sporting competitions, particularly the Olympic Games,
the iconography of national identity is at its most visible with victorious athletes
standing on the awards podium, the colours of their nation in plain view. The
gold medal is placed around the winner’s neck, whose national flag is raised
and national anthem played. The winner stands as a victorious proxy warrior
for the nation. In this way, events such as the Olympics allow sport to be used
in the “national interest.” Sport becomes a political tool, not least in terms of
securing political legitimacy, strengthening or even creating national identity,
pursuing national independence or unification, and striving for political and so-
cial equality for a national, racial or ethnic group. Examples of this include Tai-
wan’s gold medal winning performance in taekwondo at the 2004 Olympics,
and Wang Chien-ming’s pitching for the New York Yankees in Major League
Baseball. Both of these became focal points for the Taiwanese people and im-
bued in them feelings of pride and, potentially, a sense of identity. This chapter
examines the construction and reproduction of national identity or identities in
Taiwan and considers in what ways sport, and in particular Olympic sport, has
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been implicated in these processes.
This chapter begins with a brief commentary on the relationship between

sport and national identity. This is followed by an outline of the development
of modern sport in Taiwan. We then turn to the manner in which sport has been
implicated in the “Two Chinas” debate, particularly in relation to Taiwan’s ex-
periences at the hands of the Olympic movement. Finally, we  examine the con-
temporary role of sport in relation to Taiwanese identity. 

Observations on sport and national identity 

Although many have accepted that sport and national identity are closely
related, there remains a need to understand more fully how this relationship
manifests itself in specific political contexts (Bairner 2001). Most countries
have had to confront the national question, particularly when seeking to build
unity out of tribal, racial, ethnic and religious diversity. National signifiers such
as the flags, anthems, currency, food, value systems, acceptance by global or-
ganizations such as the United Nations, as well as membership in international
sporting organizations, are all taken as proof that nations can offer their people
a sense of identity and territorial integrity. What should be noted at the outset,
however, is that all of this applies more explicitly to nation-states than to na-
tions.

There are subtle differences between the English words, nation and state,
which have spawned two very different political concepts: the nation-state and
the nation. The word nation refers to a social group or community bound to-
gether by a common language, religion, race, history, tradition, customary rit-
uals or common characteristics. Nation-state refers to a tangible political entity
that possesses territory, citizens, a political structure, a legal system and con-
stitutional sovereignty. Thus, the nation can be regarded as a psychological,
cultural and social concept, albeit with material foundations, whereas the na-
tion-state is a political and legal designation which may or may not equate to
the existence of a nation with its own territorial integrity (Reijai and Enloe
1972). Shih Cheng-feng, a Taiwanese political scientist, argues that nationality
pertains to the recognition of a state machine or political entity (Shih 2000).
National identity, on the other hand, is more easily linked to the idea of the na-
tion (Bairner 2008).

According to Norbert Elias, the development of modern sport and the pro-
gression of national sentiment seemed to be unique historical phenomena that
emerged during the same period (Elias 1998). In other words, sport and national
identity possessed a common, fundamental historical characteristic, namely
“modernity” (Hobsbawm 1990). The relationship between sport and national
identity in this regard can be explained in part by reference to Hobsbawm’s idea
of “invented tradition” (ibid.). He notes, for example, that from as early as the
1870s and mid-1880s in Britain, association football was implicated in the con-
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struction of what came to be seen as institutional and ritual characteristics, such
as professionalism, the League, the Cup, routinely watching games on Satur-
days, football club supporters and their passions, all of which were observable
in industrial towns and major cities. Yet, in reality, at the outset football had
been an amateur, private school sporting activity used to cultivate middle and
upper class values. Only when partially separated from its class origins did it
become professional. 

Sport is undeniably conducive to encouraging national consciousness and
national identity, both of which can be expressed politically in a variety of ways
but refer to the existence of a national country with a national history, a national
mythology and national traditions. Although national identity may be closely
linked to what Benedict Anderson described as an “imagined community,” An-
derson himself was quick to point out that “imagined” is not synonymous with
“fabrication” or “falsity” (Anderson 2006: 6). Thus, national identity has real
foundations. Nevertheless, creating myths, legends and traditions has continued
to be a significant element of nation building. In this respect, the relevance of
sport to national identity has often resided in its capacity to perform a myth-
making function (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). Before embarking on a dis-
cussion of the precise relationship between sport and national identity in
Taiwan, it is necessary to begin by outlining the development of sport in that
country. 

The development of sport in Taiwan 

Recent years have seen an impressive increase in Taiwan sports history
(for instance, Tsai Jen-hsiung 1995; Hsu Pei-hsien 2006; Hsieh Shih-yuan,
Shieh Jia-fen 2003; Hsieh Shih-yuan 2004). Most scholarly attention has fo-
cused on physical education in Taiwan’s schools during the Japanese era and
on the role of the Japanese in the introduction of modern sport to Taiwan. 

The Qing dynasty ruled Taiwan for more than two centuries, but initially
put no emphasis on infrastructure and education. It was not until the late nine-
teenth century that the Qing Empire lifted its ban on subjects going out to sea
(a ban originally put in place to curtail foreign invasion) and assigned Shen
Pao-jen and Liu Ming-chuan to manage Taiwan as an imperial province. Prior
to the Japanese occupation, Taiwan did come into contact with modern move-
ments, as British tea merchant John Dodd documented in his “Chronicle of Clo-
sure in Northern Taiwan.” In this book, Dodd, who had relocated to Tamsui,
Taiwan in 1864, describes a scene from 24 May 1885, when British gunship
officers and soldiers who had been with him for nine months, engaged in a va-
riety of sports, including lawn tennis, racing, cricket, high jumping, leaping,
billiards and so forth (Chen Rou-jin 2005). It is also noteworthy that in 1882,
Dr. George Leslie MacKay founded the Oxford Study Hall (the predecessor of
today’s Taiwan Theology College), and later launched the Tamsui Girls High
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School (the predecessor of today’s Tamsui High School). In 1885, the English
Presbyterian Church established the Presbyterian Church High School (the
predecessor of today’s Chang Rong High School). All of these schools were
subsequently to enjoy an outstanding reputation for sporting excellence. The
question of whether there had been a conscious effort on the part of schools to
promote modern exercise and physical education prior to the Japanese occupa-
tion has prompted sports historians to conduct further research.

John King Fairbank (1989) emphasized that, in the late nineteenth century,
Taiwan was an ideal colony, in that its residents did not possess a clear sense of
ethnic belongingness. The Japanese began their occupation of Taiwan in 1895
and under Japanese colonial rule the sports curriculum played an important role
in promoting (a Japanese) identity. Through a modernized education system,
the colonial rulers introduced school sports and their own physical culture as
well as Western sports to Taiwan, thereby marking the first occasion when a
government actively promoted sport in Taiwan in a systematic way (Tsai Jen-
hsiung 1995).

What can be deduced from Taiwan’s early sports history is that the Japanese
colonial government unrelentingly promoted sport in schools of all levels and
for all social strata. Superficially this appeared to be a benign policy. In reality,
however, it was used to secure Taiwanese approval for Japanese colonial rule.
In Taiwan, as elsewhere, as Stoddart (1982) observes, sport was often the major
tool used by the dominant class to deliver its official ideas and values. During
the Japanese occupation, sports meetings were regularly organized as important
events in schools. At these meetings, the Japanese flag was raised, the Japanese
national anthem and other military songs were sung, and speeches were ad-
dressed to the colonial subjects by various dignitaries. Additionally, military
marches were played to showcase regimented sporting formations and uniforms
during the opening and closing ceremonies. All of this sought to secure and re-
inforce respect for and obedience and loyalty to various national symbols, all
the while presented as uncontroversial rituals associated with the sports meet-
ings themselves. Moreover, the Japanese colonial government introduced
Japan’s traditional sports of judo, fencing, sumo wrestling, archery and such
into the physical education curriculum, thus further promoting the educational
objectives of the “Kominka” (Japanization) movement. In general, disseminat-
ing Japanese activities amongst the Taiwanese people was intended to lead to
a Japanese way of thinking and to the growth of a Japanese nationalist spirit. 

All of this had a significant impact particularly on intellectual life in Taiwan
for, as Ching (2001: 29) notes, “Regardless of Japan’s ambivalent relationship
to the West, for the Taiwanese intellectuals, Japan irrefutably represented the
modern, as compared to the colonizing West.” For the majority of people, sport
had greater significance than intellectual tastes in terms of conveying identity.
As part of people’s daily lives, sport served to provide a level of social integra-
tion and to ease the tension between the colonizer and the colonized. The Tai-
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wanese quickly took up a variety of new sporting activities, with male and fe-
male students keen to partake in track and field and swimming contests, and
male students eager to play tennis, basketball, rugby, football, hockey and base-
ball. In 1912, organized regional sporting events began to emerge. Baseball was
particularly well received island-wide, spawning youth, junior and adult leagues
(Morris 2004, Tsurumi 1999). In 1931, the Jiayi Agriculture and Forestry high
school baseball team made up of Taiwanese and Japanese students represented
Taiwan in the play-off competition for the Japanese High School Baseball
League, claiming second place (Hsieh Shih-yuan, Hsieh Jia-fen 2003). In 1935,
during the largest exhibition in Taiwan’s history, the Taiwan Sports Association
staged baseball games and other sporting events in Korea, Manchuria and Tai-
wan, in a bid to highlight Japanese colonial achievements (Cheng Jia-hui 2004).
The development of a baseball culture had a particularly profound significance
for Taiwan, and when the colonial power left the island after the Second World
War, baseball remained and became even more significant in terms of national
consciousness. 

Introducing Japanese-style sports education had less to do with making the
Taiwanese into Japanese than with training them to become obedient, industri-
ous Japanese subjects. Taiwan’s educated elite did not unconditionally accept
Japan’s strategy, and students’ experiences of studying abroad and exposure to
other ideological trends slowly began to awaken an alternative national con-
sciousness. The intellectual elite, including Lin Shien-tang, Chiang Wei-shui
and Tsai Pei-hou, initiated a movement that included the Taipei Youth Sport
Association aimed at promoting cultural exchange, sporting activities, and the
development of healthy bodies, but such efforts were banned by the Japanese
Governor’s Office and the Association eventually disbanded (Lei Yen-hsiung
1988). This episode reveals the Japanese colonial government’s unwillingness
to allow the Taiwanese to organize their own sports organization, and thereby
to potentially challenge Japanese cultural hegemony.

Under colonial rule, major differences emerged between the Taiwanese (in-
cluding aborigines) and the Japanese and were reflected in the sporting realm.
Indeed, the Japanese enshrined these differences in junior baseball competitions
which provided an arena for cultural resistance, justifying Anderson’s assertion
that the “imagined community” may not necessarily arise from a specific cog-
nitive national consciousness, but rather from the presence of a discernible op-
ponent. Thus, “people in Taiwan experienced clear categorical differences
between themselves and [the] Japanese which left them with a sense of non-
Japanese identity” (Brown 2004: 9). Conversely, their attempts to shape an iden-
tity or a community consciousness through participating in sport permitted the
construction of the Taiwanese as imagined opponents of the colonial govern-
ment, some of whom had unsuccessfully striven for the formation of a nation
state (Brown 2004: 8). In such ways did an apparently banal activity, sport,
come to encompass and underpin “complex” national emotions (Liang Shu-
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ling 1993; Chang Li-ke 2000). 
Taiwanese athletes were not only subjected to political and cultural dis-

crimination during the Japanese colonial period, but were also treated differently
by their motherland in the aftermath of this colonial experience. The Taiwanese
track and field athlete Chang Hsing-hsien, who had represented Japan at two
Olympic Games, was prompted to represent Taiwan/ “China” in the seventh
National Sports Games held in Shanghai in May 1948. Many Taiwanese who
had returned to the motherland after Japanese colonial rule did not distinguish
between “Taiwanese society and the Taiwanese” and “Chinese society and the
Chinese,” but rather merged “tangibly existing Taiwan” with “imaginary China”
(Chang Mao-guei 1993). After retiring, Chang Hsing-hsien addressed future
athletes, saying that he had never had the opportunity to participate in the
Olympics as a Taiwanese athlete. This prompted him to lament, “It turned out
that I did not have a chance to help out the nation with a little civilian sporting
diplomacy.” Chang Hsing-hsien’s son Chang Zhao-ping added, “The govern-
ment continues to deprive my father from serving in any important position,
reckoning that my father was Japanese.” Chang’s story can be seen as one of a
number that exemplify the ambivalent national identities - Chinese, Japanese,
and Taiwanese - in Taiwan after World War Two. 

Although the Japanese colonial government has left Taiwan, the sports cul-
ture, physical education and sport system it left behind continued to ensure
Japanese influence in Taiwan. For example, baseball has developed into Tai-
wan’s “national sport,” even though the post-war Kuomintang (KMT/ Chinese
Nationalist Party) government tried to ban it as a remnant of colonial rule.
However, this deliberate attempt to remove such an important social and cultural
experience was inevitably unable to wipe out the Taiwanese people’s collective
social memory. 

In reality, far from being able to ban baseball, the KMT government sought
to take the sport over (Lin Chi-wen 1995) and constructed a system aimed at
streamlining, rather than oppressing, grassroots baseball culture. Established to
oversee this process, the National Baseball Association took steps to develop
and strengthen the sport in Taiwan (Liang Shu-ling 1993; Lin Chi-wen 1995). 

The KMT had decamped to Taiwan in 1945 and on 28 February 1947, Mar-
tial Law was introduced. During what was to become the longest uninterrupted
period of Martial Law anywhere, the Taiwanese people’s freedom of speech,
publication, gathering, religious faith and so forth were severely restricted (see
Edmondson 2002).  Meanwhile sport became an important feature of KMT
propaganda. The earlier Taiwan Provincial Sports Games continued, but with
the opening ceremonies presided over by the KMT party chairman, and the re-
quisite singing of the national anthem, the president’s keynote speech, reciting
of slogans, the singing of patriotic songs, dances and drills, these events now
directly served the interests of the state. For example, the first Taiwan Provincial
Sports Games’ track and field competition was held at Taiwan University in
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October 1946, presided over by the highest administrative officer of the Taiwan
Administrative Office, Chen Yi. In the event, however, Chiang Kai Shek
presided, along with Madam Sung, and delivered the opening speech:

… You have now returned to the embrace of your motherland, and

have become the owners of the Republic of China; consequently, you

need to shoulder more national responsibilities, while my coming to

Taiwan this time has been to deliver the responsibility of developing

Taiwan, developing the nation to our people! Particularly of the youths

in Taiwan, where everyone needs to realize their own responsibilities

by working collectively, learning and developing a strong physical

stamina, and the only way to restore the ancient Chinese virtues is to

be aware of etiquette and justice, integrity, be responsible and disci-

plined … (Lei Yen-hsiung 1988: 9).

Here was the “party line.” Just one month earlier, a KMT publication had
emphasized that the Taiwanese people needed to undergo “re-education, for
their minds had been polluted and had been coerced to receive twisted thoughts”
(New Taiwan Monthly 1946: 1-3). Drawing upon Confucianism and even older
philosophies, the KMT continued to view the people’s “national spirit” as the
problem, failing to identify or shying away from addressing political, economic
and social issues (Barrington Moore 1966). There was widespread resentment
towards the KMT government, resulting in the tragic events of 28 February
1947 when the government eradicated a majority of the potentially influential
leaders of Taiwan’s embryonic national movement (Roy 2003). In such circum-
stances, the second Provincial Sporting Games in 1947 became a highly sig-
nificant event from which there would emerge traditions aimed at reaffirming
Zheng Chenggong (Koxinga) as a national hero in the eyes of the Han people.

Thereafter, annual Chung Cheng (Chiang Kai Shek) Cup competitions
were staged by individual sports associations and by various local authorities;
newly built sports buildings were named either the “Chung Cheng Sport Arena”
or “Chung Cheng Sports Park,” all in an effort by the KMT rulers (through the
infusion of large sums of money into sporting activities and facilities) to pro-
mote party/state consciousness by way of symbolism and ritual and, further, to
inject their ideology subtly into the general public’s sporting and recreational
life. A prime example of the state’s intrusion into sporting recreational activities
was the “China Youth Corps” (CYC, the China Youth Anti-Communist National
Salvation Corps) formed in 1952, which was initially housed in the Department
of Defense. It stipulated that all students of high school and vocational high
school age were required to join, and branches were set up in schools. The per-
son directly in charge of the CYC’s school activities was a military instructor,
and the CYC’s insignia used the same symbol as the KMT party. The CYC of-
fered more than just sport. Other activities included combat training, hiking,
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mountain climbing; and wilderness camping. The CYC attracted adolescents
and youths by offering sporting recreational activities, together with arranging
summer and winter break recreational activities, and subsequently used those
opportunities for the purpose of party education and the promotion of a specific
Chinese national identity (see Brown 2004). 

The KMT also had plans to use international sports competitions to
reawaken the public’s collective awareness (Yu and Bairner 2008). The Hong
Yeh junior baseball team defeated Japan by 7-0 in 1968; the Jin Long junior
baseball team won the twenty-third World Junior Baseball championship in 1969
and in 1971, the Giants team won the World Junior Baseball Championship.
Around 1970, when the KMT regime was suffering setbacks in the international
political arena, the triumph of their international baseball team provided the rul-
ing party with an opportunity to reaffirm collective identity intended to divert
popular attention from, or even compensate for, political difficulties. Finally, at
the 1984 Olympics held in Los Angeles, the Taiwanese team took third place in
baseball (an exhibition sport), causing the China Times to publish an editorial
on 9 August headed, “Pondering the rise and fall of the sport of baseball”:

Recently of late, with the country encountering setbacks, we are con-

fronting numerous drawbacks and humiliation in the international

community, no less than an isolation that was difficult to withstand.

As a result, triumphing at international competitions brought the peo-

ple of the entire nation to share the glorious moment, and unleashed

the resentment in their hearts. While what provided us with the most

opportunities was none other than baseball. Baseball brought us self-

esteem, a sense of superiority, and the list goes on. Nevertheless, this

year’s baseball game did not satisfy us, or even verged on setback and

disappointment.… What we were looking for was an absolute victory,

for victory was very important to us, and we simply could not afford

to lose (Cheng Chin-jen 1989: 332-33).

International sports competitions offered a means for a country to secure
political legitimacy and consolidate national identity, particularly when these
were reflected in a representative team’s name and in the use of a national an-
them and a national flag. Since 1949, the KMT had wrestled with Communist
China on the issue of political representation in the international sports com-
peting arena and, particularly, in dealings with the International Olympic Com-
mittee (IOC) and other governing bodies. This representation issue in the
competitive sports arena reflected and helped to consolidate two different value
systems and political identities, thus warranting detailed examination of the
“two Chinas” issue.

This statement highlights how baseball, as manipulated by the government,
helped to integrate KMT ideology into Taiwan’s sporting culture. 
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The “Two Chinas” issue (1960s - 1980s)

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) was ostracized by the Olympic
movement from 1949. After an absence of over thirty years, it was restored to
the Olympic family and competed at the Los Angeles Games in 1984, the first
occasion on which the PRC and Taiwan took part in the same Olympics. The
“two Chinas” issue was and has remained, first and foremost, political, emerg-
ing in the aftermath of the Chinese civil war when, following their defeat, the
Chinese nationalists fled to Taiwan. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) es-
tablished the PRC and the KMT reformed Taiwan as the Republic of China
(ROC), a name that had been chosen by the first leader of the KMT, Dr. Sun
Yat-sen, as early as 1911. The political conflict between the PRC and the ROC
then carried over into the international sporting arena with both the PRC and
Taiwan claiming to be the sole legitimate representative of China. 

China’s relations with the IOC date back to the early 20th century when
China itself was known as the ROC. China’s National Amateur Athletic Feder-
ation (CNAAF) was recognized by the IOC in 1922. Prior to 1949, China (as
the ROC) participated in the Los Angeles Olympics of 1932, at Berlin in 1936,
and in London in 1948. In 1949, some Olympic Committee members fled to
Taiwan while the ROC government maintained contact with the IOC and
claimed jurisdiction over Olympic affairs both in mainland China and Taiwan.
The new ROC’s claim was challenged by the PRC, since the CNAAF was still
based in Nanjing (mainland China). Subsequently, the CNAAF was reorganized
and renamed in October 1949 as the All-China Sports Federation (ACSF),
claiming jurisdiction over all Chinese Olympic activities. These competing
claims for jurisdiction by the PRC and Taiwan inevitably led to conflict. 

The PRC had no communication with the IOC until February 1952, when
the ACSF sent a message expressing its wish to participate in the Helsinki
Games. The IOC was put in a difficult position, since Taiwan also intended to
take part. According to IOC rules, only one national committee was permitted
to represent a country and there were differences of opinion among IOC mem-
bers as to which Chinese committee should be recognized. Neither the PRC nor
Taiwan was willing to negotiate or to form a single team. The IOC adopted a
proposal permitting both committees to participate in those events in which
they had been recognized by their respective international sport federations.
Taiwan was disappointed by the IOC resolution and withdrew from the 1952
Helsinki Olympics to demonstrate its opposition. This was the first time athletes
from mainland China participated in the Olympic Games under the authority
of the PRC government.

Two years later, the PRC was formally recognized by the IOC as the
Olympic Committee of the Chinese Republic, later changed to the Olympic
Committee of Democratic China (Olympic Review, No. 66-67, May-June,
1973). At the same time, Taiwan was recognized under the name of the Chinese
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Olympic Committee. Thus, a “two Chinas” situation was created. At the 1956
Melbourne Olympics, both the PRC and Taiwan were invited to take part. The
PRC withdrew in protest of Taiwan’s participation and continued to demand
the expulsion of Taiwan from the IOC, compelling Avery Brundage, the Presi-
dent of the IOC, to write to Beijing on 8 January 1958:

Everyone knows that there is a separate government in Taiwan, which

is recognized internationally, and specifically by the United Nations

consisting of the governments of the world. Your government is not

recognized by the United Nations (Olympic Review, No. 145, Novem-

ber 1979: 628).

Disappointed by this, in 1958 the PRC withdrew its membership from the
IOC and nine other international sporting organizations in protest at the “two
Chinas” policy. During the 1960s, there was little contact between the PRC and
IOC or other sporting organizations and as a result, Taiwan was able to claim
representation on behalf of all China in international sports events. However,
in October 1971, after the PRC was admitted to the United Nations, the ROC
(Taiwan) was expelled. This political event greatly aided the PRC’s efforts to
participate in other international organizations and, specifically, the IOC. The
PRC applied to rejoin the IOC in 1975, was granted admission in 1979 and
since then has taken an active part in Olympic activities, culminating in Beijing
hosting the Summer Games of 2008. 

How had the PRC managed to overcome the issue of the “two Chinas”
from the late 1970s? When the country fell into relative chaos during the early
stage of the Cultural Revolution, most sports training and competitive systems
were dismantled, many sports officials and athletes attacked, sport academies
closed, and sports equipment and facilities neglected or destroyed. This situation
began to change when China re-entered international table tennis competition
at the Scandinavian Open Championship in Sweden in November 1970. This
was the first time that a Chinese team had gone abroad for an international
sports competition since the Cultural Revolution (The Times, 27, 28 and 30 No-
vember 1970). Later China was invited to join the 31st World Table Tennis
Championship in Japan in March-April, 1971. Mao Zedong agreed with Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai’s suggestion to send a Chinese table tennis team to Japan with
the famous slogan, “Friendship first, competition second” and Mao went on to
say: “We shall join this competition. We must not be afraid to bear hardship.
We must not be nervous and scared” (Li 1994: 535; Wu 1999: 238). Thus began
China’s so-called “Ping Pong Diplomacy” with the United States. 

After 1970, Mao changed his sport policy to one of open engagement with
certain partners, in particular the US, and consequently, an American table ten-
nis team was invited to play in China in 1971, the first officially sanctioned
Sino-American cultural exchange in almost twenty years. Mao increasingly re-
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garded Soviet hegemony as the greatest threat to China following the border
clashes of 1969 between Chinese and Soviet troops on China’s northeastern
frontier. He reasoned that a tactical accommodation with the US would be less
dangerous than the threat posed by the Soviet Union, a shift in attitude that was
reflected in Premier Zhou Enlai’s call for peaceful coexistence and friendly re-
lations between states with different social systems. 

Although the PRC was invited to send observers to the 1972 Munich
Games, the secretary-general of the All-China Sports Federation, Song Zhong,
turned down the invitation because of  Taiwan’s participation. China could still
not tolerate a “two Chinas” or a “one China, one Taiwan” situation (Beijing Re-

view 15(35), 1 September, 1972). In the early part of 1973, however, the Japan-
ese Olympic Committee suggested to various international sport federations
and national Olympic committees that China be reinstated as a member and
Taiwan expelled (The Times, 13 February, 1973). In April 1973, Willi Daume,
the West German IOC Vice-president, went to Beijing to discuss the possibility
of China rejoining the Olympic movement (New York Times, 22 March, 1973).
Although he was told that China would not be prepared to rejoin the IOC as
long as Taiwan was a member, China was making progress in achieving
Olympic recognition.

An important step towards the PRC’s eventual admission to the IOC came
in 1973 when the Asian Games Federation voted to admit the PRC and exclude
Taiwan from its Tehran Games. Thereafter, more federations recognized the
PRC which, in April 1975, made a formal application to rejoin the IOC, de-
manding its own conditions, the foremost being that Taiwan should be expelled
from the IOC and that the All-China Sports Federation would be recognized as
the sole sports organization representing the whole of China. Beijing regarded
the existing relationship between the PRC and the IOC as abnormal and unjust
particularly since the PRC had become a member of the United Nations (UN),
from which Taiwan was now excluded (Beijing Review 18(23), 6 June 1975). 

Prior to the 1976 Olympic Games, the PRC requested Canada to uncondi-
tionally bar the Taiwanese delegation from Montreal. Instead, the Canadian
government asked Taiwanese athletes to compete without any mention of the
word China or the term “Republic of China.” The IOC considered the Canadian
action to be a breach of a promise made in 1970 when Montreal was chosen as
the host city (Espy 1979) and, to avoid further confrontation with the Canadian
government, submitted a plan stating Taiwan should be allowed to participate
as “Taiwan-ROC” with a flag bearing the Olympic rings. This solution drew
opposition from both the PRC and Taiwan. The PRC indicated that ROC was
only an abbreviation of the title Republic of China and to adopt it would be to
officially acknowledge the “two Chinas.” On the other hand, Taiwan insisted
on competing under its own flag and name - the Republic of China. 

The PRC continued to maintain that there was one China not two Chinas
or one China and one Taiwan and refused to accept any conditions under which
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Taiwan could be recognized. To seek a solution to the dilemma, the IOC pres-
ident, Lord Killanin, tried to arrange a meeting between China, Taiwan and the
IOC in 1979. Taiwan refused to enter into direct negotiation with China, thereby
forcing the IOC and PRC to pursue a solution without consultation. At the Mon-
tevideo meeting of the IOC in April 1979, the plenary session passed a resolu-
tion to recognize the Chinese Olympic Committee located in Beijing whilst
continuing to recognize the Chinese Olympic Committee in Taipei. However,
the resolution made certain stipulations in relation to matters of names, anthems,
flags and the constitutions of the two committees. At the meeting, Song Zhong
claimed that:

The resolution passed… as it now stands, is unacceptable to us. We

hereby reaffirm that there is only one China, that is, the People’s Re-

public of China. And that Taiwan is part of China. The only way to

solve the problem of China’s representation is to recognize China’s

Olympic Committee as the national Olympic Committee of the whole

of China. As an interim arrangement, the sports organization in Tai-

wan may remain in the IOC bearing the name of “China Taiwan

Olympic Committee,” but it must not use any of the emblems of the

“Republic of China.” We shall only accept solutions compatible with

the above-stated conditions (Daily Report, 9 April, 1979: K1).

Song’s statement indicated that the PRC would not allow Taiwan to use
the name “Republic of China” or that of the “Chinese Olympic Committee -
Taipei” which would imply equal state status with China (“Chinese Olympic
Committee - Beijing”). The perceived solution was that Taiwan should be
clearly identified as part of China. Song called a press conference in Beijing
and repeated China’s objection to the resolution, saying that it would be tanta-
mount to China’s acceptance of the idea of “two Chinas.” Again Song laid down
the two necessary conditions: first, that China’s Olympic Committee had to be
recognized as the sole legitimate Chinese organization in the IOC; and second,
that the IOC should forbid the use of the state name, national flag and anthem
of the Republic of China by Taiwan. 

In June 1979, the IOC Executive Board meeting in Puerto Rico confirmed
China’s Olympic Committee’s title as the “Chinese Olympic Committee.” It
also recommended that Taiwan should stay in the IOC as the “Chinese Taipei
Olympic Committee” with a different national anthem and flag. After an IOC
executive board meeting in Nagoya, Killanin submitted a resolution to 89 IOC
members for a postal vote on 26 October 1979. According to this resolution,
the National Olympic Committee of the PRC would be named the “Chinese
Olympic Committee” and would use the flag and anthem of the PRC while the
Olympic Committee of Taiwan would be named the “Chinese Taipei Olympic
Committee” (CTOC) and its anthem, flag and emblem would be other than
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those used by the PRC and would have to be approved by the Executive Board
of the IOC. China welcomed this resolution, claiming that it took into consid-
eration the basic fact that there was only one China of which Taiwan was a con-
stituent part (Xinhua Yuebao, December 1979). 

Taiwan was disappointed with the IOC decision. Taipei’s Olympic Com-
mittee and Henry Hsu, IOC member in Taiwan, filed lawsuits at the Lausanne
Civil District Court against the Nagoya resolution claiming that it violated IOC
rules, a claim rejected by the court. In his ruling, Judge Pierre Bucher said that
it seemed obvious that Taipei’s Olympic Committee had no right to present a
suit against the IOC (Daily Report, 17 January 1980: A2). The new IOC Pres-
ident Juan Antonio Samaranch sent a letter to Hsu, dated 4 December 1980,
guaranteeing that Taipei’s Olympic Committee would get the same treatment
as any other national committee if Taiwan accepted the conditions of the
Nagoya resolution (Chinese Taipei Olympic Committee 1981). Consequently,
the Taipei Olympic Committee agreed to change its name to the “Chinese Taipei
Olympic Committee” and to adopt a new flag and emblem. According to the
agreement, the Chinese Taipei Olympic Committee would be entitled to par-
ticipate in future Olympic Games and other activities sponsored by the IOC
with the same status and rights as all national Olympic Committees (Olympic

Review 162, April, 1981). At least temporarily the question of Chinese repre-
sentation was settled. For the PRC, there were no “two Chinas” or one China
and one Taiwan. The latter was subsumed under China – implicit in the naming
of the two Olympic committees. This outcome helped to facilitate communica-
tion between China and Taiwan through sport and was even seen as conducive
to the reunification process. For Taiwan, there was no option but to accept the
resolution if it wished to stay in the Olympic movement; for the IOC, one of its
biggest problems over the previous twenty years had been resolved. 

The increasing importance of sport to the PRC was linked to the interna-
tional significance of the Olympic movement. In China, sport has been fought
over by many different groups and it is relatively easy to demonstrate its role
in promoting nationalism and its importance to the ruling elite. According to
the ideology of Chinese centrism (Sino-centrism), Taiwan is regarded as part
of China, which prevents the Taiwanese from using their official national name,
flag and anthem in all international competitions. Since 1984, Taiwanese ath-
letes have competed internationally under the name of “Chinese Taipei,” but
the Chinese domestic media consistently refer to Taiwanese sports teams as
“Taipei China.” Sporting relationships between China and Taiwan are thus sym-
bolic of Chinese internal imperialism, even though the majority of Taiwanese
people oppose unification under the official Chinese nationalist slogan of “one
country, two systems.” 

For the 2004 Olympics in Athens, the National Council on Physical Fitness
and Sport announced that the Chinese Taipei Olympic team would consist of
85 competitors across 12 events. Coverage of the Games would be provided by
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digital broadcast stations with the IOC granting broadcasting rights to Taiwan
Television Enterprise Ltd., China Television Co., Chinese Television Systems
and Formosa Television. The CTOC praised the IOC for promoting cooperation
between the four stations not least because the mission of the CTOC remains
that of promoting the Olympic movement in Taiwan. 

Reaction in Taiwan to the successful Beijing Olympic bid was mixed. In
the build-up, Yuan Weimin, the President of China’s Olympic Committee
(COC), declined to rule out the possibility of Taiwan being involved in co-spon-
soring the Games should the bid be successful, as long as the “one China” prin-
ciple was adhered to. The CTOC argued that co-hosting the 2008 Games would
benefit Taiwan from an economic point of view, but above all, would be an op-
portunity to promote sporting exchanges and enhance the process of reconcili-
ation across the Taiwan straits. However, Yuan Weimin pointed out that, unlike
the football World Cup and European Championships, which allow for joint
bids from different countries, the IOC Olympic Charter only allows the Games
to be staged in one city of one country. 

Chinese state nationalism involves the imposition of cultural homogeneity
from above. One element of this policy is to force Taiwanese sports organiza-
tions to accept that the PRC is the only central Chinese government and that
Taiwan is merely a provincial authority. However, in the face of the continuing
threat from the PRC, many Taiwanese people have sought their own self-iden-
tification, rather than simply accepting a definition arrived at by the Chinese
government. That said, to a certain degree the debate over the “two Chinas”
has moved beyond debates about two nationalisms or national identities, with
the concept of post-colonialism helping to re-position central concerns. 

Republic of China, Chinese Taipei 
or Taiwan (1980s - 2008)

Taiwan’s national title has become a fundamental issue because a national
title relates not only to recognition on the international stage but also to internal
political identity. The Taiwan government adopted the formal title of the “Re-
public of China,” yet in the wake of the “two Chinas” issue was now referred
to as “Chinese Taipei,” at least in the international sporting arena. In turn, “Chi-
nese Taipei” became its name on various international, non-sporting occasions.
But did this mean that the Taiwanese people had come to accept the designa-
tion? Did the title “Chinese Taipei,” in and of itself, truly resolve the “two Chi-
nas” issue? What was the prevailing mood within Taiwan? All these questions
prompt us to delve even deeper into the discussion of whether Taiwan is best
described as the “Republic of China,” “Chinese Taipei” or “Taiwan.”

The “two Chinas” period coincided with the Cold War when the ruling
KMT thought it could harness international anti-communist sentiment to its
own goals. Specifically, it believed it could gain the support of the international
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community for its “legitimate” right to represent China. The plan failed. After
the 1960 and 1964 Olympics, international sporting organizations leaned to-
wards referring to Taiwan as “Taiwan,” but the KMT government adamantly
refused to accept this title and continued to assert its right to represent China,
resulting in diplomatic setbacks and the imposition of the title “Chinese Taipei,”
which allowed Taiwanese athletes to participate in international competitions
but did nothing to resolve the issue of Taiwanese national identity in the polit-
ical, social and sporting realms.

There was little explicit opposition in Taiwan to the use of the name “Re-
public of China” under the KMT’s martial law, but outside of Taiwan, specifi-
cally within the sporting arena, it was another matter. The KMT had attempted
to solidify Taiwanese identity internally using junior baseball. In 1969, Taiwan
sent junior players to the USA to compete for the first time in the William Porter
Cup. When the ROC national anthem was played, an ABC close-up showed an
advocate for Taiwanese independence holding a poster that read “It is a Tai-
wanese team not the Chinese team!” At the time, representatives from the US
headquarters of the Taiwan Independent League were handing out flyers to jun-
ior baseball fans, stating, “Come cheer for Taiwan’s junior baseball league” and
“Taiwan (Formosa) does not have freedom nor does it belong to China…The
Taiwanese are passionate about the baseball, but Taiwan’s mainlanders are not”
(Morris 2007). This illustrated the close relationship between baseball and the
construction of Taiwanese national identities (Yu and Bairner 2008). Sport had
made it possible for the legitimacy of the KMT regime to be challenged by the
Taiwanese abroad. 

The Olympic experiences of two well-known Taiwanese athletes, Yang
Chuan-Kwang and Chi Cheng, also shed some light on the relationship between
sport and national identity during this period. Yang Chuan-Kwang won a silver
medal in the decathlon at the Rome Olympics in 1960, earning him the nick-
name “Iron Man of Asia.”  Chi Cheng, subsequently nicknamed “Leaping An-
telope,” won a bronze medal in the women’s 80m hurdles in 1968. These were
the first two Asians to achieve such results, and also the first Chinese athletes
to be accorded respect by the international sporting community. But their mo-
ment of glory was not to last. In 1976, the Taiwanese and the Chinese teams
both tried to enter Canada as the sole representatives of China at the 1976
Olympics. Following discussions about Taiwan’s participation, as described
above, prior to the opening ceremonies the then Canadian Prime Minister, Pierre
Elliott Trudeau, refused to issue entry visas to the ROC delegation because of
the continuing “two Chinas” issue, thus leaving the delegation trapped on the
border between the USA and Canada. This was especially unfortunate because,
as early as the 1968 Mexico Olympics, Hsu Heng of the Taiwan Olympic Com-
mittee had succeeded in getting the IOC to accept the name of the “Republic of
China Olympic Committee” for Taiwan and its athletes. Yet at the Montreal
Olympics, eight years later, Canadian Prime Minister Trudeau demanded that
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the ROC delegation use the name of “Taiwan” in order to gain entry and par-
ticipate in the Games. Not surprisingly, this prompted a strong protest from Tai-
wan. In an effort not to sacrifice the opportunity for athletes to participate, the
ROC Olympic Committee summoned their two world-class athletes, Yang
Chuan-Kwang and Chi Cheng, in the hope that their celebrity status might elicit
compassion and support from the international community and thereby facilitate
entry to Canada for the whole ROC delegation (Tsai Hsin-yi 2002; Kai Lu
2000). 

Countering the attempted illicit entry into Montreal, Trudeau issued a
blockade order against the Taiwan Olympic delegation. Thus, when Yang
Chuan-Kwang and Chi Cheng flew into Montreal international airport they
found it difficult just to walk, as they were surrounded by a large international
press contingent and were only able to check into the Olympic village with a
Canadian police force escort. They had undeniably attracted the attention and
support of the international news media, causing the IOC to call an emergency
meeting at which it was determined that the ROC Olympic delegation would
participate in the Games under the name of “Taiwan.” But neither the Taiwanese
flag nor the Taiwanese national anthem would be changed. In response, the Chi-
nese Olympic Committee commissioner in Montreal, Shen Jia-ming, reported
to the Education Minister Chiang Yen-shih and after consultation with Execu-
tive Yuan spokesman, Chiang Ching-kuo, tried to obtain an Olympic withdrawal
order in protest to the “Taiwan” name change. 

At the Nagoya conference in 1979, Yang Chuan-Kwang and Chi Cheng
said of that tumultuous time, “To athletes, the most important thing is to be able
to join the competition, and the issues of national flag, anthem and name are
not important to them.” It was a reflection of the times that the IOC insisted
that Taiwan participate in the Games under the name of “Taiwan,” whereas the
“Republic of China,” then under KMT rule, could only insist upon the name of
the “Republic of China.” The indifference of these Taiwanese athletes and their
verdict in 1979 are even more compelling given that Taiwan accepted the name
of  “Chinese Taipei” in 1981, after many international disputes over changing
the name from “Chinese Taipei” to “China Taipei,” for which in fact, Chi Cheng
had negotiated and protested. 

By 2001, individuals such as Chi Cheng and Yang Chuan-Kwang, who had
experienced Olympic wrangling and Chinese oppression, were rallying support
for a cross-strait long-distance run in support of Beijing’s petition to host the
Olympic Games. When the Olympic torch was unable to pass through Taiwan,
Chi Cheng stated straightforwardly that this was a shame, “after all it was rare
for the Olympics to be this close to Taiwan.” When she took part in the
Olympics for the first time at the age of 16, she had witnessed the exchange
between competitors and the formation of friendships and that is what she re-
membered when she thought of the Games; to her, the Olympic Spirit meant
Peace and Freedom (Yang Mong-yu, BBC Chinese website, 22 November,
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2007). From the experiences of these two athletes, we can see both benign feel-
ings towards the Olympics, but also helplessness in the face of international
sport politics.

The Olympic torch is intended to symbolize peace, unity, progress, mutual
respect and accommodation. The Chinese regime used it (and their bid to host
the 2008 Olympics) to integrate into the international community, albeit with
the potentially ominous ambition of pursuing the dream of a harmonious soci-
ety. Conversely, the international community thought that the PRC would soften
its existing image in order to win the bid to host the Olympics successfully (Tsai
Hsin-yi 2002; Chen Hui-ying 2007; Tsai Ming-yen 2007; Yeh Wei-jun 2004).
Despite their proclaimed intent to take the Olympic torch on a “Harmonious
journey,” the Chinese authorities planned a route that raised questions about
their political motives in relation to Taiwan (Huang Shu-rong 2007). The major
point of contention was that the route for the Olympic torch announced on 26
April 2007, included Taiwan as part of the domestic leg, indicating Taiwan to
be a local government under the jurisdiction of the PRC. Additionally, the COC
demanded that no national flag, national emblem, or national anthem represent-
ing Taiwan should appear on the torch relay route, which triggered great public
resentment in Taiwan. The IOC has historically emphasized a separation of the
Games themselves and the policies of individual governments for fear of al-
lowing nation-state politics to impede international sporting exchanges. The
fact remains, however, that it has proved very difficult, if not impossible, to
protect the Olympics from political undertones (Tsai Hsin-yi 2002; Chen Hui-
ying 2007; Tsai Ming-yen 2007). Certainly the torch relay and its repercussions
reinvigorated discussions about Taiwan’s identity.

The simple announcement of the logistics of the Olympic torch relay
touched a raw nerve for many Taiwanese people and inevitably discussions on
the related subjects of Taiwan’s sovereignty and the significance of the China
connection ensued. As revealed in a poll conducted by Taiwan’s Executive Yuan
Mainland Affairs Council, over 60% of the respondents expressed the view that
to allow the torch to pass through Taiwan would diminish its claim to sover-
eignty, and for that reason, Taiwan should not accept such an arrangement (Tsai
Ming-yen 2007). When asked about the torch passing through Taiwan during
the first stage of the PRC’s domestic route, with the stipulation that Taiwan be
referred to as “Taipei, China,” nearly 65% of the respondents said this was un-
acceptable, and only 16.3% of the respondents said they would accept Taiwan
being the first stop on China’s domestic torch route. As to whether the issue of
the torch passing through Taiwan should be negotiated, those in agreement and
those opposed accounted for 42.7% and 45.7% respectively. These figures re-
veal that over a half of the respondents had doubts about Beijing’s goodwill,
although a substantial minority wanted continued negotiations with Beijing in
order to allow the Olympic torch to be taken successfully via Taiwan (Huang
Shu-rong 2007). 
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According to this poll, the concept of Taiwan as a political entity had gar-
nered increasing support following political change in the 1980s and 1990s.
This reflects the complex history of Taiwan and how national consciousness
emerged as an issue after martial law was lifted in 1980s (Sun, Yu-ping, 2005).
Chinese identity, which was presumed to be monolithic in the past, fractured
into Taiwanese and other identities. Additionally, Taiwan’s “baseball national-
ism” reached a new milestone on 30 April 2005, when Wang Chien-ming en-
tered Major League Baseball and initiated the so-called “Taiwang era.” Chen
Tze-shuan (2005) argues that the modernization of Taiwan’s baseball not only
conforms to Tomlinson’s (1985) understanding of national modernization
processes but the “Taiwang” baseball identity was a by-product of global cap-
italism, thereby differing from the feelings associated with junior baseball suc-
cesses in the 1970s which were dictated solely by nationalism (Chen, 2005). 

The term “Taiwang” consisted of a blending of the complex themes of na-
tional emotion, hero worship and commercialized sport within an identity ma-
trix. Furthermore, the very essence of this matrix can be traced to the media
and thus related not only to different levels of individual identity, but also helped
to construct a national identity within the context of the global mediatization
of Wang Chien-ming’s games. In terms of nationalism, the pride of Taiwan,
Wang Chien-ming helped to solidify the Taiwanese sense of pride about their
country and validated their feeling of possessing a distinct identity. In terms of
global capitalism, Wang Chien-ming became more than a product; he has (per-
sonally) introduced Major League Baseball into the Taiwanese and other Asian
markets. As for internationalism, Wang Chien-ming and other international ath-
letes who are able to thrive in the US and get the widespread support from
American and global fans, create a commonality across borders that is con-
ducive to the process of friendship and reconciliation among countries of the
world. Wang Chien-ming is not simply an example of an Asian athlete making
it in the “major league” world of sport. In relation to nationalism, global capi-
talism and internationalism, his career has reflected and contributed to the evo-
lution of Taiwanese identity. It was as though Wang Chien-ming was not just
pitching for himself or for the Yankees – he was pitching for all of Taiwan! This
phenomenon highlights a collective awareness that is a response to Taiwan’s
extended international isolation and alienation, but also points to a collective
optimism that Wang Chien-ming can enhance Taiwan’s international visibility. 

The complexity and uniqueness of the Taiwanese engagement with the
issue of national identity that have led Taiwan to be described as “a laboratory
of identities” (Corcuff 2002: xxiii) and, more metaphorically, “the orphan of
Asia” (Wu 2005), are the consequence of changing external opposition and con-
comitant internal dialogue and resistance. National identity, whether in the po-
litical, social or sporting fields, has evolved in the last decade. A once dominant
Republic of China identity has increasingly been challenged by a Taiwanese
identity. Particularly after the political reshuffle of 2000, Taiwanese identity be-
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came a major political issue. Meanwhile sport was not only a tool for the pro-
motion of Taiwanese identity but was also used as evidence of the emergence
of that identity. For example, at the 2004 Olympics, Taiwan finally captured
two gold medals in taekwondo, prompting a celebration on the return of the
medallists reminiscent of national spectacles not seen for many years in the
country. At the same time, the “May 11 Taiwan Sport Renaming Campaign”
launched a national campaign which sought to urge the people and the media
to correct their old habits and rename the “Republic of China team” (Zhong

hwa dui) the “Taiwan team,” and the “Mainland Chinese team” the “China
team” (Zhong guo dui). This campaign encouraged the general public to correct
the media or anyone else who “erroneously” referred to the Taiwanese team as
the Chinese team (Huang Shu-Fang, 2004).

Despite such efforts, the official representative team from Taiwan has con-
tinued to be referred to as “Chinese Taipei” in international sporting events. Al-
though this is contrary to popular sentiment in Taiwan, and challenges the
popular understanding of Taiwanese identity, this has not dampened Taiwan’s
interest in participating in international sports. Furthermore, the growth of “Tai-
wanese identity” has been nurtured by continuing international suppression.
For example, the PRC has frequently exerted pressure on host countries to
change the name of Taiwan’s team from the internationally agreed “Chinese
Taipei” to “China Taipei.” Similar influence is even exerted in the academic
world of sports studies. Thus, during the 2004 Pre-Olympic Congress held in
Thessaloniki, Greece, all references to Taiwan were replaced by the term “Chi-
nese Taipei” regardless of whether the reference was to a location, school name
or even a thesis title appearing in the congressional proceedings. Such behaviour
does not serve to reinforce Chinese identity in Taiwan. Rather, it tends to in-
crease Taiwanese consciousness among scholars. In such circumstances, the
formation of such a consciousness has become a key issue in the relationship
between sport, national identity and Taiwan’s unfolding Olympic history.

Conclusion: Sport, national identity 
and Taiwan’s Olympic history

Discussions of nationality tend to presuppose that if a nation possesses sov-
ereignty its members should have the freedom to handle their own affairs. Either
explicit or implicit is the belief that citizens share a common identity (Wang
Tze-hong 1999). The Japanese colonial government’s internal rule sought to
implement a modernization movement whereby Taiwanese athletes first par-
ticipated in the Olympics. The KMT Republic government’s internal rule em-
phasized community and national identity, to which the achievements of Chi
Cheng and Yang Chuan-Kwang contributed greatly. Because international sport-
ing competitions continued to be nation-centered and individual athletes had to
be attached to a country’s sporting organization in order to participate in the
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Olympics, an athlete’s identity was necessarily tied to the nation, and con-
versely, the nation’s identity was linked to that athlete and his/her successes
and failures. 

Identity depends, in part, on recognition by others, or sometimes on the
absence of such recognition, but it can also result from others’ misrecognition.
Because of the desire for recognition and thus the elimination of misrecognition,
a country’s legitimacy in the international sporting domain becomes supremely
important. The Olympic movement’s emphasis on national symbolism is such
that the struggle for formal Olympic membership has become a political bat-
tlefield based on the belief that Olympic acceptance can, or even will, result in
wider political recognition. Thus, the disputes between Taiwan and China re-
garding representation in the Olympics (over the one China principle and the
“two Chinas” issue) have clearly been about more than just sport. At its very
core the argument has been a fundamental disagreement about Taiwan’s place
in the world with Taiwan asserting independence, and China seeking to retain
control over a territory believed to be its own. Taiwan has been subjected to
Spanish, Dutch and Japanese colonial rules, successively over the past five cen-
turies, and since the KMT government decamped to Taiwan in 1949, the dispute
over identity questions has continued. However, because over many years no
consensus has been reached through internal dialogue on Taiwanese identity,
building a Taiwanese identity, externally – i.e. in terms of how others view Tai-
wan — became increasingly important. 

In the identity formation process, as Cohen (1985) argues, the position of
the other party is indispensable. Constructing “the other” is complex because
the boundaries between ourselves and others are relative and interactive (Keller
2003). Furthermore, Castells (1997) emphasizes that building a social identity
tends to be rooted in a power relationship. Drawing upon his analysis, sporting
culture can be categorized in three ways in relation to the development of na-
tional identity. 

First, there is legitimized national identity (or nationality). Sporting organ-
izations are shaped by a dominant system. This form of national identity is
linked to both civil society and the state. When the Japanese controlled a ma-
jority of Taiwan’s sporting organizations, the latter were intended to promote
an identity supportive of their rule. The same point can be made in relation to
the KMT and later, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). Regardless of who
has been in power, Taiwan’s legitimacy in international sporting organizations
has been deeply affected by the Chinese government’s declaration that “the
PRC is the sole legal Chinese government, and Taiwan remains part of China”
(Tsai Hsin-yi 2002).

Second, there is a resistant national identity. This is a response to suppres-
sion or discrimination by the politically dominant. Scheff (1994: 281) empha-
sizes that “Nationalism built on ethnic groups tends to create a sense of
distinction because of alienated perceptions and political, economic or social
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inequality.” Thus, having experienced oppression at international sporting
events, at the hands of various sporting organizations and international sporting
symposia, Taiwan has been forced to substitute “Chinese Taipei” or “Taipei,
China” for either “Republic of China” or “Taiwan.” This has prompted a ma-
jority of Taiwanese people to oppose “Chinese identity” and seek alternatives.

Finally, there is projected national identity. Here the functionaries of sport-
ing society, in their search for cultural capital, have constructed a new national
identity by which to redefine the position of their sporting organizations and
have sought to create a completely new sports structure. Simply put, this ex-
pression of national identity becomes the main feature of sporting culture. In
the recent decade, as Taiwan’s sporting trajectory has gathered momentum, a
projected national identity has begun to emerge. 

Each of these three forms of national identity is relevant to Taiwan’s
Olympic history. In Taiwan’s history, the interactive influence of national iden-
tity, global capitalism and nationalism has concurrently spawned a new identity
matrix that links Taiwan with international identities yet does not lose sight of
Taiwanese individuality. To date, the emergent Taiwanese consciousness can
best be understood by reference to concepts such as “civic nationalism” (Ed-
mondson 2002) or “pragmatic nationalism” (Wu 2002). How it will develop is
difficult, if not impossible, to predict. What is certain, however, as this chapter
has demonstrated, is that sport will continue to play a significant role in the un-
folding process.
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The Beijing Olympics and 
Expressions of National Identity 
in China, Taiwan and Hong Kong

Patrick W.C. LAU, Michael H.S. LAM, 
and Beeto W.C. LEUNG

The Olympic Games are sports mega-events of brief duration, but they can gen-
erate strong feelings of national pride that may have long term consequences
for the host city, its residents, and the national population (Waitt 2001, Gordon
2001, Roche 1994). Mewett (1999) argued that Olympic Games are useful for
glorifying and uplifting the nation-state because they provide special occasions
for symbols that invoke a nationalist meta-discourse. The Olympic Charter (IOC
2004) proclaims that the Games are not contested between nations, but the fact
that all athletes must be trained and selected by national federations undermines
this. Athletes must wear uniforms that identify the nation they represent, and
on the victory medal stand, the national flags of the three medalists are raised
and the gold medalist’s national anthem is played. In these and other ways, the
IOC recognizes and promotes national identity (Guttmann 2002). 

This nationalism was evident even in the earliest of the modern Olympics,
in Athens in 1896, a time when nationalism is sweeping through Europe. Amer-
icans were not immune; local Athenians were taken aback by chants for Amer-
ican athletes of “USA, USA, USA” by the few fellow countrymen who came
to watch, dressed in patriotic colors and waving the American flag (Guttmann
2002; also Thorne and Clarke 1989, Ritchie and Smith 1991). It was therefore
quite predictable that the politics of sports would be conspicuously connected
with the politics of national identities and international relations in the crucible
of the Beijing Olympics in 2008 (Xu 2006).

Ikhioya (1998) showed that national identity connotes social immersion,
identification, involvement, and loyalty. It is a state of patriotic affiliation and
commitment to one’s nation. He further elaborated that national identity as a
social phenomenon includes citizens’ pride and trust in their country and a com-
mitment and consciousness of that national entity. Similarly, Lee, Chan and So
(2004) showed that national identity is more than merely positive feelings or
the recognition of frequent social interactions. It involves imagining oneself
belonging to a national community, an emotional attachment to this national
community, and an understanding of the rights and duties of being a nation’s
citizen. The Olympic Games were recognized by Ikhioya (1998) as a stage to
enhance such awareness and orientation. Through the Games, spectators be-
come strongly attached to the Games athletes of their nation, identifying psy-
chologically with the athletes as spectators at the Games or television viewers
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at home. The media have the role of ensuring that the products of national iden-
tity are produced on practical terms with emotional intensity. Furthermore, the
reliability of program schedules and actual delivery is critical, and governments
become the agencies to ensure the fluency of the information flow. 

Previous studies have documented ways in which the Olympic Games and
sports are associated with national identity. Keech, Fox and Bramham (2001)
showed that sport is an instrument of national unity, consolidating cultural na-
tionalism and national consciousness and contributing to the search for cultural
identity. Gill (2005) also found that national identity is analyzed specifically as
a performance, and sport is the context in which this performance takes place.
Brownell (2005) compared the relationship of sports to nationalism in the US
and China over the last century. She found that the sports of both the US and
China are closely related to the construction of national identity. The Chinese
people hoped that the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games would mark China’s emer-
gence as a world power. In North America, ice hockey is crucial to the mainte-
nance of Canadian identity (Bairner 2001). In Brazil, Labriola and Negreiros
(1998) showed that sports competition is not simply a competition but a system
of demonstrating Brazilian national character through soccer. Garland (2004),
for example, pointed to a change in tabloid press reporting during the 2002
World Cup, away from the invocation of the “hooligan” stereotype and towards
the expression of “a belief that English success on the football field has led to
a growth, or even a rebirth, of the idea of Englishness and English patriotism.”
International sporting contests are seen as a form of ritualized war, serving as
symbolic representation of the inter-state competition (Elias 1996). The impor-
tance of sport in developing national identity in Australia, Canada and the USSR
is also outlined by Caldwell (1983).

Hong Kong and Taiwan separated from Mainland China through historical
treaties and civil war and have followed very different social, political and eco-
nomical trajectories over the last century. Hong Kong experienced de-nation-
alization in the decades after the Second World War. However, it has been
undergoing a re-nationalization after the return of sovereignty from the United
Kingdom to China in 1997. Throughout this historical period, Hong Kong peo-
ple were constantly readjusting and negotiating their identities (Lee, Chan &
So 2004). People in Hong Kong started to face the reality of appropriating a
new dual Hong Kong-China identity, and hence there is a clear trend of increas-
ing identification with Hong Kong as well as the Chinese authorities (Fung
2004). According to the recent studies of Lau and Lam (2007) and Lau, Lam
and Leung (2008a, 2008b), Hong Kong children demonstrated a positive rela-
tionship with the hosting of the 2008 Beijing Olympics and reflected its bene-
ficial impact for building their national identity. Hong Kong children may
increase their national identity elements such as Chinese citizenship, patriotism,
sense of belonging, the time planned to spend on Beijing Olympics, the appre-
ciation of Chinese culture, positive feelings, happiness, excitement and a pride
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in China. In the Taiwan context, its unique history after 1949 and the political
conflict between the native Taiwanese and those who migrated from the Main-
land (Lin 2003) have provoked a very public and continuing historical and cul-
tural discussion on nationality. The main theme of this research has been
citizens’ identification as Chinese, Taiwanese or both (Chu and Lin 1998). Very
few studies have investigated the association between Olympics and national
identity in the Chinese populations of China, Hong Kong and Taiwan. Given
the general evidence of associations between national identity and the Olympics
and other sports mega-events, we felt it important to investigate the impact of
hosting the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing on the national identities of these
populations. 

We began with the general question of whether and how sport identity (SI)
or physical activity (PA) contributed to Chinese national identity (NI). We sur-
veyed Mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan secondary students during the
Beijing 2008 Olympic Games and examined the results in terms of gender, age,
birth and residence, as well as sport identity and physical activity level. We be-
lieve the findings have important implications for future government policies
in sports education.

METHODS

The survey was conducted with 927 students from six secondary schools
in Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. The ages of the participants
ranged from 12-17 years. Males numbered 526 (52%) and females totaled 486
(48%). Participants were asked to sign consent letters, which explained the re-
search aims and procedures prior to the study. They were also reminded that
their participation in the study was voluntary and that they could withdraw at
any time without penalty.

A written ten-item questionnaire was used as survey instrument, based on
Ikhioya (1998) and the enthusiasm multi-item scale (Waitt 2001). Sample ques-
tions posed for degree of agreement included the following: 

• “I think the 2008 Olympics can bring a positive impact for building the na-

tional identity when knowing Beijing will host the 2008 Games.”

• “My awareness of my China motherland is aroused when knowing Beijing

will host the 2008 Olympic Games.”

• “I am proud to be a Chinese when knowing Beijing will host the 2008 Olympic

Games.”

Using principal axis factoring analysis, only one factor was extracted and
all the items were above the factor loading standard (.40). National identity was
measured by the National Identity Scale (Lau & Lam 2007). 

The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) (Brewer et al 1993) was
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employed to measure the sport identity of children, that is, the degree to which
a youth identifies himself/herself as a sports person. The AIMS is designed to
measure both the exclusivity and strength of identification with the sport role.
The reliability alpha of AIMS is between .87 and .93 from two studies (Brewer
et al 1993). The AIMS also consisted of 10 items. Each of the items is a simple
declarative statement that can be answered on a 5-point Likert scale. Sample
items from the scale include “I consider myself an athlete” and “I spend more
time thinking about sports than anything else.”

The Physical Activity Questionnaire for Children (PAQ-C) was designed
to measure school-aged children’s general levels of physical activity participa-
tion. It is a self-administered recall measure that is easy for children to under-
stand (Lau, Yu, Lee, So, & Sung 2004b). It includes nine questions about the
level of sport involvement during the last seven days. Significant and satisfac-
tory convergent validity was obtained through the correlations with the moder-
ate to vigorous sport activities measure (Simons-Morton et al 1990) and an
electronic motion sensor (Caltrac). The items asked children about the type and
frequency of their sports involvement in school, during lunch, in the evening,
and during other spare times. Sample items from the scale are “Sports in your
spare time: Have you done any of the following activities in the past seven days
(last week)?” and “Mark how often you did sports (like playing ball games,
doing dance, swimming, etc) for each day last week”. 

A translation-back-translation method was employed to clarify the wording
and linguistics of the English version questionnaire. The Chinese version was
then developed and proof-read by school teachers and primary school students
to ensure the accuracy of the meaning and understanding of the translation. The
questionnaires were administered to the children in a group setting after school
hours. Students took approximately 25 minutes to complete the questionnaires. 

Descriptive statistics for all key variables were calculated. Partial Pearson
product moment correlations were used to examine the associations between
students’ national identity, sport identity and physical activity level, controlled
for demographic variables. Independent samples t-tests and One-way ANOVA
were conducted to compare the differences of gender, age, birth and residential
places, sport identity as well as physical activity level on national identity. Mul-
tiple regression analyses were conducted to investigate the role of sport identity
and physical activity level on the formation of national identity of Chinese sec-
ondary students.

Survey results

The reliability of the 3 scales was all satisfactory (National Identity Scale:
α=0.97; AIMS: α=0.90; PAQ-C: α=0.89). Descriptive statistics for the whole
and subgroups of the sample were presented in Table 1. 

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the differences be-
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tween the subgroups of age and gender. Results indicated that participants in
Age Group 1 (junior secondary students) had significantly higher NI, SI and
PA level than Age Group 2 (senior secondary students), with t(1015) = 3.24,
p< .01; t(981) = 2.51, p< .05 and t(859) = 7.97, p< .01 respectively. Moreover,
girls were found to have significantly higher NI than boys t(1010) = -2.72, p>
.01). On the other hand, boys were found to have significantly higher SI and
PA level than girls (t(974) = 7.10, p< .01 and t(857) = 5.31, p< .01) (refer to
Table 1 for details).

Since the sample sizes of the different birth-residential place groups were
not equal and heterogeneity of variance was observed among the groups in the
three key variables, the Brown-Forsythe one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was used (Brown & Forsythe, 1974). Results revealed that there was
a significant main effect of birth-residential place on all key variables—national
identity, F(3, 507) = 408.86, p <.001; sport identity, F(3, 501) = 22.74, p <.001
and physical activity level, F(3, 745) = 102.67, p <.001. The results were con-
sistent with those found by standard one-way ANOVA (assuming equal group
sizes and homogeneity of variance). Post hoc comparisons on both NI and PA
level, using the Games and Howell procedures (Games and Howell 1976) to
adjust for the unequal group sizes and heterogeneity of variance, revealed that
all comparisons among the four subgroups were significant. That is, the “China”
(CN) group has significantly higher NI than all the other three groups; the
“China-HK” (CN-HK) group had significantly higher NI than the two other
groups and in turn, the “Hong Kong” (HK) group had significant higher NI than
the “Taiwan” (TW) group respectively. On the other hand, the CN group has
significantly higher PA level than all the other three groups; the TW group had
significantly higher PA level than the two other groups and in turn, the HK
group had significant higher PA level than the CN-HK respectively. Finally,
post hoc comparisons on sport identity between the four different subgroups
revealed that the CN group has higher sport identity than the other three groups
and the CN-HK group has significantly higher sport identity than the other two
groups; and the HK and TW group did not differ from each other in their sport
identity (refer to Table 1 for details). 

Partial correlation analysis, controlled for age, gender and birth-residential
place, was conducted to examine the relationship between NI, SI and PA level.
Results revealed that NI was significantly and weakly correlated with SI (r=.28,
p<.01) and moderately with PA level (r=.42, p<.01) respectively. Consistent
with previous literature, SI was also found to be significantly correlated with
PA level (r=.56, p<.01). 

A sequential multiple regression analysis was thus conducted to test the
relative significant contributions of different variables to the target variable—
NI. Demographic variables including age, gender and birth-residential place
were entered into the first step. Since birth-residential place variable (containing
four subgroups) was a categorical variable, three dummy variables were created



Patrick W.C. LAU, Michael H.S. LAM, and Beeto W.C. LEUNG

152

in order to conduct the regression analysis. The CN group was adopted as the
reference group in the analysis. Only gender and birth-residential place were
found to be significant predictors of NI (F (5, 1198) = 221.5; p< .001; adjusted
R2= 47.8%). Sport identity and PA level were then entered into the model in
the second step. Both SI and PA level were found to be significant predictors
of NI (F (7, 1196) = 189.8; p< .001; adjusted R2= 52.3%; refer to Table 3 for
details).

Another sequential multiple regression analysis was conducted, using only
students from HK (“HK” group) as the sample. Similarly, age and gender were
entered into the first step. Only gender was found to be a significant predictor
of NI (F (2, 391) = 1.81; p> .05; adjusted R2=.01%) in the first step. Sport iden-
tity and PA level were entered into the model in the second step. Contrary to
the result using the whole sample, only PA level was found to be significant
predictor of NI (F (4, 389) = 4.96; p< .001; adjusted R2= 3.9%). That is, about
3.9% unique variance was accounted for by PA level.

National identity among the three regions

Based upon the ANOVA results, “China-China” group had the highest na-
tional identity, followed by the “China-HK” and the “HK-HK” group. And the
lowest was the “TW-TW” group. The differences of Chinese national identity
among Mainland China (M = 4.61), China-Hong Kong (M=3.95), Hong Kong-
Hong Kong (M = 3.87), and Taiwan (M = 2.84) secondary students during the
Beijing 2008 Olympic Games were distinct according to their mean values.
Based upon the previous findings between Olympic Games and national identity
(Ritchie & Smith 1991; Gordon 2001 and Gill 2005), the low politics of sports
and Olympics have conspicuously been recognized as an instrument of hege-
monic power to generate patriotic feelings and national pride, especially for the
residents of the host country. That was the main reason that the 1990 Asian
Games hosted in Beijing evoked positive nationalism among the majority of
Chinese people (Brownell 1995). Consequently, the Mainland Chinese naturally
demonstrated the strongest national identity among Hong Kong and Taiwan
students when Beijing was granted to host the XXIX Olympics. Li and Su
(2004) also stated that, in the process of new nation building, the link between
sports and nationalism has persisted even until today. This notion is further sup-
ported by the regression analysis results that birth and residential place con-
tributed the most in national identity development (Lau, Lam & Leung 2008a
and 2008b).

Since there is no previous study investigating and comparing the three re-
gions on Chinese national identity during the Olympic Games, this finding may
serve as baseline data. Although there are no previous references for comparison
during the Games, the national identity of Hong Kong students during the
Games coincided with or even intensified compared to the recent studies of Lau
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and Lam (2007) and Lau, Lam and Leung (2008a and 2008b) that Hong Kong
children demonstrated a positive relationship before the hosting of the 2008
Beijing Olympics and reflected the positive impact for building their national
identity. Hok Yau Club (2005) and Youth Online Association (2006) had con-
ducted surveys on Hong Kong adolescents’ Chinese identity after China re-
sumed Hong Kong’s sovereignty in 1997. The results of Hok Yau Club indicated
that Hong Kong adolescents have been demonstrating greater Chinese national
identity (75%), stronger patriotism for China (60%), and this trend is more dom-
inant and obvious when compared to previous two-year survey results. Youth
Online Association also demonstrated 52% of respondents who described them-
selves as Chinese instead of Hong Kongese and 82% of them agreed that “as
Chinese, they are proud to contribute in the Beijing Olympic Games. ” These
figures can be a reference on the increase of Hong Kong adolescents’ Chinese
national identity after 1997. In addition, both studies suggested that the mega-
sports event victories of China (80%) and the hosting of Olympic Games in
China (65%) would significantly enhance the Chinese national identity among
Hong Kong adolescents. Likewise, Fung (2004) deemed that a new dual Hong
Kong-China national identity has emerged after 1997 and there is no conflict,
but an even stronger trend in the development of this unique identity in Hong
Kong. 

Because they are not under the “One Country, Two Systems” and the sov-
ereignty of the PRC Government, the much lower Chinese national identity
demonstrated by Taiwanese students is foreseeable and understandable. The
“greater China mentality” is highly contested in contemporary Taiwanese so-
ciety and it is squarely resisted by the pro-independence politicians. Over the
past 15 years, Taiwan has witnessed fast-track democratization and indigeniza-
tion that gave rise to a stronger sense of Taiwanese identity as opposed to Chi-
nese identity (Xu 2006).  However, these circumstances changed somewhat
when the conservative and anti-communist Kuomintang (KMT) won over the
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which favors a new Taiwanese nation
building. Concerning the possibility of a new national identity that combined
Chinese identity and Taiwanese identity, Xu (2006) believed that the Beijing
Olympics could play a constructive role. 

The contributions of national identity 

Correlation results demonstrated significant relationships between sport
identity, PA level, and national identity in all students. This finding suggested
that the higher the sport identity and PA level, the greater would be students’
national identity. In the regression analysis, birth-residential place was found
to be the most significant predictor of national identity. The sport identity con-
tributed weakly to national identity. This finding was congruent with the previ-
ous studies in which sports acted as an important arena for the development of
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national identity (Bairner 2001; Jarvie 2007; Tuck 2003 and Lau, Lam and
Leung 2008a and 2008b). To explain this result, it is necessary to understand
more about sport identity. Sport identity is defined as the degree of strength and
exclusivity to which an individual identifies with the athlete’s role (Brewer, Van
Raalte and Linder 1993). The relationship between sport identity and sport in-
tention, involvement and commitment has long been supported by Theodorakis
(1994), Anderson and Cychosz (1995), and Lau, Fox and Cheung (2006). 

Based upon these previous positive associations between sport identity and
national identity, the present study revealed that higher sport identity led to
greater sport participation and commitment. This finding coincided with the
findings of Todd (1987) that members of the Ulster British who represented
Ireland in sports competitions were more aware of an Irish identity. Ruane and
Todd (1996) also argued that sport identity can be a positive force in promoting
British identity, Northern Irish identity and Ulster or Irish Protestant identity.
Though there were no related studies investigating the relationship between na-
tional identity and sport identity during the Olympic Games in Asia, we can
find support from the example of Liu Xiang, a Mainland China athlete, who
watched the raising of his national flag with tears after he won China’s first
track and field gold medal of China at the 2004 Athens Summer Olympics. It
reminds us of the broader argument of Smith and Porter (2004) that sporting
identities, such as allegiances to national sports teams, often invoke a patriotic
nationalism.

Group differences among constructs

Overall, younger students had significantly higher scores in national iden-
tity than older students, which is a finding consistent with previous studies con-
ducted in Hong Kong. According to Hok You Club (2005) and Lau and Lam
(2007), younger children demonstrated stronger national identity than older
children because of their less critical thinking and weaker political sensitivity
to China. In the present study, the age group was mixed with Chinese and Tai-
wanese students. As a result, the thinking, perception, and sensitivity to Chinese
national identity could be very different. Especially during the years before and
since 1997, when Hong Kong was returned to China, the Hong Kong population
has constantly been reevaluating and readjusting its identity (Lee, Chan and SO
2004). People in Hong Kong started to face the reality of a new dual Hong
Kong-China identity, and hence there is a clear trend of increasing identification
with the Hong Kong as well as the Chinese authorities (Fung 2004). Moreover,
the “Taiwanese identity” and indigenization have rapidly developed since 2000
under the governance of the Democratic Progressive Party. Separation of the
three regions by age groups is recommended for deeper analysis.

With regards to gender differences, our finding that girls reported signifi-
cantly higher national identity was inconsistent with previous studies. We ex-
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pected that national identity would be a fairly neutral concept, implying no gen-
der stereotyping. We also expected that heightened awareness of female rights
in the last decade in Hong Kong, Taiwan and China might balance gender in
notions of national identity. Cases in Japan (Harden 1994), Holland (Verkuyten
1997), and Hong Kong, China and Taiwan before the Beijing Olympic Games
(Lau, Lam, and Leung 2008a and 2008b) were evidence of this. 

Our results may be explained by the heightened emotionality that sur-
rounded Chinese national identity during the Olympic ceremonies, which show-
cased Chinese history, and the sporting events themselves, in which Chinese
athletes performed with unprecedented results. There are those who have argued
that women perceive and express relatively positive emotions, such as happiness
or joy, more so than men (Hochschild 1979 and 1983; Sutton 1991; Lively and
Heise 2004), so women respondents may have registered more positive and
passionate attachment because of this. Another explanation is that in recent
Olympics, there have been more female Chinese athletes than males and Chi-
nese women have won more gold medals than the men in  every Games since
1988 (Dong 2008). In the 2008 Beijing Olympics, more than two-thirds of Chi-
nese medalists were female, and thus, our female survey respondents might be
expressing more intense resonance with these female athletes and medalists.  

Conclusion

In sum, among students from the three regions before the Beijing
Olympics, those from China demonstrated the strongest national identity. “Birth
and residential place” contributed the most to national identity scores, while
sport identity had the weakest connection to national identity and physical ac-
tivity level had a moderate relationship. 

Sport has long been recognized as a causal agent in forming and sustaining
identity (Lau et al. 2006; Weiss 2001). As one of the world’s largest transna-
tional sporting events, the Olympic Games has a deep impact on national iden-
tity (Tomlinson 2006). But precisely what form of sport influences people’s
national identity is still not clear since the concept of sport is vague. It is nec-
essary to pursue further the distinctions between sport and the Olympic Games
as well as the different symbolic forms of sport in order to understand even
more clearly the causal links between sport and national identity.      



Patrick W.C. LAU, Michael H.S. LAM, and Beeto W.C. LEUNG

156

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the key variables in whole sample and different subgroups 

Age Gender Birth & Residential Place1,2  Total 
(N=1020) Group 1 

(12-14) 

(N=538) 

Group 2 
15-17 

(N=479) 

Male 
(N=526) 

Female 
(N=486) 

CN 
(N=372) 

HK 
(N=311) 

TW 
(N=259) 

CN-HK 
(N=64) 

National 
Identity 

3.89 

(0.92) 

3.98** 

(0.92) 

3.79 

(0.90) 

3.81 

(0.96) 

3.96** 

(0.86) 

4.61** 

(0.45) 

3.87 

(0.63) 

2.84** 

(0.77) 

3.95 

(0.92) 

Sports 
Identity  

2.92 

(0.79) 

2.98* 

(0.79) 

2.85 

(0.80) 

3.09** 

(0.80) 

2.74 

(0.75) 

3.16** 

(0.71) 

2.78 

(0.87) 

2.87 

(0.73) 

2.91** 

(0.80) 

Level of 
Physical 
Activity3 

2.37 

(0.76) 

2.56** 

(0.80) 

2.16 

(0.66) 

2.50** 

(0.78) 

2.23 

(0.72) 

2.83** 

(0.79) 

2.06** 

(0.59) 

2.24** 

(0.63) 

1.84** 

(0.42) 

Note: Means and Standard Deviations (in parentheses) were presented. 
1 

2Refer to the text for the detailed results of post hoc comparisons 
3Due to missing data, the total sample size for the variable “level of physical activity” is 851. 
*p<.05; **p<.01 
 

CN: born and lives in China; HK: born and lives in Hong Kong; TW: born and lives in Taiwan;  
CN-HK: born in China and has immigrated to and lives in Hong Kong 

Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for National Identity  
 

Model, Step, and  

Predictor Variable 

 B SE B 95% CI 

    

Constant** 4.361 .190 3.987, 4.735 --- 

Age .004 .017 -.022, .030 .007 

Gender* .080 .035 .011, .149 .047 

Birth-residential group 

CN 

HK** 

TW** 

CN-HK** 

 

--- 

-.661 

-1.514 

-.598 

 

--- 

.044 

.047 

.081 

 

--- 

-748, -.574 

-1.606, -1.422 

-.757, -.439 

 

--- 

-.369 

-.786 

-.171 

    

Constant** 2.937 .225 2.495, 3.379 --- 

Age* .027 .013 .002, .053 .047 

Gender** .162 .035 .095, .230 .096 

Birth-residential group 

CN 

HK** 

TW** 

CN-HK** 

 

--- 

-.508 

-1.369 

-.399 

 

--- 

.045 

.046 

.080 

 

--- 

-.596, -.420 

-1.486, -1.306 

-.555, -.242 

 

--- 

-.284 

-.724 

-.114 

Sports Identity** .103 .028 .048, .157 .087 

.242 .034 .176, .307 .185 
2

2

Note. CI = confidence interval. ; *p < .05, **p < .01 

Step 1  

Step 2  

Level of Physical Activity**  

For the step 1 model, Adjusted R  = 47.8, F(5, 1198) = 221.5, p < .001;  

For the step 2 model, Adjusted  = 52.3, F(7, 1196) = 189.8, p < .001;  R
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National Identity, Olympic Victory,
and Chinese Sportswomen in the

Global Era
Dong Jinxia

Without exaggeration, sport is a mirror in which nations, communities,

men and women now see themselves. The reflection is sometimes

bright, sometimes dark, sometimes distorted, sometimes magnified.

This metaphorical mirror is a source of mass exhilaration and depres-

sion, security and insecurity, pride and humiliation, bonding and alien-

ation. (Mangan 2006)

The 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing attracted roughly 10,000 athletes from
204 National Olympic Committees, over 50,000 media personnel, hundreds of
thousands of tourists, and over 4 billion TV viewers worldwide. It conveyed to
all a vivid picture of China and the Chinese people. The successful staging of
the Games and the remarkable achievements of Chinese athletes made the
games “truly exceptional,” as IOC President Jacques Rogge declared at the clos-
ing ceremony. Given that the Olympic Games are grounded in the nation-state
system, they are undoubtedly an effective platform for the assertion of national
identity. 

China’s integration into the Olympic movement is a product of globaliza-
tion, following China’s opening its doors to outsiders in the late 1970s. How-
ever, this rapid globalization has generated much concern about the nature and
strength of national identity. Some worry that globalization poses a threat to
building national identity, while others feel that globalization actually creates
more spaces for the expression of national identity. 

As in the past, Chinese women again captured more medals than the men
at the Beijing Games, continuing to hold up “more than half the sky.” This raises
some fascinating questions about the relationships between national identity,
Olympics, globalism and gender. How has the national identity of China been
constructed through the pursuit of Olympic victories? What roles have Chinese
sportswomen played in boosting China’s new image in the world? What impact
have the Beijing Olympics had on the national identity of China and gender re-
lations? Based on a study of government materials and academic literature on
Chinese sport and on interviews conducted with coaches, athletes and admin-
istrators, this chapter will explore the complicated relationships between na-
tional identity, Olympic success and gender in the era of globalization.

u10
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National Identity and Olympic Strategy

It is widely accepted that identity is a subjective sense of belonging by
which the members of a group “identify” with one another. National identity is
a collective psychological state, a necessary condition for the political and legal
survival of the nation-state (Bostock and Smith 2001:4, n.1). As an ideological
construction, national identity “needs to be constantly nurtured, reinvented and
maintained” (Cashmere 2002:305). It is formed of “widely circulating dis-
courses of national belonging: representations of what a nation is and is not; of
the nation’s character, its accomplishments, its defining traits, and its historical
trajectory” (Hogan 2009:3). 

Indeed, the modern national identity of China has changed over time. For
centuries prior to 1840, China saw itself as the center of the world because of
its five millennia of civilization and two millennia of centralized rule — with
some justification, since it was a sophisticated, advanced culture when Europe
was backward and America did not even exist as a nation. However, from the
mid-nineteenth century until the end of World War II, China was humiliated by
the Western powers and Japan. The Chinese wished to create a new global iden-
tity, one characterised by prestige, esteem and respect, after the communist
regime came to power in 1949. 

International sport, as a contest between nations in the competitive arena,
obviously plays an important part in creating a collective awareness of national
identity. Given that the Olympic Games are the world’s largest sports event,
Olympic victory was considered talismanic of China’s rising world status. In
1952 when China was still fighting America in the Korean War, forty-one del-
egates, for the first time in the history of the People’s Republic of China (PRC),
were sent to the Helsinki Games. However, because of the difficulty of resolv-
ing the “Two Chinas” issue, the IOC invitation arrived so late that only one of
the PRC athletes reached Helsinki in time to compete. In the following years
Chinese athletes achieved records in a number of elite sports, such as the men’s
weight-lifting world record by Chen Jingkai (1956), the women’s high jump
world record by Zheng Fengrong (1957), and the first world championship of
table-tennis by Rong Guotuan (1957), but none of them appeared in the
Olympics. This was because China boycotted the 1956 Olympic Games in Aus-
tralia and withdrew from the IOC and eight other international sports federations
due to the “One China” situation. Thereafter, China was isolated from the major
international sporting organizations for two decades. In the case of China, the
Olympics and politics were closely intertwined.

When China began to open itself to the West in the late 1970s, the IOC re-
opened its door to China, and PRC’s seat in the IOC assembly was restored in
1979. “Go beyond Asia and join the advanced world ranks” was voiced by the
Chinese diving team in 1980, and the slogan soon became the goal of the Chi-
nese sports community. In 1984 the Chinese buried their humiliating “nil”
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record in the Olympic gold medal table by winning fifteen gold medals at the
Los Angeles Games. It was a performance that stirred up an intense patriotism
among the Chinese. At the time, the Chinese who once believed they lived in a
“socialist heaven” during the Maoist era suddenly discovered the backwardness
of their country and the severity of its problems, resulting in distrust within the
Party and in the nation. During a period of low national morale, the Olympic
success gave the Chinese a measure of pride, dignity and confidence. Therefore,
sport (including the Olympics) was regarded by Chinese political and sports
officials as an instrument for the promotion of national pride and identity. 

The Olympic success at Los Angeles fuelled China’s ambition to become
a world sporting power. In 1985 an Olympic strategy was introduced and be-
came the blueprint for elite sports programmes in China. Emphasis was shifted
to Olympic sports, and all available resources in the country were concentrated
on a few key sports in which athletes had the best opportunities to win medals
at the Olympic Games. However, the road to world supremacy was difficult.
At the 1988 Olympic Games, the PRC won only five gold medals; lagging be-
hind even South Korea, it placed eleventh in the final medal totals. This failure
not only disappointed the Chinese but reinforced their determination to become
an Olympic power in the near future. 

National policies and management of sport were adjusted in the early 1990s
in order to secure Olympic success. For example, the timing of the National
Games was changed from the year before the Olympics to the year after; only
Olympic sports and traditional Chinese martial arts were incorporated into the
National Games after 1997. Thereafter, a winning-oriented sports policy dom-
inated the sports community, from athletes to coaches, researchers to adminis-
trators. In 1994, an “Olympic medal-winning plan” was drafted and the next
year a special fund for Olympic related sports facilities, nutrition and sports re-
search was established. Its first-year budget was 65 million yuan (US $8.13
million) and it has increased annually. In total, over 200 researchers have been
involved in 56 Olympic-related projects (Zhang 1996).

To ensure Chinese victories in 2008, the “Plan to Win Glory in the 2008
Olympics” was drafted in 2002, following which each individual sports man-
agement centre drafted a “Project to Implement the Plan to Win Glory in the
2008 Olympics.” The Plan identified a number of sports in which China ex-
pected to excel, including shooting, men’s and women’s judo, men’s and
women’s weight-lifting, classic wrestling, free wrestling, women’s wrestling,
Taekwondo, diving, gymnastics, table-tennis, and badminton.

To maximize eventual Olympic performances in 2008, membership of the
national teams expanded from 1316 to 3222. Some 1700 athletes of 55 national
teams for 28 sports intensely prepared in the lead-up to the Games, though only
less than half could participate (Yang Ming et al.: 2008). Accordingly, sports
budgets soared dramatically. In 2003 the budget for sports development (in-
cluding both elite and mass sport) was over 1.5 billion yuan (over US$181 mil-
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lion), of which over 900 million (US$ 108.7 million) was from governmental
financing. This was more than 45 times that of the 1981 budget and nine times
that in 1991. By 2006 the budget reached over 2.1 billion yuan (US$253.7 mil-
lion), of which 1.26 billion yuan (US$152.2 million) was from governmental
financing.  A special budget for Olympic-related research was also put in place
in 2002 by the State Sports Administration. In its first year the budget of 14
million yuan (US$1.75 million) sponsored 49 projects comprising 144 studies.
There was also another special budget for athletes’ nutrition. Athletes were
treated differently according to performance and event. For example, the key
athletes from long-distance running, race walking, men’s hurdles, and women’s
weight-throwing were subsidized at 50 yuan (about US$ 7.25) each day, the
key athletes from other teams were given 30 yuan (US$ 4.3), and other athletes
received only 10 yuan (US$ 1.4) (Guojia tianjing yundong guanli zhongxin

2007).
With the approach of the Games, final training plans for key athletes were

determined, and competitions were scheduled line with the 2008 Olympic
schedules. It is estimated that the Chinese government spent a total of roughly
800 million yuan (US$ 16.79 million) in each of the lead-up years in elite sport.
China won 51 gold medals and 100 total medals at the Beijing Games, making
the investment in each gold medal less than 15.7 million yuan (US$ 2.29 mil-
lion), and about 8 million yuan (US$ 1.17 million) for a medal (Chen Weisheng
2008). 

In addition, various measures were taken to insure athletes committed to
the Olympics. For example, an athletes’ insurance system was established, and
their incomes rose significantly after the income distribution system for athletes
was reorganized. Athletes, as an independent occupational category in the sports
field, were now listed in the national occupational management system (Renti

Zi 2002). To avoid the possible negative impact of commercial activities, in
2006 the State Sports Administration (SSA) prohibited athletes on national
teams from all commercial work until after the Beijing Games unless they were
approved by the SSA. National interest took precedent over individual liveli-
hood. 

The consequence of this unswerving pursuit of success was the astonishing
achievements of Chinese athletes during the Olympics in the last two decades
(see table 1). At the Beijing Games, China fulfilled its dream as its 51 gold
medals topped the gold medal list for the first time in history.

In summary, Olympic victory has been regarded as the public embodiment
of national strength and becoming an Olympic power has been China’s persist-
ent and ultimate dream. Its patriotic preoccupation with the Olympic Games
derived predominantly from past humiliation. Olympic success has been an in-
strument for building a positive national image, self-esteem and self-confidence
to resume the historic role of “the pre-eminent power in East Asia” and “to
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bring to an end the overlong century of humiliation and subordination to the
West and Japan” (Huntington 1996:229).

Women and the Olympic Victories

Internationally, women have participated in the Olympics in increasing
numbers for the past century and by the 2008 Games, women athletes reached
more than 42 percent and competed in 137 events of all sports with the excep-
tion of boxing and baseball (softball for women). Equal participation of women
in the Games has been one of the IOC’s goals since the 1980s. 

It is noticeable that Chinese women took the lead in reaching the goal.
More than equal, Chinese women were actually higher represented than men
for four successive Olympiads from 1992 to 2004 (see Table 2 and Figure 1).
Though other countries such as Japan also saw more women representatives at
different periods in Olympic history, they did not dominate it as long as Chinese
women did.

Chinese women have achieved much more remarkable performances than
men in the Olympics since 1988 (see Figure 1). In addition to the Olympic
medals, women performed better than men in virtually all the team sports in
the Beijing Games (see Table 3). There were only four nations whose women
won more gold medals than their male counterparts—China, Australia, Holland,
and Japan—and it was China’s women who have won the most gold medals
(see Figure 2). Internationally, Chinese women were also remarkable. Their
27½ medals bested the totals of women from the USA (15), Japan (5), and
Korea (4). It is beyond doubt that women played the major part in fulfilling the
Chinese dream of becoming an Olympic power – symbolic of China’s overall
power.

Women’s prominent performances reinforced the Chinese government role
in building a vigorous national identity. Even as early as the 1980s, the govern-
ment used the five consecutive world titles of the national women’s volleyball
team as a political slogan to spur the modernization of the country. This was
not unlike the role played by the Japanese women’s volleyball team in the early
1960s. After winning the world championships in 1963 and the Olympic Games
in 1964, the team members were lauded as heroines by the Japanese. Indeed,
there was a direct link between the two teams. Following the Tokyo Olympic
Games, coach Daimatsu and seven team members were invited by China’s Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai to teach Chinese athletes “Japanese-style volleyball,”
(Olympian Voices 1964) and this had a lasting impact on Chinese volleyball.
The 1960s generation of players later became the coaches in the 1970s and
1980s when the Chinese female players gained international success. 

There is no doubt the Chinese sportswomen have been a source of national
exhilaration and pride. Women’s athletic accomplishments have strengthened
the cohesion of the Chinese nation and demonstrated a new, confident face of
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China to the world. As a result, many women’s sports have obtained special
treatment. First, the percentage of female athletes at provincial and national
levels has increased over time (Zhang 1996). In 2006, 48.3 percent of the 1,746
national team athletes were women.2 Second, after the mid-1980s, most
women’s teams have adopted the practice of ‘training with male sparring part-
ners’ to ensure and maximize women’s success. Because women are considered
more likely to win honors for the nation, their rigorous training with men is a
state priority. This practice has continued, as confirmed by the 2008 Olympic
wrestling champion Wu Jingyu: “For 11 years he (her training partner) has been
with me in training. I learned to kick other’s heads starting with his” (Liu Chen
2008).

This policy of preferential attention to female athletes was part of the prepa-
ration for the Beijing Games. For instance, in 2001, women were identified to
make breakthroughs in tennis. Promising players were located, trained and then
sent to competitions abroad to gain experience and improve their skills with
the eventual aim of Olympic medals (Hua 2005). As a consequence, the doubles
players Li Ting and Sun Tiantian advanced from 171st in the world in 2002 to
am Olympic gold medal in 2004. The priorities given to women, incidentally,
led to complaints by men that the state ignored them and denied them opportu-
nities to go abroad for competition (Liu Xiaoxing 2006). Clearly, these “realis-
tic” calculations for success in the Olympics, favoring elite women performers
in the interest of national interest, have helped to reconstruct gender relations. 

The sporting success has resulted in increasing and luring material incen-
tives that were virtually nonexistent before the 1980s, a result of sports reforms
in the context of wider socio-economic reforms. It is noticeable that the state
winning bonuses for an Olympic gold medallist have increased dramatically
over time (see Figure 3), from 8,000 yuan (US$ 3484 in 1984 to 350,000 yuan
(US$ 50,725) in 2008. A gold medal bonus was the equivalent of 12 times per
capita GDP in 1984; in 2008, it was 19 times, yet another measure of the official
importance of sport victories.

On the top of victory bonuses, athletes gain other material incentives. The
tennis double players Zheng Jie and Yan Zi, on winning the Australian Open in
2006, for example, were each given 200,000 yuan (US$ 25,000) by their home
province Sichuan, on top of the Open’s AUS $440,000 prize money. In addition,
the Tennis Management Centre awarded each of them 500,000 yuan (US$
65,789) for their world top ten ranking. The 2004 Olympic tennis double cham-
pions Li Ting and Sun Tiantian reaped about 2 million yuan (US$ 250,000)
from national, provincial and home city bonuses as well as commercial fees.3

Rewards have come in other forms. Following the growth of private en-
terprise and sponsorship, commercialization has become pervasive after the
mid-1990s. Not surprisingly, it is the successful and beautiful sportswoman who
is more likely to get endorsement contracts and media attention as well as other
social rewards. Guo Jingjing, the nation’s most famous female sports star,
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earned endorsements with companies like Coca Cola and Nike after Athens
2004, where she won two gold medals. For a time, she was endorsing nine prod-
ucts for an income of 9.5 million yuan. Her popularity was further enhanced
after her personal relationship with Huo Qigang4 (who came from a rich Hong
Kong family) was revealed in 2006. Her success repeat in winning two golds
at the Beijing Games consolidated her status as the highest profile woman in
the media.

However, sport commercialization has its drawbacks. Less popular sports
such as women’s soccer, despite its record of international success in the 1990s,
find it hard to obtain sponsorship and must depend on the limited and fixed
government budget. In 2005 the monthly salaries of the female soccer players
ranged from 2000 and 3000 yuan (US$ 250 – 375). At a time when the average
Chinese monthly income was 1167 yuan (US$ 146), some players earned as
little as 1000 yuan (US$ 125). The less successful and less attractive women
athletes can fall quickly after retirement. Zhou Chunlan, the national weightlift-
ing champion in 1988, ended up as a masseuse in a bath house, with a daily in-
come of 4.5 yuan. When this was reported in the media, it aroused heated debate
on post-athletic jobs and acute concern about athletes’ lives after sport. The co-
existence of government funding and corporate sponsorship has created unex-
pected difficulties for some sports and some athletes.

Celebrated female athletes have received glowing profiles in the Chinese
media and have been frequently applauded by the media as national heroines.
“Chinese Girls,” which featured the famous volleyball players, was adapted
from a book for a TV documentary program. Fu Mingxia, the four-time
Olympic gold medallist at the Olympic Games between 1992 and 2000, was
named the world’s Best Woman Platform Diver by the US magazine Swimming

World. After she retired from diving, she went on to study at prestigious Ts-
inghua University and married the former finance minister of Hong Kong,
Liang Jinsong in 2002. Even today her life, including her marriage and children,
are popular news in the media. 

Women’s success in international sports and their subsequent financial and
social benefits have raised sportswomen in the public’s esteem and promoted
women’s social status both in the sports community and society at large. Ex-
athletes are now promoted to high-level coaching and administrative positions.5

The former table-tennis star Deng Yaping, for example, became a member of
the IOC Athletes Commission and then a member of the Chinese NOC. She
was deputy director of the Beijing Olympic Village and is now deputy general
secretary of the Beijing Municipal Communist Youth League. Since the initial
award for the “Best Ten Athletes of the Year” in 1978, women have dominated
the list for 26 years.

In the twenty-first century women have continued to garner the majority
of Chinese success in international competitions. For example, women ac-
counted for 270 (64.3 percent) of the 420 world titles won by Chinese athletes
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between 2003-06, and they have maintained their dominance in such sports as
diving, badminton, table tennis, shooting, weight lifting, wrestling, gymnastics,
and trampoline. They have made rapid progress in sailing (gold), rowing (gold),
hockey (silver), synchronized swimming (bronze) and group rhythmic gym-
nastics (silver). Of course, some men have had success in past years, such as
the 110m hurdler Liu Xiang, who won the Athens Olympic Games in 2004 and
broke the world record in 2006, and who triumphed in the world championships
in 2007; the men’s gymnastics team won seven gold medals in Beijing 2008,
and men won two golds in boxing. Indeed, the gap between men and women
narrowed significantly in 2008 in terms of Olympic medals and participants,
as shown earlier in Figure 1. 

It is clear from the above description that Chinese women have played a
dominant role in realizing the Chinese Olympic dream and building the national
identity of China. Elite women performers have been favoured in the interest
of Chinese national image. They have benefited greatly from the medal-oriented
policy and achieved astonishing achievements in the Olympics, which in turn
have helped to promote women’s social, economic and political status. National
identity building and gender have been intimately intertwined. The state policy,
women’s achievement in sport and their high profile media coverage together
have impact on the reconstruction of gender relations in the sports community
and society at large. 

The Beijing Games: 
A global event with Chinese characteristics

China has made steady progress in political, economic and social domains
after the People’s Republic of China was founded in 1949, especially after the
economic reforms were initiated in the late 1970s. However, the nation still
feels it has a score to settle with the West in order to restore its image and re-
establish its self-esteem. 

To win the right to host the Olympics was the first major step. In 1991,
Beijing submitted its application to the IOC for the 2000 Olympic Games. The
former President Jiang Zeming once stated in 1992: “The quest for the
Olympics was to raise national morale and strengthen the cohesion of the Chi-
nese people both on the mainland and overseas” (Xu Qi 1992:36-7). However,
the bid failed in 1993, when Beijing lost to Sydney by two votes. This failure
only fuelled a stronger nationalism. The 1999 American bombing of the Chinese
embassy in Belgrade and the 2001 spy plane collision over the South China
Sea6 further fuelled the rising nationalism, which saw the anti-U.S. demonstra-
tions and the resultant harsh criticism of “Western values.”

To stage the Games was considered a chance for Beijing to showcase to
the world a new, vigorous image of an open, modernized, civilized and well-
developed metropolis. It was also intended to restore China’s national grandeur,
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erase past memories of defeat, and ensure present memories of victory. Thus,
Beijing opened a second bid for the Olympic Games in 1999. Virtually all of
China, from the government to its citizens, pledged all-out support for Beijing’s
bid to host the 2008 Olympic Games. Noticeably, Western opposition to the
Chinese bid for reasons of China’s human right records did not frighten the Chi-
nese; rather, it strengthened their determination - at home and abroad - to fight
and win. As a result, the comfortable win by 56 votes over the rival cities ef-
fectively consolidated a sense of national identity in China.

The Chinese made a concerted effort to ensure the Beijing Games were the
best in Olympic history. They invested more than 290 billion yuan (US$ 40 bil-
lion) in modernizing Beijing’s airport and other infrastructure, in building the
required thirty-one competition venues, and in cleaning up municipal pollution
and environmental hazards (Zhonggong Beijing shiwei zuzhi bu 2006). As a re-
sult, the eye-catching stadiums, the state-of-the-art airport terminal, and modern
subway lines, among other things, changed the image of Beijing, which re-
flected “the country’s effort to give shape to an emerging national identity”
(Ouroussoff 2008).

Preparing for the Games, however, was not without its problems. The
budget for the National Stadium known as “Bird’s Nest” was reduced from 4
billion yuan (about US$ 506 million) to 2.267 billion yuan (US$ 287 million).
This was partly a result of the IOC’s “downsizing plan,” which halted the sta-
dium’s construction for five months; the stadium was not completed until April
2008 (Pan Chengqing 2008). In addition, the contentious European and North
American legs of the torch relay dealt a blow to Chinese enthusiasm for the
“Journey of Harmony” under the slogan “One World, One Dream.” Again,
Western condemnation of China over the issues of human rights resulted in a
surge of nationalist and anti-foreigner sentiment in the country (Elegant 2008).

Of course, domestic policies and education also played their part in gener-
ating nationalism. Take the sports community as an example. Various educa-
tional activities have been organized in the past decades to stress to athletes the
importance of patriotism (the Chinese phrase is ai guo zhu yi, “loving the
state”). For example, a number of national teams, such as gymnastics and vol-
leyball, regularly visit army barracks for a few days of military training. By liv-
ing with soldiers, athletes and coaches experience the hardship of the military
camps and are meant to realize how preferably the state treats them. And to mo-
tivate people from various backgrounds in working for the Games’ success, a
special oath ceremony was held separately for volunteers and staff at each
Olympic venue and the other sectors involved in the days prior to August 8,
2008. Athletes, coaches and officials of Chinese Olympic Delegation swore that
“I’ll fight tenaciously and try my best to be the first….to add colour to my life,
to add luster to the Olympics … and to win glory for the motherland” (Yang
Ming et al. 2008).

National identity is frequently conflated with nationalism, which is a de-
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votion to the nation, a belief in the primacy of nations, and the actions designed
to protect and promote the interests of a nation (Hogan 2009). Motivated by
nationalism and by enthusiasm for the Olympics, the Chinese people wanted
to contribute to the Beijing Games. Although the Games needed just 100,000
volunteer workers, prior to their opening, more than one million people had
volunteered and an additional one million Beijing residents had offered to be
city service volunteers (Du Xinda 2008). In the end, over 1.5 million volunteers
made their contribution to the successful Games.

It should be noted that the strong sentiments of Chinese nationalism have
mixed with an increasing sense of globalization. This is evidenced by popular
attitudes towards migrant Chinese athletes. After the introduction of economic
reform and the opening of China’s borders, a large number of Chinese athletes
migrated abroad and by the 1990s they were known as “the overseas troops”
(hai wai bing tuan). This phenomenon gained national attention when He Zhili,
a former Chinese table-tennis world champion, represented Japan in the Asian
Games in 1994 and defeated her former Chinese team-mates and the hitherto
world champions Deng Yaping and Qiao Hong. This precipitated an intense na-
tional debate and led to stricter control over athletes’ migration in the 1990s.
Zhili’s post-competition remark that “it is the happiest moment in my life to
defeat the Chinese” not only shocked many Chinese but also impelled officials
to better instil patriotism in their athletes (Long Xiong 1996). This was one of
the reasons that some Chinese and some foreigners feared that there would be
a chauvinistic backlash if China did not win at the Beijing Games (Dong 2007),
although this did not turn out to be the case. Foreign star athletes like the US
swimmer Michael Phelps, the Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt and NBA player
Kobe Bryant were among the most popular with the Chinese audiences. “Some-
times we feel we are better supported here than back at home,” the American
basketball player Chris Paul said (Dan Wetzel 2008). Prior to the Beijing
Games, the Chinese women’s volleyball team was considered as the country’s
only hope for a team gold medal, but even this was dashed by its defeat at the
hands of an American team coached by Lang Ping, a famous Chinese player in
the 1980s. Nonetheless, the Chinese spectators praised Lang Ping for her intel-
ligence, fair play, and skill. Ren Yanli, the softball player accused by fans in
2004 as “China’s traitor” because she represented Japan and defeated her former
Chinese team, denying China’s dream of a softball medal at the Athens Games,
became a special guest on the CCTV program “My Olympics” in Beijing 2008.
What a change!

Although the Chinese spectators demonstrated an unprecedented patriotism,
filling the Olympic venues with tireless cheers of “Jia You” [Go, China], they
also extended warm hospitality to foreign athletes and applauded excellent per-
formances regardless of athletes’ nationalities. Though sprinter Liu’s withdrawal
disappointed millions (and some accused him of being afraid to lose), most Chi-
nese expressed their concern over his injury. The Chinese Vice President Xi Jin-
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ping expressed the hope that Liu would fully recover and achieve great success
in the future. The Liu incident reflected a changed attitude towards winning and
athletes where the Chinese demonstrated their sympathy as well as support.

It is also significant that an increasing number of foreign coaches were em-
ployed by China’s national teams after Beijing won its Olympic bid in 2001.
After the State Sports Administration issued a regulation encouraging the em-
ployment of foreign coaches in 2003, even more national teams including soft-
ball, handball, archery, fencing and rhythmic gymnastics recruited foreign
coaches from America, Canada, Germany, France, Korea and even Japan. The
purpose was clear: to help China maximize its results in the 2008 Games. In
the Chinese delegation to the 2008 Games, twenty-eight coaches for seventeen
sports including archery, canoeing, women’s handball, hockey and softball,
men’s and women’s basketball, synchronized swimming and fencing were for-
eigners from sixteen countries. The foreign coaches not only helped the Chinese
improve their performances but also provided an opportunity for the Chinese
to learn more about foreign cultures. The men’s sabre gold medallist Zhang
Man declared: “My French coach Christian Bauer offered tremendous help in
improving my fencing skills. He is the best coach in the world. This gold medal
belongs to him” (Zhou Yan 2008). There was public acclaim for Jin Yongbo,
the Korean coach of China’s silver-medal women’s hockey team, the best result
in its history (Yu Li 2008) and for the Japanese coach of the Chinese synchro-
nized swimming team that for the first time won an Olympic medal. 

China’s employment of foreign coaches raises the question of whether this
weakens the link between sport and national identity. It does seem so, at least
at the level of coach-athlete relations. However, at a broader level, their contri-
butions have not undermined national pride because in fact they helped the Chi-
nese to achieve such Olympic success. Indeed, the foreign coaches have not
only helped to improve Chinese performances and coaching standards, but they
have also introduced changes in the coach-athlete relationship. As one woman
softball player pointed out: 

Before the Canadian coach Michael came, we kept our coaches at a

respectful distance, rarely embraced them. We never expressed our

thoughts to them frankly…Michael has become a good friend. We

would tell him directly if we are not happy and he listens to us carefully

without disapproval. Then he gives us his opinion and advice. (Liu

Ziyuan 2006)

Without a doubt, a more relaxed and more equal interactional style is de-
veloping, which female athletes in particular find beneficial. 

The above examples illustrates some of the ways that the Beijing Games
stirred strong nationalism among Chinese at home and abroad, which was
shaped by state policies, patriotic education, and international tensions. How-
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ever, they also suggest that China’s rising economic, political, and sporting
power in the world has made it both more confident and more tolerant. The
Games accelerated China’s assimilation into the world scene in spite of unex-
pected misunderstandings and unwanted confrontations. Nationalism and in-
ternationalism co-exist in today’s China. It is inappropriate to dichotomize the
national and the international. Just as the local and the global are mutually con-
stituted, so too are nationalism and internationalism, and their complex rela-
tionship must be explored. Wu Jianmin, the former foreign minister of China,
regarded the combination of nationalism and internationalism as the “Chinese
Spirit” (Wu 2008).

Sportswomen, gender relations and nationalism
in the twenty-first century

In this new century there have emerged some changes in the lives of sports-
women and their relationships to their husbands in China. Though marriage is
an important issue for Chinese women, sportswomen also have the other iden-
tity of athlete to contend with. However, sports success is often more important
for athletes. Before the mid-1990s, female athletes were often required to deny
their relationships with boys and were unable to get married when they partic-
ipated in competitive sport. Love affairs and family, so the argument went,
would distract them and reduce their commitment to sports, an argument that
forced sportswomen to choose between family or their athletic career. However,
times have changed and starting around the mind 1990s a number of married
women and mothers appeared in the sports arena, such as the 33-year-old
Olympic wrestler Xian Dongmei in Beijing 2008. Not long after she won at the
Athens Games she married her training partner Liu Bo. Due to severe injuries
she stopped training and in 2006 gave birth in 2007. Four months before the
Beijing Games, the 33 year old judoka resumed training and once again was a
gold medallist. She triumphed over major problems, among them losing 11 kg
within three months and overcoming the pain of severe knee injuries. Her
courage moved the whole nation. She became a media heroine (Xinlang tiyu

2008). 
Xian is just the tip of the iceberg. There were more married female athletes:

the two time badminton Olympic Champion Zhang Ning, the tennis players Li
Na and Zheng Jie, and several members of the women’s hockey, volleyball and
football teams were married. A special note should be taken of the 50-year-old
Luan Jujie, though she represented Canada in the Beijing Games. Luan was the
1984 Olympic champion representing China. After giving up competition, she
and her family migrated to Canada. As a mother of three children and a coach
in a fencing club, she had not trained for many years. After Beijing won the
2008 Games’ bid, she started to dream again of competing in the Games. To
fulfil this dream she began training in order to qualify for the Beijing Games.
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Faced with financial problems and declining physical abilities, she did not give
up. Though she did not go far in the Beijing Games, her determination won her
respect throughout China (Yang Shilong 2008). She became a positive role
model for millions of girls and women in China and beyond. 

For their contribution, men are establishing new positive role models. In
modern China not a few husbands are more than content to play a supporting
role to their wives who succeed in sport since women’s victories in international
competitions can not only win respect and status for themselves but their fam-
ilies as well. Li Na, mentioned earlier, has offered a vivid picture of this support.
Her husband, a former tennis player, joined the women’s national team as a
coach in 2007, accompanying her everywhere for competitions. His tolerance,
comfort, instruction, massage, care and love have helped Li Na greatly, improv-
ing her performance significantly in the past year. Witnessing this change, an-
other female player Zhen Jie, one of the women’s double champions of the
Australian Open and Wimbledon tournaments in 2006, also asked for permis-
sion to let her husband join the national team as a coach (Liu Xiaoxing 2008).
“Without exaggeration, it can be claimed that gender relations in the family,
which directly affect women’s commitment to elite and other sports, have been
gradually changing from male dominance to a male and female partnership”
(Dong 2003). This reflects the shifting nature of the values associated with a
woman’s career and family. Now it seems that a woman can be strong and com-
petent in sport without denying her femininity. The prolonged sports careers of
women shows that the old belief of love and marriage distracting from a female
athlete’s commitment has faded away. Cultural changes have been taking place.

Nevertheless, with the introduction of Western professional practices and
with increased financial independence, athletes wanted to determine their own
destinies - athletically, financially and socially. Inevitably, this thinking could
challenge the conventional ideas of conformity, loyalty and sacrifice of indi-
vidual interest - the foundation of the traditional sports arrangements. The sto-
ries of Olympic diver Guo Jingjing and the rising tennis player Peng Shuai to
some extent reflect this. After the Athens Games, Guo was actively involved in
a number of commercial activities for months, and did not return to the national
team for training in January 2005. As she violated the regulation that an athlete
who gets involved in any commercial activity has to get permission first from
the Management Center of Swimming, while also handing over half of the in-
come gained to the Center, she was expelled from the National Diving Team.
Later she apologized to the Centre, handed in the required sum of money and
was allowed to rejoin the team and continue her diving career. In 2006, tennis
player Peng Shuai played impressively in international competitions and won
an award of US$ 260,000, of which 65% was supposed to go to the National
Tennis Center according to the relevant regulations. She claimed that since the
tennis coaching in China was not advanced and the Centre would not employ
foreign coaches for her due to the limited budget, her ranking would be hard to
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improve if she stayed within the current training system. Thus, she decided to
withdraw from the national team to follow in the “professional” mode. How-
ever, for various reasons, just as Guo did, she finally changed her mind and re-
joined the national team. The two stories indicate that in a society with a
deep-rooted respect for authority, it is still extremely difficult for a few female
athletes to challenge the superior coaches, the sports culture and the established
order. They face not just one man/woman, but the whole system behind coaches
and the traditional Confucian culture behind the system. However, confrontation
is essentially the product of a new self-assurance on the part of women athletes
who now are ever more conscious of their rights, their power and their oppor-
tunities. As a result, the national sports administration had to change its policy
and give the majority of any winning bonuses and rewards to the performers.

Women in other sports have expressed dissatisfaction and challenged unfair
or unsatisfactory aspects of the national system. The rhythmic gymnast Ding
Ning, for example, attacked the bias of the judging at the National Games. After
merely winning a bronze medal for the 500m speeding skating in the Asian
Winter Games in January 2007, Wang Meng criticized the coaching methods
of the head coach of the national team.7 The two incidents dominated the media
headlines for days. They reflect both the complications generated by recent
sports reform and the more independent, individualistic and self-assertive
sportswomen in the twenty-first century. Sportswomen have initiated change
and are now a part of it. They have successfully demanded fairness, consistency
and dignity of treatment and consideration of their concerns. They have tested
the limits of administrators’ tolerance and rocked the foundations of the cen-
tralized sports system. 

More than this, sportswomen have taken even more action. In 2006, the
long distance runner Sun Yingjie8 with three other team-mates9 sued their coach
Wang Dexian for keeping their bonuses and salaries for years (Zhang, Wang
2006). This event attracted maximum media attention and led to skeletons tum-
bling out of the sports community closet.10 There was also precedent. In the
1990s the “Ma Family” athletes and the skater Chen Lu challenged their
coaches over monetary issues (Dong 2003). While financial concerns were the
compelling immediate cause for these confrontations, the growing confidence
of women and their desire to control their own lives was undeniably a major
factor. Increasingly, sportswomen have vehemently voiced their opposition to
the manipulative control and overbearing domination of their coaches and ex-
erted massive pressure on doctrinaire and dogmatic coaches.

Matters, however, are still far from perfect. The astonishing achievements
of Chinese women in sports today, “though contributing to the improvement of
women’s status in society in general, and challenging the stereotype of
‘women’s inferiority to men,’ does not mean that women have made a com-
pletely successful progression towards equality in all social spheres” (Dong
2003). Socio-economic reform in China has certainly raised living standards
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for women along with men, but it has also led to the return of aspects from the
previously male-dominated Chinese society. While a number of millionaire
businesswomen, female executives and managers as well as film and sports
stars have emerged, some women were discriminated against in employment
and job promotion. An investigation into women’s social status in 2001 showed
that more than half the respondents (both men and women) believed that men
were superior to women (Zhongguo fulian and zhongguo guojia tongji ju 2001).
As a result, the sex ratio in China has increased recently, from 116 in 2001 to
119 in 2007, well above the international average of between 103 and 107
(Wang Zhuoqing 2007). While change is in the air, traditional forces are resilient
and cultural change is neither straightforward nor smooth. History has demon-
strated that Chinese culture has enormous conservative resilience. 

Sportswomen face the dilemma of playing in a sports world that accords
them relatively equal status while living in a wider society shaped by traditional
Confucian values and modern market forces. This had its effect on the women’s
soccer team’s failure to qualify for the semi-finals at the Beijing Games. The
team’s poor showing had several causes. First, there was a shortage of promis-
ing players. There were only about 7000 female soccer players in the whole
country in 2007. Second, the game had virtually no commercial appeal. Enter-
prises did not want to sponsor women’s teams and events, and there were few
spectators (Zhang Min 2006). Behind this shortage of young female soccer tal-
ents there were social and cultural factors. The slogan “men and women are the
same” has been dated and replaced by a new injunction that “women should
behave like women and display their distinctive features.” In this circumstance,
girls prefer to be fashion models, singers and film stars, which can earn them
money while maintaining their “feminine” features. Thus, soccer participation
has little appeal to women.

Confucian tradition also played its part. Despite continuous and often dra-
matic political, cultural and economic changes in the twentieth century, the Con-
fucian legacy is still visible in Chinese society. The Confucian ideal of women
is compliant, humble, yielding and respectful, which is far away from the qual-
ities required by the game of football: competition, aggression and power. For
this reason, football is regarded by many as a “man’s sport” in China. A male
writer even stated in his book: “Women who do not understand football are real,
classic and perfect women. Women who are involved in football are damaged,
modern and horrible women” (Lu 1997:160) Clearly, conventional convictions
die hard. Thus, football is not as popular as other sports for women in schools
and universities. 

In spite of obvious progress in achieving equality in elite sports, women’s
role in sports leadership has not been completely realized. At the Director level
of the State Sports Administration and its affiliated units, there are just 20
women, about 12 percent of the total. In the Chinese Olympic Committee there
are only 8 women out of the 40 Executive Committee members. On the Exec-
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utive Committee of BOCOG, there were only 3 women out of 19 members.
Women’s low representation in leadership has attracted attention in the country,
but is hard to change overnight. 

China has meshed with the world more closely in the twenty-first century.
After thirty years of economic reforms, China has become the world’s third-
largest economy. Real per capita income—both in cities and in rural areas—
has multiplied more than five times. China is expected to be the world’s leading
economic power by 2025 (Hawksworth 2008:13). According to a survey in
2008, some 86 percent of respondents were satisfied with China’s current situ-
ation and 82 percent were optimistic about China’s economy, much higher than
most of the other countries in the world (Pew Global Attitudes Project 2008). 

With increased confidence, an overwhelming majority of Chinese feel
proud of their long historical heritage and wish to revive it and retain it. One
clear illustration of this was the emphasis on Chinese traditional culture via the
symbols of the Beijing Games. The Olympic emblem, entitled “Chinese Seal—
Dancing Beijing” [zhongguo yin, wudong de Beijing], featured a single Chinese
character on a traditional red Chinese seal with the words “Beijing 2008” writ-
ten in an eastern-style brush stroke. The official mascots of the 2008 Games
consisted of five little children [Fuwa] embodying the natural characteristics
of the Fish, the Panda, the (Tibetan) Antelope and the Swallow together with
the Olympic Flame. Collectively and individually, they carried a Chinese mes-
sage of friendship, peace and blessings to children all over the world.11 The
opening and closing ceremonies of Beijing 2008 emphasized the five-thousand-
year Chinese culture through an impressive and applauded choreographic dis-
play.

While China makes every effort to continue its cultural traditions, the Chi-
nese are also eager to learn from others about contemporary ideas, technology
and management in order to become part of the global community. To organize
the Beijing Games successfully, a sizable number of foreign experts in design,
security, environmental protection, competition administration and publicity
were employed as Olympic advisors, consultants and evaluators. Half of the
900 Olympic News Service workers were from other countries. The case of Na-
tional Indoor Stadium provides a vivid picture of this. Of the 197 Olympic staff
eight were foreigners who worked in the Sports Presentation and Media Oper-
ation sections; in addition, a number of experts from companies like Omega
and NBC and 20 foreign college volunteers working for the New Olympic Serv-
ice (NOS) were in place before and during the Games; the officials, experts and
staff from the international gymnastics and handball federations numbered over
300.12

This integration of Chinese and foreigners certainly promoted mutual un-
derstanding on which mutual respect could be built. According to a study of
“Chinese Image in the Eyes of Foreigners” conducted by Chinese Media Uni-
versity, the Beijing Games significantly upgraded the national image of China
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among foreign respondents and those who had direct contact with Chinese and
were highly involved in the Olympics had a better impression of China as a
whole (Chen Zhenkai 2009).

The Games produced a generation of the “Bird’s Nest.” China Youth Daily

conducted a survey of 3,006 internet users immediately after the Olympic
Games. The results showed that 47.4% of them considered themselves as the
“Bird’s Nest” generation; 55.3% claimed that “after the Games they are confi-
dent on everything without fear” and 48.4% thought they were rationally patri-
otic (Han Heyuan 2008). Confidence and patriotism are two features that were
also rated highly in other similar surveys. The most recent survey of university
students on the eve of the 60th anniversary of the “May Fourth Movement” in-
dicated that 75.4% of universities were proud of being Chinese citizens and
87.9% were confident in a socialist road with Chinese characteristics (renmin

luntan 2009) This will have impact on future development in China, on its do-
mestic and international policies and its relations with other nations. 

It is clear from the above discussion that in the new century rapid changes
have taken place in every aspect of China’s society, including women’s lives
and the relationship between men and women. Some changes are inseparable
from women’s own endeavours and courageous action. Sportswomen set an ex-
ample in this respect. They have launched challenges to authorities and superior
coaches about the traditional attitude towards women’s role in society and fam-
ily. Their action, though not always victorious, has had impact on the changes
of state policy, management and gender relations. The fact that sportswomen
have obtained enormous support from their husbands reflects the changing re-
lationship between husbands and wives in Chinese society. The relationship is
complex, diverse and dynamic in today’s China. However, the road towards
equality and partnership is not straight and without difficulties and challenges.
With China’s full integration into the world, there is a rising confidence and
patriotism among the Chinese that owes its existence to the success of the Bei-
jing Games. 

Conclusion

China’s persistent pursuit of Olympic victory for half a century was moti-
vated by the memories of its past grandeur and of humiliations experienced,
and it demonstrated keenness to build a new, vigorous, modern nation. The un-
precedented level of official and popular support for the Beijing Games re-
flected China’s determination to strengthen its international profile. The 2008
Games, through successful organization and remarkable athletic performances,
indeed helped advance this international image, and it was the female athletes
who led the charge. With the bulk of the medals, women assured the Chinese
dream of becoming an Olympic power.

In line with national economic and social reforms, sports funding and man-
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agement have undergone extensive changes. The international mobility of ath-
letes and coaches has integrated China into the world sports system, challenging
the conventional ideas and practices. Through their athletic victories, sports-
women have won respect for themselves and glory for the nation. However,
being handicapped by the legacy of conventional forces, they have voiced their
opposition to manipulation of their finances by their coaches and other unjust
practices in the sports community. While relationships between coaches and fe-
male athletes, between male and female athletes, and between wives and hus-
bands are changing, traditional norms are resilient. Both change and continuity
are recurrent themes in Chinese sport in the twenty-first century. Women must
learn quickly how to negotiate both the legacy of traditional culture and the
practices of contemporary global sports. Whether they will gain greater confi-
dence in achieving equality and realizing their potential, however, is an open
question.

Table 1 Medals won by Chinese athletes in the last four olympics

1992 16 22 16 54 4th

1996 16 22 12 50 4th

2000 28 22 15 65 3rd

2004 32 17 14 63 3rd

2008 51 21 27 100 2nd

Gold Silver Bronze Total Rank
medals medals medals medals

Table 2 Chinese male and female participants in the Olympics, 1992-2008

females 132 200 188 269 312

males 118 110 93 138 327

percentage 52.8% 64.5% 66.9% 66.09% 48.8%
of women

1992 1996 2000 2004 2008
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Figure 1 Comparison of men and women in numbers of Olympic golds
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Endnotes

1 Data from the Department of Economics of the State Sports Administration
(unpublished).

2 Data from guojia dui guanli chu [the administrative department of the National
Team], Aug. 6, 2006.

3 nvxing “zhifu,” liuzhong wuqi: fu mingxia ru haomeng, guo jingjing linglei
tianhou [female stars “become rich” with six weapons: Fu Minxia married a
rich and powerful family, Guo Jingjing is another kind of queen of heaven],
http://www.sportsmkt.com, 18 Oct., 2006.

4 He is a grandson of Huo Yingdong who was a shipping magnate with a wealth
in excess of US$ 1 billion in 2004, one of the Hong Kong’s richest men.

5 Sun Jinfang, the former volleyball player, is now the director of the National
Tennis Association; Lang Ping was the head coach of the Chinese Women’s
Volleyball Team between 1995 and 1999. She is now the head coach of the
American Women’s Volleyball Team; Tang Jiuhong, the seven-time world bad-
minton champion in the 1990s, was promoted to Deputy Director of the Hunan
Provincial Sports Administration in 2004.

6 On April 1, 2001, a US EP-3E ARIES II was operating about 70 miles away
from the Chinese island of Hainan when it was intercepted by two Chinese J-
8 fighters. The collision caused the death of a Chinese pilot and the EP-3 was
forced to make an emergency landing on Hainan. The 24-member crew was
detained and interrogated by the Chinese authorities until a letter of apology
was issued by the United States Government. 

7 She later had to apologize for her action at the team meeting and was disqual-
ified for the World Short-track Championships and World Team Champi-
onships. 

8 Sun, the champion of 5000m and 10,000m races at the 2002 Asian Games,
was caught drug positive at the National Games in 2005. Though she was
banned for two years, she kept training and hoped to participate in the 2008
Games.

9 They are Ai Dongmei, Guo Ping and Li Juan. 
10 It was claimed that coach Wang once beat Sun badly. The toes of the athletes

who sued the coach in court became disfigured obviously and even worse
they are now unemployed and lead very difficult lives.  

11 “The Official Mascots of the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games,” http://en.bei-
jing2008.com/80/05/article211990580.shtml

12 The author worked in the National Indoor Stadium. The data is either from
the information provided by the venue management team or observations and
interviews.
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The Beijing Olympics as a Turning
Point? China’s First Olympics in East

Asian Perspective
Susan Brownell

It is commonly stated that the 1964 and 1988 Olympics were “turning points”
for the integration of Japan and South Korea, respectively, into the global com-
munity.  It was anticipated that the Beijing Olympics would be a “turning point”
for China.  Now that the Beijing Games are over, we can ask whether anything
“turned,” and if so, in which direction?  This essay deals with a central paradox
of the Olympic Games – they reinforce nationalism and internationalism at the
same time.  A one-sided focus on nationalism, such as characterized much of
the media coverage of the Beijing Olympics, can lead to the erroneous conclu-
sion that the Olympic Games exacerbate rather than moderate political conflicts.
Wishful thinking that the Beijing Games would be a turning point for human
rights and democracy led to the conclusion by China watchers in the West that
the Beijing Games were not the turning point that was hoped for. However, re-
flection on what actually “turned” in Japan and South Korea helps us to see
what we should actually be looking for in the case of China.  This retrospective
suggests that the interplay between nationalism and internationalism was similar
in all three Olympic Games, and offers a more optimistic prospect for China’s
peaceful integration into the international community. 

Most of the modern Olympic Games held between 1896 and 1988 took
place in the shadow of wars, past, present, and future.  The political animosity
surrounding Beijing 2008 was especially highlighted by contrast with the com-
paratively tranquil background of the four preceding Olympics.  The Albertville
1992 Winter Games had been the first Olympics in history considered to have
“100% participation,” with no boycotts or IOC-dictated exclusions (in addition
to these reasons, before World War II nations often did not compete for lack of
funding or indifference from the central government).  South Africa’s exclusion
since 1964 had ended in 1988, but the tail end of the Cold War had extended
into the Seoul Games with the boycott by North Korea, Cuba, and Ethiopia.
The Barcelona 1992 Summer Olympics were marred only by the IOC’s barring
of Yugoslavia; both there and at the preceding Albertville Games, the former
Soviet Union was represented by the Unified Team.  From the Barcelona
Olympics onward the Games were considered to forward integration and rec-
onciliation, and the political issues that dominated public opinion were domestic
or regional (Catalonian sovereignty in Barcelona 1992; the rise of the American
South and racial integration in Atlanta 1996; Aboriginal rights in Sydney 2000;
Greece taking its place as a respected EU member in 2004).   
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Although after the Tibetan uprisings in March 2008 some Chinese ex-
pressed the hope that the Beijing Olympics might promote ethnic reconciliation
like that between Aborigines and Whites in Sydney 2000, a closer look would
have revealed that in Australia the work of reconciliation through the Olympic
Games had begun at least as early as 1996, when the use of aboriginal symbols
in the Sydney segment of the Atlanta closing ceremony had provoked protest.
In Beijing, however, the use of ethnic minority symbols, including Tibetan sym-
bols, was notably absent in the opening ceremony, which was especially sig-
nificant since the use of dancing and singing minorities to symbolize national
unity is a common fixture in Chinese national celebrations.  The restoration of
dialogue with the Dalai Lama and a discussion about whether to invite him to
the opening ceremony only emerged after the March uprisings, which suggests
that previous to that time no serious attempt had been made to utilize the Games
toward reconciliation between Tibetans and Han.  Indeed, the National Tradi-
tional Games of Ethnic Minorities of the People’s Republic of China, which
had been one of the showpieces of the P.R.C.’s ethnic policy since their initia-
tion in 1953, suffered from a lack of attention due to the focus on the Olympics
when the eighth installment was held in Guangzhou in December 2007.  Most
of the opening ceremonies performers were Han students dressed as minorities
and many of the athletes were Han students at sport institutes recently recruited
to learn “traditional ethnic sports.”

Another reconciliation that did not take place at a symbolic level was that
between the people and the Communist Party as represented in the figure of
Chairman Mao.  As Geremie Barmé and Jeffrey Wasserstrom have observed,
Chairman Mao was absent in Zhang Yimou’s opening ceremony, which skipped
from the Ming dynasty to the late 1970s and gave the spotlight to Confucius,
whom Wasserstrom called “the comeback kid” of the Beijing Games (Barmé
2008: 179-82; Wasserstrom 2008: 172). The Communist Revolution was also
generally absent from Olympic symbolism.  This was due to a decision that
traced its roots back to the 1990 Asian Games, China’s first hosting of a major
international sport festival.  The cultural performance in the Asian Games cer-
emony had been choreographed by the same national team of choreographers
that had designed the cultural performances for the previous three Chinese Na-
tional Games – starting in 1979 with the first post-Cultural Revolution perform-
ance, which had the theme “The New Long March.” The themes and symbols
utilized by this team of choreographers had gradually evolved away from the
political symbols that dominated ceremonies after 1949 and toward “cultural
symbols.”  The 1990 Asian Games had taken place one year after the Tiananmen
Incident, which had been a disaster for China’s international relations and a se-
vere setback for its plans to reach out to the world through the Asian Games.
(The Asian Games were, nevertheless, the occasion for the first official cross-
straits exchanges, and Taiwan sent a large official delegation - Liang 2007: 333-
55). In 1990 it was recognized that “ethnic cultural” symbols were more
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attractive to the outside world in general and also constituted a shared cultural
repertoire with East Asians and overseas Chinese (Brownell 1995: 60-62, 315-
18).  

By the time the planning for the Beijing ceremonies had begun, this strat-
egy for drawing in international audiences was known as the “Cultural China”
strategy.  It traced its roots to multiple international developments, including
the 1980s and 1990s works of Harvard historian and philosopher Tu Weiming
and other “New Confucianists,” as well as government policies for promoting
the “cultural industry” in Japan and South Korea in the mid to late 1990s; the
international orientation of the Korean cultural policies had gained impetus
from the 1986 Asian Games and 1988 Olympic Games in Seoul (Yim 2002:
46). “Cultural China” was also expressed in the Chinese government’s support
for “Confucius Institutes” around the world, and it was linked to Hu Jintao’s
concept of “soft power.”  For the Beijing 2008 Olympics, a key policy recom-
mendation from the People’s University concluded, “On this basis, we cau-
tiously propose that in the construction of China’s national image, we should
hold the line on ‘cultural China,’ and the concept of ‘Cultural China’ should
not only be the core theme in the dialogue between China and the international
community in Olympic discourse, but also it should be added into the long-
term strategic plan for the national image afterwards” (People’s University
2008: 194).  Although the vast majority of educational and cultural programs
surrounding the Beijing Olympics targeted the domestic population (see the
discussion of Olympic education below), a debate about the target audience for
the opening and closing ceremonies was resolved in favor of the international
audience.  Film director Zhang Yimou, the choreographer of the ceremonies, is
not well-regarded inside China, where his work is seen as pandering to Western
tastes with a superficial and exoticized picture of traditional Chinese culture.
His “Eight Minute Segment” in the closing ceremony of the Athens Olympics
was so disliked that the bid competition for the choreography of the 2008 cer-
emonies was re-opened.  That Zhang was finally re-confirmed in 2005 indicates
that the final decision was to prioritize international tastes over domestic.  

In his essay in this volume, Manzenreiter is suspicious of the Cultural
China approach, observing, “A century ago such a spectacle demonstration may
have sufficed to explain the ruling elites’ claim for power. At the present, how-
ever, it hardly convinces those who do not want to believe.”  However, the gen-
erally positive reception of the Beijing opening ceremony in the West may
indicate that there are many out there who do want to believe.

In the end, the only significant violence did not pit sovereign states against
one another but took place in China’s Tibetan areas. However, this should not
mislead us into thinking that the Beijing Games did not take place in the shadow
of war – a point that, I believe, was very present in the minds of the East Asian
audience but was missed by Westerners with shorter and more spatially distant
memories.  And it is important to remember that the Beijing Olympics were the
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first Olympics to take place in an East Asian country that is not host to U.S.
military bases. This was the “present absence” in 2008 in comparison to Tokyo
1964 and Seoul 1988; the chapters by Shimizu Satoshi and Ok Gwang in this
volume remind us that the U.S. military presence played a very important role
in the local interpretations of the Games even if today it does not figure large
in the international memory.

Shimizu, Christian Tagsold, and Jilly Traganou remind us that many of the
symbols of the 1964 Tokyo Olympics established continuity with pre-war
Japanese national symbols (Shimizu and Tagsold in this volume; Traganou
2008). Japan did not have an official national flag or anthem in 1964: the hino-

maru flag and the kimigayo anthem had been proscribed by the occupation au-
thorities after World War II and were not officially reinstated as the national
flag and anthem of Japan until 1999, and indeed, they have been plagued by
controversy ever since.  However, the logo of the Tokyo Olympics consisted of
the rising sun over the five Olympic rings, which was also used in the first of
the four official posters. While designer Kamekura Yūsaku denied that his de-
sign was the hinomaru, stating that it was meant simply to be a red sun, he had
played an active role in nationalist representations of Japan in wartime propa-
ganda.

The 1964 torch relay was the longest held to that date; indeed, a sense of
rivalry with Japan’s coming-out party may well have been a principal reason
that China insisted on holding the largest-ever international torch relay.  The
Tokyo 1964 torch passed from its origin in Olympia, Greece, across the Middle
East and Asia, into countries that Japan had once invaded, finishing with Burma,
Thailand, Malaysia, the Philippines, Hong Kong and Taiwan (but not Korea) -
and then on to Okinawa, which at that time remained a U.S. military colony.
As Shimizu recounts in this volume, the Mainichi Shimbun wrote, “In Okinawa,
it gave power, hope and encouragement to the islanders who are longing for
the day when America returns Okinawa to Japan.” Indeed, an Okinawan move-
ment for reversion to Japan was gaining strength as the Olympics neared. Dur-
ing the relay in Okinawa, hinomaru flags were waved by spectators on the
roadside and the kimigayo anthem was played, which, as Tagsold points out,
lent cultural weight to Japan’s claim to Okinawa.  

In Tagsold’s chapter, the role of the genbakuko (atom boy), and the Self-
Defense forces in the opening ceremony offer points of comparison with the
Beijing Olympics, as does his argument that the Tokyo Olympics enabled the
“re-nationalization” of Japan by associating the classical national symbols (flag,
anthem, emperor, military) with the Olympic symbols of internationalism and
peace.  This subtle symbolic shift was largely unremarked in the West, and the
absence of international contestation contributes to today’s recollection of the
Tokyo Olympics as a peaceful turning point in Japan’s integration into the in-
ternational community.  Tagsold also argues that Sakai’s igniting of the torch
enabled Japan to assume the role of victim in World War II as the first nation
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to bear the brunt of atomic attack.  While detailed scholarship on U.S. and Asian
reactions to the use of symbols associated with emperor, nation, American
killing, and the Asia Pacific War in Tokyo 1964 is lacking, it appears that neither
the U.S. nor the Asian victims of Japanese colonialism and war publicly op-
posed the use of symbols representing Japan’s “re-nationalization” or its claim
on Okinawa.  

Before the Beijing 2008 Games, the major regional tension - between
China and Taiwan - flared up in April 2007 over the route of the torch relay,
when Taiwan insisted that the torch must enter Taiwan and exit through a third
country so that it would not be portrayed as a territory of mainland China with
a dependent status similar to that of Hong Kong and Macau.  Given the huge
IOC effort to mediate between China and Taiwan in the decades of China’s ex-
clusion from the IOC (1958-1979), it was significant that no high-profile ne-
gotiations were held and five months later it was simply announced that Taiwan
would be bypassed – but this can be understood if one realizes that this was ac-
tually a peripheral affair by Olympic standards, since no boycott of the Olympic
Games was being proposed and that is the central concern of the IOC.  The IOC
organizes the Olympic Games, but the local organizing committee organizes
the torch relay.  The basic problem of the participation of both parties in the
Olympic Games had been resolved decades beforehand by the IOC’s 1979
Nagoya Resolution stipulating that Taiwan cannot use any of the national sym-
bols of the Republic of China in Olympic venues, but must compete under the
name, flag and anthem of the Chinese Taipei Olympic Committee. This
“Olympic formula” is today the agreement that enables the participation of both
Taiwan and China in many other international organizations.  The China-Taiwan
tension was eased by the March 2008 election of the KMT’s Ma Ying-jeou as
Taiwan’s President, opening a new page in China-Taiwan diplomacy.  Tony
Hwang’s chapter lays out the historical background for the relationship between
China and Taiwan within the Olympic Games and demonstrates that in 2008
many Taiwanese were not prepared to accept the official Chinese version of
that relationship.  

Like all host countries, China attempted to use the Olympic Games to pro-
mote its own agendas.  The torch relay was intended to symbolize national unity
when it announced that the international relay would advance from Vietnam to
Taiwan and on to Hong Kong.  Taiwan, however, refused to take part in a route
that represented Taiwan as a domestic stop.  In 1964, it had been argued that
“Okinawa is the terminal point of the overseas course of the Olympic Flame”
(Shimizu, this volume).  Similarly, China and Taiwan agreed that the neutral
word “overseas” would be used to describe the relay before the torch landed
on the mainland, rather than the problematic term “international.”  But this had
not been enough to gain the approval of the Taiwan government, probably be-
cause it knew full well that, as in 1964, local media and politicians would argue
that this was in fact the start of the domestic relay.  In stark contrast to the U.S.’s
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laissez-faire approach to Okinawa in 1964, the P.R.C. government maintained
an uncompromising position against any symbols of Taiwanese (or Tibetan) in-
dependence and sovereignty.  

Lau’s chapter also found that his Taiwanese student sample had the weakest
national identification with “China,” while mainland Chinese students had the
strongest.  In the middle were Hong Kong students, who seem to be in the
process of developing a dual Hong Kong-China identity, perhaps facilitated by
the Beijing Olympic Games.  Dong Jinxia’s chapter cites a China Daily poll in
which young Chinese defined themselves as the “Bird’s Nest generation” with
qualities of newfound confidence as well as rational patriotism. China is posing
a challenge to the conventional definitions of the nation by creating political
forms and “national” identities that are different from the conventional Western
versions.  Since its return to the mainland in 1997, Hong Kong has been defined
as a Special Administrative Region (SAR), but within the IOC it retained its
own Olympic committee, which had existed since 1951 and was grandfathered
in and renamed the Chinese Hong Kong Olympic Committee.  Since its return
to the mainland in 1999, Macau has also been defined as a SAR but it has no
separate Olympic Committee because it had never had one, so its athletes must
represent China.  Taiwan is not a SAR, but within the IOC the Chinese Taipei
Olympic Committee has equal status with the Chinese Hong Kong Olympic
Committee (and, in theory, with all other “national” Olympic committees).  As
China continues its rise in the world, it may re-shape the current monolithic
and simplistic Western design of the world system of nation-states — or it may
ultimately be forced to conform to it.

The Parade of Athletes in the opening ceremony provoked minor issues
that were mostly missed by the non-Chinese-speaking world.  When the first
cross-straits sports exchange was to take place at the 1990 Asian Games in Bei-
jing, the Chinese translation of the English “Chinese Taipei” became a point of
contention.  The mainland had typically translated it as Zhongguo Taibei, but
Taiwan translated it as Zhonghua Taibei, a distinction of one character that
makes little difference even to Chinese speakers except that, if one were to split
hairs, one might understand Zhongguo as implying “Chinese national territory”
and Zhonghua as implying “Chinese people.”  The 1989 agreement between
the two sides had stated that China would allow Taiwan to use Zhonghua Taibei

in official Olympic venues, but China would retain its customary usage in non-
official settings, including media coverage and sports announcing in mainland
events.  Leading up to the opening ceremony, there had been rumblings in the
Taiwanese media that if Taiwan were to be announced as Zhongguo Taibei when
it entered the stadium, then Taiwan should boycott the Games; this was based
on an erroneous understanding of the agreement and actually was never in ques-
tion.  When Taiwan entered the stadium, it was announced in English, then in
French, and finally in Mandarin as Zhonghua Taibei. When Chinese Hong Kong
entered, it was announced according to mainland custom as Zhongguo Xiang-
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gang.  Another problem had been created by the Chinese decision to use Chi-
nese character stroke order in determining the order of the entering nations, be-
cause this put Chinese Taipei and Chinese Hong Kong next to each other - China
as the host country marched in last, and so it was not a factor.  As with the torch
relay, Taiwan refuses to march adjacent to China in the Parade because it would
symbolize it as a province of China; this is a problem in English, as well, which
has been solved by having Taiwan march with the “T’s.”  The problem was
solved by inserting the Central African Republic between Taiwan and Hong
Kong — since “China” literally means “central country,” the Central African
Republic shares the character zhong with them.  Ironically, the stroke order
placed Japan before Chinese Taipei, but with Taiwan’s former colonial status
no longer problematic for Taiwanese identity, this was not an issue.

As in the lighting of the torch by Sakai in 1964, the incident in the Paris
leg of the torch relay, when a Tibetan protester tried to wrench the torch away
from a young Chinese female Paralympic athlete in a wheelchair, produced an
image of China as a victim that received a great deal of attention in the Chinese
media.  The victimization function was further carried out by the nine year-old
survivor from the Sichuan earthquake disaster area who entered the stadium
beside the flagbearer, basketball icon Yao Ming, in the opening ceremony.  The
small flag carried by the boy was upside down, an international nautical symbol
for distress.  However, it appeared that the boy had unintentionally flipped the
flag, because no official explanation was issued, and Xinhua news agency re-
quested clients not to use a photo of it shortly after sending it out.  While not as
forceful as the image of Japan victimized by the atom bombs, within China
these symbols did preserve the Chinese narrative of victimization in the midst
of the most grandiose Olympics ever.

Looking back on the 1964 torch relay and Olympics from the perspective
of 2008, one wonders why the Tokyo Games did not incite a furor as the Beijing
Games did. Given the extensive Japanese atrocities associated with colonialism
and war, and Japan’s failure to make effective apologies and reparations to vic-
tims at that time, the key symbols and torch relay seem even more inflammatory
than those surrounding the Beijing Games. Tagsold’s accompanying essay ar-
gues that the symbolic work was sufficiently subtle to bypass domestic legal
and moral arguments, and few Western observers were aware of the ongoing
conflicts between Japan and the nations it had occupied and colonized a gener-
ation earlier.  But, he argues, more important was the general historical context;
in the Cold War era, the effort to delimit the Olympic Games as “apolitical”
was stronger than it is now because the international political stakes were
higher.  I would argue that in 1964 this produced a stronger “will not to know”
than was present in 2008.  One big difference is that the 2008 Olympics were
a media mega-event far exceeding what the Tokyo Olympics were, and this pro-
vided a platform for human rights and Tibetan NGOs with a higher level of
media savvy and organization than had heretofore been seen in the Olympic
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context.  It was easy to be misled by the heat of the media coverage into be-
lieving that profound “political” conflicts were occurring.  However, closer ex-
amination reveals that there was no serious momentum toward national boycotts
of the Games, and more national Olympic committees (204) and national rep-
resentatives (over 100 “national dignitaries,” of which about 80 were “heads
of state”) took part in the opening ceremony than in any previous Games.  It
was the first opening ceremony attended by an American president outside of
the U.S.  From my position as a Fulbright Researcher in Beijing with regular
contact with the U.S. embassy, I felt that the Bush administration strongly
wanted these Games to take place and to be successful.  Well-informed ob-
servers such as He Zhenliang, China’s senior IOC member and sports diplomat,
felt that Sino-U.S. relations had been strengthened through the Games and per-
haps had become closer than they had ever been since 1949.

As in Tokyo, soldiers had a large presence in the Beijing Olympics, includ-
ing the participation of 9,000 People’s Liberation Army soldiers in the cultural
performance of the opening ceremony.  The Chinese “riot police” (the Chinese
term is literally “violence-prevention police”) had high visibility during the
Olympic Games.  This is a category of security personnel whose domestic num-
bers and functions had been expanded in 2005, at the same time that China also
started sending riot police on U.N. peacekeeping missions.  Clad in black, phys-
ically bigger (many are former wushu and judo athletes), and more highly
trained and educated than the regular and armed police, they were brought out
in large numbers to protect sensitive locations in Beijing.  Their training drills
were shown on CCTV in dramatic ways that promoted a positive image of them
as anti-terrorist police ready to help evacuate a stadium in case of a bomb or to
secure the release of innocent spectators taken hostage.  The riot police are more
frequently deployed to control the local populace than to deal with terrorists –
indeed, on the night of the opening ceremony I watched them clear out the
crowd that had gathered in the square at the central train station to watch the
opening ceremony on the big-screen TV, when the security personnel decided
that the crowd was too big and the situation was dangerous.  However, the effect
of the Olympic coverage may have been similar to that described by Tagsold
for the Japanese Self-Defense Forces – their image was improved by linking
them with keeping the peace at the Olympics.

One more point in Tagsold’s analysis is also relevant to Beijing.  He ob-
serves that the planning of the symbolism of the Tokyo Olympics and the open-
ing ceremonies was led by the Ministry of Education, which controlled most
of the interpretation of national symbols from 1959 onward (2007: 118).  Ma-
sumoto Naofumi (2007) has recently brought to the attention of Anglophone
scholars the fact that formal educational initiatives related to the Olympic
Games were organized outside of the organizing committee for the first time in
the context of the 1964 Tokyo Summer Games.  I have argued that since that
time there has been an “East Asian stream” in the “Olympic education” initia-
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tives that have surrounded the Games, which has been ignored by Eurocentric
scholars (2007; 2008). From 1961 to 1964 the Ministry of Education distributed
four Olympic readers and guidebooks to primary and secondary schools and
colleges nationwide.  Two books were produced by the organizing committee
for distribution to schoolteachers from 1960-61: 1,000 copies of The Glorious

Tokyo Olympics (130 pages) were distributed in Kanto area schools and 1,000
copies of Olympic Facts & Figures for Teachers’ Use (36 pages) were distrib-
uted to school teachers.  In addition to school textbooks and school activities,
the Ministry of Education promulgated the “Citizens’ Olympic Games Move-
ment” aimed at educating the people in the streets about the Olympics, increas-
ing national pride, and improving understanding of foreign countries (Tagsold
2007: 126-27).

The important role played by the Japanese Ministry of Education is partic-
ularly illuminating for a comparison with the Beijing Olympics.  With the sup-
port of the Chinese Ministry of Education, the Beijing Municipal Education
Commission in collaboration with the Beijing Olympic Committee for the
Olympic Games (BOCOG) organized the largest “Olympic education” program
ever implemented by a host city.  When this effort began, the director of the ed-
ucational programs for the 1998 Nagano Winter Games was invited twice to
Beijing for consultation.  Nagano’s “One School, One Country” sister school
program was adopted (this program has been utilized in every summer and win-
ter Olympics since 1998, excepting the 2004 Athens Olympics).  Beijing
quickly far exceeded what Nagano had done — a source of pride due to the ri-
valry with Japan.  A total of 200 primary and secondary schools in Beijing City
and another 356 schools nationwide were designated as “Olympic Education
Demonstration Schools,” which were responsible for devoting at least two hours
per month to Olympics-related activities, and for conducting “hand-in-hand
sharing” activities with other schools and the surrounding community.  One of
the three themes of the Beijing Olympics – translated as “People’s Olympics”
or “Humanistic Olympics”— also drew on the concept of the 1964 “Citizen’s
Olympic Games Movement” but unfolded it on a much larger scale.  China’s
effort involved the mobilization of 70,000 college students through the Com-
munist Youth League system as “Games-time volunteers” to help at all official
Olympic venues.  Approximately 400,000 “city volunteers” were enlisted to
staff 550 volunteer stations and maintain social order throughout the city.  A
multitude of cultural and educational activities for the community were organ-
ized through the central Party Office of Spiritual Civilization Development and
Guidance and its Beijing branch.  

Interestingly, Ok states that the International Olympic Academy (IOA) in
Olympia, Greece, was one of the main inspirations for Olympic education sur-
rounding Seoul 1988.  In China, too, Ren Hai and Pei Dongguang (Donnie Pei),
the university academics who spearheaded the implementation and design of
Olympic education programs, had received their first inspiration there (see
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Brownell 2009).  Niehaus’s chapter provides background on the joint effort of
the German Carl Diem and the Greek John Ketseas that led to the initial pro-
posal for the IOA in 1938 and its eventual establishment in 1961.  Diem was
perhaps the key scholar to first promote the concept of Olympic education.  He
visited Japan and China in 1929.  He also performed the amazing feat in 1941
of writing a book on Asiatische Reiterspiele [Asiatic Equestrian Games], de-
spite not speaking an Asian language, in a time when almost nothing on ancient
Asian sports had been published in Western languages.  From 1959-61 he was
an advisor to the Japanese Olympic Committee for the Tokyo and Sapporo
Olympic Games (Kluge 2002).  The first session of the IOA was held in 1961,
and so the beginning of the IOA was occurring at the same time as the Olympic
education efforts for the Tokyo Olympics.  It is possible that Diem’s ideas about
Olympic education actually found fertile ground in Japan before they did in the
West, and the timeline makes it possible that the German and international effort
at the IOA built upon the Japanese experience and not the other way around.
This contribution of Japan to the history of Olympic education has since been
ignored by Westerners writing in English and German.  In short, there was an
East Asian influence in the history of Olympic education which was a product
of the importance placed on education as a means of facilitating integration
with the outside world, and this “East Asian stream” circled back from the West
into Beijing in 2008 (see Brownell 2007; 2008b).  

At the same time, Leo Hsu’s chapter in this volume points out that this was
accomplished by adopting almost wholesale the Western-centric ideology of
Olympism with very little effort to inject Far Eastern philosophy, values, or
sports.  But this was part of the process by which Japan, Korea and China joined
the Western-dominated global community on its own terms.  In Hsu’s timeline,
the serious questioning of Western-centrism in Olympic education only began
in 2003.  Hsu is one of the leading translators of Olympic education materials
from English into Chinese, and his chapter is an example of this effort to re-
think Olympic education for East Asia.  This process is also evident in Niehaus’s
description of the inclusion of judo in the Olympic program, the first non-West-
ern sport to be included.  He demonstrates that this was only accomplished by
fashioning judo to fit the mould of Western sports and downplaying elements
of Japanese tradition that could be interpreted in the West as Buddhist evangel-
izing.  China’s failure to have wushu included in the 2008 Olympic program
despite a big fight with the IOC illustrates the difficulties still faced by non-
Western sports.  If Olympic education and sports may be taken as a barometer
of the balance of power in global culture, then a shift of power away from the
West and toward East Asia is only in its incipient stage and may perhaps start
emerging in the near future.  The World Martial Arts and Combat Sports Games
in Beijing in 2010 might well have marked the “revenge of wushu” and the be-
ginning of a shift of power in global sport, since it was organized by SportAc-
cord, an increasingly powerful central hub for the organization of world sport
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via the International Federations.  The event was spearheaded by the president
of SportAccord, Hein Verbruggen, who from 2001 to 2008 had been the IOC’s
liaison with China as the Chair of the IOC’s Coordination Commission for the
Beijing Olympics.  He resigned his position as an IOC member on the day of
the Beijing closing ceremony.  Therefore it appears that this shift of power is
taking place outside of the IOC and it remains to be seen whether this effort
will complement or rival the IOC’s preeminence over global sport.

In his chapter, Tagsold demonstrates that in the educational programs in
Japan, national identity was re-located within a larger international context.  In
China, too, the educational project was oriented toward imagining China taking
its place in the international community.  The content of the school programs
largely imparted knowledge about the world outside China, and in this respect
it differed markedly from the inward-looking focus of previous national edu-
cational/propaganda campaigns.  In his chapter, Niehaus criticizes the 1964
Olympic education, arguing that “For the Japanese, learning about the Olympic
Movement and thus about other countries, paradoxically meant not only
strengthening the notion of a mono-ethnic nation, but also Japan’s feeling of
‘uniqueness.’”  I did not feel that this criticism applied to China.  The Beijing
organizing committee promised that it would deliver “high-quality” and
“unique” Games, and in his much-anticipated evaluation of the Games in his
address at the closing ceremony, Jacques Rogge concluded that they had been
“truly exceptional.”  This phrase was much-dissected in China with puzzlement
as to whether being described as an “exception” was a complement or not.
China already felt “unique” enough; the greater emphasis in Olympic education
was on China’s integration with the world.

Western observers tended to dismiss Beijing’s Olympic education as just
another nationalist propaganda campaign, but I believe they were missing the
important point: true, one major goal was patriotic education – but as in Tokyo,
the old nationalist symbols were re-shaped by association with symbols of in-
ternationalism, the global community, and world peace (for a more detailed ex-
position of this argument, see Brownell 2009). This is the paradox of the
Olympic Games – they reinforce nationalism and internationalism at the same
time.  Perhaps the national identity itself is not greatly changed, but it is an im-
portant shift in orientation if the holders of that identity start to see their nation
as an equal partner among friendly nations instead of a victimized nation among
hostile nations.

One illustration of this point is a conversation I had with a Tsinghua Uni-
versity student who, as an Olympic volunteer, was standing beneath the flagpole
when the Chinese flag was raised in the Olympic opening ceremony.  He asked
me what I thought of Beijing’s Olympic education programs – didn’t I find that
much of it was just a “show” by the government?  I told him that while many
of the activities might be considered to be “appearance-ism,” I thought that
teaching students that their country was taking its place among other nations
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as an equal, and that China would no longer be “bullied” by other nations,
would have an important effect on the students for the future.  He was silent
for a moment, and then confessed that when he saw the Chinese flag being
raised in the stadium and heard the wild cheering of the crowd, he had gotten
tears in his eyes, and this had been the first time in his life that this had ever
happened to him.  From this perspective, he agreed with my conclusion. Our
conversation took place during a dinner to which I had been invited so that I
could advise him on whether to accept admission to the Master’s Degree pro-
grams at the University of Pennsylvania or the University of Southern Califor-
nia, with an eye to which city would offer better future employment
opportunities. 

In sum, if the 1964 Games were a turning point in Japan’s peaceful inte-
gration into the international community, we can probably point to a similar
outcome of the 2008 Beijing Games.  On the other hand, the Tokyo Games, far
from eliminating past symbols of militarism and war, only re-oriented them.
The same will likely be true of the effect of the Beijing Games on the elements
of revolution, socialism, Communist ideology, and anti-Western sentiment that
figure so large in Chinese national identity.  In both Japan and China, the idea
of national victimization at the hands of the West remains, although in China it
appeared that a change was finally starting.  In the official rhetoric, the Beijing
Games were supposed to “erase the label of the Sick Man of East Asia” that
had loomed in the Chinese imagination for over a century as an insult applied
to China by the West and Japan.  Young Chinese told me that they recognized
that the Sick Man of East Asia was political rhetoric used to stir up patriotism
and that they did not think much about it themselves – although, as one college
student put it, they would “never forget the history” that it represented.   

If the political background of the Tokyo Olympics was emotionally-
charged, Gwang Ok’s essay in this volume reminds us that the lead-up to the
1988 Seoul Olympics involved outbreaks of actual violence related to the
Games. On October 8, 1979, President Park Chung-hee (Bak Jeong-hee) offi-
cially announced the intention to bid for the Olympic Games; on October 26,
he was assassinated at a dinner party by the director of the Central Intelligence
Agency, and in 1980 General Chun Doo-hwan (Jeon Du-hwan) seized power
in a military coup.  In September 1981, Seoul was selected as the host city by
the IOC.  In October 1983, a North Korean assassination attempt on President
Chun at the Aung San National Cemetery in Rangoon killed 14 South Korean
officials.  And then in 1987, less than a year before the Olympic Games, two
North Korean operatives left a bomb on Korean Air #858, killing 115 people,
including 93 South Koreans.  The confession of the operative who survived de-
spite eating a cyanide capsule stated that the order was intended to disrupt the
Seoul Olympic Games, and was personally penned by Kim Jong-Il, now Pres-
ident of North Korea.  It was primarily because of this act that North Korea was
listed as a “State Sponsor of Terrorism” by the U.S. State Department in 1988.
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It was not removed from the list until October 11, 2008.  
This history has since been overshadowed by the positive recollection that

the Olympics “brought democracy” to South Korea when Roh Tae-woo as-
sumed the presidency in 1987 through a constitutional election and a promise
of democratic reforms.  This rosy view of Olympic history often neglects the
subsequent events in which Chun and Roh were convicted of mutiny, treason,
and bribery and blamed for the 1980 Kwangju massacre of several hundred pro-
democracy protesters.

There were many people, including IOC members and Chinese journalists,
who wondered if the Beijing Olympics could stimulate a democratic transition
in China like that attributed to the Seoul Olympics.  If they were looking for a
dramatic change, they were disappointed.  But there were key differences in
China.  One difference was the lack of a real external military threat.  Jarol
Manheim argues, based on interviews with South Korean government and
Olympic officials, that one hope of the ROK government was that, by focusing
world attention on South Korea, the Olympics would increase world awareness
about the North Korean threat and purchase a form of insurance against northern
aggression (1990: 291-93).  It would appear that the Games succeeded on both
counts.  In the analysis of IOC member Dick Pound, it was because of this “in-
surance” that the conservative military stood back and allowed a democratic
transition to begin before the Games had even started; the military gained a
sense of security from the expressions of support for the Games issuing from
both the U.S. and the Soviet Union, as well as other members of the socialist
bloc (Pound 194: 320-23).

Unlike South Korea, in the past three decades China has experienced peace-
ful transitions of power in the midst of sweeping social and economic change,
and there is currently widespread popular support for gradual instead of dra-
matic political change.  The Tibet uprisings and the violent acts, or foiled in-
tended acts, of groups classified as “terrorist” had an internal function similar
to the external threat to South Korea; they strengthened the conservative posi-
tion of the Chinese security system.  It was not clear to me how well the political
history surrounding the Seoul Olympics was known by intellectuals and pol-
icy-makers in China – but if it were fully understood, I can imagine that South
Korea’s move toward democracy would serve as a counter-model because of
the massive popular demonstrations that accompanied it, while in China there
is currently a strong aversion toward mass protests.  This does not, however,
mean that the same forces that pushed South Korea toward political reform
were not at work in China.  Manheim’s interviewees believed that the presence
of the international media, the negative image of South Korea it conveyed to
the world, and the legitimacy it conferred on demonstrators and opposition
politicians forced the ruling party to make significant political concessions (p.
291). Global scrutiny of China in 2008 was much greater and it does appear
that this pressure had effects.  The domestic pressure for greater media freedom
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and government transparency increased in the year after the Games, not just
because of the Olympics, but also because of the Wenchuan earthquake and the
tainted milk scandal.  Vibrant debates about China’s inability to effectively com-
municate a national image to the outside world were initiated, and large gov-
ernment investment was made in foreign communications and public
diplomacy.  The temporary Olympic law that guaranteed more freedom to for-
eign journalists was extended indefinitely just as it expired on October 15, 2008.
A higher level of organized dissidence in comparison with recent years was re-
vealed when Charter 08, a document calling for political reform signed by 303
Chinese intellectuals and activists, was initiated in late spring 2008 and publicly
issued in December 2008.  The Information Office of the State Council pub-
lished its first Human Rights Action Plan in April 2009.  I believe that these ac-
tions were the result of the ferment that was stirred up by China’s intensified
interaction with the outside world in the process of organizing the Games.  This
ferment may produce some immediate changes, or it may produce no concrete
changes at all; most likely it will produce some gradual changes, which is what
Chinese people seem to support.  China is changing but only greater distance
will allow us to look back and assess it.  

Tagsold’s essay describes the rise of the anti-Olympic movement in Japan
called “trops” (“sport” spelled backwards). The opposition to Nagoya’s bid for
the 1988 Summer Games was a wake-up call for the IOC, which has given in-
creasing attention to environmental issues in the ensuing years.  In China in
2008, sports scholars frequently stated that the 1964 Tokyo Olympic Games
gave rise to an “anti-Olympic movement” in Japan (apparently not understand-
ing that the movement did not really emerge until 1988), and they felt that this
might also occur in China.  A 2002 article in Journal of Physical Education in-
troduced the trops concept to China, but described it as advocacy for popular
sport as opposed to the Olympics, and did not mention its environmental con-
nection (Wu and Gao 2002: 9-11).  While popular protests against rapacious
development and environmental destruction have been cropping up all over
China, and were occasionally linked to the Beijing Games, it did not appear
that an organized anti-Olympic movement ever congealed.  Censorship regula-
tions promulgated by the Central Propaganda Department before and during
the Games restricted the publication and broadcasting of criticism of the
Olympic Games, which might cause one to suspect that any incipient anti-
Olympic movement was squelched, and that the shape of public opinion in
China might be similar to that in Japan in 1988 if people were allowed to openly
criticize the Olympics.  However, closer analysis reveals that the underlying is-
sues were different in China compared to Japan.  Japan’s trops movement has
thrived in a context in which there has been a strong political will to host
Olympic Games, which has aroused the opposition of citizen’s groups.  Alto-
gether, Japanese cities have put forward five unsuccessful and four successful
bids for Olympic Games, including Tokyo’s successful bid for the 1940 Summer
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Olympics, later rescinded; Tokyo’s unsuccessful bid for the 1960 Summer
Olympics and successful bid for the 1964 Olympics; Sapporo’s unsuccessful
bids for the 1968 and 1984 Winter Games; Nagoya’s bid against Seoul for the
1988 Summer Olympics; Osaka’s bid against Beijing for the 2008 Games (re-
vealing a lack of solidarity in the East Asian bloc within the IOC); Sapporo’s
successful bid for the 1976 Winter Games; and Nagano’s successful bid for the
1998 Winter Games.  Shimizu and Tagsold both discuss the urban development
that accompanied the 1964 Olympics, with Shimizu arguing that it facilitated
the transformation of the Imperial city into a physical space appropriate for the
new post-war nationalism.  William Kelly (2010) discusses the massive urban
development projects proposed in the Tokyo 2016 bid. Japan’s repeated bids
seem to indicate that the momentum toward organizing Olympic Games in as-
sociation with large-scale development is more powerful than the anti-Olympic
and pro-environment movements.  This impetus has been so strong that Japan
has violated customs of bloc voting within the IOC and sacrificed East Asian
solidarity for its Olympic bids.  Similarly, a chapter by James Thomas (forth-
coming) based on his fieldwork among urban squatters in Seoul in 1988 con-
cludes that the Seoul Olympics enticed Korean citizens to support the state’s
grandiose development program by linking it with a “new empowered nation-
alism;” he observes that even after ex-presidents Chun and Roh were impris-
oned and discredited, the Olympics-inspired development program continued.

Elsewhere, I have echoed Shimizu’s argument in relation to Beijing,
demonstrating that the building of sports stadiums in general, and the 1990
Asian Games and 2008 Olympic complexes in particular, were part of a process
that transformed the old imperial city into a space symbolizing the power of a
modern nation-state (Brownell 2008: 73-96).  It may be that the Beijing Games
will initiate a period of regular bids for Olympic Games.  I was in Shanghai in
November 2008, where preparations for the 2010 World Expo were ramping
up after the conclusion of the Beijing Olympics, and the mood in the municipal
government was positive toward a future Olympic bid.  However, when Chinese
scholars refer to an anti-Olympic movement, they are not referring to opposition
to massive urban development, but rather to opposition to the state-supported
sport system and the government’s neglect of popular and school sport.  In 1964
Japan placed third in the gold medal count and in 1988 South Korea placed
fourth, their highest placements of all time.  Chinese sportspeople believed that
their first place in their own Olympics might also be the peak of China’s state-
supported sport system, and that the pursuit of gold medals might be down-
graded after the Games and more attention given to school and recreational
sport.  The Director of the State Sport General Administration, Liu Peng, took
a preemptive stance immediately after the Olympic Games in an interview in
the People’s Daily on September 6, stating, “Our position on the state-supported
sport system is clear: One, we will maintain it; two, we will perfect it” (Xu
2008). But the debates about the future of the state-supported system are still
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going on, as discussed in Dong Jinxia’s chapter.
Motivated by rivalry with China and South Korea, the Japanese govern-

ment established a National Training Center in 2000 and a system of subsidies
for top athletes in 2003, leading to a fifth-place finish in the gold medal count
at the 2004 Athens Olympics, the first time that it had defeated Korea (ninth)
in the gold medal count since the 1988 Seoul Olympics – and also the first time
that China, Japan, and South Korea had all finished in the top ten (excepting
the socialist bloc-boycotted 1984 Olympics). When Germany found its sixth-
place finish behind Japan unacceptable, it initiated the revival of several of the
former East German sports schools (Johnson 2008).  In addition to Germany
and Japan, a number of other sport superpowers were shamed by their perform-
ance in Athens, and their governments increased funding for sport, including
Russia, Australia, and Great Britain; the British Olympic Association pressed
for greater funding on the premise that it, like China, should make a good show-
ing at its own Olympic Games in 2012.  In Beijing, Great Britain redeemed its
national honor with an unexpected fourth (up from ninth), Germany climbed
back into fifth place, Australia dropped to sixth (from fourth), South Korea sur-
prised in seventh, and Japan slipped to eighth – due in part to South Korea’s
gold medal in baseball, which added salt to Japan’s wound.  Among the sport
superpowers of the world, the U.S. is an anomaly in its lack of direct govern-
ment investment in sport, since most American Olympians are cultivated in the
collegiate sport system, a structure that is unique to the U.S.  The U.S. Olympic
Committee’s (USOC) investment in sport is only a miniscule part of the Amer-
ican sport infrastructure.  About half of the USOC’s 600 million-dollar operating
budget in the last Olympiad came from a long-term contract with the IOC that
grants about 13% of U.S. Olympic television rights fees and 20% of Olympic
Top Programme marketing revenue to the USOC, which is greater than the per-
centage allotted to the other 204 national Olympic committees combined.  In
2008 resentment began to boil over in the IOC and among the other national
Olympic committees, who felt that the U.S. government was avoiding its moral
obligation to fund national sport by essentially skimming profit off the
Olympics that should be shared more equitably with other countries.  The
USOC and IOC postponed the re-negotiation of the contract until economic
conditions were more favorable.  Government investment in Olympic sport
seems to be on the increase worldwide, stimulated in part by China’s rise as a
sport superpower.  This Chinese model is itself stimulated by East Asian
Olympic rivalries fueled by Japan and its memories of the 1964 Olympics as a
turning point in Japan’s status among nations.  

In sum, when we carefully reexamine the 1964 and 1988 Olympics, it is
surprising that we remember them today as turning points in the peaceful inte-
gration of Japan and South Korea into the global community.  Why would
“peace” be associated with these events so clearly connected with political up-
heaval and war?  In his chapter, Shimizu quotes a Japanese spectator who re-
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members, “But the Tokyo Olympics brought the world to Japan for the first
time. Everybody could see the world in Japan, and found Japan in the world.”
Actually this was not strictly true, since World War II had brought the world to
Japan in unprecedented numbers and cultural influence – but the Pacific wars
of the twentieth century are not generally remembered for strengthening East-
West cross-cultural understanding (although, ironically, they did).  In the pop-
ular memory at home and abroad, probably the outstanding organization of the
Olympic ceremonial pageantry and the sports events themselves worked their
magic to leave lasting memories segregated from the surrounding politics and
remembrances of war.  Symbols of national pride that had been born in war,
which emphasized collective sacrifice in the struggle for survival among hostile
nations, were resituated within the pursuit of individual excellence and health,
in peaceful interaction with a friendly outside world.  

Dong Jinxia’s chapter captures the complexity of China’s national and in-
ternational identities in the Beijing Olympic Games, which was not well-rep-
resented in the Western media accounts.  Since the 1980s, nationalism in
Chinese sports was actually largely stimulated by the performances of women,
which should complicate a perception of Chinese sports as a symbol of aspira-
tions to military might.  The patriotic “Olympic Glory Plan” to top the gold
medal count went along with big efforts to incorporate the outside world into
the fabric of the Games, such as the students from other countries who com-
prised half of the 900 Olympic News Service workers.  From the position of a
Chinese academic living and working in China, Dong’s assessment of the effect
of increased national confidence conflicts with the Western distrust of Chinese
nationalism: she concludes that increased confidence will result in increased
tolerance and openness to the outside world.  As with the Japanese and South
Korean Olympic Games, the Beijing Olympic Games involved a complex in-
terplay of nationalism and internationalism that could not be summarized in a
sound bite.  Perhaps as the heated emotions surrounding the Beijing Olympics
fade into the distance, these Games will look similar to their East Asian prede-
cessors in hindsight, and will be remembered as a turning point in the peaceful
integration of China into the global community.

Note: 
A shorter version of this essay was published as “The Beijing Olympics as

a Turning Point? China’s First Olympics in East Asian Perspective” in the e-
journal The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus (Vol. 23-4-09, June 8, 2009). It
appeared in the series “Playing Politics with the East Asian Olympics, 1964-
2016,” which also included a version of the chapter in this volume by Christian
Tagsold and an Introduction and essay by William W. Kelly.  I am grateful to
Mark Selden for his stimulating questions and editorial shaping of that essay.
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