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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The Beijing Olympic opening ceremony was a significant cultural event.  Not only did it 

afford China the opportunity to re-create and present its national identity, it gave the 

world an opportunity to reflect on that identity.  Properly framing my case study of the 

ceremony (and its accompanying commentary provided by NBC) required an 

examination of historical Western representations of China: NBC’s coverage can be seen 

as a continuation of that typically Western narrative tradition.  An application of Edward 

Said’s Orientalism serves to facilitate the interpretation of the commentary, as well as of 

China’s reworked national identity.  It becomes clear, especially upon examining previous 

Asian Olympic host nations, that Said’s Orientalism is being expressed in two distinct 

ways through the Beijing Olympic opening ceremony.  First is the commentators’ display 

of “latent Orientalism”, and second is China’s “self-Orientalism”.  These two expressions 

highlight a changing dynamic between the “East” and the “West”. 
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Introduction 

 

 Without question, the modern Summer Olympic Games are a spectacle.  Every 

four years, thousands of the best athletic representatives from approximately two hundred 

countries gather at the Games to engage in various tests of strength, speed, and endurance 

in the pursuit of Olympic medals.  Many forms of mass media including television, radio, 

and newspaper report on these Olympic events, relaying information back to their 

respective nations.  Billions of people are exposed to the Games as a result, making them 

what authors Kristine Toohey and A. J. Veal call “the world's biggest peace-time event” 

(Toohey and Veal 2007: 1). 

 As a world stage for international interaction, competition, and fame, the 

Olympics demand a particular level of grandeur in terms of their presentation.  Between 

the preparation involved in holding Olympic events, the accommodation of the hundreds 

of thousands of visitors they attract, and the performance of the opening and closing 

ceremonies, modern Olympic host nations spend enormous sums of money on their 

Games.  In 2004, an estimated €8.954 billion (~$11.2 billion) were spent on the Athens 

Games (www.greekembassy.org.).  The case was no different for the 2008 Summer 

Games— on which an estimated $40 billion were spent— which took place in Beijing, 

China (Rabinovitch 2008). 

 Prior to its bid for the 2008 Summer Olympic Games, China had already spent 
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decades in the global spotlight for a number of reasons.  Its explosive economic growth 

had attracted the attention of key players in the global economy.  This unprecedented 

growth led to a more recent emergence of several environmental concerns including 

pollution, climate change, and overall sustainability in China.  Perhaps the most salient of 

issues, though, was China's continual infringement upon human rights, exemplified 

through its subordination of Tibet, its suppression and persecution of Falun Gong 

practitioners, and its commercial relations with Sudan despite the Sudanese military's 

actions in the Darfur region.  Beijing's successful bid for the 2008 Summer Olympics 

intensified the international attention given to these issues, and for that reason many 

countries, including the United States, saw protests against China's role as Olympic host.  

China's actions in relation to the Games became (and to a large degree, still are) the focus 

of journalists, politicians, and scholars across the world, and for seemingly good reason.  

As these actions and their ramifications continued to evolve, the world continued to 

scrutinize China as it fulfilled its role as Olympic host and as a modern world power. 

 The China of the 2008 Summer Olympics was an economic force to be reckoned 

with, as evidenced by the Opening Ceremony of those Games.  On August 8th, 2008, 

15,000 performers took to the floor (and in some cases, the air) of the Beijing National 

Stadium, nicknamed the “Bird's Nest”, and brought terrific displays of culture, 

technology, and economic strength to some 91,000 in attendance.  The ceremony 

represented a journey through China's rich cultural history, and transitioned into a 

poignant display of ideology that would be central to China as it moved toward its future 

as a major world power.  The ceremony was lauded as perhaps the most stunning yet, and 

was even heralded as China's “coming out party” (NBC DVD Transcript, see Appendix A: 
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p. 53, line 24.  Note: from this point on, any in-text references to the DVD’s Transcript 

will be cited as “(Transcript)”). 

 The National Broadcasting Company (NBC) brought the ceremony to American 

audiences through a televised broadcast.  Throughout this broadcast, hosts Bob Costas 

and Matt Lauer, along with NBC's “China Analyst” Joshua Cooper Ramo, offered 

commentary on both the presentational and cultural aspects of the ceremony.  From the 

unique and sometimes awe-inspiring showcasing of China's national history to the strong 

presence of cutting-edge technology throughout its presentation, nearly every facet of the 

ceremony was touched upon by NBC's commentators.  In addition to providing a play-

by-play of the night's events, the three commentators also offered ideas secondary to the 

ceremony itself.  While some involved side notes on Chinese culture, for example, others 

served decidedly less constructive purposes.  Costas and Lauer weaved concerns 

regarding human rights, environmentalism, and economic strength into their narratives.  

They also continually remarked on the intense orchestration and precision required to 

accomplish the feats the performers undertook.  This outright awe was sometimes 

transformed into what can be seen as intimidation.  As if they were echoing Americans' 

sentiments involving Communist China during the Cold War, the commentators 

sometimes seemed to ground the ceremony's positive tone in the realm of the “real” 

through their depiction of the events— they circumvented the ideologies being purported 

by the Chinese to highlight concerns regarding China as a rising world power. 

 Other portions of the commentary offered by Costas, Lauer, and Ramo seemed to 

echo historical Western representations of China, at least those from the mid-1900s.  

Reaching back further, Western works from the eighteenth century onward suggest that 
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China has been a focus of Western writers for varying reasons.  The large and varied body 

of Western writing reviewed in Steven Mosher's China Misperceived: American Illusions 

and Chinese Reality and in Colin Mackerras' Western Images of China can be seen as a 

diverse, ongoing narrative on China that has been dictated by the West’s blossoming 

involvement with the nation.  The representations in these works have not remained 

consistent, and a good number of them misrepresent Chinese culture altogether.  Relating 

Costas, Lauer, and Ramo's offerings to this narrative brings about the first goal of this 

project: to mark the NBC commentary on the 2008 Beijing Olympic Opening Ceremony 

as a contemporary piece of the tradition of Western representation of China.  The first 

chapter of this project examines this tradition and characterizes its manifestations of 

Western thought on China over the past three centuries. 

 To facilitate a more interpretive discussion of eighteenth, nineteenth, and 

twentieth century Western representations of China, the second chapter of this project 

brings a discussion of Said's Orientalism to the forefront.  Orientalism is loosely defined 

as a framework utilized by the “West”, countries like Britain and the United States, to 

create understandings and representations of the “East”, Asiatic countries ranging from 

Iraq to Japan.  This creation is governed by particularly Western interests, and has the 

potential to distort the realities of Eastern cultures such that they appear alien, even 

inferior or threatening, to the West.  These misconceptions justify their own proliferation 

through academic tradition, which is partly the reason they have continued to exist for the 

last three centuries.  Orientalism has seen many criticisms over the course of its life, but 

its conclusions and their ramifications nonetheless give rise to productive discussions on 

cross-cultural interaction.  A synthesis of Said and his critic's ideas represents the second 
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goal of my project: to further modernize the discussion of Orientalism and apply it to the 

Beijing Games' opening ceremony. 

 The final chapter of this project presents a case study of the 2008 Beijing 

Olympics opening ceremony as it was broadcast by NBC.  In it, I examine the 

presentational aspects of the ceremony as well as Costas, Lauer, and Ramo's commentary 

on those aspects to identify the ideas communicated by the Chinese through the 

ceremony and to elucidate instances of typically “Western” attitudes toward China (and 

its role as a world power) based on the commentary.  What becomes clear is that two 

different forms of Orientalism were expressed in the ceremony: one is the American 

residual (or “latent”) Orientalism that has evolved out of the Western tradition of 

representing the East, and the other is the Chinese “self-Orientalism” that marks a 

reworking of Orientalist narrative in an attempt to appeal to a Western audience.  

Essentially, China presented a synthesis of traditional, unchanged Chinese culture and 

Western modernization, while Americans implemented mildly Orientalist descriptions of 

those presentations.  The relationship of these two acts highlights a possible new dynamic 

between the “East” and the “West” and brings a discussion of the Olympics into the 

definition, or even the re-creation, of Chinese national identity. 
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Chapter One: A Historical Examination of Western Perspectives on China 

 

 China has been an increasingly large focus of Westerners over the past few 

centuries.  Through what began as forays into the “Far East”, an exotic and alien land, 

Europeans began producing literature on the Chinese way of life.  This body of work 

grew and evolved as time passed, and as dynamics between China and the Western world 

were altered.  This chapter serves to examine the perspectives behind the way China was 

represented in these writings— using Steven W. Mosher's China Misperceived: American 

Illusions and Chinese Reality and Colin Mackerras' Western Images of China, I maintain 

that these historical representations were guided by Western interests, that contemporary 

representations continue to be guided by Western interests, and that these interests distort 

the Western understanding of China. 

 Mosher's work creates a rough timeline of Western conceptions of China that 

reaches back to the eighteenth century.  The timeline divides the last three centuries into 

nine “ages”: the Age of Respect (eighteenth century), the Age of Contempt (1840-1905), 

the Age of Benevolence (1905-1937), the Age of Admiration (1937- 1944), the Age of 

Disenchantment (1944-1949), the Age of Hostility (1949-1972), the Second Age of 

Admiration (1972-1977), the Second Age of Disenchantment (1977-1980), and the 

Second Age of Benevolence (1980-1989) (Mosher 1990: 20-21).  These Ages will be 

used to organize this chapter chronologically, though by no means do their titles represent 
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all Westerners' thoughts about China during those times.  Mosher notes that the Ages 

signify the predominant attitudes of the particular time, and that differing attitudes exist 

alongside one another to varying degrees (Mosher 1990: 21). 

 

The Eighteenth Century: The Age of Respect 

 

 In general, eighteenth century thinkers looked favorably upon the empire of 

China.  Jesuit missionaries that were attempting initially to convert the Confucian elite of 

China to Christianity began relaying idealized accounts of Chinese society back to 

Europe, marking it as something to be reproduced in the West.  Facets of Chinese 

government such as the civil service system, through which officials were selected 

without regard to socio-economic status, were admired across Europe.  Voltaire (1694-

1778) regarded the Chinese emperor as a benevolent ruler, and described Confucianism 

as a religion that was “simple, wise, august” and “free from all superstition and all 

barbarity” (Mosher 1990: 36).  He praised the Chinese culture for its emphasis on 

morality, legality, and filial piety, leaving behind the widely held idea that China was an 

“enlightened despotism”.  In addition, he praised Confucius as a “wise magistrate”, 

noting the differences between Chinese religion and the priesthood of the West, which 

had since given rise to much conflict (Mackerras 1989: 37-38).  François Quesnay's 

(1694-1774) conceptualization of the Chinese ran parallel to Voltaire's: although he saw 

the Chinese government as despotic, he recognized it as “benign”.  In his work Le 

despotisme de la Chine (1767), Quesnay posited that “the Chinese constitution is founded 

upon wise and irrevocable laws which the emperor enforces and which he carefully 
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observes himself.” (Mackerras 1989: 38) 

 While Voltaire's and Quesnay's observations reflected an appreciation of Chinese 

culture, there were some thinkers of the eighteenth century that fell into more destructive, 

and in some cases outright racist, representations of China.  Charles-Louis de Secondat 

Montesquieu (1689-1755) exemplified this type of representation in his work, labeling 

Chinese despotism as “fear-based.”  Montesquieu believed that the natural environment 

of a culture had the most bearing on the type of society that developed out of it: 

essentially, people in hot climates were “weak, lazy, and cowardly”, giving rise to 

despotism and people in colder climates were courageous and free.  Thus, his argument 

was that the Northern Chinese (those from the colder climate) had conquered the 

Southern Chinese (those from the warmer climate) and driven them to deceit with 

despotism (Mackerras 1989: 40-41). 

 The eighteenth century saw an assortment of reviews of Chinese economy, 

society, and government— some laudatory, some condemning.  Each account, however, 

brought with it a limited understanding of the Chinese themselves, an implication of 

Western superiority based on that understanding, and in some cases (Montesquieu’s 

treatment of Chinese despotism) an exhibition of a seemingly untenable worldview. 

 

The Nineteenth Century: The Age of Contempt 

 

 The Opium Wars were a major factor in how the West would represent China in 

the nineteenth century.  Fought between the British and the Chinese from 1840 to 1842, 

the Opium Wars stemmed from the British Empire's desire to establish commercial and 



 9 

diplomatic interaction between the two empires.  The Chinese proved to be no match for 

British forces, and in the wake of the war China was forced to open several treaty ports to 

the West, in addition to yielding Hong Kong to British rule.  As a result the Chinese 

government collapsed, creating a host of problems such as high tax rates, loss of morale 

in the workforce, and overall discontent in the populace.  With China now forcibly open 

to the West, diplomats, merchants, and missionaries began their journeys throughout its 

lands, witnessing the very decline of Chinese society.  This decline became a focal point 

for Westerners traveling there and was given attention in the writings of missionaries like 

Samuel Wells Williams (1812-1884).  The Chinese were seen as “children”, unable to 

perform intellectually or socially.  They were understood to be liars, to be weak in 

character, and to be backwards and inferior to the West.  These generalizations became 

ingrained in Western discourse on China and soon became the common ways Westerners 

understood the Chinese (Mosher 1990: 40-41). 

 Samuel Wells Williams' The Middle Kingdom, published in 1848, contained a vast 

wealth of material on China, including information about its geography, population, law, 

education, history, and several other topics.  While Williams' intent to aid the Chinese 

empire in its restoration to greatness seemed legitimate and sympathetic, he writes that 

Chinese practices are “founded on wrong principles” and have no capacity for 

improvement.  In essence, he describes Chinese society as “Asiatic and not European, 

pagan and not Christian” (Mackerras 1989: 47-48).  Perhaps more striking is Williams' 

treatment of the Chinese, themselves.  He describes them as “polluted”, “ungrateful”, 

“thieving” and in need of the Gospel to purify them and set them back on the correct path 

(Mackerras 1989: 48-49).  Missionaries like Williams were relentless in forcing Western 
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models of development upon the Chinese, in turn reinforcing the destructive 

generalizations of China made in the century before. 

 Due to the forced openness of China, Western travelers such as Robert Fortune 

(1812-1880), George Ernest Morrison (1862-1920), and Isabella Lucy Bishop (1831-

1904) began to frequent China.  Fortune spent three years in China as a horticulturist, 

after which he wrote a book on his experiences there.  His work, although seemingly 

favorable toward the Chinese at certain points, clearly ranks them and several other 

Eastern cultures below the West in terms of social, political, and economic power.  

Fortune criticizes the Chinese government's authority, suggesting that the sole unifying 

factor of the Chinese is their “quiet and inoffensive character” (Mackerras 1989: 55-56).  

Morrison, a political adviser, provided another angle on the Chinese people, criticizing 

the cruelty of punishment and use of mutilation like foot-binding.  He follows with the 

conclusion that the “central nervous system of a Chinaman is either blunted or of arrested 

development.”  Although he appeared to have enjoyed his stay in China, his sweeping 

generalizations about the Chinese proved to be destructive: he recounts hearing from a 

French missionary that all Chinese are liars and thieves, and provides a story to back up 

the assertion (Mackerras 1989: 56-58).  Bishop, who traveled to many countries in 

Southeast Asia, brought a slightly lighter but no less destructive representation of China 

to the West.  Her experience in China was one of “exotic enchantment”, key words that 

reveal a limited and distorted view of not only China, but other Asiatic nations.  

Throughout her trip to China, she came across cruel punishments much like the other 

travelers, leading her to describe a prison in Guangzhou as a “hell on earth” (Mackerras 

1989: 56-57).  Nearly all Western travelers in China relayed the same sorts of 
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representations of Chinese culture: when they were not caught up in the exoticism of the 

East, they were taking note of the terrible conditions of Chinese women and prisoners, 

the weaknesses of the Chinese government, and the overall inferiority of the Chinaman. 

 An arguably more pervasive form of literature through which the West propagated 

its destructive generalizations about China was the encyclopedia.  Encyclopaedia 

Brittanica, Chambers's Encyclopaedia, and the Brockhaus Conversations-Lexicon were 

the most influential encyclopedias of the time, and their volumes carried typically 

condescending tones, recognizing China as “exotic”, “backward”, and only “semi-

civilized” (Mackerras 1989: 60).   The Encyclopaedia Brittanica focused on despotism 

and the torturous punishment inflicted upon criminals.  The Conversations-Lexicon 

focused on the Chinese person's life, describing it as “cold and boring”.  In addition, it 

labeled the Chinese as strictly members of their nation, not individuals (Mackerras 1989: 

61).  This type of mentality is seen throughout the history of Western perceptions of not 

just China, but other Asian nations as well. 

 Nineteenth-century British colonialism damaged Chinese society and its standing 

in the Western world.  As more foreigners were exposed to China, more representations 

of Chinese culture emerged, but one thing remained clear: these representations were 

clearly driven by Western interest in China as an economic “partner”, and they continued 

to distort what they sought to describe.  The emergence of more regimented forms of 

West-biased thought, particularly the encyclopedias, suggests the pervasiveness of these 

mindsets. 
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The First Half of the Twentieth Century: The Ages of Benevolence and Admiration 

 

 By the early twentieth century, Western images of China had softened somewhat 

due to Protestant missionaries' sympathy for and desire to help the Chinese.  Both the 

large constituency of Christian supporters in the U.S. and the number of American 

missionaries traveling to China morphed the relationship between the U.S. and China into 

one that resembled ownership— an increasing amount of effort was being put into 

bringing not only Christianity, but also Western medicine and schooling to China.  An 

interesting thing began occurring in later years, especially after World War I's conclusion: 

missionaries in China began to respect Chinese customs and traditions to the extent that 

they became “reverse missionaries”, returning to America to preach the greatness of 

Eastern civilization (Mosher 1990: 43-44).  This behavior contrasted heavily with 

previously held notions of China, especially those held by Westerners who had spent 

some time there, marking a general shift in Western attitudes towards China. 

 American literature also marked a change in conception of the Chinese, 

exemplified by Pearl S. Buck's (1892-1973) works of nonfiction on China.  Buck had had 

forty years of experience in China, upon which she drew to tell many widely read stories 

of the Chinese people.  Most prevalent of these stories was The Good Earth (1931), the 

story of two peasant farmers' struggles in raising a family on a rural farm in China.  The 

story reached millions of people, and although its view was decidedly more sympathetic 

it brought a new stereotype of the Chinese people to the table.  Mosher writes that the 

Chinese became “strong and attractive people of the soil, kind and generous towards the 

young, respectful toward the elderly, and dignified, even cheerful, in misfortune” to 
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Westerners (Mosher 1990: 45-46). 

 American politics reflected American literature’s ideas on China with the Open 

Door policy.  The Open Door policy was meant to uphold the integrity of Chinese 

territory as well as Chinese administration of that territory in the face of European, 

Russian, and Japanese predation on the broken Chinese government.  In this sense the 

U.S. had seemed to take China under its wing, serving as its protector, which was a 

perceptible shift in political attitudes towards China (Mosher 1990: 43-44).  Echoing the 

British treatment of the Chinese in the nineteenth century, the Americans were effectively 

subordinating the “weak” Chinese, albeit under the guise of a somewhat more noble 

cause. 

 The Second Sino-Japanese War in the late 1930s led Americans to feel more 

strongly towards the Chinese empire, due mostly to the fact that China at the time was 

not able to oust the Japanese invaders on its own.  Still, though fruitlessly, the Chinese 

stood up to the Japanese, which communicated ideas of Chinese valor and steadfastness 

to the American people, which ultimately caused them to transfer any residual negative 

perceptions of China onto the empire of Japan.  This was especially the case following 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, which brought the United States into the 

fray.  Americans were now able to sympathize with the Chinese on the grounds that they 

had both been attacked by the Japanese, resulting in an American “wartime admiration” 

of China (Mosher 1990: 46-47). 

 It should be noted that these shifts in Western attitudes towards China did not 

actually originate there: China had not seen improvements in terms of governmental, 

economic, or social structure or stability.  The new images were solely the by-product of 
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changing times and how Americans viewed what was happening in the world during the 

first half of the twentieth century.  The American government recognized China as an 

asset, and this utilitarian relationship between the two nations dictated the types of 

representations of China found in the early and mid-twentieth century (Mackerras 1989: 

86-87). 

 

The Second Half of the Twentieth Century: Hostility Onward 

 

 With the Cold War in its infancy, Americans began to see the world as divided 

into two sects: the “free world” and “international Communism”.  While initial Western 

reactions to Communism’s spread had been generally harmless, they would not remain so 

in later years (Mosher 1990: 70, 80).  Mao Zedong (1943-1976) founded the People's 

Republic of China (PRC) in October of 1949, marking yet another pivotal moment in 

how Americans chose to view China in the twentieth century.  Based on the fact that the 

PRC was a Communist republic, American sentiments toward China became a test of 

one's ideological stance on international issues, exemplified by American movements like 

the Red Scare which intentionally misaligned communism to be at odds with the “free” 

American way of life.  Thus, the U.S. government deemed it a necessity to propagate 

negative images of China as an attack against Communism as a whole.  Due to the United 

States' commanding wealth and political power at the time, their attitudes became 

increasingly pervasive, characterizing a sort of Western consensus on how China was to 

be viewed (Mackerras 1989: 191-192). 

 Another major influence in Western attitudes towards China in the mid to late-
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twentieth century was the Cultural Revolution.  Officially launched by Chairman Mao in 

1966, the Cultural Revolution was meant to drive out “old” methods and practices of the 

bourgeoisie that Mao deemed harmful to the growth of a socialist China.  Initially, the 

Cultural Revolution gave Westerners a new way to think about socio-cultural 

development: it provided a means for reexamining capitalism's supposed superiority (if 

only for a short time) and called into question traditional Western values of society.  

Ultimately, many thinkers emerged from this examination even more certain that 

capitalism was the superior model, although many could appreciate the intent behind 

China's alternative.  Influential academics such as John Fairbank (1907-1991) described 

the Cultural Revolution as “insane and anti-foreign”, although he noted that he believed 

the revolution had eased many of the tensions in China— so much so that he was 

prepared to work on deconstructing previously held misconceptions purported by the 

U.S. government that identified China as a political enemy (Mackerras 1989: 197-198).  

As a result the Cultural Revolution and the years thereafter, although described by the 

Chinese themselves after the fact as a disaster that “set China back by more than a 

decade”, had a great impact on American conceptualizations of China.  Due to the post-

Mao ideology implemented by Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s, including his suggestion 

to “emulate the United States and modernize China”, Americans began to view China as a 

nation that could provide what the U.S. needed in terms of an economic partner.  Thus, 

Western conceptions of this new China became less hostile and generally more aware of 

Chinese society and government than they had been in the last decades (Mackerras 1989: 

208). 

 Even though China was still a Communist nation moving into the 1980s, the 
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Western-idealized strength of an economic partnership overrode any misgivings the West 

had with China's governmental structure.  Westerners saw that China's economic trends 

mirrored those of capitalism, which ultimately led to the West's ability to overcome the 

uneasiness of dealing with a nation whose values and way of life were wholly unfamiliar.  

Thus, more positive images began appearing, based solely on the projected strength of an 

economic partnership between the West and China (Mackerras 1989: 244).  The 

escalating tensions between China and Tibet did have (and continue to have) a negative 

impact on Western views of the nation, but China in the 1970s was identified as an 

economic asset that could continue to develop with the West (Mackerras 1989: 260-261). 

 The late 1980s brought yet another shift in Western conceptions of China: the 

Tiananmen Massacre of 1989.  Hundreds of thousands of Chinese demonstrators gathered 

in Beijing over several weeks to protest lingering systems of corruption, bureaucracy, and 

dictatorship in the Chinese government.  While these were peaceful demonstrations, on 

the night of June 4th the People's Liberation Army met the protesters gathered in 

Tiananmen Square with deadly force, killing thousands of Chinese civilians.  (Mosher 

1990: 202-203).  American news outlets already covering the protests reported on the 

protest-turned-skirmish in the streets of Beijing, but before long the verdict was in: the 

Chinese government was a “tyrannical and murderous regime”.  Even descriptors that 

had been phased out over the last decade such as “Communist” and “totalitarian” began 

to surface in the media's coverage of the massacre, in turn reverting the discussion of 

Chinese-American relations to the  polarized language of the mid-twentieth century.  

Democracy and Communism were again at odds in the eyes of Americans (Mosher 1990: 

206-208).  It became apparent that there were many unheard voices in China, and 
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Americans now realized the ideological chasm that separated Chinese Communist 

authority and the populace (Mosher 1990: 215-216). 

 

Recent Perspectives 

 

 Nicholas Kristof provides an academic response to China in the early 1990s in his 

essay “The Rise of China”.  Published in Foreign Affairs, Kristof's essay describes 

China's rise to economic power in the last few decades as monumental, suggesting that 

China is on track to becoming a “fourth pole” in the global economy (in addition to the 

United States, Japan, and European countries like Germany).  He describes China's 

economic growth since the late 1970s as explosive, commenting that global economic 

stability may become a big issue if the growth continues.  (Kristof 1993: 61-63).  

Although Kristof's report is centered on China's economy, he does present a bit of an 

ideological stance: he writes, “China is not a villain.  It is not a renegade country like Iraq 

or Libya, but rather an ambitions nation that is becoming a behemoth of the 

neighborhood” (Kristof 1993: 74).  Although his brief and coarse treatment of Iraq and 

Libya might suggest otherwise in terms of attitudes towards the Middle East (as an 

operative of the broader “East”), Kristof seems sympathetic towards China, 

acknowledging the progress they have made as a blooming economic power. 

 Even more recent perspectives are provided by David Lampton's “China”, written 

for the journal Foreign Policy in 1998.  The essay is divided into several sections 

determined by concerns Westerners tend to have with China's rise to power, dealing 

mostly with China as a rising economic power.  The more salient of these concerns deal 
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with the West perceiving China as a “rogue, totalitarian state”, being threatened by 

China's growing exports, and identifying China as a major environmental accident 

waiting to happen.  Lampton, in short, dismisses the concerns that China is not “free”, 

arguing that it is freer than it has been in the last half-century.  While he acknowledges 

that the Chinese are still feeling the effect's of Mao's regime, Westerners should not write 

China off as totalitarian: the state controls an ever-decreasing percentage of the Gross 

National Product due to the spread of privatized business, which in turn means freer, less-

dependent choices for Chinese citizens (Lampton 1998: 23).  These advances are offset, 

however, by the environmental concerns that stem from China's explosive economic 

growth.  Lampton advises that the environmental crisis is already in full swing and that it 

demands attention before it gets out of control. 

Contemporary examples of Western writings on China are much more legitimate 

than their centuries-old counterparts: they are grounded in more nuanced understandings 

of China as well as its relations with other major economic and political powers of the 

world.  While the West has moved away from the intensely racist representations of the 

Chinese found in the writings from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it should be 

clear that there are still Western agendas at work behind modern representations.  It must 

be recognized that these representations are “signs of the times”— Westerners' values 

dictate the ways in which they view China.  Historically, this method of representation 

can positively or negatively impact China's standing, but that issue is secondary to the 

point of examining this historical narrative: the West is still forced to view China through 

a lens of its own creation, and that lens has the capacity to distort images of China both 

consciously and subconsciously. 
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Chapter Two: Orientalism 

 

 China has been discussed extensively in Western literature over the last three 

centuries, and much of this discussion is characterized by the propagation of distorted 

(and in some cases even flawed) Western conceptions and representations of Chinese 

culture.  In 1978, Edward Said published an influential work in post-colonial studies 

titled Orientalism that elucidated the reasoning behind these misrepresentations.  In his 

work, he examined Western academic conceptualizations of Middle Eastern culture by 

drawing on political and literary discourse from the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early 

twentieth centuries, during which French and British colonialism played major roles in 

the formation of Western thought.  Said uses examples of Eurocentric literature to create 

the foundation for “Orientalism”, a mode of thought “based upon an ontological and 

epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and, most of the time, ‘the 

Occident’” that serves to distort Western views of other cultures (Said 1979: 2).  

Although Said’s Orientalism focuses primarily on the West’s conceptions of the Middle 

East, the ramifications of its conclusions can be applied to Western relationships to other 

Eastern countries— in this case, a discussion of Orientalism will provide a method of 

interpreting the representations of China discussed in Chapter One. 
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Said's Orientalism 

 

According to Said, Orientalism is comprised of three major components: a 

constantly evolving cultural and historical relationship between the East and the West, a 

“scientific discipline” to which Western scholars subscribe that entails the study of 

Eastern culture and tradition, and (perhaps most importantly to this project) the collection 

of assumptions, images, and fantasies the West harbors regarding the East (Said 1985: 

90).  The implicit division of East and West in Orientalist thought is a fabrication of 

human origin rather than a “fact of nature”, and Said argues that this division is the basis 

on which Western academia, media, and the general populace builds distorted 

conceptualizations involving the East (Said 1985: 90).  In essence, the East operates as an 

Other to the West, and many examples of Eurocentric discourse situate Orientalism such 

that it becomes a way of “dealing with the Orient…by making statements about it, 

authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it:  in short, 

Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over 

the Orient.” (Said 1979: 3).  As evidenced in the first chapter of this project, early 

Western descriptions of China follow a West-biased mode of thought—Western literature 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries exudes the Western desire to control China’s 

development such that it mirrors the West’s example. 

Said explains that Napoleon’s occupation of Egypt in the late eighteenth century 

was perhaps the largest contributor to the creation of modern Orientalist thought.  He 

cites the Description de l’Égypte, a collection of descriptive texts about Egypt published 

in twenty-three volumes throughout the early nineteenth century, as a major element in 
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this creation for several reasons (Said 1979: 84-85).  Its pages depict that Egypt’s destiny, 

as a part of the larger “Orient”, was to be annexed by Europe and taught how to shed its 

“barbarism” and return to its original greatness as an “appendage to Europe” (Said 1979: 

85-86).  Jean-Baptiste-Joseph Fourier, a scholar charged with collating the documents 

that made up the Description, writes that “…Napoleon wanted to offer a useful European 

example to the Orient, and finally also to make the inhabitants’ lives more pleasant as 

well as to procure for them all the advantages of a perfected civilization.” (Said 1979: 84-

85)  The Description’s language runs parallel to the representations of Chinese culture in 

Mosher’s “Age of Contempt”, during which British colonialism dictated Western 

representations of China.  Assumptions of Western superiority identify the Eastern 

nations in question as inferior.  

 Even after Napoleon’s occupation of Egypt came to an end, the legacy of 

European dominance over the Orient persisted and grew to the degree that it changed the 

language of Orientalism altogether— it transformed from a method of representation to a 

method of creation.  Through this new Orientalist language, the West could create norms 

to which the East would be compared, subdued, and subsequently controlled, thereby 

establishing the type of Western domination of the East that Said criticizes (Said 1979: 

87-88).  Said’s conclusion here is that Orientalism is at heart “a political doctrine willed 

over the Orient because the Orient was weaker than the West, which elided the Orient’s 

difference with its weakness” (Said 1979: 204).  In the century following the publication 

of the Description, influential scholars such as François-René de Chateaubriand (1764-

1848), Edward William Lane (1801-1976), and Richard Burton (1821-1890) published 

material that capitalized on the Description’s Orientalist contexts (Said 1979: 87-88).  
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Since then, Orientalist thought has evolved from these widely circulated European 

writings and branched into numerous forms across the West, some of which we still see 

today. 

 

Critiques of Orientalism 

 

 Since its publication, Orientalism has seen criticisms from a host of thinkers.  A 

common critique is that Said, in discussing the West's propensity for dominating the East 

through doctrine, actually Orientalizes the West.  Clare Gill explains that Said presents 

Orientalism as a “monolithic and un-changing discourse”, and that his amalgamation of 

the differing expressions of Orientalism found in nineteenth century literature acts as a 

reverse-stereotyping (Gill 2006).  In this sense, Said's treatment of the West as a 

homogeneous entity threatens to disrupt the very point he attempts to make.  This notion 

of homogeneity highlights a flawed binary opposition of East and West within 

Orientalism, which is also heavily critiqued.  Said's usage of “Western” and “European” 

synonymously misrepresents the entity to which those terms refer, subsequently 

undermining the “West's” supposed opposition to the “Orient” (Templeton 2007). 

 Said's notion that the Orient played no part in the creation of Orientalism is also 

debated.  “Oriental exteriority” or “passivity” is assumed in Said's work, which is seen as 

an oversimplification of the East's possible role in the creation of Western representations 

of it.  In 1794 Dean Mohamet, an Indian, published The Travels of Dean Mohamet.  The 

text is recognized as one of the first written in English by an Indian author, and it 

contains descriptions of the Orient from Mohamet's perspective.  Templeton argues that 
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Said's ignoring of literary figures such as Mohamet detracts from his contention that 

Orientalism was as one-sided as it seemed (Templeton 2007). 

 Both Gill and Templeton, however, note the importance of Said's work in bringing 

issues of cultural representation to the foreground.  Despite Orientalism's shortcomings, 

it is still a significant piece of post-colonial studies, and its tendency to incite debate only 

lends support to the validity of its inquiry. 

 

Modern Orientalism 

 

Said discusses an instance of modern Orientalist imagery in his treatment of the 

tensions between the Middle East and the United States in Orientalism.  In June of 1967, 

the Arab-Israeli War erupted and gave Western scholars and laypersons alike a reason to 

base their long-ingrained “fear of the foreign” on the Arab people.  In the following 

years, several demonstrations of this fear surfaced: cartoons of Arab sheiks behind gas 

pumps were reproduced en masse, television and film portrayed the Arabs as 

“treacherous” and “sadistic”, and literary works identified the Arabs as murderers who 

carry violence and deceit in their genes.  In this sense, the Arab is essentially portrayed in 

the West as either an economic partner or an agent of terror and destruction (Said 1979: 

285-287).  While these Orientalist images focus on the Middle East, the attitude behind 

them echoes the attitudes towards China during the twentieth century.  Western 

conceptions of China were dictated by its involvement with communism in the twentieth 

century, and Western media played an active role in determining how the Chinese were 

understood in the West. 
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In the 1998 documentary “Edward Said: On Orientalism”, Said addressed the 

more recent tensions between Middle Eastern nations and the United States as modern 

examples of Orientalism.  An example of this tension grew out of the Oklahoma City 

bombing in April of 1995.  Major media outlets had labeled the attack as a “Middle East 

style bombing”; CBS News reported that the FBI is treating the case as “A Middle 

Eastern-related incident; (“Edward Said: On Orientalism”: 11).  Said recognizes these 

attitudes as a Western need to identify “foreign devils”: they are merely new spins on the 

interpretation of Eastern cultures as strange or backwards, even frightening.  To Said, 

there are clearly systems of Western interests at work behind these skewed portrayals of 

Middle Eastern culture.  These interests are government-driven, propagated by both the 

media and scholars alike, and help to justify various Western actions, such as excessive 

government spending in areas dealing with its military.  Said argues that these numerous 

practices are rooted in the classical Orientalist discourse established in the early 

eighteenth century (“Edward Said: On Orientalism”: 8-9).  Said’s main point, echoing the 

discussion of the misrepresentation of the Arab in the 1970s, is that contemporary 

Western media generally tends to highlight negative aspects of Eastern cultures, aiding in 

the creation of distorted Western views of these cultures (“Edward Said: On 

Orientalism”: 8). 

 Despite its numerous criticisms, Said’s work reveals that intense, widespread 

misrepresentations of Eastern cultures have been appropriated since the late eighteenth 

century, and that these misrepresentations are dictated and reinforced by Western 

interests.  Modern expressions of Orientalism have moved away from the colonialist 

attitudes from which they emerged— the West’s desire to control the East through a 
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structured representation of it is not necessarily a governing principle of residual 

Orientalist thought today— but the West’s continued exhibition of “latent Orientalism”, 

an unconscious certainty about what “the East” is, is undeniably a by-product of the 

history of representation Said discusses.  Orientalism’s implications help to identify 

pervasive West-biased themes that have continued to evolve as different cultures and their 

relationships evolved, and a discussion of these themes provides a theoretical background 

of the case study on the Beijing Olympics opening ceremony in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Three: The 2008 Beijing Olympic Opening Ceremony 

 

 The opening ceremony of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games was a monumental 

undertaking.  It cost an estimated $300 million to produce and called for the participation 

of approximately 15,000 performers (Transcript).  Directed by renowned Chinese 

filmmaker Zhang Yimou, the ceremony encompassed an impressive variety of events 

showcasing China's national history as well as its technological achievements, both 

ancient and modern. 

 The National Broadcasting Company (NBC) obtained exclusive broadcast rights 

in the U.S., and brought the opening ceremony to approximately 34 million American 

viewers (Xinhua 1).  Bob Costas and Matt Lauer were NBC’s television hosts for the 

Opening Ceremony.  Costas, a well-known American sportscaster, has a rich history with 

the Olympics, having been NBC’s Primetime Host of the Summer Games since 1992 and 

the Winter Games since 2002.  Lauer, on the other hand, who currently co-anchors NBC’s 

The Today Show, remarked during the ceremony that it was his “first ride” at the 

Olympics.  In contrast to Costas and Lauer stands Joshua Cooper Ramo, dubbed NBC’s 

“China Analyst” for the broadcast.  Ramo’s role is one of an expert— as a former senior 

and foreign editor for Time magazine, he is fluent in Mandarin Chinese and spends a 

great deal of his time in Beijing.  According to his website, “The World Economic Forum 

has called him ‘one of China’s leading foreign-born scholars’” whose writings have been 
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disseminated across the globe (http://joshuaramo.com/).  As such, he is in a position to 

offer legitimate commentary on the distinctly Chinese aspects of the ceremony: the 

journey through Chinese history, the usage of Chinese philosophical symbols, and 

instances of Chinese ideology communicated through particular performances. 

 Over the course of the ceremony, portions of Costas, Lauer, and Ramo's 

commentary seem to be expressions of Orientalism that have evolved out of the historical 

Western tradition of representing China.  In this sense they continue a tradition of 

misrepresentation based on a limited knowledge of Chinese culture, but the discussion of 

Orientalism does not end there.  Through an examination of previous Asian Olympic 

hosts, it becomes clear that the ceremony's presentation of China and its people is 

grounded in a tradition of Asian “self-Orientalism”.  The ceremony presented Chinese 

culture as exotic, traditional, and unchanging—a defining characteristic of classic 

Orientalist narratives— while simultaneously communicating China's explosive 

economic power and capacity for modernization.  Thus, the discussion of Orientalism 

now takes two broader forms: the first, a Western expression of latent Orientalism rooted 

in the traditions of historical representations of the East; the second, an Eastern reworking 

of Orientalist discourse in preparation for an emergence into a world dominated by a 

modern West. 

 

Asian Olympic Hosts: Asian Hybridity and Self-Orientalism 

 

 Historically, Asian Olympic host nations have exhibited what Sandra Collins calls 

a “modern hybridity”.  This hybridity entails the combination of the host nation's exotic 
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culture with modern aspects of Western society, such as cutting-edge technology.  The 

resulting national identity represents a “harmonious blending” of these stereotypically 

Eastern and Western traits, and signifies the nation's entering into a Western-dominated 

world as a “beacon of modernization” (Collins 2008: 186-188).  Asian nations' focus on 

presenting their own cultures as exotic and unchanging will henceforth be called “self-

Orientalism”, and is a key component in the rewriting of modern Asian national identities 

as well as in the Western reception of these identities. 

 The Tokyo Games of 1964 initiated the tradition of Asian hybridity that Collins 

explains.  Japan had seen rough times following World War II, and it planned to use the 

Olympics as a means to shed its undesirable past and plug itself into the Western world in 

a uniquely Japanese way (Collins 2008: 192-193).  Through a juxtaposition of Japan's 

unique culture and the West's modernization, Japan secured a national identity that 

reflected a blending of the two.  The Tokyo Games were such a success to both the 

Japanese and the Olympic Movement that this blending became the normative model for 

Asian Olympic presentations (Collins 2008: 191). 

 The Seoul Games of 1988 saw many similarities to the Tokyo Games.  South 

Korea worked towards presenting its unique and ancient culture alongside an 

industrialized and democratic state, leading to a fusion of old and new.  The exhibition of 

uniquely Korean histories and traditions, though, set South Korea apart from Japan.  In 

this sense, their self-Orientalism represented a desire to exist differently than other Asian 

nations, but also to still be considered a beacon of modernization in the West (Collins 

2008: 195-197).  In addition, television played a major role in the reception of the Seoul 

Games, highlighting the potential for re-creation and dissemination of national identity.  
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By that token, the Seoul Games saw interesting similarities to the Beijing Games— NBC, 

who had broadcast rights in the U.S., offered political commentary that often was focused 

on particularly negative aspects of South Korean society.  It highlighted issues involving 

black market trade, student riots in response to military dictatorship, and the rocky 

relationship with North Korea.  The backlash from South Koreans who viewed the 

broadcasts ultimately caused NBC to issue a public apology for the commentators' 

treatment of the nation (Collins 2008: 197).  On a side note, in viewing the Seoul Games 

as a precursor to the Beijing Games, perhaps the inclusion of Joshua Cooper Ramo as 

“China Analyst” was a strategic move on NBC's part to help avoid such a backlash during 

Beijing's opening ceremony. 

 Between the 1964 Tokyo Games and the 1988 Seoul Games, the stage had been 

set for Beijing.  The self-Orientalist tradition exhibited by the previous Asian hosts as an 

appeal to the West would be taken up by China, and the Orientalist narrative of the 

nineteenth century would again be subverted and reused to illustrate a reworking of 

national identity and a conveying of universal ideals.  This notion of self-Orientalism, 

along with the notion that lingering expressions of Orientalism still exist in Western 

representations of the East,  will govern my analysis of the Beijing Olympic opening 

ceremony. 

 

“One World, One Dream”: Harmony and the Beijing Olympic Opening Ceremony 

 

Harmony was a major theme of the opening ceremony, directly following Collins' 

notion of East/West hybridity in previous Asian Olympic Games.  Framed by the slogan 
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of the Games, “One World, One Dream”, expressions of harmony ranged from the 

repeated usage of the Chinese character for harmony, itself, to the appearance of Buddhist 

apsaras, spirits symbolizing peace and harmony.  These expressions of harmony are 

reflective of central goals of the Beijing Games: “to advance cultural exchanges, to 

deepen understanding and friendship between the peoples of the world, and to promote 

harmonious development between mankind and nature” (BOCOG 1).  At the most 

fundamental level, China's goal of harmonious development follows in the footsteps of 

Japan and Korea.  The notion of harmony, seen in many performances throughout the 

ceremony, communicated the Chinese desire to exist powerfully, uniquely, and peacefully 

in a world shaped by Western ideals. 

A shining example of symbolism that communicated harmony during the 

ceremony was the performance of “You and Me”, the theme song of the Beijing Games.  

British singer/songwriter Sarah Brightman and Chinese pop star Liu Huan sang it as a 

duet, standing atop an illuminated globe representing the Earth (see Fig.1, Appendix B).  

The ceremony’s director Zhang Yimou felt it necessary to include Brightman, a 

“foreigner”, in the performance to further illustrate the Olympic slogan (BOCOG 2).  The 

song’s lyrics also communicated the ideal of harmony put forth by the Chinese 

throughout the ceremony: “You and me/from one world/we are family/travel dream/a 

thousand miles meeting in Beijing/come together/put your hand in mine/you and me/from 

one world/we are family” (Xinhua 2). 

Ramo supplied some insight into the Chinese ideal of harmony during the 

ceremony, recognizing that a harmonious society is “right at the heart of Chinese political 

doctrine at the moment” (Transcript).  However, he also pointed out that a tension exists 
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between the Chinese ideal of harmony and the disharmony that’s occurring in the real 

world: he cited environmental issues and urbanization as examples of this disharmony 

(Transcript).  This reflects Ramo's position as the “expert”— he recognizes China's goal 

of harmonious development, but he also exhibits an awareness of concerns involving 

China's development into a world power. 

 

Technology and the Beijing Olympic Opening Ceremony 

 

 Historically, technology has existed as a measurement of the modernization of 

Olympic host nations, specifically Asian host nations.  Thus, it is no surprise that 

technology and state of the art engineering played a key role in the presentation of the 

opening ceremony.  The enormous LED screen placed on the floor of the stadium is a 

prime example of new technology exhibited by the Chinese.  The screen measured 

approximately 480 feet long and 70 feet wide (one of the world's largest LED screens) 

and was used in several performances, mostly to accentuate the ceremony's journey 

through China's past (see Fig. 2, Appendix B).  The fact that the LED screen played such 

a large role in the ceremony's displays of culture and history lends support to the idea that 

China continued the tradition of combining Eastern tradition and Western modernity.  

Lauer took special note of the LED screen on several occasions during the ceremony, 

often marveling at its size. 

 In addition to the LED screen on the floor, there was also scrim that ran the entire 

way around the top of the stadium, stretching to about a quarter of a mile, that was used 

as a projector screen to accent the proceedings on the stadium floor.  At different stages of 
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the ceremony, particular images were projected onto it: images of children, of birds 

(following the stadium's nickname, the “Bird's Nest”), of the ocean, and of the worldwide 

torch relay that had occurred in the months prior. 

 Many performances throughout the ceremony utilized robust wiring setups to 

bring performers into the air: Buddhist apsaras flew gracefully around the stadium, 

Chinese astronauts (or “taikonauts”) floated about, and Olympic torch-bearer Li Ning ran 

through the air alongside the scrim, bringing the Olympic flame around the entire stadium  

during the torch-lighting finale (se Fig. 3, Appendix B). 

Fireworks were used liberally throughout the ceremony, representing China's 

invention of gunpowder.  New launching technologies such as compressive air launches, 

chamber pressure launches and computerized ignitions helped to streamline the 

experience.  In addition, the fireworks utilized “smokeless powder” to minimize 

pollution, which was a major concern both inside and outside China (Xinhua 3). 

 The presence of these types of cutting-edge technology in part fulfill what viewers 

expected from a modern Olympic opening ceremony.  Each successive host nation 

attempts to put on a grander show than the last, and Beijing's opening ceremony was no 

exception.  The difference there was Beijing's upholding of the traditions of Asian 

Olympic host nations— its inclusion of new technology, especially alongside its rich 

cultural history, presents an image of Asian hybridity that has become familiar to the 

West. 

 The effect of including technology can be measured in part through Costas, Lauer 

and Ramo's reactions to it— they were consistently wowed by the size of the LED screen 

and of the scrim surrounding the stadium, and they applauded elaborate engineering as 
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performers “flew” around the stadium.  Lauer remarked early on that viewers would be 

seeing numerous exhibitions of technology and engineering throughout the ceremony 

(Transcript).  In this sense, their understanding that technology would play a large role in 

China's presentation highlighted an awareness of China's economic power, perhaps even 

in accordance with China's desire to appear modern to the West. 

 

“Performing” Self-Orientalism: Fou Drummers and Shan Shui 

 

 Several performances during the Beijing Olympic opening ceremony followed 

along with Collins’ normative synthesis of ancient tradition and new technology.  The 

opening performance of the evening was a prime example of this synthesis: a matrix of 

2,008 drummers struck large, square fou, ancient Chinese percussion instruments, into 

which LED arrays were integrated.  In addition, the drummers were supplied with 

glowing red drumsticks, which came into play when the stadium's lights were lowered.  

These tools enabled the creation of not only a thunderous soundscape, but also a unique 

visual display— in a dark Olympic stadium, the drummers were able to synchronize and 

create images of Chinese characters by using the LEDs in the drums and by waving 

patterns with their glowing drumsticks (see Figs. 4 and 5, Appendix B). 

 The juxtaposition of the fou, an ancient piece of Chinese culture, alongside 

modern LED technology represented a successful fusion of Eastern culture and Western 

technology.  China simultaneously displayed its rich history and its modernity through 

this powerful performance, which succeeded in setting the overall tone of the opening 

ceremony. 
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 The NBC commentators' reactions to the performance were focused differently, 

however.  During the routine, Costas drew attention to the drummers' “almost fierce 

precision”.  Lauer followed up on the idea, suggesting that some American viewers might 

have been intimidated by the performance, and that the drummers were instructed to 

smile more to “take some of the edge off”.  Costas replied with an emphatic “Some.” 

(Transcript)  Costas and Lauer's attitudes seemed to exhibit a residual “fear of the 

foreign”, as discussed earlier in Said's treatment of the United States' relationship with 

Middle Eastern nations.  Perhaps the militaristic history of the drum brought on feelings 

of intimidation, or perhaps it was the fact that such a large number of Chinese drummers 

were able to perform such a tightly-synchronized performance.  In either case, the 

remarks seemed to mirror Americans' conceptions of China as a totalitarian regime in the 

mid-twentieth century— the first of several expressions of what can be seen as residual 

Orientalist attitudes. 

 China's synthesis of old and new would resurface in the creation of a giant shan 

shui painting on the Olympic stadium's floor.  Shan shui is a traditional style of Chinese 

brush art that depicts landscapes, usually those that juxtapose mountains and waters.  

Ramo explains that these paintings are “designed to express harmony, the balance 

between the mountains and the water” (Transcript).  The opening ceremony's shan shui 

painting, however, would not be created by a single artist, nor would it be created with a 

brush.  Instead, dancers used their hands and feet as brushes, performing modern dance 

moves to create the “brushstrokes”.  Sweeping movements of the dancers' legs and arms 

left ink on the parchment, forming a large depiction of mountains and waters.  This usage 

of modern dance to create such a traditional art form again highlighted the Chinese goal 
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of synthesizing the old and the new.  In addition, the painting was created on top of the 

LED screen discussed previously (which was at the time displaying a scroll-like image of 

mountains and waters), which intensified the apparent modernization of the ancient art 

form. 

 Before the actual painting began, Ramo took a moment to reflect on the fact that 

China was offering a blank scroll to the stadium.  He suggested that the scroll symbolized 

China’s wish to create a new image of itself that might supplant past images that it is 

“eager to leave behind” (Transcript).  This again represents Ramo's understanding of the 

Chinese goal of harmony, but it also highlights a new facet of the discussion: the creation 

and presentation of Chinese national identity. 

 

Size Matters: China's Big Show 

 

 Implicit in the opening drum performance and in the creation of the giant shan 

shui painting is the ceremony's emphasis on scale.  Before the ceremony even began, 

Lauer prefaced that “what you’re going to see tonight is in perfect agreement with the 

scale of this country— it’s a big show. We’re not hyping here, it’s a fact.  15,000 

performers will take to the stadium floor.  That’s a record.” (Transcript)  Several other 

portions of the ceremony followed this motif: one performance involved 2,008 martial 

artists performing tai chi, arranged in perfectly-constructed concentric circles on the 

stadium floor (also see Fig. 2, Appendix B).  Another involved 2,008 “star men”, 

performers dressed in bright green, light-up jumpsuits, who executed a choreographed 

movement piece around Chinese music star Lang Lang as he performed a piano piece in 
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the center of the stadium (see Fig. 6, Appendix B). 

  At face value, the ceremony's emphasis on scale is reflective of China's size, as 

Lauer suggests.  China accounts for roughly a fifth of the world's population, so the 

ceremony's magnitude was arguably a given.  Ramo, however, brings a new level of 

interpretation into the discussion.  He suggested that “great individual accomplishments, 

particularly in this society, rely on much more than the individual alone.” (Transcript)  

This idea can be seen as a diminishing of the individual's value, and runs parallel to the 

Brockhaus Conversations-Lexicon's stereotype of the Chinese in the nineteenth century.  

It is a classic Western misrepresentation of Chinese culture, and Ramo's suggestion is 

perhaps an offshoot of how the West so easily slips into viewing China as a totalitarian 

regime— Chinese people are merely parts of a larger entity and do not think for 

themselves, thereby placing little to no emphasis on the individual. 

 Ramo gave more character to his position during the raising of the PRC's flag.  

Fifty-six children representing the fifty-six ethnic groups in China brought the flag into 

the stadium, where is was taken by eight straight-laced Chinese military personnel.  

When asked what he thought about the transition from schoolchildren to soldiers, he 

replied: 

 
I think it’s a profound statement that’ll resonate in the hearts of the more than a 

billion Chinese watching this tonight: the idea that the State is the guarantor of 

the future of those children, in a country that for so long could not guarantee the 

safety or stability of the society for generations of children. (Transcript) 

 

 While Ramo's intent behind this comment cannot be known, his emphasis on 

some sort of Chinese solidarity and his implication that the represented ethnic groups 
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exist harmoniously with the State are troublesome.  Reading back to the “ideological 

chasm” between China's authority and its populace illustrated through the events at 

Tiananmen Square in 1989, it is clear that assuming over a billion Chinese viewers' 

consent to relinquishing control of the future to the State is ill-advised. 

 However, Ramo might have been parroting a version of China's message of 

national harmony in his suggestion.  Sandra Collins argues that China, specifically the 

Beijing Organizing Committee for the Olympic Games (BOCOG), was responsible for 

symbolic “erasures of difference” throughout the Beijing Games.  The BOCOG planned 

to bring the torch relay through the province of Xinjiang, which Collins describes as a 

“region of ethnic, religious, and political contestation”.  Additionally, one of the mascots 

of the Beijing Games was a representation of the Tibetan antelope— Collins suggests that 

this might have represented the Chinese will to absorb Tibet.  (Collins 2008: 202-203).  

In the case of the opening ceremony, the presentation of the fifty-six ethnic groups as 

coexisting harmoniously reflects the proposed erasure of the tensions in Xinjiang 

province.  In this sense, the creation of a Chinese national identity through the opening 

ceremony was controlled by the goal to synthesize not only the East and the West, but 

also the distinct ethnic groups within China, itself. 

 

Looking Beyond the Performance: Extra-Ceremonial Commentary on China 

   

 Throughout the ceremony, both Costas and Lauer fulfilled the role of what I call 

the “typical viewer”.  They reacted to the ceremony's events in an instinctive manner, one 

seemingly based on a selective knowledge of Chinese culture.  As typical viewers, Costas 
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and Lauer continually offered commentary that was divorced from the specifically 

Chinese aspects of the program. 

At several points over the course of the evening, Costas and Lauer brought their 

own discussions to the table, shedding light on issues secondary to the ceremony’s actual 

presentation.  While seemingly perfunctory in nature, these comments highlight a sort of 

tension between American and Chinese ideologies as they are understood by the 

commentators.  Before the ceremony began, for example, Lauer referenced a speech 

President Bush’s gave in Thailand the day before that brought forth concerns regarding 

China’s history of infringement upon human rights and freedoms of speech, religion, and 

press.  The issue of environmentalism is brought up several times as well, seemingly to 

remind viewers that this is still the same China Americans have all heard about in the 

news. 

 Later in the ceremony, Lauer discussed China's “Project 119”, a government 

program designed to emphasize athletes' performance in Olympic sports that award 

multiple medals, like swimming and track and field.  This emphasis was designed to 

maximize China's medal count, particularly of gold medals.  Project 119 represents 

China’s eagerness to outperform other countries in the medal race.  Costas and Lauer 

situate the program as a way for the Chinese to overtake the U.S. in the Gold medal 

count, alluding to a rivalry that the U.S. has supposedly dominated. 

 At another point, Costas described the ceremony (and the Games in general) as 

China's “return to glory”, a “moment of redemption” (Transcript).  Immediately apparent 

in this statement is the negative flavor of the language in the description, particularly the 

word “redemption”.  It is as if the language serves to place China in a position to be 
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judged by Americans, but also that they seek the approval of the world.  In both cases, 

China appears to be situated in a position of weakness, if only ideologically. 

 However, the idea that the ceremony is China’s moment of redemption, as coarse 

as it sounds, seemed to frame the event in accordance with how the Chinese presented its 

goal: to exist harmoniously in a global society despite its rough history.  Still, as the host 

nation, China is perhaps in a position to be judged by the Western world, drawing up a 

power dynamic of which the West is in control.  The opening ceremony appeared to be a 

foray into a world dominated by Western ideals. 

 Why would Costas and Lauer bring these sorts of comments to the table?  Is it 

simply to indicate an awareness of “real” issues in the world?  These continual reminders 

imply that Americans are not to be fooled by the scope of the ceremony— they are aware 

of China’s history and will be scrutinizing its every move as it gains power.  In this sense, 

they can be seen as debasing China in order to comfort viewers who might identify the 

country as totalitarian, and therefore at odds with the American way of life. 

 Some of the extra-ceremonial aspects Costas and Lauer bring in, however, draw 

attention to China in a more positive way.  China’s noteworthy accomplishments are 

given the spotlight, including the timeless philosophical traditions of Confucius, the 

invention of paper and the printing press, and the fact that for nine out of the last ten 

centuries China has had the largest Gross Domestic Product in the world (Transcript).  

 Still, the majority of their offerings are sobering in the sense that they draw 

attention to negative aspects of Chinese culture, which has been a typical trope of 

American media in dealing with the East.  Addressing the tensions between the U.S. and 

the Middle East, specifically, Said explained that U.S. media continually chose to focus 
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on particularly negative aspects of Middle Eastern culture, and recognized this practice as 

a modern expression of Orientalist thought.  The same thing seemed to occur during the 

Opening Ceremony: Costas and Lauer were responsible for incorporating issues 

Americans have with China into their narrative.  The United States’ relationship with 

China isn’t as militaristically charged as its relationship with the Middle East, but the 

same sort of ideas involving the representation of Chinese culture still apply.  In the case 

of the opening ceremony, Costas and Lauer offered commentary that moved away from 

the type of overtly racist Western representations of China found in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, but it can be argued that their attitudes evolved from the Orientalist 

attitudes that spawned those representations. 

 In contrast to Costas and Lauer, Ramo harbored an overwhelmingly positive 

outlook on China’s standing: its desire to open up to the world, its emphasis on global 

harmony, and its wish to rewrite images of itself were all given positive attention.  What 

could it mean that the “China Analyst” presented the most hopeful outlook, while Costas 

and Lauer tended to highlight more negative aspects?  I believe Costas and Lauer’s 

commentary is reflective of the roles they played— they embodied the reactions of the 

skeptical, selectively-knowledgeable, even naïve American viewers, and are in a way 

comforting to their audience.  They realized American viewers' feelings on China and 

represent them.  Upon further consideration, Ramo's role seemed to be that of a 

comforter, as well.  From his position of legitimacy as “China Analyst”, Ramo could have 

alleviated American concerns involving China by providing deeper knowledge of 

Chinese culture and relating them to understandable ideals such as harmony between all 

nations.  In this sense, Ramo might have understood and supported China's hybridity and 
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masking of diversity, and was merely repeating this knowledge to give American viewers 

some context. 

 

Whose Dream?  China's Self-Orientalism and National Identity 

 

 Historically, the Olympics have been a Western endeavor.  China is only the third 

Asian nation to host the Olympic Games, and interesting inquiries develop out of China's 

position as such.  Said partly defines Orientalism as a political doctrine that is willed over 

the Orient.  An interesting comparison to this definition lies in Lauer's comment that “one 

of the reasons, the IOC [International Olympic Committee] gave the games to Beijing in 

this year was so that they could present the Olympic movement to more than a billion 

fresh eyes.”  Can the Olympic movement, itself, be seen as a doctrine to be willed over 

“weaker” nations, in line with Said’s treatment of Chateaubriand’s Description de 

l’Égypte? 

This question links up to the idea of self-Orientalism— China saw hosting the 

Olympics as a “hundred year dream”, as Liu Qi noted in his address during the ceremony.  

This dream certainly follows the notion Ramo puts forth regarding China’s desire to 

present a new image of itself to the rest of the world.  So, the discussion now focuses on 

China’s willingness to internalize and re-present Western ideals in tandem with its 

uniquely Chinese culture and vision of harmony— like Tokyo and Seoul before it, the 

Beijing Games present a synthesis of Eastern tradition and Western modernity.  In this 

regard, can the ceremony's ideals be interpreted as uniquely Chinese at all?  What does 

this mean in terms of the establishment of a Chinese national identity?  Tokyo saw a 
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prosperous industrialization and modernization following its Olympics, and Seoul 

adopted a democratic government following its Olympics.  China's ideals involving 

harmony and sustainability have the potential to manifest themselves in very real ways if 

the tradition of Asian host nations is upheld. 

 

Conclusions 

 

 One of my contentions has been that although our perceptions and representations 

of China have “softened” over the last few centuries, the ways in which the West talks 

about China (or any Eastern culture) today has emerged from a broadly-implemented 

tradition of misrepresentation.  Critical thought on issues surrounding cultural interaction, 

such as Said's work in Orientalism, has aided in taking steps in a more sympathetic 

direction. 

 Lingering expressions of Orientalism today, like those found in NBC commentary 

on the Beijing Olympics opening ceremony, give rise to questions regarding much 

broader issues than the ones treated in this project: how does one represent a culture, 

other or not?  What does it mean to represent something?  Does a representation 

necessarily entail distortion?  While these questions are purely rhetorical, they stand as 

guiding principles in terms of the West's interaction with the world.  Awareness of one's 

own biases can lead to a more sympathetic understanding and representation of others, 

and being held accountable for these biases through a dialogue between cultures rather 

than a narrative on another culture can construct much healthier realities for those 

involved. 
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 It is apparent, however, that a deeper analysis of the Beijing Olympic opening 

ceremony reveals that the nature of Orientalism has been reworked entirely.   Through the 

ceremony (and the Games as a whole), China was able to hijack the narrative of Western 

modernization and re-deliver it alongside a rich cultural history as well as a wish for 

global harmony in an attempt to alleviate American concerns of being displaced as the 

“big kid on the block”.  This act reveals China's keen knowledge of the social, economic, 

and political landscapes of an increasingly globalized society.  Their self-Orientalism 

indicates a reworking and re-expression of a previously Western-held power— that of an 

Orientalist narrative— that could serve to bring the East and the West together.  But, what 

becomes of a Chinese national identity?  As Sandra Collins suggests, the Olympics acted 

as a platform for rewriting the New China's identity, but the implicit masking of diversity 

between the fifty-six ethnic groups in China and between China and Tibet highlights its 

fragility.  Arif Dirlik writes: 

 
Self-essentialization may serve the cause of mobilization against "Western" 

domination; but in the very process it also consolidates "Western" ideological 

hegemony by internalizing the historical assumptions of orientalism. At the same 

time, it contributes to internal hegemony by suppressing differences within the 

nation (Dirlik 1996: 114). 

 

 In this sense, the uniquely Chinese ability to rework narratives dealing with 

national identity is afforded at the cost of Orientalizing both China and the U.S., the 

“East” and the “West”.  To a degree, this means that the New China's national identity is 

inextricable from the historical Western descriptions of China in the last few centuries.  

China's quest to define itself in a Western dominated world has included a self-

Orientalism that has become a defining characteristic of modern Asian nations, especially 
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at the Olympic Games.  As with Tokyo and Seoul, however, China could take up its own 

path in terms of its entrance and existence in the modern world— this path will be carved 

as China continues to situate itself as a world power. 

 Whether or not the Chinese presentations and American representations found in 

the Beijing Olympic opening ceremony are distortions of reality, they present the 

prospect of reworking the relationships between cultures that have historically operated 

as “Others”.  As China develops and as America copes, the tensions made manifest 

through the Olympics will take new forms, and in time create new models of interaction 

between the East and the West.  Ramo's focus on the propagation of Chinese ideologies 

throughout the opening ceremony highlights the prospect of a dynamic form of creation 

and representation, one that includes the input of both China and the U.S.  As the global 

society shrinks and borders are blurred, these international relationships will continue to 

evolve and present new opportunities for cultural definition, representation, and 

interaction. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 45 

Appendix A:“Beijing 2008 Complete Opening Ceremony” DVD Transcript  
  (select sections omitted) 
 
[Disc 1] 
 
Bob Costas: Approaching 8pm Friday in Beijing, 8/8/08.  The moment has arrived and 
the focus of China and the world is on the National Stadium, better knows as the Bird’s 5 
Nest, a beacon of energy and excitement in the middle of the Olympic green, an ultra-
modern structure that at the same time suggests a tangle of twigs, and where some 91,000 
people have come to witness an opening ceremony of unprecedented scope.  Hello 
everyone and welcome to these Beijing Olympic Games, Bob Costas with Matt Lauer.  
Matt, this is an Olympics unlike any other.  So many aspects will play out over the next 10 
two and a half weeks, but right now as we stand here above all, anticipation and 
excitement. 
 
Matt Lauer: There’s no question about it, you’ve done this a lot in the past.  This is my 
first ride, and what a ride it’s going to be. So much has been said about China in the 15 
months and weeks leading up to these Olympic Games: a lot about politics— we’ll set 
that aside right now— and an awful lot about sheer size.  It’s a vast nation with that huge 
population you’ve heard a lot about, 1.3 billion people, roughly four times the size of the 
US population.  We’ve seen large chunks of this show and I think we’ll both say what 
you’re going to see tonight is in perfect agreement with the scale of this country: it’s a big 20 
show. We’re not hyping here, it’s a fact.  15,000 performers will take to the stadium floor.  
That’s a record. 
 
BC: 11,000 athletes— a little less than 11,000— 15,000 performers, a 300 million dollar 
production, 10 times what Athens spent 4 years ago, and it’s in the hands of Zhang 25 
Yimou, who is the most esteemed film director in China.  We’re about to see what 
happens when an artist gets nearly unlimited resources, it’s almost a cinematic 
presentation playing out in real time. 
 
ML: A lot obviously has been planned in advance, some will be unpredictable because of 30 
politics. What’s gonna happen?  What response will President Bush get, for example, 
when he joins dignitaries like Hu Jintao, the president of the People’s Republic of China.  
What’s the response going to be to Nicolas Sarkozy, the president of France, who angered 
some people in China with talks of an early boycott— he’s gone back on that.  And what 
response will we hear when the delegations from North Korea, Iran, and Iraq enter this 35 
stadium, so at times tonight we’ll just sit back and listen. 
 
BC: So many interesting aspects about to play out, and to get some kind of insight from 
the Chinese perspective we bring in NBC’s China Analyst, the former foreign editor of 
time magazine, Joshua Cooper Ramo. 40 
 
Joshua Cooper Ramo: Bob, a pleasure to be here tonight, the Chinese tonight reaching 
their hands out to the world in a really unprecedented way.  A Chinese friend of mine said 
to me last week, “This is, for us, the moon shot: it is the riskiest thing we’ve ever done”, 
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so some of the energy we feel in the Bird’s Nest tonight is the nervousness of a nation 
about to put a match to a fuse of a rocket. 
 
ML: A lot of people have been lining up, Bob, for hours before the opening ceremony 
about to get underway, and I think Joshua said it right, there’s a lot of energy in the 5 
stadium tonight. 
 
BC: And especially among the athletes themselves who will shortly march in here, let’s 
check in with some of them.  Andrea Joyce is at the National Indoor Stadium, Andrea? 
 10 
[Interview with several athletes (omitted)] 

 

BC: Just a very few moments now from the start of the Opening Ceremony, and the 
dignitaries among the 91,000 in attendance are making their way toward their seats.  As 
Chinese president Hu Jintao enters, along with the president of the IOC, Jacques Rogge, 15 
some 80 heads of state are here, including president bush, the first sitting American 
president to attend a non-American Olympics.  Now as you know, President Bush had 
been urged by many, both in and outside America, to boycott these games, or at least the 
opening ceremony, but he’s made it clear for months that he intended to come, a.) to 
support US athletes, and b.) to show respect for China and its accomplishments, which he 20 
believes will lead to more constructive dialogue than if he had offended them by not 
attending. 
 
ML: Yeah but it doesn’t say that he’s taken a soft line on the plane on the way over here, 
he talked about some of the problems he has with China and then again yesterday, Bob, in 25 
a very strong speech in Thailand he talked about things like China’s record on human 
rights, on freedom speech, freedom of religion, the jailing of dissidents, freedom of the 
press, but then as you said, said but wait a second, we encourage them and acknowledge 
their efforts on behalf of negations over in North Korea and their nuclear ambitions, and 
Iran which is still an unresolved situation. 30 
 
BC: Now President Bush will meet with Hu Jintao over the weekend, and he promises a 
candid exchange of ideas and, presumably, the subjects which Matt just alluded to will be 
included as well as others because there are an array of issues.   
 35 
ML: And I guess this is the point: China and its emergence and its power forces a lot of 
countries and their leaders to operate in a gray area— it can’t be black and white because 
while you agree on some things you don’t agree on others, and it can’t be a firm line, it’s 
got to be a bit of give and take. 
 40 
BC: And here is President Bush and the First Lady. 
 
ML: We understand his daughter, Barbara, is supposed to attend as well— by the way, 
another Bush in attendance tonight, we like to call him 41, the former president of the 
United States, and a guy who spent a lot of time here in the 1970s, George Herbert 45 
Walker Bush. 
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BC: Before there was an official ambassador’s position, US Ambassador to China, he 
was kind of a special envoy. 
 
ML: That’s right.  President Bush’s father was offered a job back in the early ‘70s, two 5 
[indecipherable word] assignments to either have the ambassador’s ship to Great Britain 
or France and he said no, I see a future in China, send me to Beijing. 
 
BC: And he has returned here countless times— it’s a subject which fascinates him, and 
he has long-standing relations with the Chinese leadership. 10 
 
ML: And as they continue to seat the dignitaries, first Lady Laura Bush, acknowledging 
the guest to her right, we’re about to get underway here with a countdown. 

 

BC: Exactly 2008 performers stand behind fou drums, which is an instrument of ancient 15 
China.  The drums were discovered in 2005 during an excavation of a tomb near 
Shanghai, which dated to around 500 B.C., and these drummers will take us to the 
countdown. 
 
(Announcers welcome dignitaries) 20 
 
BC: You’ll hear all announcements tonight in three languages: French and English, the 
official languages of the Olympics, and the language, China in this case, of the host 
nation. 
 25 
ML: Although, Bob, that was just an announcement that needed no language at all. 

 

ML. Jacques Rogue, the former Olympian himself, President of the IOC, in attendance 
alongside Hu Jintao. 
 30 
BC: How about those drummers, almost fierce precision— 
 
ML: Going through a countdown with minute detail, and by the way we’ll make 
reference to the smiles a little later on. 

 35 
JCR: The words of Confucius here, 2500 years ago, “To welcome friends from far away, 
isn’t that a good thing.”  Written at a time when stability in China was as unimaginable, 
in a way, as these games— this ceremony tonight— would have been for Chinese 30 
years ago. 

 40 
ML: Bob, a nation of 1.3 billion putting on a show like this and people at home are not 
alone if they’re saying it’s both awe-inspiring and perhaps a little intimidating, but they 
told these drummers earlier in a rehearsal to smile more, and that’s taken some of the 
edge off of it. 
 45 
BC: Some. 
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ML: (laughs) 
 
BC: 2008 drummers with a rousing start to the 2008 Olympics! 

 5 
ML: You’re looking now at the footsteps of history quite literally coming from the old 
center of Beijing near Tiananmen Square to the new area of Beijing, this National 
Stadium along the north-south axis.  You’re looking at a cinematic device employed by 
Zhang Yimou here, this is actually almost animation: a footstep a second, 29 in all, to 
signify the 29 Olympiads. 10 
 
BC: We said earlier that aspects of this opening ceremony are almost like cinema in real-
time; well this is quite literally cinematic. 
 
ML: This is signifying China’s march of history outward from the center of Beijing.  And 15 
now the footsteps arrive at the stadium. 
 
(Song performance begins, “Dream Rings”) 
 
JCR: The ceremony tonight is gonna touch on each of the three great Chinese 20 
philosophical traditions: Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, and these flying figures 
here, these apsaras, will be familiar to anybody who has seen Buddhist iconography 
anywhere in the world.  They symbolize peace and harmony and can be found in the 
Dunhuang caves, which are wonderfully preserved Buddhist art masterpieces out in the 
desert area of Gansu province. 25 
 
BC: The apsaras are, in effect, like muses, right? 
 
JCR: That’s right, they’re part of the sort of magical spirit that comes that brings both 
great joy and often great prosperity. 30 
 
BC: This song is called “Dream Rings”, about harmony and the world coming together to 
celebrate. 
 
ML: And now, as if by magic, those dream rings are lifted from the floor of the stadium.  35 
Just some of the technology and engineering that you’re gonna be seeing an awful lot of 
tonight. 
 
JCR: And I think it’s also worth noting here one of the structures of traditional Chinese 
narratives we’re seeing, which is this alternation between loud and soft, between light 40 
and dark, between that tremendous mass of the opening and now this very delicate, 
flower-like set of rings rising to the roof of the stadium. 
 
(Song performance ends) 
 45 
(Song performance begins, “A Hymn to My Country”) 
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1. Now 56 children, representing the 56 ethnic groups of China, carry their nation’s flag.  
This little girl is named Lin Miaoke, she’s 9 years old, lives here in Beijing, and she’s 
singing a song called “A Hymn to My Country”. 

 

2. President Bush still talking to Vladimir Putin, perhaps talking about that opening drum 5 
number, still. 
 
BC: Hard to overstate the universal sense of pride, any other differences aside, among the 
billion plus Chinese in the days leading up to this opening ceremony.  Sales of Chinese 
flags went up some thirty times over. 10 
 
ML: Bob, you mentioned that the young lady singing is from Beijing— all the children 
you’re going to be seeing tonight are— it’s important to the organizers— are average 
Chinese children from average families chosen from some art schools around the area. 
 15 
BC: Joshua, what do we make of this now, from the children to the soldiers? 
 
JCR: I think it’s a profound statement that’ll resonate in the hearts of the more than a 
billion Chinese watching this tonight: the idea that the state is the guarantor of the future 
of those children, in a country that for so long could not guarantee the safety or stability 20 
of the society for generations of children. 
 
(Song performance ends) 
 
BC: The Chinese anthem is entitled, “March of the Volunteers” 25 
 
(Chinese National Anthem plays) 
 
BC: Get used to hearing that song as the host country figures to be at the top of the 
podium many times during these games. 30 
 
ML: Looking down at the floor of the national stadium, let’s just call it the Bird’s Nest 
from now on, this ceremony will be divided into two portions: Chinese history and 
modern times, and, Joshua, here we’re taking a journey not only through time but key 
elements of Chinese culture. 35 
 
JCR: That’s right, Matt, and we begin here with something highly symbolic: a blank 
sheet of paper, expressing the wish of the Chinese for people around the world as they 
look at this country over the next 17 days to fill the blank sheet of paper with new images 
and maybe to replace images that the Chinese themselves in many cases are eager to 40 
leave behind. 
 
ML: And as the scroll unfolds, we’re about to see a display of the ancient Chinese art of 
calligraphy and painting. 
 45 
JCR: In a sense, that’s right.  The three great brush arts of traditional Chinese culture: 
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painting, calligraphy, and poetry. 
 
JCR: What’s coming together here are the very first strokes of what is knows as a shan 
shui painting, a “mountains and waters” painting— one of the oldest Chinese art forms, 
probably a thousand years old— designed to express harmony, the balance between the 5 
mountains and the water. 
 
BC: That instrument is a guqin, I hope I pronounced that correctly, Joshua. 
 
JCR: And that sound, Bob, that almost mournful noise that comes from those strings is 10 
something that reaches right into the heart of any Chinese. 
 
BC: That instrument is sometimes called the father of Chinese music, or even sometimes 
the instrument of the sages. 
 15 
JCR: As we watch these dancers here, it’s worth keeping in mind: in these traditional 
Chinese arts, their quality was not judged by how realistic they are, by how much fidelity 
they have to nature, but by the idea that they should express the inner spirit of the master, 
that the movement of the brush should represent the soul of the artist.  So, these dancers 
here, using their own bodies as brushes, showing again the Chinese conception that there 20 
is no distinction, in the end, between the artist and the work of art. 
 
ML: And not to distract from the beauty of this, but just some people at home might be 
looking at the floor and saying, “How are they accomplishing that beautiful image on the 
floor?”  This is one of the world’s largest LED screens, again technology and 25 
engineering.  230 feet long by 70 feet wide, and it will even get bigger as this night 
progresses. 
 
JCR: Matt, we’ve said this is going to be a night of contrasts, and here again you see the 
most modern dance moves creating the most ancient style of painting. 30 
 
BC: The opening ceremony from Beijing, already seeming unlike any other. 

 

BC: Now the portion of the opening ceremony artistic director Zhang Yimou refers to as 
“Confucius Travels”, as 810 disciples of Confucius appear holding bamboo scrolls. 35 
 
JCR: Bob, yeah, we’re back here in one of the really powerful Chinese traditions: 
Confucian thought. Confucius was a scholar who lived 2500 years ago, in an 
unbelievably chaotic time in Chinese history known as the “Spring and Autumn Period”, 
who wandered around giving advice to leaders about how to have order, how to have 40 
harmony in a society. 
 
BC: And the bamboo scrolls, if anyone asks the question, “What’s significant about 
holding the Olympics in China?” well, how many places can you go around the world 
where the culture is old enough where you can say, “Oh by the way, the Chinese invented 45 
paper and printing.”  And that’s actually true here. 
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JCR: And, in fact, this is a symbolic statement as we see in the middle of the stadium 
right now: the bamboo giving way, piece by piece, and then rising up from the center of 
the stage now— Chinese movable printing blocks. 

 5 
JCR: This, uh, moving blocks, which are eliciting quite a reaction here in the Bird’s 
Nest, are evoking something that many Chinese viewers will recognize: this is wind, and 
recalls one of Confucius’ most famous phrases, the idea that the virtuous leader can pass 
across his subjects with the ease of the wind 
 10 
BC: And time after time, we’ve seen it in this opening ceremony already, massive scope, 
minute precision. 
 
JCR: And there is the Chinese character for harmony, which will make a number of 
appearances tonight.  A core philosophical conception. 15 
 
BC: And a core political ideal as well— Hu Jintao talks constantly about the harmonious 
society. 
 
JCR: That’s right, the idea of a [Chinese phrase], or a harmonious society, really right at 20 
the heart of Chinese political doctrine at the moment. 
 
BC: Glad you said that (laughs). 
 
JCR: Here, by the way, is another image that evokes that same tradition: the notion of 25 
drops of water spilling onto an empty pond, that sort of stillness and silence that comes 
from Confucian self-cultivation, but also appears of course in the Daoist and the Buddhist 
traditions as a mark of inner peace leading to external peace. 

 

JCR: Then there’s the character for harmony again.  You know, one of the unusual things 30 
about spending so much time talking about harmony in China today is there’s so many 
profoundly disharmonious things here, in a way: the challenges with the environment, 
with urbanization, and so forth.  So, this is really representing an ideal for the Chinese as 
they watch this. 
 35 
ML: I think you said it so well, Bob, earlier, this is Zhang Yimou creating a cinematic 
blockbuster in real-time on the floor of a stadium. 
 
JCR: Harmony making its third appearance there. 

 40 
JCR: And now a symbol that is perhaps the most famous in China, The Great Wall.  
4,000 miles long, built and rebuilt over almost a thousand year period as this country 
tried to keep barbarians out.  And now in a moment of symbolism that is just remarkable, 
the director Zhang Yimou brings the Great Wall down and replaces it with blossoming 
plum flowers, the Chinese symbol for openness. 45 
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BC: Again, the reconciling of opposites. 
 
JCR: Absolutely, and again, a desire to replace one image of China with another one. 
 
BC: And how’d they do it?  They did it… with people.  Not computers, not hydraulics… 5 
people.  It’s unbelievable.  Jaw-dropping!  Don’t go away.  Why would you? 
 
JCR: You know, Bob, as Chinese people look at their own history, the moment they will 
almost all tell you was the greatest was the Tang Dynasty.  And part of the reason they 
feel it was so spectacular was because it was a time when China was incredibly open.  Of 10 
course most famous for the silk route, which opened during that time, the sense of China 
literally, like this dancer in a way, casting their most precious things, silk and Chinese 
cultural values, out to the world and getting in return all sorts of amazing ideas.  You can 
almost see in her headdress here, it almost looks Indian to some degree, a reflection of the 
tremendous openness of China at that time, and the result, which was an unbelievable 15 
cultural and economic blossoming. 
 
ML: And as you gave us a crash course on this over the last several days, Josh, the way 
you talked not only about openness but the symbolism of this one dancer being supported 
by these many beneath her. 20 
 
JCR: That’s right, I think it’s a fundamental issue in the nature of Chinese culture about 
the relationship between the one and the many, and Zhang Yimou, who is a master of 
visual symbolism, obviously here sending a message that great accomplishments, great 
individual accomplishments particularly in this society, rely on much more than the 25 
individual alone. 

 

BC: Joshua, who are these guys? 
 
JCR: You know, the Chinese have a wonderful maritime tradition, and this segment is 30 
meant to evoke figuratively, obviously, another way in which China was open to the 
world, in expanding trade, and in particular the adventures of China’s own Christopher 
Columbus, a navigator named Zheng He, who was perhaps the first really to master the 
use of magnetic compasses, something that was also developed in China, as he navigated 
around the world. 35 
 
ML: And I want to draw your attention to the membrane or scrim that is at the top of this 
stadium— it’s massive, it goes the entire way around, and now projected on that screen, 
images of the sea.  And this really leads us to believe that Zhang Yimou came up with an 
artistic dream and then said to the people here, “Now build me a stadium that can 40 
accommodate it.”  It’s a stunning image. 
 
BC: Yeah, this stadium clearly was designed with this opening ceremony in mind.  Now 
eventually it will be converted somewhat— the capacity will go from 90,000 to 80,000 
and it will house Beijing’s soccer team— but the main purpose of this stadium is right 45 
now. 
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ML: And that scrim remains, that’s a permanent feature. 
 
JCR: We see unfolding on the massive screen now images of China’s naval history. 
 5 
ML: You know, Bob, we talked about scope and scale at the beginning of the show, so 
not just a dozen oarsman, but seemingly thousands.  Not just a screen at the top of the 
stadium that stretches for a few feet— this one stretches over a quarter of a mile, 
everything bigger here in China. 
 10 
BC: Well, when we remarked in the run-up to Zhang Yimou about how remarkable it was 
to have some 15,000 performers, none of whom repeat, by the way— 15,000 individual 
performers— his deadpan reply was, “Well, we have the people.” 
 
ML: (laughs) 15 

 

ML. Normally you see something on this scale, Bob, you see wires being pulled, people 
directing the masses, telling them where to go— none of that.  They seem to know this 
cold. 
 20 
BC: With Matt Lauer and NBC’s China Analyst Joshua Cooper Ramo, Bob Costas at the 
opening ceremony which now pays tribute to the grandeur of China’s dynastic history.  
And Joshua, it’s almost become a cliché over the last few months to say that this is 
China’s coming out party, and we all understand the sense in which that applies, but to 
many people in China this is really a return to glory, a moment of redemption. 25 
 
JCR: That’s right, and the Chinese will be very quick to tell you that for 9 of the last 10 
centuries they had the biggest GDP on the planet.  But it’s also important to keep in mind, 
they’re very aware: nothing ends when the games end, the process of reform and opening 
only gets more complex from this point on. 30 
 
ML: Alright let’s do this, we’re three guys sitting in what will soon be a soccer stadium 
talking about LEDs and drums, but… you know what, this is one of those moments 
where we have to stop and ooh and ahh a little bit about the costumes.  Zhang Yimou 
putting on a fashion show on the floor here— look at the colors, look at the detail, look at 35 
the numbers of costumes he had to create for this show. 
 
BC: And consider, these performers, in often heavy costumes, in oppressive heat and 
humidity! 
 40 
JCR: One of the wonderful things about China, frankly, is there’s this incredible attention 
to little, tiny details.  Watch the way these women move their hands, you can see this in 
tea houses and even in McDonalds in China, just a leftover cultural emphasis on the way 
the tiniest gestures matter so much. 
 45 
BC: So you order a Big Mac and fries in Beijing and they present it to you with a 
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conspicuous elegance? 
 
JCR: For you, yes, and a dance. 
 
ML: That’s the way they do it in Manhattan, isn’t it? 5 
 
BC: Absolutely. 
 
ML: There’s that LED screen again, now stretching almost 500 feet on the floor of the 
stadium. 10 

 

ML: While you were away watching commercials, China has advanced some couple of 
hundred years.  We told you this show would be divided into the ancient and the 
modern— we’ve now arrived at the modern, and I guess we can put an estimated year on 
this, Joshua, somewhere around 1978. 15 
 
JCR: Yeah, I think that’s about right, when the period of reform and opening began in 
China. 
 
BC: At the piano, one of China’s most popular musicians, 26-year-old Lang Lang.  He’s a 20 
mega-star here in China.  And the little girl is Li Muzi, who is just 7 years old and has 
only been playing the piano for about a year. 

 

ML: Should tell a little story here as these people light up on the floor of the stadium, the 
first time this was rehearsed about a week ago, they were all wearing black costumes.  25 
Zhang Yimou apparently didn’t like it, said change ‘em.  Three days later they were this 
green color, he said I like that, make me 2007 more, and here we are on a Friday night. 
 
JCR: And I’ll tell you, Matt, you know, we were talking earlier about how to date this— 
no Chinese watching this at home needs a calendar to know what this is.  This is that 30 
amazing moment when China began to plug into the world, when it began to light up 
even chromatically, when it went from a world of brown and gray Mao suits to bright, 
vivid colors, and individuals deciding on the lives that they wanted to live for themselves. 

 

ML: And as the star men prepare to go on the move once again, this time, watch, they’ll 35 
take the shape of what’s become a symbol of national pride and joy, the national stadium, 
or the Bird’s Nest. 
 
BC: And overhead a large kite appears— the Chinese invented the kite, and Beijing is 
sometimes called the city of kites.  And this young lady is 9-year-old Zhu Qiaoyan, her 40 
nickname is Qiao Qiao, and she is, it is safe to assume, having the time of her young life. 

 

BC: The jury is no longer out, at least for me— I have seen eight opening ceremonies in 
person, all of them have had memorable and magnificent moments, but this is the finest 
opening ceremony I have ever seen. 45 
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BC: The opening ceremony of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games continues in just a 
moment. 

 

BC: Bob Costas, Matt Lauer, and NBC’s China Analyst Joshua Cooper Ramo.  Hundreds 
of millions of Chinese are said to practice, not only recognize, but personally practice the 5 
graceful martial art of tai chi every day, Joshua. 
 
JCR: That’s right.  You know, one of the key beliefs of Chinese philosophy is this notion 
that there’s this energy, this chi which permeates everything: mountains, waters, even 
your own body.  And so, this is almost a form of Chinese medicine, the moving the chi 10 
around your body, and the masterful precision of these artists for Chinese who are 
familiar with this technique will be immediately apparent. 

 

ML: Once again, putting the entire stadium to spectacular use with the images on the 
membrane at the top, creating a waterfall.  And water is so important, again, culturally. 15 
 
JCR: It is, Zhuangzi, probably the most famous Daoist writer, says that true virtue to 
great life is lived like water: flowing easily, moving away from resistance and collision, 
always delicate, graceful, and calm. 
 20 
ML: The theme now here, Joshua, changes, and this may be lost on some people 
watching at home, so why don’t we give them a little bit of a heads up to this. 
 
JCR: You know, this is Zhang Yimou pointing at the many problems in a way that face 
not only China but the world: the problems of global warming, the problems of resource 25 
depletion, and the burden that that places on the next generation which is going to have to 
solve them.  And I’ll tell you, to a Western audience, looking at a bunch of guys basically 
doing karate around a group of schoolchildren may be kind of confusing, but the message 
here is very clear: the harmony of the tai chi master, the belief in harmony between man 
and nature is really the only hope for the kind of sustainable development for China and 30 
for other nations over the next few years. 
 
ML: And again, ‘cause it’s China, if you liked a dozen or so tai chi masters, how about 
2008 of them? 
 35 
ML: God, do you know how hard this is, not the tai chi part, but… get 10 friends, stand 
them up, and say, “Now form a circle,” and here we’ve got 2008 of them forming perfect 
circles— there are no markings on these floors.  It’s all based on an awareness of where 
they are as compared to their neighbor. 
 40 
BC: And although the specifics of this performance obviously were choreographed, all 
2008 of these performers are familiar with and have practiced tai chi throughout their 
lives, so the basic principles of it come naturally to them now. 
 
JCR: That’s right, and they’ve actually selected even here a series of moves which 45 
emphasize one of the interesting characteristics of tai chi, which is movement in one 
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direction often begins with a very subtle move in the opposite direction. 

 

BC: Matt, you talk about precision— one misstep here, you’re talking about craniums 
colliding at high speed! 
 5 
ML: And look at the perfection of the circles again. 

 

JCR: And now the tai chi performers and the kids themselves, looking up towards the 
roof of the stadium, where on the giant scrim are appearing images of a hopeful time, a 
moment when birds returned, when the conflicts between man and nature have been 10 
resolved, and where a model that allows both prosperity and environmentalism 
flourishes. 
 
JCR: And there’s the shan shui painting again, augmented now by the children who’ve 
drawn the smiley face there in the upper right-hand corner. 15 
 
ML: We’ll touch on this a little later on, but that painting will have a much longer life 
than just here at the opening ceremony. 

 

ML: The Bird’s Nest stadium, a perfect host to this incredible artistic vision of Zhang 20 
Yimou.  And we’re looking now at what we’re calling taikonauts, explain that, Joshua. 
 
JCR: Well there are three of them, and that is how many astronauts— taikonauts as the 
Chinese call them— they have put into space.  China, with a plan to put a man on the 
moon by 2024, but a moment of tremendous national pride when the first astronauts went 25 
into space a couple of years ago. 

 

BC: Think there isn’t some athleticism involved here? 
 
JCR: Eight months of training for these dancers, the hardest part apparently the ones 30 
running around the equator, where they have to stand more or less sideways. 
 
(Song performance, “You and Me”) 
 
BC: At the top of the globe, two singers: one is Liu Huan, who is a very big pop star in 35 
China, and the second might be more recognizable to an American audience: it’s Sarah 
Brightman, one of the stars of the original cast of Phantom of the Opera, who is also very 
popular here in China.  The name of the song is “You and Me”. 
 
(song performance ends) 40 
ML: “One world, one dream”— the slogan of these games, and as Joshua said before, if 
not a reality now, maybe the Chinese are saying “a hope for the future”. 
 
BC: There are and will be issues and disagreements surrounding these games, but I don’t 
see how anyone could dispute the quality of this opening ceremony.  What a stunning, 45 
stunning achievement. 
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[End of Disc 1] 
 
 
[Disc 2] 5 
 
[The Parade of Nations (omitted)] 
 
(China’s entrance into the Bird's Nest) 
 10 
ML: And we stop talking because of what is about to happen. 
 
BC: A moment that has been anticipated here since 2001. 
 
BC: Well, Dirk Nowitzki carried the German flag, but he can’t hoist it as high as Yao 15 
Ming, who is seven and a half feet tall. 
 
BC: Hu Jintao rises, as do some 91,000 in the national stadium.  That little boy is named 
Lin Hao, he’s nine years old.  He is a survivor of the earthquake back in May in Sichuan 
province.  20 of his 30 classmates died.  He freed himself from the rubble, and then 20 
returned to help free and save two classmates, and when he was asked afterwards why he 
did that, he said, “Well, I’m one of the class leaders.  I’m a hall monitor— that was my 
responsibility.”  Now, just a few months later, he marches into the Olympic stadium 
alongside the national hero Yao Ming. 
 25 
ML: This, as we’ve said, is the most important night in modern Chinese history.  This 
country represents a fifth of humanity— 1.3 billion people live here, and one of the 
reasons the IOC gave the games to Beijing in this year was so that they could present the 
Olympic movement to more than a billion fresh eyes. 
 30 
BC: Communist China had been estranged from the Olympic movement during the 50s, 
60s, and 70s, and then dramatically returned in Los Angeles in 1984, breaking the Soviet-
led boycott thanks to some negotiations instigated by Peter Ueberroth, who is now part of 
the USOC and then ran the Los Angeles games. 
 35 
ML: We’ve talked a lot about population, thriving economy— now the world’s third 
largest economy, after the United States and Japan— more than a decade double-digit 
growth in this country, unprecedented for a country this size.  And we have to talk about 
the medal race: these athletes you’re looking at on your screen right here are going head 
to head, probably, according to a lot of experts, should take the medal total count from 40 
the United States at these games. 
 
BC: In Athens, the Americans led 102 to 63, but that gap would close and as you said, 
Matt, it is possible that the Chinese, with all of the circumstances here, could actually 
overtake the Americans. 45 
 



 58 

ML: Talk to me a little bit about this project, this “Project 119” that the Chinese 
implemented, and really, it’s… they’re targeting the areas where the medals are most 
likely. 
 
BC: Yeah, after the Sydney games in 2000, the Chinese instituted a push which they 5 
called, as you said, Matt, Project 119.  The idea is to improve their performance in sports 
with multiple medal opportunities where China traditionally has been weak.  And the 
“119” refers to the exact number of medals available in those sports, which include track, 
swimming, and rowing, where there are multiple medal opportunities unlike, let’s say, a 
sport like basketball where obviously there is only one medal. 10 
 
ML: They are enjoying the cheers of 91,000 people.  They are going to make a complete 
360-degree loop of this stadium.  They’re going to soak it in, and they’re going to let 
these people stand up and cheer for an event and a sight they’ve waited an awful long 
time for. 15 
 
BC: There were just over 400 Chinese athletes in Athens— there are 639 here. 
 
ML: That story with that little boy, if that doesn’t move you… 
 20 
BC: The host nation in any Olympics automatically qualifies its teams in every sport, so 
that boosts the total, but part of the reason why there are so many more here than in 
Athens is just that these are their home Olympics, and they have [indecipherable phrase] 
in a concerted way.  Joshua Cooper Ramo, our China Analyst who was so helpful during 
the earlier portion of the ceremony and has been taking a break during the Parade of 25 
Nations, sitting it out through 203 nations until now, has rejoined us— your thoughts as 
you watch this unfold? 
 
JCR: And you know I gotta tell you, Bob, I didn’t think it could get much more electric 
in here than what we felt at the end of the artistic portion, but I gotta tell you when the 30 
Chinese team came in, you just felt it go up a notch.  I think your point about this being 
something that’s been long-awaited since 2001 is exactly right, but I think even more 
than that, the Olympic spirit— this sense of accomplishment that is possible— very much 
something that resonates inside the Chinese soul today. 
 35 
BC: Something to keep in mind as these Olympics play out: there is nothing comparable 
in China to pro sports leagues, or the university-type sport system, or even little league in 
the United States.  This is a centralized sports system with tiers from the local and 
provincial level on up to the national level, so Olympic sports are the epitome for China. 
 40 
JCR: That’s right, and it’s a huge symbolic issue for them.  You know, people often say, 
“Why is it the Chinese began their outreach to the West with ping pong?”  Well, it’s 
because it’s a game they knew they could win, and symbolism and sports are not too far 
distant over here. 
 45 
BC: So they like to pick their match-ups when they can. 
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ML: That is such a great shot right there, with the Chinese flag, Yao Ming, this little boy 
who has become a hero here in China, and the backdrop is this stadium, which itself has 
become a symbol of pride in this nation, I think voted the most popular and iconic image 
in the country in a recent poll. 5 
 
JCR: And I think, you know, so much captured— we saw so much in that artistic 
segment of, you know, opposites being balanced with one another: hard and soft, light 
and dark, here we have tall and short, but of course what’s really being balanced is the 
incredible tragedy of that earthquake at Sichuan and the incredible joy of this moment.  10 
And China: one of the reasons it’s so hard to explain this place to people is not only is it a 
place with great success like Beijing and hundreds of millions lifted out of poverty, it is 
also a country facing unbelievable challenges in the future. 
 
BC: This is a place where parts are unrecognizable from a generation ago— those of us 15 
who have visited and then come back are always struck by the rapid changes— so parts 
are unrecognizable from a generation ago, but other parts are relatively unchanged from 
centuries ago.  As Yao Ming towers above the crowd of some nearly 11,000 athletes, the 
little boy, Lin Hao, one of the survivors of the earthquake in May that claimed at least 
70,000 victims, they are about to hit the painting, the final set of footprints across that 20 
painting.  Still to come, the lighting of the cauldron, and some of the protocol that 
accompanies every Olympic games. 
 
ML: And I should say we had a little bit of a taste for what was to come tonight— one 
thing neither of us knows is how they will attempt to light this cauldron.  We only know 25 
that it will rise to the level of what we’ve seen thus far, and it promises to be spectacular. 
 
BC: Little Lin Hao is still stealing the show at the Bird’s Nest.  Meanwhile, some of the 
protocol follows— first to the microphone will be Liu Qi, who heads the Beijing 
Olympic organizing committee.  And Joshua Cooper Ramo is here to help us interpret. 30 
 
JCR: Liu Qi of course also the Beijing party secretary, greeting now President Hu, his 
wife, President Rogge and his wife, and the athletes and guests, saying that the Olympics 
are a [Chinese phrase], a “hundred-year dream” for the Chinese people coming true 
tonight here in Beijing.  Liu Qi talking here about the cooperation between the Chinese 35 
government and the Olympic committee, the hard work together trying to deliver the 
games tonight.  Among the dreams for the games he’s describing is one of the important 
concepts, the idea of [Chinese phrase], a green Olympics, that would be relatively 
environmentally friendly. 
 40 
ML: He’s obviously a very popular guy, as he made his way down the center aisle a 
second ago with Jacques Rogge, many of the Chinese athletes crowded to the center to 
wave to him and get a picture with him, so he’s someone they clearly know very well 
here. 
 45 
JCR: Very closely associated with the Olympics of 2008.  And now thanking the 
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international community for its support after the Sichuan earthquake.  Now repeating the 
famous welcome phrase for the Olympics, [Chinese phrase].  Now warmly welcoming 
Jacques Rogge. 
 
BC: The president of the IOC next to the microphone. 5 
 
Jacques Rogge: Dear Chinese friends, dear athletes: for along time, China has dreamed 
of opening its doors and inviting the world’s athletes to Beijing for the Olympic games.  
Tonight, that dreams comes true.  Congratulations, Beijing.  [Chinese phrase], Beijing.  
You have chosen as a theme for these games “One World, One Dream”.  That is what we 10 
are tonight.  As one world, we grieved with you over the tragic earthquake in Sichuan 
Province.  We were moved by the great courage and solidarity of the Chinese people.  As 
one dream, may these Olympic Games bring you joy, hope, and pride.  I now have the 
honor of asking the president of the People’s Republic of China to open the games of the 
XXIX Olympiad of the modern era.” 15 
 
Hu Jintao (translated): “I declare open the games of Beijing, celebrating the XXIX 
Olympiad of the modern era.” 
 
BC: So, the games of Beijing, celebrating the XXIX Olympiad of the modern era, are 20 
officially open.  The Olympic flag on its way, past big Yao Ming and little Lin Hao and 
the rest of the Chinese delegation.  The flag will fly here in the Olympic stadium until the 
closing ceremony.  It will then be lowered and raised again in Vancouver at the Winter 
Games of 2010.  The Olympic flag has been part of the Olympic ceremony since the 1920 
Antwerp games. 25 
 
ML: It was just handed to this military guard by eight flag bearers— they were chosen 
for outstanding contributions to sport here in China.  And now, a similar scene to what we 
saw earlier with the Chinese flag being taken to be lifted above this stadium, this time the 
Olympic flag. 30 
 
BC: The anthem performed in Greek, performed by a children’s chorus.  It was first 
performed at the 1896 Olympics in Athens. 
 
ML: Joshua, as we watch this happen, it was interesting to go back to President Hu Jintao 35 
opening these Olympic games, and as you said so many times during the evening, the 
theme of this ceremony being harmony, and it is one of his most striking messages. 
 
JCR: Absolutely, and it’s what we hear now in the sounds of the Olympic anthem.  Very 
much a harmony of ideals, at least as we watch tonight these athletes and the people of 40 
China, together, sharing a wish. 
 
BC: And now, Matt, after a voyage of some 85,000 miles beginning in Olympia, Greece 
in March, the Olympic flame which has traveled over 130 days through 130 cities, with 
some significant protests along the way, enters the Olympic stadium.  This is Xu Haifeng, 45 
he is a hugely popular figure here.  He was China’s first ever Olympic gold medalist.  He 
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won the free pistol event in 1984 in Los Angeles when China returned to the Summer 
Games for the first time in three decades.  And Xu will now hand it off to Gao Min, one 
of the world’s best divers in the 80s and 90s— won back to back golds on the 
springboard in Seoul and in Barcelona.  One of the key figures in China’s ongoing diving 
dynasty.  Joshua Cooper Ramo is with us, some of these athletes, Gao Min is an example 5 
for those who have followed the Olympics in the United States, they’re familiar, but each 
of them will be instantly familiar to this Chinese audience, true? 
 
JCR: That’s right, particularly because as you were saying they’ve all been chosen for 
having accomplished “firsts” in many ways, for having brought China into the world’s 10 
stage in a way that was somehow new. 
 
ML: And now taking the torch and the flame, Li Xiaoshuang, gymnast, became China’s 
first Olympic all-around champion in Atlanta— six career medals, tied for the most 
among all Chinese Olympians.  And from what we understand, there will be eight torch 15 
bearers inside this stadium, of course that continues the theme we’ve talked about a lot 
tonight: 8/8/08. 
 
BC: Numerology is big in China, and eight is thought to be a lucky number signifying 
prosperity.  How important is this day and night in China?  There were some 16,000 20 
applications for wedding licenses, marriage licenses, in the city of Beijing for today, 
8/8/08. 
 
ML: Li Xiaoshuang will now hand the Olympic flame to Zhan Xugang, Olympic 
champion weightlifter from back in 1996 and again in Sydney.  And now the flame will 25 
be handed to another enormously popular athlete, as Joshua mentioned, this one in the 
enormously popular sport of badminton, this is Zhang Jun, won back to back mixed 
doubles golds in Sydney and in Athens. 
 
BC: Considering how beautifully-executed and impressive every aspect of the artistic 30 
portion of this opening ceremony was, you can only guess— and we truly have no idea, 
we are not among the tiny few privileged to know at this point— we can only guess in 
what spectacular fashion they will light the cauldron tonight in just a few minutes. 
 
ML: It’s the first time we’ve been where they’ve given out these little hand lanterns to 35 
everyone in the crowd, and it adds such a beautiful backdrop to this last stage of the 
torch’s progression. 
 
BC: Chen Zhong, two-time gold medalist in Tae Kwon Do and still an active athlete 
going for three here, Chen Zhong is next to take the Olympic flame.  And now Sun 40 
Jinfang, a volleyball player, technically not an Olympian but a member of the immensely 
popular women’s volleyball team that in 1981 won the World Cup, which was China’s 
first ever team championship.  It was held in Japan, and in the process they beat the US, 
Russia, and the host team— it’s still a legendary team feat in China.  Sun Jinfang.  And 
she will pass it off to the final torch bearer.  The honor goes to Li Ning, the leading 45 
medalist of the L.A. Olympics, won six medals in 1984, three of them gold. 
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ML: And just when we thought this Olympic opening ceremony couldn’t scale new 
heights, we’re all proven wrong again.  Here now is that membrane we talked about so 
many times during the ceremony, again the scroll unfurling, 360 degrees around this 
stadium. 5 
 
BC:. On the screen, images of the worldwide torch relay.  Earlier, as the artistic portion 
played out, you might have been saying to yourself, “What will they do for an encore?”  
Well, here you have it. 
 10 
ML: And I wonder how long it took him to train for this feat that he’s accomplishing 
right now. 
 
BC: He is going completely around the upper reaches of the stadium. 
 15 
ML: He just passed above our heads, making his way to the south side of the stadium 
right now. 
 
BC: When it comes to opening ceremonies, retire the trophy.  Li Ning won six medals in 
1984.  For the rest of his life and beyond he will be best remembered in China for that, 20 
and for this. 
 
ML: And as he approaches the Olympic cauldron, we have to mention: it wasn’t even 
here 30 minutes ago.  This appeared from over the top of the stadium.  Another amazing 
feat of engineering here at the Bird’s Nest.  Wow! 25 
 
 
[End of Disc 2] 
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Appendix B: Images from the Opening Ceremony  

 
Figure 1 

 
Liu Huan and Sarah Brightman stand atop a globe during their performance of the 
Beijing Olympic theme song “You and Me”, communicating the Chinese wish for 
global harmony.                                   
<http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/olympics/2008-08/09/content_6918834_2.htm> 
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Figure 2 

 
The enormous LED screen is pictured here, displaying flowers against a cool blue 
background.  Also seen in the picture are the “concentric circles” of tai chi 
practitioners. This image shows the juxtaposition of Chinese tradition (tai chi) and 
Western modernity (the LED screen). 
<http://farm4.static.flickr.com/3096/2745199305_9d36a485cd.jpg> 
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Figure 3 

 
Famous Chinese Olympian Li Ning “runs” through the air toward the Olympic cauldron. 
<http://www.chinaassistor.com/FCKeditor/UserFiles/Image/20080809_010532_1.jpg> 
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Figure 4 

 
Fou drummers: the LED arrays built around the drums are visible here. 
http://www.zimbio.com/2008+Olympic+Pictures/articles/108/2008+Olympics+Ope
ning+Ceremony+PICS 
 
 
Figure 5 

 
The drummers are shown here creating an “8” and the Chinese character for eight 
with the LED arrays. 
<http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_ia4h1rKanAQ/Sns3yjvTL5I/AAAAAAAAASg/IU4a08
mpk30/s1600-h/Beijing+Opening+Ceremony2.jpg> 
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Figure 6 

 
Chinese music star Lang Lang plays the piano, surrounded by 2,008 “star men”. 
<http://img04.beijing2008.cn/20080808/Img214517031.jpg> 
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