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Abstract:
This chapter discusses sport in Chinese public discourse as a means of internal softpower
focusing on the case of soccer. It offers insights into China’s current use of sport for internal
political purposes through a language based analysis of China’s official and media
narratives on football. The opening section describes how, during his first mandate, the
President of the People’s Republic of China and General Secretary of the Chinese
Communist Party, Xi Jinping, presented himself as the main promoter of the
comprehensive plan to transform China into an Association Football (soccer) powerhouse
and has portrayed these aspirations as part of the “Chinese Dream”. The intertwining of
China’s ambition to become a sports powerhouse with the “Chinese Dream” suggests that
China’s sports results should match the country’s economic and geopolitical performances.
The chapter also discusses the relationship between the official and the media discourse in
an information system tightly controlled by the government, the Party, or other
administrative institutions at central and local level. It highlights how Xi’s strategy on
soccer appears to build on a tradition, dating back to Mao Zedong, of leaders using sport
as a means to create consensus and display national power both domestically and
internationally. The “Comprehensive programme for the reform and development of
Chinese soccer”-an ambitious 50-point plan (the Programme) issued by the State Council

in 2015 to outline the government’s all-round strategy to fulfill China’s aspiration to
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become a leading player in soccer at global level-is presented within the context of China’s
interpretation of cultural industries as a tool to enhance softpower. A language-based
analysis of the Programme is carried out in order to identify the most relevant keywords
and thematic frames that characterize the official discourse on the reform of soccer in China.
This contribution also examines the acquisition of the Italian soccer club FC Internazionale
by the Chinese company Suning, a purchase considered one of the most significant deals
signed by the government or private business in order to develop Xi’s soccer dream. This
section analyses how the purchase of the Italian club in June 2016 was discussed by the
Chinese press. To do so, it provides a language-based analysis of a corpus of news
commentaries published in a selection of Chinese newspapers after the announcement of
the deal. In the concluding section, the convergence of the official and the media discourse
on soccer is assessed, and their use of soccer as a means to enhance internal softpower is
outlined.

Keywords: China, soccer, softpower, Suning, FC Internazionale, media, official discourse,

Xi Jinping, sports industry

Introduction

This chapter discusses sport in Chinese public discourse as a means of internal softpower

focusing on the case of soccer. China’s comparatively recent arrival on the global soccer stage



has attracted abundant media coverage in the Western world, especially regarding the financial
aspects of the development of soccer at both grassroots and elite levels. Chinese and
international research on the political meaning of the phenomenon is fast becoming a

prominent phenomenon, as illustrated in this collection.

Since the Mao Zedong era (1949-1976), sport has been used in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) as a tool for the promotion of patriotism and nationalism. While, in more recent times,
the Chinese leadership has used events like the Beijing Olympics to demonstrate to the world
China’s impressive modernity and increasing power, this chapter will focus on the current
political use of sport for internal, as opposed to external, softpower. This will be done primarily
through a language-based analysis of internal discussions relating to soccer in the Chinese print

media.

A core question underlying this analysis is whether a correspondence exists between the
official and the media discourse on the subject. This is explored by looking specifically at the
media coverage regarding the acquisition of FC Internazionale? by the Chinese company
Suning in June 2016 - a deal which was considered politically important and newsworthy as it
was the first acquisition of a successful, established European soccer club by a Chinese

business.® This coverage is an illustrative case-study of China spreading its global soccer wings.



It is worth underlining that the term “official discourse” is used in this chapter to refer to the
statements issued by the political authorities in China, be they Party organs, administrative
organs, or political leaders. This approach is inspired by Perry Link’s study on the relationship

between the official (political and politically-correct) language and the unofficial.*

The analysis of the Suning-FC Internazionale case study is based on the presumption that the
Chinese media, as outlined in a corpus of selected media texts on the event, should echo the
Chinese official position on soccer. The expectation of a correspondence (in meaning and
intertextual terms) is in the main due to two factors. Firstly, the importance attached by the
current Chinese leadership to the development of soccer in the country, and secondly the tight
political control still in place in all Chinese media, especially on issues that the political
leadership considers to be crucial. Nevertheless, this expectation needs to be verified given the
many alterations that have been made in the media system since the launch of the reforms in
1978, which have generated significant changes in the areas of the production and
administration of the media and even in the crucial aspect of the language used in journalistic

writing.®

This chapter aims to demonstrate that both the official and the media approaches to soccer are
part of a consensus-building process that aims to enhance public patriotic feelings by delivering
a consistent message. This continues the strategy pursued by the country’s leadership since

20078 that considers cultural industries, including the sports industry, as the central agencies



from which national softpower policies radiate.” Since this chapter focuses on Chinese-
language media published in China, the discussion is placed within the analytic framework of

internal softpower (N #B%¢ 5 /1), which Chinese scholars have distinguished from its external

counterpart (#4552 /7).8

It will attempt to show how the media narrative on the purchase of the Italian club in June 2016
echoed the official line on China’s re-established national power vis-a-vis Western countries

conforming with the discourse on the “Chinese Dream” (7'[E%F), which has been used in

recent years to solidify national consensus around the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) rule.
The chapter begins with a discussion on both the reasons behind China’s soccer reforms and
the characteristics of the official associated statements on the development of soccer, followed
by a language-based analysis of the “Comprehensive programme for the reform and

development of Chinese soccer” (4 [E & BR 20 2 Ji& AR 77 8), issued by the State Council

in 2015. Subsequently, a case study will be introduced in which it is argued that in the Chinese
media coverage in relation to Suning’s acquisition of FC Internazionale the building of
political consensus has been pursued by stimulating patriotic and nationalistic feelings and by
presenting sport as an arena for the display of national power. On the basis of the relationship
between cultural industries and softpower, and of the overlap between the institutional and the
media commentaries on the subject, it is argued here that this operation is a conscious exercise

of internal softpower.



Official Narratives: Xi Jinping’s Soccer Dream

As noted in several chapters in this collection, during his first mandate (2012-2017), the
General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party and President of the People’s Republic of
China, Xi Jinping, has put the development of soccer at the fore of the national agenda,
presenting himself as the main advocate of a comprehensive plan to transform China into a
soccer powerhouse. He has portrayed these aspirations as part of the “Chinese Dream”, his
trademark expression used to portray his ambition for a “great rejuvenation of the Chinese

nation” (FH A B KA %) after the “century of humiliation” (7 4E[E Hi) that followed

the Opium Wars.® The rejuvenation, which is realized via China’s economic supremacy and
other tools of hard power, has to establish itself, according to Chinese theorization, also through
softpower, i.e. via China’s language and culture-including popular culture, which includes

sport.

In this view, sport, and especially soccer, in recent years, represents one of the areas in which
China aims to establish its global dominance, following the logic that a correspondence is not
only needed between the country’s economic power and its “discourse power” (151 4X), but
also its sporting power.! But while China has fully showed its capability to compete at the
highest levels in Olympic sports at the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games, where Chinese athletes

won 51 gold medals,*? as far as soccer is concerned, such success is proving far more elusive.



As far back as 1950, it is reported that Deng Xiaoping’s said that he loved soccer, but felt like
he was suffocating every time he watched the national team play.*®* Almost 70 years later, the
national team is still far from the top of the Fédération Internationale de Football Association
(FIFA) ranking, and too close to the teams of countries with much less economic and
demographic relevance.'* This situation creates a sense of frustration among the growing
number of soccer fans in the PRC and is considered a source of national shame.!® Unlike the
women’s national team, which has reached the highest levels internationally and currently
ranks among the top twenty in the world,'” the men’s team has qualified for the World Cup
only once, in 2002. In addition, the team was defeated in all three of their group matches,

scoring no goals and conceding nine.8

Described as a soccer enthusiast and fan since childhood, and as a decent player in his school
team, the image of Xi Jinping has been circulating around the world in a series of pictures that
show him either in the company of international soccer champions or kicking a soccer ball.*®
The Chinese media reports that Xi Jinping started to talk about soccer as a national priority
when he was still serving as vice-president of the PRC in 2009. He reportedly claimed then
that it was necessary to promote elite soccer in China and admitted that he hoped that China
would win the World Cup in the future.?® During a State visit to South Korea in 2011 he

expressed his now famous “three wishes” (= KJ& %) for Chinese soccer: that China would

qualify for the World Cup, host the World Cup and win the World Cup.?* In 2015 the State

Council issued the “Comprehensive programme for the reform and development of Chinese
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soccer” (W1 [E /& BR {0 K g B AR T &, referred to below as “Programme” or “50-point plan”),
a document that outlines, through a long list of detailed instructions organised in 50 points,
the government’s all-round strategy to fulfill the aspiration of becoming a leading player in

soccer at global level.??

As discussed and stressed in several contributions to this collection, the importance attributed
by Xi Jinping to soccer comes from a range of motivations that exist at sport, economic and
political levels. Firstly, at the sport level, the frustration that comes from an ever-unsuccessful
national men’s team drives measures to improve the level of the game in the country, stimulated
in part by the realization that soccer is not the most popular game to play among the young.
Importing foreign talents, players and coaches, acquiring foreign clubs in the hope of also
acquiring some of their know-how, and popularizing the game at grassroots level are some of
the responses to this frustration. In order to stimulate sport among amateurs, the government
has introduced soccer as a compulsory subject in schools and has started to build thousands of
facilities in the country, with the aim to promote a healthy lifestyle and to nurture promising
athletes to raise the level of the game at national and international level.?> Among the objectives
outlined in the 50-points plan is the aim to produce 100,000 new players and the opening of
50,000 specialized schools dedicated to soccer by 2025. An early example is the Academy
created by the club Guangzhou Evergrande in Guangdong province, equipped with forty-eight

pitches and twenty-four coaches from Spain to train aspiring champions.



Secondly, at the economic level, China’s decision to invest in the development of soccer stems

from the need to promote new promising industries, in the context of the “New normal” (i
4%) economic slowdown,?® and in the transition from the “world’s factory” model to a model

focused on culture and services?® as indicated in the “Key points of the national plan of cultural

reform and development during the 13" Five-year Plan” (|E 5%+ = 11" IfH i S04k & Bl 30
RIZME). 27 In that document, published in May 2017, the cultural industry is defined as a

“pillar” of China’s development. This has spurred Chinese companies and clubs to invest
heavily in the sector, both domestically and abroad. The result has been a shopping spree of
players, coaches and clubs that the Chinese media has referred to using the expression “buy
buy buy” (3£3£3K): by repeating the verb “to buy” (3£), the string suggests the idea of a
“buying fever”.?® The country’s political system supported this shopping spree particularly
until the summer of 2017, when the political atmosphere changed regarding some aspects of
the soccer development programme. Huge investments in foreign clubs and players started to
receive less institutional support, and even suffered heavy limitations from June 2017 with
regulations that discouraged Chinese Super League clubs from making expensive signings
from European leagues and other Asia Federation players. Following a new regulation

approved in May 2017 by the Chinese Soccer Association (7 [E £ ¥k #/5<>) and implemented

from June 2017, Chinese Super League clubs who buy overseas players have to pay the
equivalent of 100 per cent of the transfer fee into a national fund for the development of youth

soccer in China-unless they are profitable clubs.?® The new rule targeted the internationally-



oriented shopping spree in an attempt to slow down investments abroad, but the main aim of

this and further limitations® was, and still is, to produce home-based players.3!

Thirdly, at political level, the current leadership believes that success in soccer can be used as
a propaganda tool directed at both national and international audiences. Many scholars have
already underlined that China’s capability to compete in other major sports contributes to a
positive and modern image abroad of both the country and its rulers. Domestically, the success
of Chinese teams and athletes on the world stage is used to build popular consensus towards
the CCP’s project and to nurture patriotism. Sport has played this role in the media's political
coverage since the Mao Zedong era®?: as shown by iconic movies such as “Woman Basketball
Player No 5” (& H.%5 [1957]), by Xie Jin (i1%); propaganda posters on sport between

1950s-80s%; and the political use of large-scale events such as the 2008 Beijing Olympics.®*

The Programme for the Reform and Development of Chinese Soccer: an Analysis

In the 50-point plan, organized in 11 sections, the Programme lays down a long list of

instructions on how to promote the institutional reform, popularization, professionalization and

internationalization of soccer, and in doing so, essentially outlines Xi Jinping’s aspirations for

soccer in China over the next three decades.
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In the introductory part, the document declares that its aim is to describe the strategy to “build

a sports powerhouse” (14 & 52 [F), since the “revitalization of soccer” (Jr2%4 £ EK) is an
“inevitable requirement” (SR Z3K) in order to “realize the dream of a sports powerhouse”
(SEPUAA E 51 [E £5), while also being something that “the masses are eagerly awaiting” (A [X;

REAR TR DI I).

Some sections touch on different aspects of sport and its practice. Sections 2, 3 and 4 discuss
the reorganization of the institutions and bodies that control soccer in the country and that
supervise the game; Sections 5, 6, 9 call for the promotion of soccer at the popular level and
also the need to produce more players able to play at the elite levels; Section 7 outlines
measures that could facilitate the effective professionalization of the sector, especially with
reference to administrative and support staff. Section 10 presents policies regarding
investments, while political and propaganda-related elements can be found in Section 8,

dedicated to the national team.

Inspired by Raymond Williams’ approach to keywords, this chapter contains a qualitative
analysis of the language and content of the document, in order to identify the most significant

thematic dimensions and related keywords. The focus is on three key dimensions: the sports

dimension, represented by the keyword “sports powerhouse” (& & 5% & ); the economic

dimension, represented by the keyword “sports industry” (/& & F= k) and the political
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dimension with regard to the realm of “ideological and moral education” (JEL A8 i {2 &) (See,

Table 1).

Table 1: Programme: Recurring Frames and Related Keywords

Frame Keyword

Sports dimension “Sports powerhouse” 1A & 5

Economic dimension “Sports industry” 75 &=k

Political dimension “Ideological and moral education”
A EHE

“Sports Powerhouse” (1A & % H)

As a general approach, Point 2, in Section 1, suggests the “combination of national
characteristics with international experience” (37 A2 [E 1 5 fif 4 H Frg I AHSE &) “starting
from the state of Chinese soccer, learning from the experience of the countries where soccer is
more developed” (MFRIE R ERSEPRH A&, 5 2] i % 2 Bk IE B X 42 55) should allow China
to find “a new way for the reform and development of soccer with Chinese characteristics” (—
2% E R 0 R BR O R B %), This point underlines the importance to develop a “sport

spirit” (& & ¥ 4#) and stresses that the reform of soccer aims to (also) “promote the health of
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the entire population and strengthen the people’s constitution” (a4 KM &, Hom A KA

7).

In Section 5, the emphasis is on the need to develop soccer in schools in order to create a wider
base of keen practitioners and potential talent by taking soccer into both primary and secondary
schools. The construction of local amateur clubs is also recommended, which would coincide
with the creation of hundreds of new soccer fields in the country, as explained in Section 9.

These objectives are to be reached in the short or medium terms, during which time China will
concentrate on creating the right “environment for the development of soccer” (& £k & J& [t 34
1%)%¢ and on developing a “model of management with Chinese characteristics” (H [E 4% 2 /&
BREE FEAE L) .37 After achieving the mid-term objective of becoming a dominant player in Asia,
the Programme maintains that in the long term it will be necessary that the men’s national team

will improve “competitiveness” (7% 4+ /)% if it is to become one of the top soccer nations.

One of the processes that will help China to become a global sports powerhouse is the
professionalization of the game, which, the Programme states, should coincide with the process
of internationalization of staff and structures. The document also declares that the quality of
the personnel in all areas of the game will need to improve, particularly in the domain of player

recruitment, and a “modern-style soccer management” (E{LAY & BRE FE)° will need to be

adopted by all professional clubs. Section 2 encourages international staff exchanges and
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Section 5 states that the level of coaching must be improved also by employing coaches from
overseas, as they are better prepared and are more specialized in the technical and tactical areas
than those trained in China. Point 28, in Section 7, maintains that there is a necessity to expand

the “professional strength” (- M\ /7 &) also at the organizational levels of the sport, with staff
being able to adapt to the new required levels of “specialization and internationalization” (%

Aktk. EBrfk) needed for the management of a modern-style professional sport.

In order to promote the professionalization of players the Programme calls for the creation of
specialist schools and academies dedicated to soccer. This will require that teachers be trained
as soccer specialists, and that international and Chinese “experts” (M. A 7")* be employed
in order to guarantee the modernization of the game at grassroots level in China, as explained
at Point 33, Section 8. Once there are enough players of sufficient quality, selected players

should also be sent abroad to advance their skills by playing in the leagues of “developed

countries” (KA H ). 4

Section 8, which covers the national team, also states that a very special effort needs to be made

regarding the improvement of the national team by embracing all aspects of the most modern
“scientific research” (£}ff)*? and by competing at tournaments in Asia and globally. It also
focuses on aspects that have little to do with the improvement of the players’ athletic

performances, saying that the team has to “enhance the feeling of national glory” (35 [F 5
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FREIK),* “promote China’s sport spirit” (5437 1 HA4K & i #i1)* and accumulate victories to
“stimulate youth enthusiasm” (¥ & T /b 4 #4%).% The selection of the national team, it
maintains, should give priority to players who have “a strong desire to serve the country” (J4

%] %% 77 I 255 51).6 Ideological correctness must always prevail over athletic performance.

“Sports Industry” (&8 Fo)k)

The cornerstone for the development of a sport industry in China, and of the idea that sport,
like other cultural industries, is key to the transformation of the country’s economy, was a

document, “Opinions on the acceleration of the development of sport industry and the
promotion of sport consumption” ([ 45 Bk T-Iith & ik & WAR A G A T 5
L), published by the State Council in 2014.%" It pressed for the popularization of sport products

and services and for the creation of a Chinese sport industry as an important force driving the
transformation of the Chinese economy. The report referred to soccer, basketball and volleyball

as the key disciplines to popularize sport in the country.

The 50-point plan of 2015, elaborating on the content of the 2014 document at different points,

refers to soccer as an industry. In the introduction, it stresses that Xi Jinping has mentioned

many times the need to develop a soccer industry and that, according to studies by the State
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Council, developing soccer is an “unprecedented opportunity” (Fij FT A A ) KIFHLiE) for the

country.

Point 42, in Section 10, emphasizes the need to “strengthen the development of soccer industry”
(hns & BRF= Y FF &) through the creation of products related to soccer, cultivating the “market
of services linked to soccer” (/EEKARS53%) and exploring the “convergence between the
soccer industry and its related industries” (/£ EK =ML 54752 ML A, In the same section,
Point 44 encourages individuals and “powerful and famous companies” (5 3& /] #1514
4)\k) to invest in professional soccer clubs. It is crystal-clear that such initiatives made by

private Chinese companies, such as investment in national and international soccer clubs,

cannot be viewed as actions that are completely independent from politics.

“Ideological and Moral Education” (248 BEHFH)

The Programme contains many references to honesty and morality and to fighting unlawful
and even criminal activities in soccer. Corruption, that has been endemic in the sector, is
considered among the reasons for the lack of development of soccer in China.*® Nevertheless,
the plea for scaling up control and for the adoption of a code of conduct for professional players
and soccer organizations actually points at the consideration of both political and moral

principles. This can be seen in the final section of the Programme which look at the ideological
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aspects linked to the promotion of soccer. The emphasis is upon the “strengthening of moral
and ideological education and on professional ethics” (5% A& Rk 4 (1) AR 5 4 280 5 AR
WiE 2 7H),* on team spirit and determination in sport, but also on the need to “cultivate
patriotism, fortitude, solidarity” (3572 % B Z5ik. WA HIZEPHEII/EX).2 This, the
Programme says, has positive effects on “social harmony” (#2:#1i#),% which would be

supported by the “maximization of the consensus around the reform and development of soccer”

(TR FEE B SRR 2 FE ). 2

So how to build the consensus around the reform of soccer? According to Point 49, Section 11,
“propaganda has to guide the masses to understand the current situation of soccer” (4% 5| F
FEAZ NI R BRINAR) by using an innovative approach. But no innovation is contained in
the keywords on media and public opinion supervision presented in this section such as

“strengthening soccer news management” (58447 £ EKHT [ & #H) and “channeling public

opinion” (B¢ 5] §).58

In the Name of the Nation

As the analysis of the document showed, in the Programme’s discussion, the development of a
soccer industry in China (which is needed to support the promotion of the country’s economy)

appears strictly connected to the process of professionalization, which is described as linked to
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the internationalization of the sector. The acquisition of know-how and talents from abroad and
the development of international exchanges are presented as necessary to reach the goal of a

modern-style management of soccer.

This logic echoes a principle that has been at the centre of the country’s debate on
modernization since the late Qing dynasty, i.e. the idea that Western technological and
scientific knowledge should be used as a tool, while retaining China’s traditional culture and
values, as expressed by intellectuals like Zhang Zhidong (7K 22 7i) in the end of 19" century.>
As stated in Point 1, Section 1 of the Programme, in the “scientific development” (£} K J2)
of soccer, China aims to promote the nationalistic goal to transform the country into a sports
powerhouse, and plans to reach this objective by relying on knowledge coming from abroad.
Nevertheless, the so-called “Chinese characteristics” (7 [E4%{%1)% should not be overlooked,

as the Programme lists the patriotic duties of athletes and other professionals.

The construction of a soccer industry, as has been made clear above, ultimately aims to enhance
national power. For this reason, in the Programme, encouragement of companies and private
citizens to invest in soccer and the use of their brands abroad sounds like a call to join a political

and geopolitical a mission in the name of the country.

The popularization of the game at the grassroots level also appears in the Programme. The

effort to promote sport in the country was described also in the 2016-2020 Five-year Plan as a
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way to support people’s health. In the case of soccer, one aim is to ensure more players in order
to create more talent; another is to encourage a population of soccer fans. Offering chances for
recreation and enjoyment is among the Party’s new priorities for the express purpose of

promoting the legitimacy of the CCP.%

Media Analysis: the Case of FC Internazionale

In this part, the case study will be scrutinized by building upon the language-based analysis of
a corpus of articles belonging to the genre®” of news commentaries published in a selection of
Chinese papers after the announcement of the deal. Suning Commerce Group Co. Ltd. (777
= B4 PR A 7)) and Italy’s FC Internazionale held a press conference in Nanjing on
6 June 2016 to announce the acquisition of the club by the Chinese company. According to
Xinhua News Agency’s (11t 4t) coverage, the company invested 270 million euro to buy the
68.55% of the club’s shares.>® The deal, as the analysis of the Programme has clearly showed,
should be seen as tied to the country’s policies. It was publicized widely in the world’s media

as well as in China’s press, and appeared to be one of many steps taken by the Chinese

government and by private businesses to develop Xi’s soccer dream.

The complexity of China’s media system and of the changes occurred over the last 40 years,
since the beginning of the media reform in 1978, cannot be summarized here in a few lines.

Nevertheless, it is necessary to at least underline that regardless of the reform, China’s media
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is still firmly controlled by the political authorities both in institutional outlets, which are still
financed by the Party or other public bodies, and in commercial outlets, which are not
financially supported by public entities.>® Administrative and political institutions such as the
CCP’s Propaganda Department supervise traditional and new media production at different
levels. % Journalistic work is also controlled through professional regulations, since the
possibility to publish and to retain a position in media organisations is linked to political
correctness: journalists are ultimately responsible to the leadership and are officially required
to follow and represent the Party line, in order to influence public opinion on behalf of the

political authorities.5!

These are the reasons why assumptions can be made about a general consistency between the
official and the media discourse, especially in Xi Jinping’s China, given the perceived

tightening of public opinion control under his rule.5?

As explained earlier, this case study is based on a corpus of articles belonging to the genre of
news commentaries (5 [&] ¥ 1€ ) retrieved on the online archives of respected Chinese
newspapers in Chinese. Three types of news outlets were selected: two specialized periodicals
(a financial and a sport one); a non-specialized outlet; and a non-specialized outlet with direct

links to the political authority.

20



The specialized periodicals selected are commercial newspapers: the financial magazine Caixin

(" 3#7 Financial News) and the sports weekly Titan Zhoubao (1A¥% & Titan Weekly). The
attribute “commercial” or “commercialized” (T7371k) is attached to the outlets that are less

directly dependent from the institutions, since their financial resources do not come from a
State or Party organisation. Caixin and Titan Zhoubao are both highly respected commercial
periodicals. Caixin is considered one of the most outspoken outlets in China, due to its bold,
yet politically-savvy editor-in-chief (until January 2018%) Hu Shuli.®® Titan Zhoubao, which
was founded in 1998 in Changsha and is now at the centre of a media conglomerate that
includes a number of magazines and the news portal www.titan24.com, is one of the most

successful sports papers in the country. The commercial daily Xin Jing Bao (#7154l Beijing

News) is a non-specialized outlet that, at the time of publication, was considered by
practitioners as the most independent in the current scenario, especially for the quality of its

news commentaries.5®

A mix of commercial and institutional media (HLJ<%4%) in the corpus should allow a higher

degree of variation between the opinions expressed, since commercial papers’ news
commentaries tend to express more independent views.®” Thus, the government-run Xinhua
News Agency is included in the corpus, because of the special role it plays in the Chinese
media system. Xinhua is the voice of the institutions and, when sensitive topics are being
discussed, its articles are imposed as the only legal source of information to all the other media

of the country.®® The story of the acquisition of FC Internazionale, at a time when soccer was
21



at the core of the leadership’s discourse, is likely to have been guided by the top institutional

outlet.

After selecting the sources, their publicly available online archives was selected to search for
news commentaries that have been published in the month when the deal was signed, i.e.
between 1 and 30 June 2016. The keywords used were “Suning” (75 7°) and “FC Internazionale”
(E F#>K=%). The total number of news items found was 25, corresponding to over 41,000
words, which included genres such as news articles, dispatches, sport commentaries and news
commentaries. Analysis of the structure and the content allowed the selection of articles
belonging to the genre of news commentaries: either editorials (#11£), which are anonymous,
or commentaries on current affairs (B +F), which are signed by the author,®® amounting to a

total of 12,000 words.

Following the same keyword approach used in the case of the Programme, a qualitative
analysis of the language and content of the articles was conducted, in order to identify the most
significant thematic dimensions and related keywords. Three dominant thematic dimensions

were identified: the sports dimension, represented by the keyword “competitiveness” (5t 5+ g
77); the financial dimension, represented by the keyword “commercial benefits” (F)MLA] #1);

and the political dimension, represented by the keyword “national power” ([E 77) (See, Table
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2). They coincide with the areas to which the reform of soccer is linked, and to the frames

identified in the analysis of the Programme.

The next three sub-paragraphs will analyze each of them from the least pervasive to the most

pervasive dimension in the corpus.

Table 2-Suning-FC Internazionale: recurring frames and related keywords

Frame Keyword

Sports dimension “Competitiveness” 3¢ 5+t 1
Economic dimension “Commercial benefits” Fi MV Fl| 1)
Political dimension “National power”[E 7J

“Competitiveness” (FEFH6/7)

The sports dimension is the least pervasive of the three in the corpus. Commentaries that look
at the story from this angle generally contain positive opinions regarding the acquisition. They
consider future soccer exchanges between Suning and FC Internazionale as an element that
will help improve the performances and competitiveness of Jiangsu Suning, the other club

owned by the company, which plays in the Chinese Super League. The deal, the commentaries

say, will have positive effects also on the “Chinese sport system” (* [E /A & & 4t) as a whole.

23



The recurrence of the term “competitiveness” (3% 5+ f€ /1) is particularly meaningful, since the

concept of competition in sport was banned in China’s public discourse for a long time, because

it was considered an element linked to capitalism.”

The general understanding emerging from these commentaries is that, as underlined previously,
soccer investments are not a private matter or choice, but part of a systemic effort that aims to
develop China’s soccer in order to contribute to the triumph of the nation through sport.”* They
are, therefore, to be considered a highly patriotic activity. For this reason, the commentators
also stress that Suning should become an example for other Chinese companies that, within the
frame of the now fundamental relationship that links business and politics in China, aim to

enter the soccer industry: learning from Suning’s experience, others will be able to find their

own way to “develop Chinese soccer” (& J&H [E £ k), and to support the growth of the

“Chinese sports industry” (741 [E & F 7=k).

“Commercial Benefits” (7 \/F]25)

The first time that Chinese companies were encouraged by political authorities to invest in
sport through commercial sponsorship was at the 1987 National Games.”? Since then, Chinese
companies and public opinion have become increasingly aware of the economic opportunities
offered by sport, and one of the recurring aspects of the corpus is to look at the financial aspects

of the acquisition. In particular, the focus is on the commercial benefits that the transaction will
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generate for the Chinese investor, and on the interpretation of the transaction as an important
element in the company's internationalization strategy. In addition to the benefits for the

company, the positive impact on the entire Chinese sports system is emphasized.

Regarding this dimension, two contrasting opinions appear in the commentaries. One sees the
acquisition of FC Internazionale as a risky venture, stressing that “Serie A is not financially
sound” (B &5 AN 5t). The argument is as follows: FC Internazionale is a “declining” (3%
7% ) club, therefore, in order to gain significant commercial benefits from the investment,
Suning will have to interrupt the “vicious circle” CEPEAE A1) in which the club is now in, where
“failure produces a drop in revenue, a drop in revenue produces a drop in investments and a
drop in investments produces failure” (i 5122 FEULNTE % . WIAZFEERAEAL. HA
B S 8 4 22). Commentaries also warn the company that FC Internazionale could be

just a “money-eating slot-machine” ("z 4% )& FEAL).

The other point of view interprets the acquisition of the Italian team as a sound commercial
opportunity for the Chinese company. The operation is believed to produce “commercial
benefits” (7 MV A 73 ) since it will help popularize Suning’s brand and improve its
“international fame” (¥£ #1514 ) and reputation. This will give Suning a strategic
position in the international market and will help popularize the “Chinese managerial and

commercial model” (' [E & # A5 L ). These commentaries also maintain that the
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investment has “a very important meaning” (& X H K) for Suning’s “internationalization

strategy” ([ Brib ik H%) as well as for the internationalization of the whole sector.

Some commentaries stress cultural elements as a deciding factor for the success of the

investment: the operation will allow the Chinese company to “imprint the brand of its own

corporate culture” (47 _F H AR S IE ED), but only if it will base its activity on the

“complete understanding of Italian culture” (7843 J fiff = KA S 1L).

An important point emerging from the analysis of the financial dimension of the corpus is that
investing in soccer is an act of internationalization that does not only regard the company
involved, but that it is part of the process of the internationalization of China’s soccer sector as

a whole.

“National Power” (E /7)

When examining the discussion related to the political dimension, which is the most pervasive
in the corpus, an implicit desire to build a strong and rich Chinese nation emerges. The use in

sports-related commentaries of terms employed in international relations such as “hard power”
(fi#577) suggests a tendency to interpret China’s soccer success as a manifestation of the

nation’s success. In many cases, the discussion is extremely explicit: the development of soccer
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is a national achievement and a means for China to re-affirm its symbolic heritage in the face
of international powers. For this reason, the acquisition of FC Internazionale unleashes a

feeling of pride.

The commentaries celebrate the deal as a milestone, stressing that for the first time a Chinese
company has taken control of a soccer club with international influence. The feeling of
achievement is palpable: “Starting today, Chinese blood is running in the army of the
Nerazzurri” (WA RITUG, W B ZE AR A H B 1 LK), an achievement that is due to the
Party’s actions, since “favourable policies” (F]4f B %) have started a new era for China’s sport

industry.

The event is described as a sign of the newly affirmed supremacy of Beijing in the world, and
the realization of a triumph over the “old European continent” (£ FXi#). According to this

point of view, the countries that humiliated China in the second half of the 19" century through

the Opium wars have now been conquered by Chinese capital: “To catch French and European
people by surprise” (1E:7% E A T3 2 RPN AFE FA L) is the fact that the “buying fever” (3£ 3£
SK) has started to “target the very structure of businesses” (i #E1X L6 K A &), as the
acquisition of FC Internazionale, “the famous Italian soccer club with more than a hundred
years of history” (B 100 % 4F [Jj 52 i) = K H 35 44 /2 BRIEL AR #8), shows. For such reasons,

China’s “purchasing power” (4 3£ J7) is making Europe “nervous” (/& 2| % 5K). The
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acquisition of FC Internazionale “has made the proud old European continent admit that ‘it has
been subjugated by China’s purchasing power’” (5 & ik (I “E RN A H T rp B S 7 1E

AU AR KR ) T ).

The phenomenon is explained as rooted in the global economic crisis and in China’s economic
slowdown. Both forces, the commentaries argue, have encouraged Beijing to look for know-

how and advanced technologies outside of its borders, and European companies are “a good

opportunity for China’s explosive shopping” (H [E >4 3£ 1] R AL).

Some commentators stress the emotional impact that the acquisition of FC Internazionale had
on Chinese soccer lovers. In the past, they argue, when Chinese fans watched Serie A, they
were like “kids standing in front of a shop window, looking at toys” (7 %=l 25 D 54 & 1
/> 4F % #) that they knew they could not afford. FC Internazionale is described as one of the
first clubs to win the heart of the Chinese fans when CCTV started to broadcast Serie A, so the
posters of Nerazzurri stars such as Lothar Matthaus and Jurgen Klinsmann have featured on
“the fans' bedheads” (7EEK K ) K k) for a long time. At that time, Chinese supporters “could
not even dream” ({25 tH % 481 that the Milan club could become Chinese one day, but now
things have changed: FC Internazionale has been bought by a Chinese company, and the kids,
having grown up, can now afford those toys in the shop window. The commentaries state

further that “with the growth of China’s economic power” (* [E£8 % )55 234 K:), and with
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the continuous rise of its “national power” ([ /J) the attitude of Chinese fans has gone from
“unconditional devotion and admiration” (Fo2&FRIANALIEFE) to a “rational view” (EEE

“F-#1), meaning the end of a subaltern mentality.

The deal is seen to go so far as to have an effect on China’s position in the world. China has
gained more “discourse power” (i&1EAX) in the circles of international soccer: Europe will
have to face China’s “purchase power” (4% 3£ 77) and respond to China’s request to change

the schedule of matches “in line with the Chinese prime time to please the Chinese audience”

(ZHAHE IR T 40 B, 3 2 HR IR A%)-a sign of its softpower.

These assertions show even more clearly that, in the eyes of Chinese commentators, Suning’s

purchasing power embodies the nation’s financial power, and that the success of one Chinese

company is seen as representing the success of the whole nation.

Acquisition of Consensus and Display of National Power

While the crucial role played by politics in promoting and developing the globalisation of

Chinese soccer has already been highlighted by some academics who refer for instance to the

transformation of the administrative structure of national soccer,” this analysis of the media
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coverage of a specific case like the acquisition of FC Internazionale shows that the political

factor is central in the promotion of the soccer reform programme also at discursive level.

The analysis of the corpus of commentaries above revealed minimum variety in the opinions
expressed in the articles presented, regardless of the differences between the sources used. The
narrative emerging generally stresses the positive effects of the deal, in line with the
leadership’s position on soccer, with both direct and indirect references to Xi Jinping’s
“Chinese dream” of a rich and strong country that re-establishes its due position against
Europe’s past supremacy. As such, the acquisition of FC Internazionale is portrayed as the

symbol of a nationalist resurgence.

The Chinese “version” of the story also reveals the intertwining of economic and political
motives implicit in the project of the globalisation of Chinese soccer. The success of a private
company, based on Chinese capital, becomes the success of the entire country, while the
financial takeover of a soccer club is described as an act of redemption of China from a
shameful past. In this narrative, investments made by Chinese companies and individuals
embody the modern purchasing power of China. This commercial and financial power acts
upon political calls and is represented as a collective force that embodies China’s national
power in the world, thus linking even more strongly the economic and political aspects of the

Chinese soccer development project.
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The case study provided an example of how the media delivered to the country’s audience a
representation of sport as an arena of power contention, where the economic power can be
interpreted as national power. In this interpretation, China’s emerging role in soccer, described
as a symbol of nationalistic triumph over Europe’s past supremacy, stimulates patriotism and

nationalism.

Concluding Remark: Official and Media Discourses and Internal Softpower

This chapter aimed to show how a sport-related story has been used by the Chinese press as an
opportunity to promote internal softpower, as a result of a general overlapping between the
institutional and the media discourse on the subject. The correspondence between the thematic
frames into which the Programme’s and the FC Internazionale case study’s texts can be divided
is a sign of this overlapping, which allows the drawing of parallel between the two discussions.
For obvious reasons, the two stories differ in terms of scale: the Programme’s stems from a
consideration of the whole sector and its future, while in the case of media’s is the result of the
analysis of a specific news story that has already happened. Nevertheless, strong links can be

found between the two.

In the sports dimension, both analysis develop the idea that the goal of building a sports
powerhouse is achieved through the strengthening of China’s competitiveness in soccer, based

on the popularization of grassroots soccer, professionalization and internationalization of the
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sector. In the economic dimension, both stories suggest that the initiatives and
accomplishments of an individual company have a wider meaning, since they contribute to the
nation’s success. Finally, in the political dimension, soccer is consistently linked to the
possibility (Programme) and the reality (FC Internazionale) of nurturing the people’s feeling
of national pride via sports achievements. Even if no open reference is made to the softpower
implications of the development of cultural industries, including the soccer industry, the
Programme’s discourse heavily relies on this concept while the commentaries carry it out in
practice. Therefore, the analysis presented does suggest that the plan to transform China into a
soccer power is being used to enhance China’s softpower. This is the case not only abroad but,
more importantly, within China, where public opinion is reinforced by patriotic feelings created

by the country’s sporting power.
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