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Testing Foreign Policy Apologia: A Rhetorical Analysis of the Hainan Incident 
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Mentor: Martin J. Medhurst, Ph.D. 
 
 

This project analyzes the statements made by Chinese and American 

government officials with regard to the Hainan Incident, in which a U.S. EP-3 spy 

plane collided with a Chinese F-8 fighter jet. This thesis examines the rhetorical 

exchanges between the two nations during the diplomatic negotiations that resulted 

from the crash through the generic lenses of foreign policy crisis rhetoric and 

apologetic rhetoric. Drawing from previous scholarship on crisis rhetoric, apologia, 

and intercultural diplomatic communication, this analysis attempts to illuminate the 

differences between Chinese and U.S. responses to crisis situations, how each side 

either succeeded and/or failed in properly adapting their rhetorical strategies to 

audiences of a different cultural background, and how a rhetorical perspective of this 

event modifies what scholars know about the form and function of crisis rhetoric and 

apologia. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Diplomacy in one form or another has long been a part of human civilization. 

Diplomacy became a crucial component of human relations as an alternative to engaging 

in violence or warfare in order to achieve one’s objectives.1  Rather than risking the 

destruction of their civilization, groups of people would engage in diplomatic acts 

(alliance building, negotiation, compromise, etc.) to ensure their survival.  As city-states 

and nations began to form, governments began to use diplomacy as a means of 

maintaining the balance of power and thus maximizing the chance for survival.  

Out of this desire to preserve one’s territory came the establishment of permanent 

facilities for the purpose of maintaining healthy foreign relations as well as a form of 

international law designed to govern the behavior of individual governments.2  As 

governments became more organized, and the need to manage one’s foreign affairs 

became more important to the state’s welfare, diplomacy was transformed from an ad hoc 

activity that took place only in situations of extreme urgency, to a permanent, continuous 

system of international relations.3  

Around the same time that this permanent diplomatic network began to pop up 

throughout Rome, Byzantium, and the Italian Peninsula, several theorists, many of whom 

had been diplomats, began to produce a substantial body of literature that sought to 

prescribe the proper functions and objectives of the diplomat.4  In one of these treatises, 

written in the sixteenth century by the provost of Toulouse, Bernard du Rosier argued 

that the primary goal of a diplomat “must always be peace,” and that “diplomats must 
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labor for the common good, and that they should never be sent to stir up wars or internal 

dissension.”5  However, some theorists, notably Ermalao Barbaro, disagreed with du 

Rosier, arguing instead that a diplomat’s first priority should be to serve the self-interest 

of his state.6  Nonetheless, whether the objective of diplomacy is simply the accumulation 

of power or the establishment of cooperation between nations, it is widely held that the 

origin of diplomacy as a behavior is based on the need for groups of people to “develop 

techniques that might facilitate interaction beyond the resort to violence and war.”7 

Therefore, one of the intended functions of such a diplomatic system was to reduce the 

need to engage in war in favor of less violent, more productive political strategies. 

Since at least one aspect of diplomacy’s aim is to deal with groups of people in a 

civil manner, acts of communication, persuasion, and negotiation are at the heart of the 

conduct of diplomacy.8  As such, the study of diplomacy from a rhetorical perspective 

can be productive.  Robert T. Oliver demonstrates the interrelatedness of diplomacy and 

rhetoric in his article, “The Varied Rhetorics of International Relations,” where he argues 

for the importance of rhetorical training as necessary for diplomats to accomplish their 

objectives successfully.9  The type of communication used by diplomats when engaging 

in the conduct of international relations can thus be appropriately referred to as 

diplomatic rhetoric. 

One of the reasons for the interrelation between rhetoric and diplomacy is that 

both disciplines are very broad and are often cross disciplinary, especially in the case of 

rhetoric.  There are many different types of both diplomacy and rhetoric.  However, for 

the purposes of this study, I will examine foreign policy crisis rhetoric as a subdivision of 

diplomatic rhetoric.  Just as diplomacy can be a tool for preventing conflict and building 
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symbiotic, peaceful relationships between governments, it can also serve as a way to 

deflate tensions once a conflict has occurred, and thus resolve the incident before it 

escalates to the point of violence or war.10  Two primary types of diplomacy utilized in 

times of foreign policy crisis are deterrence and coercive diplomacy.  Deterrence is the 

act of preventing an adversary from acting in a particular way, while coercive diplomacy 

aims to reverse an action taken by one government that is threatening to another.11 

The way in which diplomats conduct their affairs with regard to deterrent 

diplomacy and coercive diplomacy clearly illustrates that the use of rhetoric is intrinsic to 

the act of diplomacy itself.  Instead of resorting to action or force, people engaged in 

deterrence and coercive diplomacy make use of symbolic, or rhetorical acts (both threats 

and incentives) in order to persuade the opposing side to behave differently.12  The 

resultant diplomacy occurs through a symbolic exchange of information intended to 

affect the currently existing material conditions of the situation.  

In addition to the division into deterrence and coercive diplomacy, diplomatic 

activity can also be divided into two other categories--public and private diplomacy. 

Public diplomacy is often defined as a strategy “to reach the people of another country 

over the head of their government.”13  For instance, when John F. Kennedy specifically 

addressed the citizens of Cuba in his Cuban Missile Crisis Address, he was using public 

diplomatic rhetoric to go above the head of the Castro regime and to deliver a message to 

an audience that presumably had the capability of challenging the behavior of their 

government.  Inherent in this diplomatic strategy is the reliance on rhetoric to persuade 

one or more audiences.  
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Private diplomacy, while quite distinct from its public counterpart, is no less 

reliant on rhetorical strategies for its effectiveness in accomplishing diplomatic goals.  In 

The Truth is Our Weapon: The Rhetorical Diplomacy of Dwight D. Eisenhower and John 

Foster Dulles, Chris Tudda makes a compelling case for the study of the relationship 

between rhetoric and private and public diplomacy.  Through exploring the rhetorical 

diplomacy of Eisenhower and Dulles during the Cold War, Tudda warns that the use of 

inflammatory rhetoric in both types of diplomacy may inhibit the ability of a nation to 

accomplish its foreign policy objectives, as was the case with Eisenhower and Dulles.14  

In addition to this broader claim about rhetorical diplomacy, Tudda argues that the 

reliance on rhetoric in private negotiations as well as public speeches is indicative of a 

shift toward a more rhetorically based policy-making process.  In the context of 

Eisenhower and Dulles’ rhetorical strategies, Tudda argues, “Rhetorical diplomacy would 

also educate the U.S. and Western European public about the Soviet threat.  Their 

psychological and propaganda initiatives, they believed, would trump the now obsolete, 

traditional forms of international relations such as war and balance-of-power politics.”15  

Tudda’s explanation of this rhetorical “turn” in diplomatic strategies illustrates the 

importance of understanding the relationships among rhetoric, diplomacy, and foreign 

policy.  Thus, this project will demonstrate that the transition from traditional, military-

based strategies of power politics to the rhetorical strategies that Tudda points out is a 

shift that is not unique only to Cold War rhetoric, therefore making the study of 

diplomacy from a rhetorical perspective a productive way to analyze diplomatic 

exchanges, even in the post-Cold War era.  Evidence that Tudda’s analysis is applicable 

in the current political era will be evident in the subsequent chapters of this thesis. 
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Because foreign policy crises and the resulting diplomacy rely heavily on 

communicative acts as a vehicle for the successful completion of both private and public 

diplomatic tasks, it is productive to use a rhetorical analysis as a starting point from 

which to evaluate how government officials respond to instances of foreign policy crisis. 

Given the time and space constraints of this project, I limit its scope to an 

exemplary incident of crisis rhetoric, focusing on the Hainan Island Incident.  On April 1, 

2001, a U.S. EP-3 spy plane was flying a reconnaissance mission along China’s coast.  

During the mission, a Chinese fighter jet began shadowing the U.S. aircraft, and a 

collision occurred between the two planes.  The pilot of the Chinese jet, Wang Wei, 

crashed into the ocean and was ultimately pronounced dead.  The U.S. aircraft was able 

to make an emergency landing on China’s Hainan Island. 

After the plane crash, much governmental attention was given to the resolution of 

the incident and the prevention of the escalation of tension between the U.S. and Chinese 

governments.  The first official response to the incident came from the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry Spokesman Zhu Bangzao, who accused the United States’ pilot of making a 

sudden turn toward the Chinese jets.  This violation of flying rules, added Zhu, was the 

direct cause of the crash. In addition to blaming the United States for causing the 

collision, Zhu accused the U.S. aircraft of entering Chinese air space and landing on its 

territory without permission.16  In response to China’s interpretation of the incident, 

Commander in Chief of the U.S. Pacific Command Dennis C. Blair denied China’s 

claims that the United States caused the collision, and instead claimed that it was the 

Chinese jet that, as a result of aggressive flying practices, had caused the crash.  In 

addition, Blair asked the Chinese government to act “in accordance with international 
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practices,” which included cooperating in the return of the plane and the twenty-four U.S. 

crewmembers.17  

Further responding to the incident, Assistant Chinese Foreign Minister Zhou 

Wenzhong asked the U.S. Ambassador to China, Joseph Preuher, to present China’s 

position--that the Chinese government perceived the responsibility for the collision to rest 

solely upon American shoulders, and that it was expected that the United States would 

accept responsibility for the incident--to the United States’ State Department. In his first 

statement with regard to the incident, President George W. Bush demanded the 

unconditional return of the crew.  No apology was given, but Bush did offer American 

assistance in the search for the missing pilot.18  

On April 3, President Jiang Zemin issued his first response to the incident in 

which he stated that responsibility for the collision rested squarely on U.S. shoulders.19  

In addition, Jiang called on the United States to cease all reconnaissance flights along 

China’s coast.  The next day, on April 4, Zemin demanded that the United States 

apologize for the incident.20  After nearly two weeks of private and public negotiations 

and an initial refusal from the United States to issue an apology, a public letter expressing 

“regret” for the incident and the death of the Chinese pilot was sent to the Chinese 

government from Prueher.  The letter was published in both U.S. and Chinese media 

outlets, with the translation of the letter into Chinese leading to differing interpretations 

of what, exactly, had been proffered.  Shortly after the statement of regret was issued, on 

April 11, the 24 crewmembers from the American spy plane were released and allowed to 

return to the United States.  On July 3, the aircraft was returned to the United States and 

the incident was resolved.   
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Justification and Research Questions 
 

Even though this incident was relatively short in duration, it serves as an 

exemplary case to discuss rhetorical issues that are central to understanding how rhetoric 

functions within the context of foreign policy crises and how officials use rhetoric to 

further their diplomatic objectives.  To facilitate this study, I pose several questions for 

analysis. I will analyze the rhetoric of this event by considering it as a generic hybrid 

between foreign policy crisis rhetoric and apologetic rhetoric.  Through a historical-

rhetorical-critical approach, I intend to expand and modify our knowledge of the genres 

of apologetic and foreign policy crisis rhetoric.  

Secondly, I will direct my effort toward understanding how culture affects one’s 

rhetorical posture as well as determining whether the rhetoric used by the United States 

and China was able to persuade the other side despite their cultural differences.  Using 

previous scholarship on intercultural communication and diplomacy as a theoretical 

starting point, my study will test previous theory and examine the challenges and 

constraints that must be dealt with when rhetoric is directed toward audiences of a 

different culture. 

Third, I will examine the rhetorical dimensions of international law used during 

the Hainan Incident.  Both U.S. and Chinese officials offered interpretations of 

international law, or “standard diplomatic practices,” that served to validate each side’s 

claims about how the crisis should be resolved.  The Chinese government claimed that 

the United States had no right to be flying along its coast in the first place, while the 

United States, on the other hand, claimed that the mission was “routine” and understood 

as being acceptable practice by the international community.  Through this analysis, I 
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will offer an understanding of the unstable nature of international law. Since international 

law is not always understood the same way or adhered to, to the same degree, by every 

country, rhetoric is often a central component in reaching an agreement in instances of 

disputes between governments. 

Finally, I will address the role of the media in framing the crisis as well as the 

effect of the media on public perceptions of the incident.  Specifically, I want to explore 

the relationship between each government’s ability to frame the issue and how the media 

either facilitated the government’s objectives or hindered the ability of the government to 

control and influence public perceptions of the crisis.  I will also compare the function of 

a state-owned media, such as that found in China, with a privately owned media, such as 

the one that exists in the United States. 

 
Methodology 

 
In order to analyze the rhetoric used by the Chinese and United States 

governments during the Hainan Incident, I have chosen a historical-critical approach to 

my subject.  According to Lloyd F. Bitzer, rhetoric “comes into existence because of 

some specific condition or situation which invites utterance.”21  Furthermore, in order to 

understand the significance of the discourse used in any given instance, it is necessary 

that one understand the nature of the situation that called that discourse into existence in 

the first place, because it is significant only in relation to the elements of the situation.22  

The rhetorical situation, according to Bitzer, is “a complex of persons, events, objects, 

and relations presenting an actual or potential exigence which can be completely or 

partially removed if discourse, introduced into the situation, can so constrain human 

decision or action as to bring about the significant modification of the exigence.”23  
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The need to understand the rhetorical situation that exists prior to the rhetorical 

discourse that becomes the subject of inquiry is one of the main reasons why a historical-

critical approach to rhetorical analysis is necessary for productive criticism.  All 

rhetorical situations exist in time, and are part of the larger historical context in which 

rhetoric both exists and alters our conception of history.  Therefore, I believe it is 

necessary to provide a historical account of the relevant events and conditions leading up 

to the specific situation and the speeches that responded to that situation.  As David 

Zarefsky explains, “[T]here are indeed reasons that rhetoricians especially should study 

history.  Their efforts will help to articulate the rhetorical climate of an age: how people 

defined the situation, what led them to seek to justify themselves or to persuade others, 

what storehouse of social knowledge they drew upon for their premises, what themes and 

styles they produced in their messages, how their processes of identification and 

confrontation succeeded or failed.”24  Relating Zarefsky’s description of how history 

informs rhetorical studies to the Hainan Incident, it is easy to see the value of such an 

approach.  For the rhetorical strategies utilized by both the American and Chinese 

governments were not informed merely by the isolated occurrence of a collision between 

the two countries’ aircrafts, but were rather informed by several factors, including 

culture, ideology, and the nature of the relationship between the countries that resulted in 

the particular rhetoric employed in response to the incident.  

In particular, there are two aspects--or what Zarefsky calls “senses”--of rhetorical 

history that will be used to inform my analysis of the Hainan Incident.  The first, more 

explicit sense of rhetorical history that I utilize in this project is the one centering on 

“rhetorical studies of historical events.”25  Simply put, this sense of rhetorical history 
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calls for the critic to analyze historical events by examining how rhetoric played a role in 

the crafting and communicating of messages by different participants in the event, each 

of whom has the intention of persuading the other.26  In the context of the Hainan 

Incident, my analysis will look at how the ultimate outcome of the events of the Hainan 

Incident was affected by the various rhetorical strategies employed by the multiple actors 

within the event. 

Another sense of rhetorical history, the “rhetoric of history,” is also worth 

mentioning.  This sense of the term, as Zarefsky indicates, is more concerned with the 

“inventional and presentational practices of historians.”27  Under this view, rhetoric is 

central to the study of history.  One such function of the rhetoric of history is the ability 

for historians to use “historical premises to justify current actions and beliefs.”28  While 

my analysis does not explicitly rely on this model of rhetorical history, the concept of 

“arguing from history” will be critical to explaining how several members of the Chinese 

and U.S. governments sought to present an interpretation of history as justifications for 

their reactions to the crisis.  Thus, understanding how history functions as a source of 

rhetorical invention is integral to understanding the speeches given during the Hainan 

Incident. 

Due to the influence of several historical developments in U.S.-Sino relations on 

the rhetorical choices utilized in the specific instance of the Hainan Incident, it is 

productive to use rhetorical history as a perspective that will help us to understand the 

reasons for each side’s rhetorical choices.  As Kathleen Turner argues, “Historical 

research provides an understanding of rhetoric as process rather than simply as product; it 

creates an appreciation of both the commonalities among and the distinctiveness of 
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rhetorical situations and responses; it tests theory and complements criticism while 

standing as a distinct and valid approach in and of itself.”29  I believe that my method will 

effectively combine the methods of rhetorical history and criticism in order to 

understand, as Turner puts it, “how rhetoric has enabled, enacted, empowered, and 

constrained the central concerns of history: human action and reaction.”30  Additionally, 

my perspective will help to test what is known about the genres of crisis and apologetic 

rhetoric. 

Through my historical approach to rhetoric, I will be examining the controversy 

from two main perspectives--those of the United States and Chinese governments. 

Although other perspectives, such as that of the media and public opinion, will be 

surveyed, the primary rhetorical analysis will be directed toward the official discourses 

surrounding the Hainan Incident.  It is important to recognize the subjective nature of 

history and its construction.  As Turner argues, “The process of doing history, then, is 

fundamentally a process of selection and production.”31  Therefore, my project is not the 

rhetorical history of the Hainan Incident, nor is it simply a rhetorical history of the event. 

Rather, by analyzing rhetoric from different perspectives within its historical context, I 

am combining multiple histories of the event through my rhetorical approach in order to 

construct a new, more inclusive interpretation of history.  However, it should be noted, 

that although I make use of multiple perspectives as a way to re-tell this event, I am not 

purporting to create a pure or objective form of historical truth.  A pursuit of such a goal 

would inevitably fall short, because, as Bruce Gronbeck argues, the past is inaccessible, 

and any recollection of the past will be inherently partial and thus subject to debate.32 

Since humans are subjects rather than objects, approaches to history can only be 
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subjective and provisional, and thus can only be constitutive of an interpretation of the 

event rather than the objective truth.  While I select certain perspectives that inform my 

interpretation of the event, I necessarily exclude other perspectives.  However, despite the 

inability to access the objective truth of history, I believe my multiperspectival approach 

will help inform readers of how history is constituted differently by different groups of 

people, and how these different perspectives played an important role in informing the 

rhetorical strategies used by the United States and Chinese governments in framing their 

interpretation of reality with regard to the incident. 

Although I use existing genres of discourse to illuminate the possible motives 

behind the rhetoric analyzed in this study, I do not use these generic types simply for 

purposes of classification.  Nor do I intend to argue that the texts in question represent a 

new subgenre of discourse, for a new genre of rhetoric cannot be established through the 

analysis of only one rhetorical event.  Rather, I intend to use the genres of discourse 

already established by the field of rhetorical studies, and the characteristics assigned to 

the specific genres of which the subject of inquiry is a part, as a way to productively look 

at how the rhetoric of the Hainan Incident responded to the situation that gave rise to it. 

In Deeds Done In Words, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson argue that 

the use of genre as a method for critical analysis is helpful primarily as a way to study 

“the links between function and form”33 of any given discourse.  Therefore, the 

categorization of rhetoric into types allows the critic to understand how the intended 

function of a particular kind of speech is actualized through the form, or the “strategies of 

language and argument”34 of the speech itself.  Through a generic approach to the topic, I 

will analyze the speeches, letters, press conference remarks, and interviews made during 
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the Hainan Incident and use the established forms of apologetic and crisis rhetoric as 

lenses through which to evaluate the reasons, or motives, behind the rhetorical strategies 

employed by both the United States and China.  

The combined use of an historical approach with that of a generic approach to 

criticism is by no means unprecedented.  In fact, it is arguably impossible to use one 

approach without considering the utility of the other, since genres are born out of several 

discourses that were called into existence by situations similar to one another.  To have a 

proper understanding of the rhetorical situation, it is, of course, necessary to have a 

thorough understanding of the broader historical context of which the situation was a 

part.  

Using generic analysis as a supplementary approach to rhetorical history also 

alters the way that historical analysis informs the reader of how and in what form the 

discourse came into existence.  This alteration allows the critic unique insight into the 

ways in which history bears upon future rhetoric, and thus constrains rhetoric to 

normative patterns in similar situations, thus creating genres of discourse.  As Hall and 

Jamieson explain in “Form and Genre in Rhetorical Criticism: An Introduction”: 

 
A generic perspective is intensely historical, but in a sense somewhat different 
from prior efforts. It does not seek detailed recreation of the original encounter 
between author and audience; rather it seeks to recreate the symbolic context in 
which the act emerged so that criticism can teach us about the nature of human 
communicative response and about the ways in which rhetoric is shaped by prior 
rhetoric, by verbal conventions in a culture, and by past formulations of ideas and 
issues.35 
 
Through this approach, I intend to explain the importance of the history of foreign 

policy crisis rhetoric, apologia (self-defense), and the historical relationship between 

China and the U.S. governments as being key to understanding why the responses to the 
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Hainan Incident took place in the way that they did.  An understanding of the historical 

circumstances leading up to the controversy at hand, as well as the typical forms that 

inform discourse in similar situations, is helpful in understanding the various rhetorical 

constraints that contributed to the situation as a whole.  Furthermore, this approach 

informs us as to how these constraints affected the rhetorical strategies utilized by both 

parties as well as whether they were successful in effectively responding to the rhetorical 

situation that necessitated the rhetorical exchange between the two countries.  

 
Structure of the Thesis 

 
In order to facilitate a thorough analysis of the rhetorical news of the Hainan 

Incident, my thesis will contain four additional chapters.  In chapter two, I will conduct 

an extensive literature review of the existing scholarship, focusing on the areas of foreign 

policy crisis rhetoric, apologetic rhetoric, intercultural communication, and literature that 

specifically addresses the Hainan Incident.  

In chapter three, I will discuss the rhetorical situation that existed at the time of 

the incident.  Following Bitzer’s assessment of the rhetorical situation, I will examine the 

exigences that gave rise to the rhetorical exchanges between the two countries, the 

constraints that affected each side’s rhetorical posture, and the audiences toward which 

the rhetoric was targeted.36  

Chapter four will examine the rhetorical strategies used by both the United States 

and Chinese governments throughout the incident, and will look at both public and 

private means of negotiation.  

Finally, in chapter five, I will discuss the pros and cons of each side’s rhetorical 

strategy, as well as offer implications of the rhetorical strategies used during the Hainan 
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Incident and how these implications affect what is already known about crisis and 

apologetic discourse.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

A Review of the Literature 
 
 

Although there has not been any literature within the discipline of rhetorical 

studies that addresses the Hainan Incident, several rhetorical scholars have published 

works on the genres of foreign policy crisis rhetoric and political apologia or self-

defense.  With regard to intercultural communication, particularly the rhetorical 

differences between the East and the West, there is an adequate amount of literature from 

both rhetorical critics as well as political scientists.  Therefore, my study will draw upon 

previous scholarship, which I will review in the remaining sections of this chapter, and 

use the Hainan Incident as a way to test, confirm, and expand our current knowledge of 

these genres of rhetoric and how they interact with one another. 

 
Crisis Rhetoric 

 
In Amos Kiewe’s The Modern Presidency and Crisis Rhetoric, crisis rhetoric is 

defined broadly as “the discourse initiated by decision makers in an attempt to 

communicate to various constituents that a certain development is critical and to suggest 

a certain course of action to remedy the critical situation.”1  Focusing on the president as 

an actor that is frequently faced with the challenge of dealing with crisis situations, 

Kiewe articulates three ways in particular that presidents can use crisis rhetoric. 

Presidents can use rhetoric as a way to “create a crisis, react to a crisis created by others, 

or portray themselves as reacting to a crisis they have created in the first place.”2  These 

distinctions are important, because as will be illustrated later in this section, there has 
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been significant debate on whether presidential rhetoric should be considered a 

constitutive agent of the crisis itself, that is, whether crises are merely rhetorical 

constructions.  Although there are compelling reasons for understanding crises as 

rhetorical construct3, I believe Kiewe’s analysis of crisis rhetoric having reactive as well 

as constructive functions is a valuable insight that will be confirmed by this project. 

More recently, in The Prospect of Presidential Rhetoric, even more attention has 

been given to the study of presidential crisis rhetoric in its “Report of the National Task 

Force on Presidential Rhetoric in Times of Crisis.”  The report begins by using Murray 

Edelman’s definition of a crisis as “a development that is unique and threatening.”4  The 

report then goes on to explain the various functions of presidential crisis rhetoric, citing 

several previous scholars.  

In particular, this task force report discusses two principles of crisis discourse that 

are relevant to this current study.  First, the study explains how tracing the historical 

record of a certain genre of discourse is critical to understanding how presidents respond 

to crises, which further supports my choice to employ a generic approach to my topic. 

According to the report, “when presidents know they must speak about crises, often the 

first step that they or their speechwriters take is to look at what presidents have said in 

past, similar crisis situations.”5  Therefore, understanding the similarities between both 

the types of rhetorical strategies used by presidents in response to crises as well as the 

situation that calls these types of discourses into existence is instrumental in 

understanding why President Bush, along with other governmental officials, responded to 

the Hainan Incident in the way that they did.  
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The second principle of crisis rhetoric discussed in the report is the use of rhetoric 

by a president to either maintain or deflate perceptions of a crisis.  This aspect of crisis 

rhetoric is particularly important with regard to the Hainan Incident.  As will be 

demonstrated in chapter four, both the American and Chinese officials attempted at some 

point during the crisis to control how the crisis was perceived by either maintaining or 

deflating the situation through the use of rhetorical strategies.  In order to accomplish the 

objective of maintaining the perception of a crisis, according to the report, presidents 

need “to make an event unambiguous and easily understood, personalized, unpredictable, 

and relevant.”6  As to the objective of deflating the perception of a crisis, on the other 

hand, “presidents must distract attention from them or use language to characterize them 

as routine occurrences that are not unusual or call for alarm.”7  Indeed, at the onset of the 

crisis, Bush and other U.S. officials, in an effort to defend against the construction of the 

situation as an aggressive act on the part of the United States by the Chinese, constantly 

referred to the reconnaissance mission by the EP-3 aircraft as “routine.”8  

In attempting to define the scope of what constitutes crisis rhetoric, Kiewe notes 

that many scholars have confined crisis rhetoric to the areas of national security, war, and 

international diplomacy.9  Indeed, my study is focused on the rhetoric of international 

diplomacy, or foreign policy, as a subset of crisis rhetoric.  However, it is important to 

note that I am not attempting in any way to limit the scope of what should be considered 

crisis rhetoric, a practice that Kiewe says prevents us from “illuminating the implications 

of these unique features for presidents and the presidency.”10  Rather, I am simply 

analyzing from a rhetorical perspective an occurrence of a foreign policy crisis without 

necessarily confining crisis rhetoric to similar situations.  However, as my review of 
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scholarship dedicated specifically to foreign policy crisis rhetoric will illustrate, this type 

of situation is unique from other critical situations, and thus will produce different 

rhetorical strategies.  Therefore, creating a subgenre of crisis rhetoric is necessary to 

distinguishing how different situations call for different rhetorical responses. 

 
Foreign Policy Crisis Rhetoric 

 
Several major works have addressed foreign policy crisis rhetoric. The most 

comprehensive work in this particular area is Denise Bostdorff’s The Presidency and the 

Rhetoric of Foreign Crisis.  In this work, Bostdorff uses Kenneth Burke’s theories of 

situation, identification, and style as a method of critically engaging several case studies 

in which presidential rhetoric played a major role in the management of a foreign policy 

crisis.11  In her introductory chapter, Bostdorff makes several observations worth 

mentioning.  First is the power presidents possess to frame issues of crisis in favorable 

ways. Bostdorff argues that crisis management “may divert public attention from other 

issues.”12  This strategy, according to Bostdorff, allows presidents to “mask issues a 

president finds troublesome and to highlight his successes instead.”13  Although the scope 

of my study encompasses rhetorical governmental acts from actors other than the 

president, I argue that Bostdorff’s observation that rhetoric can be used to advance certain 

perceptions of reality while concealing others can also be applied to rhetoric at other high 

levels of government (where the nature of their authority allows for relatively 

unchallenged dissemination of ideas to multiple audiences).  An analysis of how this 

strategy was used by China and the United States to attribute blame for the Hainan 

Incident is critical to understanding how rhetoric can shape public perceptions or 

influence a foreign government’s actions in times of crisis.  
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Richard A. Cherwitz and Kenneth S. Zagacki’s article, “Consummatory Versus 

Justificatory Crisis Rhetoric,” focuses rhetorical analysis on presidential messages given 

as a response to an attack on U.S. citizens or as a justification for military retaliation upon 

a foreign enemy.14  Cherwitz and Zagacki base their research on the premise that 

presidential rhetoric has the power to “create” crises, and therefore shapes the reality of 

the crisis for the public audience.15  With regard to the crisis-creating function of this 

genre of rhetoric, Bostdorff offers a more nuanced explanation for why crises should be 

understood as rhetorical constructs.  Citing Richard Crable and Steven Vibbert, she 

explains that “issues come to life only when an individual or organization attaches 

importance to a perceived problem and gives voice to that concern; in other words, they 

‘make an issue’ out of some situation.”16  Applying this theory specifically to instances of 

foreign crises, Bostdorff argues that presidents have the power to “legitimize the 

definition of a situation as a foreign crisis the moment they publicly give voice to it.”17  

In defining a situation as critical, presidents are able to “control information about foreign 

crises,”18 therefore framing the issue in a certain way and disseminating that 

interpretation of reality to various audiences.  This strategy is often successful, as 

Bostdorff notes, because, utilizing the media as one of the sole vehicles for the 

dissemination of information as well as invoking executive privilege to withhold 

information from reaching the public sphere, the president can often prevent competing 

interpretations of reality from inhibiting his ability to construct a single political reality 

that his audiences are invited to accept as the political reality.19  This power of definition, 

argues Theodore Windt, makes it very hard for critics of the president to successfully 
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attack his position, since most often they are not empowered with the same rhetorical 

tools of definition that are at the disposal of the president.20  

Viewed from this perspective, the argument that a president creates crises through 

the manipulation of language is quite compelling.  However, there are a few pitfalls to 

understanding foreign crises as purely rhetorical constructs.  First, Bostdorff’s argument 

rests on the assumption that the president is in a uniquely powerful position to define a 

situation to a particular audience with little or no opposition.  While this may be true in 

some instances, the fact of the matter is that leaders of other countries also have the same 

power to define situations to their respective citizens.  In some cases, such as China, the 

government has far tighter controls on the media, making their ability to control public 

perceptions of reality even more pronounced than presidents in the United States. 

Therefore, in the case of the Hainan Incident, when Chinese officials released a public 

statement that attributed blame to the United States for the incident, it was no longer only 

the ability of the president to define the situation, but rather his ability to respond to the 

Chinese definition of the situation.  While Bush was still able to rally U.S. citizens behind 

his interpretation of the incident, it is important to note that in the context of foreign 

affairs, rhetorical strategies must be crafted with more than just a leader’s domestic 

audience in mind.  So while Bush may have had the power of definition with regard to his 

domestic audience, he was in a much more complicated position with regard to his 

international audiences, notably the Chinese government and its citizenry.  His rhetoric 

had to function as a reaction to the situation rather than as a creation of the situation, 

since the Chinese officials had already defined the nature of the event and placed the 

burden on the United States to respond to their demands. 
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 Bonnie J. Dow broadens the scope of how crisis rhetoric comes into existence in 

“The Function of Epideictic and Deliberative Strategies in Presidential Crisis Rhetoric.” 

In this article, Dow criticizes Cherwitz and Zagacki’s exclusively intrinsic method of 

analyzing crisis rhetoric as ignoring the question of how the specific context affects the 

content of a president’s rhetoric.21  Dow argues that different crises require different 

responses, and that a critic should analyze how rhetoric functions as response to the 

specific crisis.22  With this argument, Dow implicitly responds to Bostdorff, Cherwitz and 

Zagacki’s claims that “discourse creates crises,”23 arguing that crisis rhetoric is brought 

into existence by a particular, pre-existing crisis. 

Although Dow’s approach to analyzing crisis rhetoric, like that of Bostdorff, 

Cherwitz, and Zagacki, has significantly expanded our ability to evaluate presidential 

rhetoric as a response to crises, particularly those of a military nature, her choice of 

speeches to analyze still leaves a substantial gap in the literature as to the various types of 

crises that warrant governmental responses.  Through the works mentioned above as well 

as several other articles that focus on the study of military crisis rhetoric, we have a firm 

grasp of the rhetorical strategies used by presidents, speaking on behalf of the United 

States, when addressing a military crisis in which the United States has been attacked or 

threatened from a foreign enemy.  But questions still remain. How do presidential 

rhetorical strategies differ when the integrity and/or behavior of the U.S. military forces 

are called into question?  In other words, how do presidents respond to military crises 

when the roles are reversed, when the United States is the agent accused of a wrongdoing 

against another country?  By analyzing the rhetorical dimensions of the Hainan Incident, 
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I will compare and contrast the way rhetoric functions when it must serve both accusatory 

and apologetic purposes. 

 
Rhetoric and Cross-Cultural Communication 

 
On the subject of intercultural communication, much scholarship exists in the 

fields of communication and political science.  One work of particular importance is 

Raymond Cohen’s Negotiating Across Cultures.  In this work, Cohen makes a general 

distinction between the different ways governments engage in diplomatic negotiations 

and argues that these differences are often a result of cultural influence.24  The objective 

of the book, according to Cohen, is to understand “the effect on bilateral negotiation of 

the cultural gap (often detectable at the linguistic level) between the negotiating 

parties.”25  To this end, Cohen categorizes culture as it relates to diplomacy into two 

general divisions, “high-context” and “low-context.”26  Countries categorized as high-

context, such as China, are concerned with their historical relationship to the other party, 

the idea of face, or to put it simply, reputation, and are more prone to feel the need to 

establish a relationship with their negotiating partner before agreeing to a resolution. 

Along these lines, the emphasis on time is of little import to high-context cultures, as they 

do not typically feel it prudent or necessary to privilege expediency in diplomatic 

negotiations.  An additional trait unique to high-context cultures is the notions of status 

and sovereignty.  For high-context cultures, status and sovereignty are greatly valued by 

that country’s government, and therefore are often unwilling to make diplomatic 

agreements that would compromise their status and sovereignty.27 

Low-context cultures, on the other hand, handle diplomacy quite differently. 

Countries that are categorized as being low-context, such as the United States, are often 
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times more concerned with getting objectives accomplished in a timely fashion.  As a 

result, low-context countries are not concerned with the totality of their relationship with 

another government, but more so with operating in a vacuum, only discussing the matter 

directly at hand, and leaving external factors out of the diplomatic process.28  

While Cohen provides an excellent foundation from which scholars can 

understand how culture may negatively affect international relations between countries 

with different cultural backgrounds, there are two problems with Cohen’s sweeping 

categorization that are relevant to this thesis, and thus worth pointing out.  The first 

limitation concerns Cohen’s discussion of high-context and low-context conceptions of 

sovereignty.  In contrast to Cohen’s analysis, which conceptualizes sovereignty as an 

issue that is oftentimes important only to high-context cultures, Jean Bethke Elshtain, in 

“Rethinking Sovereignty,” identifies sovereignty more as a universal goal that exists 

among all nations seeking to establish themselves as legitimate players in the game of 

international politics.  In offering a quite detailed explanation of sovereignty, Elshtain 

states: 

Sovereignty is the vote. The union card. The insignia of membership in the club. 
Less exclusive than it once was, the club now encompasses much of the globe and 
those not members at present continue to seek entry, often utilizing rather 
impolite methods to that end. Sovereignty remains the “essential qualification for 
full membership in international society, or, to express the point more 
comprehensively, the qualification which makes a state eligible for full 
membership.” Sovereignty names an aspiration; serves as a goad to action; 
signifies an accomplishment; defines an opposition (state/society); and encodes a 
legalistic construction (formal sovereignty).29 
 

In this passage, Elshtain intimates that the need or desire for sovereignty is a universal 

characteristic that exists among all nation-states.  Furthermore, Elshtain identifies 

sovereignty as a “boundary-setting discourse,”30 and, quoting Jean Bodin, argues that 
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sovereignty is “the distinguishing mark of the sovereign that he cannot in any way be 

subject to the commands of another.”31  Therefore, since sovereignty is an idea that is 

universal among countries attempting to participate in the international system, it is with 

caution that I utilize Cohen’s categorization of cultural perceptions of sovereignty.  In 

chapters three and four, I will demonstrate how notions of sovereignty played a role not 

only in Chinese rhetorical strategies, but was also a major concept that informed U.S. 

arguments with regard to the return of its aircraft. 

 Secondly, the concept of reputation and prestige must also be discussed in more 

length, as it is not necessarily a China-specific issue in the realm of international 

relations.  As a matter of fact, reputation and prestige have many times been at the heart 

of the motives driving U.S. foreign policy decisions.  In “Metaphors of Prestige and 

Reputation in American Foreign Policy and American Realism,” Jennifer L. Milliken 

discusses the integral role issues of prestige and reputation have played in formulating 

American foreign policy decisions.  In her chapter, Milliken identifies the Cold War 

policies of containment and deterrence, and in particular NSC-68, as an exemplar of how 

notions of prestige and reputation have been the driving force of policy-making 

decisions: 

The idea of deterrence through prestige and reputation has typically been 
articulated through the “domino theory”: the notion that if one country in a region 
were lost to Communism, surrounding countries would soon follow. The domino 
theory dates back in spirit (if not in name) at least to NSC-68 (April, 1950). NSC-
68 put forward an argument based on a narrative of moral and psychological 
leadership. In it, a first defeat for the United States as the leader of the Free World 
would cause its allies to doubt U.S. leadership, lose morale, and give in to 
Communism. As it would for later policy makers, the leadership narrative also 
worked in reverse. “As we ourselves demonstrate power, confidence, and a sense 
of moral direction, so those same qualities will be evoked in Western Europe” and 
other allies like Japan.32 
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The example illustrated in this passage is particularly useful in the context of the Hainan 

Incident for understanding why the United States responded to the incident in the way 

that it did.  In chapter three, I will explain in more detail the tensions that exist between 

the United States and China due to China’s development into a Communist government, 

and how that has come to bear on U.S. foreign policy toward China. 

 Moreover, Milliken’s argument challenges Cohen’s claim that issues of face are 

greater among high-context cultures.  However, in stark contrast, Milliken provides 

evidence suggesting that image has played a significant role in formulating U.S. policy.  

Drawing from Hans Morgenthau, she notes: 

Like American policy makers in their constructions, in Morgenthau’s writings 
states are quasi-human subjects. They hold images of each other; these images 
rest upon evaluations states make. Also like American policy makers, Morgenthau 
expected that such images can be manipulated be the U.S. and that image-control 
is “an indispensable element of a rational foreign policy.33 
 

Therefore, although cultural differences clearly play a role in international relations, it is 

important to understand that attitudes regarding face and prestige are not necessarily 

culture-dependent, and in the case of the United States, actually play a large role in 

determining its foreign policy. 

Within the discipline of rhetoric, Oliver has written several articles relevant to 

international communication.  He suggests that, as a discipline, rhetorical studies should 

not merely presume that rhetoric is an inherently Western art, but that culture plays a 

large part in the way one experiences the world, and therefore a person’s rhetoric is very 

much reflective of his or her cultural roots.34  In addition to criticizing the way that a 

Western view of rhetoric imposes barriers on international communication,35 Oliver 

specifically implicates the field of diplomacy when he argues, “if we are able to help our 
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diplomats do a better job in our multiple and ever-increasing dealings with other peoples 

around the world, it is my belief that we shall have to stop using rhetoric in the singular 

and commence using it in the plural.”36  Both Cohen and Oliver agree that language as a 

medium of communication is heavily influenced by culture.37  Since language is also a 

primary medium of rhetoric, it seems appropriate in the case of the Hainan Incident to try 

to illuminate how cultural frameworks influence a government’s rhetorical posture, and 

whether rhetoric can transcend cultural barriers in the context of international relations. 

In chapter three I will provide a more detailed discussion of the cultural differences 

between the United States and China, and explain how these differences served as 

rhetorical constraints that both the United States and China had to navigate in order to 

reach a resolution to the crisis. 

Although Cohen and Oliver are right in identifying culture as one reason why 

difficulties in international negotiations occur, it is not my intention to argue that Eastern 

and Western rhetorics are entirely distinct from one another, or that Chinese rhetorical 

strategies are incomprehensible from a Western point of view.  Instead, in “Aristotelian 

Topoi as a Cross-Cultural Analytical Tool,” Sharon Bracci Blinn and Mary Garrett make 

a compelling case to the contrary.  In the article, Blinn and Garrett present a problem that 

results from understanding Chinese rhetoric as entirely different from Western rhetoric, 

and then offer a hypothesis that, if true, will enable scholars to use Western analytical 

tools in understanding Chinese rhetorical patterns: 

If Chinese modes of thought are truly foreign, how might they be approached 
when the only tools of analysis Western scholars have at their disposal are 
Western? If, however, human conceptual behavior exhibits some universal 
propensities, then we might be able to approach non-Western discourse with 
established Western aids, having some confidence in their usefulness in 
understanding thought patterns in other cultures.38 
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Further bolstering their position, Blinn and Garrett cite psychologist Eric Lenneberg, 

“who expresses this view when he notes that certain cognitive functions are ‘species 

specific and…they consist of ubiquitous processes of extracting and categorizing 

similarities.’”39  In order to test this theory, Blinn and Garrett use a piece of classical 

Chinese literature, the Intrigues of the Warring States, as a case study from which they 

seek to determine whether any of its argumentation reflects the use of Aristotelian topoi, 

as set forth in Aristotle’s Topics.  

 Upon conducting an analysis of the different rhetorical patterns that exist 

throughout the Intrigues, Blinn and Garrett conclude that there is a significant coorelation 

between the topoi that Aristotle sets forth and the argumentative strategies used in the 

Intrigues, stating, “As a compilation of deliberative discourse, the Intrigues reveals ample 

use of some of the topics that, according to Aristotle, are suitable for exhorting or 

dissuading a ruler with respect to a course of future action.”40  Among the topics set forth 

by Aristotle, Blinn and Garrett found that the topoi of cause to effect, comparison, more 

and less, testimony, and simple consequences were the topics that appeared most 

frequently in the Intrigues.  Although this article uses an ancient Chinese text as its 

source for arguing that the use of Western analytical tools may be productive in 

understanding Chinese rhetoric, subsequent chapters will demonstrate that the rhetorical 

strategies from the Chinese government during the Hainan Incident also make use of 

several Aristotelian topics, particularly that of cause to effect.  Furthermore, some of the 

more recent contemporary rhetorical theory regarding the genres of crisis rhetoric and 

apologia are also useful tools in analyzing the Chinese response to the event.  
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 However, these similarities are not to say that Cohen and Oliver’s analyses are 

completely irrelevant.  In fact, Blinn and Garrett do mention that cultural differences 

between China and the West help to explain why some topics were present more than 

others.41  Additionally, there are clearly cultural differences between the United States 

and China.  As will be demonstrated in chapter three, these differences affected both how 

each side perceived the situation as well as what aspects of the situation appeared to be 

most important to each side.  Instead, the point I am making is that while cultural 

differences certainly led to different perceptions, and, consequently, different rhetorical 

postures with regard to the incident, these responses can still be understood according to 

traditional Western analytical frameworks.  Therefore, this analysis by Blinn and Garrett 

directly challenges the assumption that Chinese rhetorical patterns are “irrational,” and 

also presents scholars with a way to use Western analytical tools in a cross-cultural 

fashion.  

 
Apologia 

 
Simply put, apologia is traditionally defined as a speech of self-defense.  In the 

field of rhetorical studies, one of the first articles that conceptualized apologia as a 

distinct genre of discourse was B.L Ware and Wil A. Linkugel’s “They Spoke in Defense 

of Themselves: On the Generic Criticism of Apologia.” In this article, Ware and Linkugel 

articulate four “factors,” or characteristics, as well as four “postures,” or subgenres of 

apologia.  The four major factors found in apologetic discourse are 1) denial, 2) 

bolstering, 3) differentiation, and 4) transcendence.42  Perhaps the most straightforward of 

the factors, denial, is defined as the “simple disavowal by the speaker of any participation 

in, relationship to, or positive sentiment toward whatever it is that repels the audience.”43 
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However, as Ware and Linkugel mention, denial can only be a successful strategy “to the 

extent that such negations do not constitute a known distortion of reality or to the point 

that they conflict with other beliefs held by the audience.”44  Therefore, many speakers, 

when engaging in apologia, often use the “denial of intent” as a way to persuade an 

audience of their innocence.45 

Another factor, bolstering, can be understood as “any rhetorical strategy which 

reinforces the existence of a fact, sentiment, object, or relationship.  When he bolsters, a 

speaker attempts to identify himself with something viewed favorably by the audience.”46  

Unlike denial, which seeks to negate the accusation, bolstering uses the concept of 

identification to create a positive bond between the speaker and the audience.  However, 

these two factors also share a similarity in that they are both “reformative,” meaning that 

they don’t attempt to “alter the audience’s meaning for the cognitive elements 

involved.”47  In other words, neither factor seeks to change the reality of the situation 

entirely in the mind of the audience, but only to reform the audience’s perception of the 

reality in a way that extricates the speaker from any involvement in the actions of which 

he or she has been accused.  

The other two factors, differentiation and transcendence, are transformative 

factors, meaning that they function to affect “the meaning which the audience attaches to 

the manipulated attribute.”48  Simply put, any strategy is considered transformative that 

seeks to create a new reality, completely distinct from the one set forth by a speaker’s 

accusers, which the audience should accept as the truth.  Differentiation, for example, is 

constituted by “strategies which place whatever it is about him that repels the audience 

into a new perspective.”49  This factor is very similar to what Chaim Perelman and Lucie 
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Olbrechts-Tyteca refer to as “dissociation” in The New Rhetoric.  According to Perelman 

and Olbrechts-Tyteca, “Dissociation is the classical solution for incompatibilities that call 

for an alteration of conventional ways of thinking.”50  This idea is important for 

reconciling the incompatibility between two appearances that are crafted through the use 

of signs and both portray different interpretations of the same reality.  Says Perelman, 

“Normally, reality is perceived through appearances that are taken as signs referring to it. 

When, however, appearances are incompatible…we must admit, if we are to have a 

coherent picture of reality, that some appearances are illusory and may lead us to error 

regarding the real.”51  Therefore, like dissociation, differentiation serves to particularize 

the controversy at hand by removing it from the abstract context within which the 

audience views the issue and placing it into a new, more specific context52 that allows the 

speaker to re-define what certain actions mean within their new context. 

Transcendence, while also transformative in nature, functions quite differently 

from differentiation in that instead of particularizing an event, this factor is defined as 

“any strategy which cognitively joins some fact, sentiment, object, or relationship with 

some larger context within which the audience does not presently view that attribute.”53 

In terms of accusations against one’s character, Ware and Linkugel describe 

transcendence as a strategy that seeks to have the audience view the issue within the 

larger, ostensibly more important context of the speaker’s general character.54 

In addition to these four factors of apologetic discourse, Ware and Linkugel 

identify four subgenres of apologetic discourse.  The first subgenre, referred to as an 

absolutive address, is constituted by the combination of the factors of differentiation and 

denial that aims to evade responsibility from the accusation and to clear one’s name of 
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any stigma.55  The second posture, called the vindicative address, is less specific than an 

absolutive address, and therefore uses strategies of transcendence in conjunction with 

those of denial in order not only to preserve one’s reputation, but also to allow the 

audience to recognize the speaker’s “greater worth [as] a human being relative to the 

worth of his accusers.”56 

In the explanative address, the factors of bolstering and differentiation are used to 

try to explain to the audience the reasons behind the speaker’s actions.  In other words, 

this type of speech functions to put the audience in the shoes of the speaker, hoping that if 

the audience understands why something happened, they will be less likely to find the 

speaker culpable of wrongdoing.57  The last posture of apologia, the justificative address, 

uses factors of bolstering and transcendence, and goes one step further than the 

explanative address by not only seeking the audience’s understanding but also their 

approval of the speaker’s conduct that prompted the accusations, and subsequently called 

into existence the apologia.58  

It is important to note that although Ware and Linkugel’s treatment of apologia 

may appear as a definitive categorization of all the different possible types of self-

defense, this study should not be taken as such.  Indeed, Ware and Linkugel explicitly 

address this issue in the introduction: 

The subgenres of the apologetic form, which we refer to as the postures of 
rhetorical self-defense, must not be viewed as a classification of speeches in the 
Aristotelian sense of genus and differentia. Our determination of the apologetic 
postures is a mapping of the genre, a matter of detailed comparisons of 
differences and resemblances, which leaves open the possibility of finding 
intermediate cases.59 
 

Keeping this qualification in mind, this “mapping” of apologia is a helpful tool for 

analyzing the rhetorical strategies used during the Hainan Incident.  While the strategies 
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used in this specific event may not fit neatly within the mold of one of the four subgenres 

set forth by Ware and Linkugel, the analysis in chapter four will demonstrate that the 

Hainan Incident can be conceptualized as one of those “intermediate cases,” and 

therefore understanding the characteristics of the apologetic factors and postures set forth 

in the aforementioned article will be of great value in unpacking the rhetorical news of 

the Hainan Incident. 

 Nonetheless, there are a few additional conceptual gaps that problematize the 

ability to apply Ware and Linkugel’s treatment of apologia to the specific instance of the 

Hainan Incident.  First, their analysis only acknowledges instances that are defense-of-

character speeches, and ignores any distinction between or explanation of defense-of-

policy speeches.  They also fail to identify defense-of-policy speeches as a type of 

apologia.60  Since the Hainan Incident dealt with both accusations by the Chinese against 

American foreign policy as well as the character of the United States itself, it is important 

to establish both types of defenses as part of the rhetorical genre of apologia.  We need to 

look for variations in discursive patterns that may occur between character-oriented 

apologies and policy-oriented apologies, and consider how a combination of these two 

apology types may affect the rhetorical strategies used in such a situation.  

 Secondly, Ware and Linkugel, as well as several other scholars discussed in this 

review, discuss apologia only in the context of the individual.  What I mean by this is that 

the discussion of apologia has been limited for the most part to the study of speeches 

given by individuals who are speaking on behalf of themselves only.  Most of the 

research that treats apologia as a rhetorical genre ignores the possibility of apologies 

delivered by a person who is speaking on behalf of a larger group of people or an 
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impersonal institution.  Since officials speaking on behalf of their government or on 

behalf of the citizenry largely constitute the Hainan Incident, it is critical to understand 

how such substantive variations from the texts used in previous research may affect the 

form and function of apologia in diplomatic situations.  

 Finally, Ware and Linkugel’s mapping of the genre of apologia fails to consider 

instances in which speakers may attempt to admit wrongdoing, offer an apology in the 

familiar sense of the word, and hope that forgiveness will be given and that one’s image 

or one’s relationship with the accuser may be repaired.  Since the central issue of the 

Hainan Incident was whether the United States would issue an apology accepting 

responsibility for the incident, it is important to account for this type of apologia when 

discussing the United States’ use of different rhetorical strategies during the conflict. 

 While a rhetorical analysis of the Hainan Incident will most certainly shed some 

light on these conceptual gaps, there are also several more recent articles that have been 

published on the subject of apologia that will help to establish a more solid theoretical 

framework for analyzing and evaluating apologetic rhetoric used during the Hainan 

Incident.  First, the issue of defense-of-policy speeches is explicitly addressed by Halford 

Ross Ryan in “Kategoria and Apologia: On Their Rhetorical Criticism as a Speech Set.” 

In this article, Ryan uses ancient Greek translations of the word “apologia” to support a 

broader treatment of apologia as a rhetorical genre rather than limiting it to defense-of-

character speeches.61  By broadening the scope of what constitutes accusatory and 

apologetic discourse, we can look at political discourses in a different light and see how 

strategies of apologia (self defense) and kategoria (accusation) may be used within the 

context of international relations and foreign policy, and how these strategies are both 
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similar to and distinct from those discussed in Ware and Linkugel’s assessment of 

defense-of-character speeches.  As an extension of Ryan’s argument, I will demonstrate 

that apologetic discourse used during the Hainan Incident was not only character oriented 

or policy oriented, but was in fact both.  In addition to accusing the U.S. policy of being 

reckless and dangerous, the Chinese government also characterized the incident as a 

result of unnecessary U.S. hegemonic behavior, and charged that this incident was 

symptomatic of much deeper problems concerning the United States’ attitude and 

character toward China.  Although it appears on the surface that this incident was a 

dispute over foreign policy, there was also an undercurrent of how each government 

sought to undermine the character of the other.  Therefore, it is important to broaden the 

scope of what constitutes discourse as apologia. 

 In addition to broadening the scope of what constitutes apologia, Ryan also makes 

a case for studying apologia in conjunction with its counterpart, kategoria, or in modern 

terms, accusatory discourse: 

I contend that the critic will better understand both accusation and defense 
speeches by evaluating them as a speech set. By identifying and assessing the 
issues in the accusation, the critic will gain insights into the accuser’s motivation 
to accuse, his selection of the issues, and the nature of the supporting materials for 
his accusation. As a response to the accusation, the apology should be discussed 
in terms of the apologist’s motivation to respond to the accusation, his selection of 
the issues—for they might differ from the accuser’s issues—and the nature of the 
supporting materials for the apology. In another sense, the speeches of accusation 
and apology can serve as analog.62 

 
This contention brings up an important issue that must be addressed.  While my thesis is 

focusing on the genre of apologia as a lens through which to analyze the discourse in 

question, I am not by any means ignoring the exigences that bring the apologia into 

existence or the accusatory nature of many statements issued by the United States and 
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China.  However, I have chosen not to distinguish between apologetic and accusatory 

genres for two reasons.  First, Ryan’s analysis of these two types of discourse claims that 

accusatory rhetoric, or kategoria, is a type of speech in which the speaker “perceives an 

exigence which he would seek to modify through accusatory discourse.”63  This speech 

act, in turn, gives “birth to an image,” and this image, according to Ryan, “becomes for 

the apologist the exigence to which he would respond by seeking to modify that image 

through apologetic discourse.”64  In the context of the Hainan Incident, this 

conceptualization of apologia and kategoria presents many problems that must be 

addressed.  First, Ryan’s analysis seems to imply that accusatory discourse must precede 

apologetic discourse.  In addition to this assumption, Ryan attempts to define kategoria 

and apologia as distinct categories, ones in which one speaker engages in kategoria, and 

another speaker responds to that type of speech with apologetic rhetoric.  

However, in the Hainan Incident, the discourse used by each side cannot be so 

neatly categorized for two main reasons.  First, as will be demonstrated in subsequent 

chapters, both nations directly involved in the conflict utilize both accusatory and 

apologetic discourse.  Therefore, it would be inappropriate to label one side as the 

“accuser” and the other as the “apologist.”  

Secondly, in many cases, apologetic strategies involve the use of accusatory 

discourse.  For example, in “The Evolution of the Rhetorical Genre of Apologia,” Sharon 

Downey argues that blame shifting and the use of counterattacks were both Classical 

apologetic strategies.65  Indeed, throughout the Hainan Incident, it was oftentimes the 

case that the United States responded to Chinese accusations by claiming that it was 

actually the Chinese pilot who caused the incident.  Also, the United States launched its 
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own series of accusations protesting the failure of the Chinese government to respect the 

sovereignty of the U.S. aircraft as well as objecting to the prolonged detainment of the 

U.S. aircraft crew.  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that in certain instances, 

kategoria may be a part of apologetic discourse, and thus it is appropriate in this specific 

instance to categorize both accusatory and apologetic discourse as belonging to the same 

genre. 

 In addition to broadening apologetic rhetoric to include any type of defense and 

not just defenses of character, scholars have also conducted more exhaustive studies of 

the different strategies that may be employed during apologetic speeches.  One such 

scholar is William Benoit who has written about apologia from both a rhetorical 

perspective and within the context of crisis response strategies in the field of public 

relations and corporate communication.  In “Image Repair Discourse and Crisis 

Communication,” one of his earlier works on the subject, Benoit sets forth his 

categorization of “image repair strategies,” noting that his analysis is an attempt to build 

on previous apologetic theories.66  Indeed, within Benoit’s theory, he includes all four of 

Ware and Linkugel’s factors of apologia.  

According to Benoit, image restoration discourse can be divided into four broad 

categories.  These categories are 1) denial, 2) evasion of responsibility, 3) reducing 

offensiveness of event, and 4) mortification.  The category of denial is very similar to the 

way Ware and Linkugel explain it in their article, however Benoit takes the strategy a 

step further, attributing the form of shifting blame to this category.  Another difference 

between Benoit and Ware and Linkugel’s assessment of this strategy is that Benoit does 

not treat the denial of intent as a part of denial. Instead, the question of intent is dealt with 
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in the second category that Benoit recognizes, which is evasion of responsibility.  Within 

this category, there are four sub-strategies: 1) provocation, 2) defeasibility, 3) accident, 

and 4) good intentions.67  All of these sub-strategies are fairly self-explanatory and 

discussed at length by Benoit, so it is not necessary to discuss these in much detail.  

The third category, reducing the offensiveness of the event, is comprised of six 

sub-strategies.  Three of these sub-strategies, bolstering, differentiation, and 

transcendence, are taken directly from Ware and Linkugel’s study of apologia.  Another 

sub-strategy, attacking the accuser, is not by any means a new apologetic strategy that 

was created by the corporate sector.  In fact, as mentioned previously, Downey notes that 

counterattacks were a very common element found in Classical apologia.68  The last two 

sub-strategies, minimization and compensation, both function as a way to mitigate the 

legitimacy of the accuser’s reaction to the event without actually denying having played a 

part in the event.  With minimization, the accused attempts to downplay the severity of 

the incident.69  In the case of compensation, the apologizing party goes so far as to admit 

wrongdoing, but tries to remedy the situation as a way to assuage the affected party’s 

anger over the incident before the apologist’s image is damaged any further.70  

The fourth category, corrective action, is very similar to compensation.  Using 

corrective action as an apologetic strategy, accused parties will attempt to assure the 

affected audience(s) that every effort will be made to prevent the offensive act from being 

repeated.71  Although Benoit does not explain how this strategy may be used in 

conjunction with a compensatory act, it is reasonable to infer that preventing the 

recurrence of an offensive act while compensating the victims for the damage incurred 

due to the incident may be a more effective way to repair one’s image than just utilizing 
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one of these strategies.  However, according to Benoit, merely correcting the action is a 

strategy that can stand on its own as a viable way to repair one’s image. 

The last category in Benoit’s theory is that of mortification. Unlike Ware and 

Linkugel’s theory of apologia--which ignores the potential for apologists to admit 

wrongdoing and subject themselves to the mercy of their accuser(s), and implies that the 

objective of apologia is solely that of self-defense--Benoit identifies the strategy of 

begging for forgiveness as a viable strategy for image repair.  However, Benoit does 

admit that this strategy is somewhat risky since it invites accusers to take legal action 

against the accused72 and leaves the fate of the accused in the hands of the accusers. 

In addition to expanding the theory of apologia to include a vast array of elements 

that constitute apologia, Benoit, by focusing on corporate discourse, legitimizes the study 

of rhetoric within institutions rather than just by the individual.  Benoit even mentions, 

albeit briefly, that image is essential to all organizations, using governmental bodies as an 

example.73  In a later article, “President Reagan’s Defensive Discourse on the Iran-Contra 

Affair,” Benoit applies a variation of his theory to the political apologia of Ronald 

Reagan during the Iran-Contra affair, proving that such theories could be applied outside 

of the context of corporate discourse.74  Furthermore, according to Benoit, these 

strategies may be applied equally in both private and public situations.75  

With regard to the issue of official apologies, characterized by speech delivered 

on the behalf of a collective,76 Lisa Storm Villadsen challenges the idea of official 

apologies being categorized as apologia in “Speaking on Behalf of Others: Rhetorical 

Agency and Epideictic Functions in Official Apologies.”  She argues that official 

apologies “must be distinguished from the apologia” because “the official apology entails 
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an element of regret and acknowledgement of wrongdoing that makes it an even more 

delicate rhetorical matter than the apologia—not least because it involves a collectivity 

such as a nation-state.”77  Arguing that since official apologies often times involve an 

admission of wrongdoing, Villadsen holds that Ware and Linkugel’s theory is not 

applicable in the instance of official apologies.  This type of rhetoric, characterized as the 

apologetic sub-genre of “atonement” by Joy Koesten and Robert C. Rowland “calls for 

very different responses than the personal apologia studied by Ware and Linkugel.”78 

However, there are several problems with Villadsen’s characterization of official 

apologies.  First, while she correctly indicts Ware and Linkugel’s failure to account for 

apologetic discourse that is aimed at admitting wrongdoing and asking for forgiveness, 

she appears to overlook the fact that Benoit already added the category of mortification as 

a strategy of apologia that accounts for speeches in which the accused admits guilt and 

seeks to repair his or her image by begging for forgiveness.  

Secondly, Villadsen argues that official apologies are distinct from personal 

apologies: 

Unlike the personal apologia, where the nature and degree of wrongdoing is 
typically contested, the official apology in effect acknowledges wrongdoing, and 
the rhetorical act is meant to demonstrate one’s recognition of the error, 
assumption of the responsibility, and moral distancing from the act.79 

 
However, this argument is rife with mischaracterizations of governmental discourse, 

mostly due to an oversimplification of the function of governmental apologia.  First, her 

argument that official apologies acknowledge wrongdoing and assumption of 

responsibility is a very reductionist characterization of official apologies, and does not 

account for instances such as the Hainan Incident where governments dispute the facts of 

an event presented by another nation. Villadsen also ignores the different connotations 
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that apologies may carry with them.  In the case of the Hainan Incident, the apology 

given by the United States was not an attempt to assume responsibility and acknowledge 

wrongdoing.  Rather, as Daniela Kramer-Moore and Michael Moore explain in “Pardon 

Me for Breathing: Seven Types of Apology,” the U.S. apology to the Chinese during the 

Hainan Incident was merely a statement of regret.  This type of apology, according to 

Kramer-Moore and Moore, “While expressing misgivings about the addressee’s 

situation,” does not at all involve any assumption of responsibility for the incident by the 

speaker.80  Therefore, while the United States uttered the words “sorry” and “regret,” the 

objectives of such rhetorical choices do not fit with Villadsen’s characterization of the 

intended goal of official apologies.  This oversight by Villadsen seems odd, since she 

even acknowledges that official apologies are “occasionally regarded with skepticism as 

a disingenuous measure serving purposes of political correctness, distraction, or other 

particular political agendas.”81  In the case of the Hainan Incident, it is clear that the 

United States’ apologetic strategy does not support Villadsen’s conceptualization of 

official apologies.  Not only was the apology a product of several days of Chinese 

steadfastness after initial refusals by the United States to apologize, but also, even when 

the apology was delivered, it was worded in such a way that allowed the United States to 

deny any claim that its statement was connotative of any degree of blame or 

responsibility.82  Therefore, it is more appropriate to evaluate the entirety of U.S. 

discourse during this incident as a form of apologia, since many of the strategies used by 

the United States were identical to the elements of apologia identified by Benoit and 

Ware and Linkugel. 
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The Hainan Incident 
 

While the literature specific to the Hainan Incident itself is still in its nascent 

stages, there are, nonetheless, a handful of works that speak directly to the controversy at 

hand.  

In order to gain a firm grasp of a historical account of the events coupled with 

political implications of the event from the American perspective, an excellent source is 

the CRS Report Issued for Congress entitled “China-U.S. Aircraft Collision Incident of 

April 2001: Assessments and Policy Implications.”  In addition to providing a detailed 

historical account of the incident,83 this report is valuable in providing an analysis of the 

implications that this event may have for U.S. foreign policy and the effect it may have 

on U.S.-Sino Relations.84  In subsequent chapters, this report will prove to be valuable in 

understanding the rhetorical situation as well as giving us insight into the motives behind 

the rhetorical choices made by the Bush administration.  This thesis will also test whether 

the rhetoric of both sides was successful in resolving the crisis in a manner that allowed 

U.S.-Sino relations to remain positive. 

Focusing on an explanation of the Chinese perspective of the incident, political 

scientists Joseph Y.S. Cheng and King-Lun Ngok wrote an article entitled “The 2001 

‘Spy’ Plane Incident Revisited: The Chinese Perspective.”  Like the CRS Report, this 

article seeks to explain Chinese perception of the event.  However, instead of looking into 

the future to determine how relations may be affected, as was the case with the CRS 

Report, this article is much more retrospective, placing the event within the larger context 

of U.S.-Sino relations leading up to the incident, in order to understand why China 

responded much differently to the incident than did the United States.  Instead of treating 
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the incident as an isolated occurrence, the authors argue that the Chinese government and 

its citizens saw the collision as “the inevitable outcome of U.S. hegemonism provoking 

China and treating China with hostility.”85  This information is extremely pertinent to 

understanding the rhetorical situation that the Chinese were faced with when choosing 

how to respond to the incident.  In addition, this article further corroborates the argument 

made by Cohen about the importance of culture in one’s understanding of historical 

events and the rhetorical framing of those events.  Since the United States and China’s 

responses to the event were each informed by different contextual lenses, it is not 

surprising that each sides’ interpretation of the event was not acceptable to the other.  

This interpretive dissonance between the two nations (caused, according to Cohen, by 

cultural differences) was a major reason for the initial difficulty in resolving the crisis. 

Thus, the question of how and why each side’s rhetorical strategies initially failed, but 

ultimately succeeded, is an important one that will be dealt with in more detail in the 

third and fourth chapters. 

There are also articles that discuss particular aspects of the Hainan Incident.  In an 

article entitled “Semantic Ambiguity and Joint Deflections in the Hainan Negotiations,” 

Albert S. Yee argues that the initial barriers to resolving the conflict were mutually 

exclusive “resistance points” of both the U.S. and Chinese governments.  These 

“resistance points” were caused by several factors, including, cultural differences, 

diplomatic strategy, pandering to each government’s respective domestic constituents, 

and a lack of tolerance of each other (rooted in the tumultuous history of U.S.-Sino 

relations).86  One aspect of Yee’s analysis that is particularly pertinent to a rhetorical 

analysis of the incident is the focus on “semantic ambiguity.”  He argues that the different 
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translations of the word “apologize” from English to Chinese were a facilitating factor in 

the resolution of the crisis because it allowed the United States to issue a statement that it 

could defend to its hard-line constituents as nothing more than a statement of regret over 

the loss of a life.  However, the Chinese were able to take the same statement, translate it, 

and disseminate it to their constituents in a way that gave the perception of a sincere 

apology from the United States.87  

In “Culture and Apology: The Hainan Island Incident,” Hang Zhang analyzes the 

letter sent by Prueher to Chinese Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan, focusing specifically on 

how ideological, political, and cultural differences affected the language used by the 

United States as well as the translation of the letter by the Chinese.88  This article is 

particularly helpful in distinguishing between American and Chinese perceptions of 

apologies.  

 These observations by both Zhang and Yee are important because they speak to 

the issue of how government officials use their position of authority in order to define 

situations and invite audiences to accept their rhetorical framing of an event as being 

political reality.  To expand on Zhang and Yee’s contributions to knowledge about the 

Hainan Incident, I will widen the scope from Zhang’s exclusive focus on the letter sent 

by Prueher to include all of the public statements issued by both governments.  Also, as 

opposed to analyzing the event as an isolated occurrence as Yee does, I intend to examine 

the incident in the broader context of U.S.-Sino relations. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
  

The Rhetorical Situation and Historical Context of the Hainan Incident 
 
 

The rhetorical exchanges between the United States and China during the Hainan 

Incident took place over the course of approximately two months, with the majority of 

the incident being resolved between April 1 and April 12, 2001.  During this period, the 

incident evolved, and Chinese and American rhetorical strategies adapted and changed, at 

times quite dramatically.  Due to the complex and fluid nature of the event, the rhetorical 

situation did not remain uniform throughout the entirety of the incident, and the 

exigences and constraints that affected each side’s discourse were different at different 

points during the conflict.  Because of this, American and Chinese discourse had to adapt 

to the changing circumstances surrounding the Hainan Incident, with each side’s 

rhetorical posture evolving throughout the incident.  Eventually an agreement was 

reached that led to the de-escalation of tensions between the two nations.  

In what follows, I will provide a thorough account of the rhetorical situation that 

gave rise to the rhetorical exchanges during the Hainan Incident.  Since the event was 

complex and the situations were altered several times throughout the crisis, I will take 

three specific measures to try to maintain organization within this chapter.  First, I will 

address each component of the rhetorical situation (exigences, constraints, and audiences) 

separately.  In so doing, I will explain the rhetorical situation from both the American 

side as well as the Chinese side, since each side perceived the situation differently, and 

thus took different rhetorical postures during certain points in the crisis.  This perceptual 



 

 50 

difference occurs in all three components of the situation, with Chinese rhetoric taking 

into account different exigences, constraints, and audiences than that of the United States. 

In addition, throughout this analysis, I will explain the different ways in which the 

rhetorical situation shifts during the crisis, and why this shift called for the United States 

and China to alter their rhetorical postures, ultimately leading to a resolution that was 

tolerable to both governments.  

 
Exigences 

 
As noted briefly in chapter one, a rhetorical exigence, according to Bitzer, is “an 

imperfection marked by urgency…when positive modification requires discourse or can 

be assisted by discourse.”1  The primary exigency that prompted Chinese and U.S. speech 

acts was clearly the occurrence of the airplane collision and the diplomatic crisis that 

arose from it.  In deliberating a response to this exigency, the U.S. and Chinese 

governments were faced with several potential rhetorical strategies.  First, the United 

States and China each had to decide whether to handle the crisis publicly or through 

private diplomatic channels.  As part of this decision, each nation also had to decide 

whether it would wait for the other nation to respond to the incident, or if it would initiate 

the communication with the other government.  

As it turned out, the first statements issued by each government occurred very 

close in time to one another, and there is actually some dispute as to which government 

responded first to the incident.2  However, according to the Congressional Research 

Report, the statement issued by the PRC occurred approximately 13 hours after the 

collision, while the statement by the Pacific Command was issued around 18 hours after 

the incident, on the morning of April, 1, in Hawaii (which would have been in the middle 
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of the night in Washington, D.C.).  According to the CRS report, the statement issued by 

China’s foreign ministry attributed the cause of the accident to a sudden turn made by the 

U.S. aircraft.  The announcement also stated that the EP-3 spy plane had entered “China’s 

territorial airspace” without receiving proper permission from Chinese authorities.3  

While this statement certainly alluded to the Chinese intention to blame the United States 

for the accident, there were no demands initially made by the Chinese upon the United 

States.  

Five hours later, Admiral Dennis Blair of the Pacific Command made a statement 

that effectively brought the event into the public realm, at least with regard to domestic 

audiences.  Unlike the Chinese announcement, which was largely descriptive in nature, 

the U.S. statement was the first to make specific demands with regard to resolving the 

crisis.  The statement asked the Chinese to “respect the integrity of the aircraft and the 

well-being and safety of the crew in accordance with international practices, expedite any 

necessary repairs to the aircraft, and facilitate the immediate return of the aircraft and 

crew.”4  This statement also responded to the exigency created by the PRC as to how the 

event actually took place.  Blair refuted the Chinese interpretation of the event, arguing 

that the cumbersome nature of the U.S. airplane made it impossible to have made sudden 

movements as alleged by the Chinese Foreign Ministry.5  A more in-depth analysis on the 

rhetorical functions and implications of this statement will take place in chapter four, 

however it is important to note how both the U.S. and China initially framed the nature of 

the exigency.  

After the statement was issued by the Pacific Command, the exigency that China 

was faced with was no longer only how to respond to the crash itself, but also how to 
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respond to the U.S. framing of the incident that was implicit in the argument that the 

United States did not feel a sense of responsibility for the accident.  This functioned as a 

justification for placing the burden of resolving the incident on the shoulders of the 

Chinese.  In addition to the burden of the Chinese to challenge the U.S. construction of 

the event as an accident, the option to pursue an exclusively private diplomatic strategy 

was made difficult, as the U.S. Pacific Command had already gone public.  

However, according to historical records of the event, it appears that China’s first 

direct communicative exchange with the United States did indeed occur in the form of 

two private diplomatic meetings between Assistant Foreign Minister Zhou Wenzhong 

and U.S. ambassador Joseph Prueher.6  In the second of these two meetings, on April 2, 

Zhou indicated to Prueher that it was the position of the PRC that the United States 

should “shoulder responsibility for the event and apologize to China.”7  However, this 

strategy of private diplomacy was short lived due to Bush’s choice to go public rather 

than to pursue private diplomacy.8 

In response to these exigences, the Chinese responded similarly to that of the 

Pacific Command.  Like the United States, China also responded to the incident with a 

series of demands upon the U.S. government. From the Chinese perspective, two 

determinations lay at the heart of its rhetorical strategy.  First, the Chinese had concluded 

that the collision was merely an accident, and not a “deliberate action” as had been the 

case with the Belgrade bombing in 1999.9  Secondly, the Chinese concluded that the 

conflict “should be resolved as soon as possible.”10 

However, looking at China’s official statements in response to the event, it is hard 

to believe that they perceived the collision as merely an accident.  For instance, Assistant 
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Foreign Minister Zhou Wenzhong and president Jiang Zemin both issued statements 

demanding an apology and acceptance of responsibility for the incident from the United 

States.  From the Chinese point of view, the collision was a direct result of a sudden turn 

by the U.S. plane. Therefore, given those facts, the U.S. should be held responsible.11  

These demands by the PRC created yet another exigence that necessitated further 

U.S. response in the form of discourse. In addition to continuing to argue that the United 

States was not culpable for the collision, American officials also had to respond to the 

demands of the Chinese that the United States should apologize and take responsibility 

for the incident.  To further complicate matters, the Chinese government had the U.S. 

crew in its custody, and it was Bush’s objective to secure the return of the crew while at 

the same time refusing to cede to Chinese demands.  In order to modify these exigences, 

President Bush issued a statement that functionally refused to acknowledge China’s 

demands and rearticulated the U.S. position that the primary concern of the United States 

was the timely return of the crew and plane.12  This statement constituted the beginning 

of several exchanges between top U.S. and Chinese officials, ultimately culminating in 

the public letter issued by Prueher that resulted in the return of the crew.  

The flexibility of the United States and China’s initial rhetorical posture, and the 

softening of China’s initially hard-line stance toward the United States evidence the latter 

of these conclusions, specifically that the Chinese wanted an expedient resolution of the 

crisis, as did the United States.  To this end, Chinese and U.S. rhetoric during the crisis 

functioned very similarly.  Just as China softened its demands in order to facilitate the 

peaceful resolution of the crisis without risking too much damage to the U.S.-Chinese 
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relationship, the U.S. also made similar concessions, largely through rhetorical gestures, 

that constituted a rhetorical shift from its initially dogmatic position on the issue.13  

With regard to the rhetorical situation, it is important to understand that each 

statement issued by each side affected the situation that existed for future rhetorical acts 

during the Hainan Incident, and therefore different exigences existed during different 

points in the crisis.  Aside from the initial event, the collision of the plane, the other 

exigences involved were a result of the rhetoric used by each side in order to persuade the 

other to accept its interpretation of the incident along with the implications that went 

along with an acceptance of that interpretation.  While the rhetoric of each side initially 

resulted in an increase of tensions (due in part to the creation of more exigences) rather 

than the positive modification of the original exigency, it was a shared commitment to the 

preservation of relations in conjunction with a desire to resolve the crisis quickly that led 

to a resolution acceptable to both sides.14  However, the reasons that initial rhetorical 

attempts at resolving the crisis were unsuccessful, and at times even counterproductive, 

were a result of several rhetorical constraints that were not properly handled by either 

government at the onset of the crisis.  The next section will be dedicated to a detailed 

explanation of the major constraints that complicated each side’s rhetorical strategies. 

 
Constraints 

 
In the context of a rhetorical situation, Bitzer conceptualizes constraints as 

“persons, events, objects, and relations that are part of the situation because they have the 

power to constrain decision and action needed to modify the exigence.”15  During the 

Hainan Incident, there were several constraints that inhibited the ability of the United 

States and China to respond to the incident in a way that resulted in the successful 
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modification of the exigence.  These constraints can be grouped into three main 

categories: 1) the historical relationship between the two countries, 2) differences in 

cultural and political beliefs between the two countries, including Chinese historical 

memory of American aggression and 3) the influence of domestic constituencies on each 

side’s rhetorical strategies.  The remainder of this section will be dedicated to fleshing 

out the details of these constraints and the challenges they placed upon Chinese and 

United States’ rhetorical attempts to reconcile the conflict. 

 
Ups and Downs: A Historical Overview of U.S.-Chinese Relations 

 
In 1973, rhetorical scholar Robert P. Newman succinctly and poignantly 

explained the volatile nature of the American perception of China: 

Perhaps the answer should begin with the amazing, historic volatility of American 
perceptions of the Chinese. In American opinion of China we have all the wild 
swings of a love-hate relationship, all the excesses of a frustrated courtship. We 
have never been able to make up our minds about the mysterious, aloof, 
precocious Chinese. In our perceptual ambiguity, the sinister and repulsive Fu 
Manchu turns overnight into the smiling and canny Charlie Chan. The endearing 
peasant created by Pearl Buck metamorphoses into the communist devil painted 
by Walter Judd. With disruptive suddenness, one finds Richard Nixon embracing 
the Chou En-lai whose blood-stained hand John Foster Dulles spurned at Geneva. 
 
How could one expect stable, realistic perceptions of a foreign people to prevail 
given such wildly fluctuating attitudes? It has been that way from the time the 
first American clipper ships called at Chinese ports. American attitudes toward 
the Chinese are a classic case of secular ambivalence.16 
 

 Thirty-three years later, for better or worse, Newman’s analysis has stood the test of 

time.  Both before and after the establishment of formal diplomatic ties between the U.S. 

and China in 1972, the relationship between these two very different nations has been 

colored by numerous conflicts.  Although these various conflicts have never escalated to 

the point of declaring war or a severing of ties between the two nations, they have, 
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nonetheless, contributed to tensions that continue to constrain successful negotiations 

between these governments.  

While Sino-American relations have struggled in many different aspects, perhaps 

the most volatile issue throughout the relationship has been that of Taiwan.  Additionally, 

the issue of Taiwan is of particular import to understanding the rhetorical strategies 

present in the Hainan Incident for two reasons.  First, the issue of Taiwan was a major 

concern for both the Bush administration as well as the PRC under Jiang Zemin in the 

period immediately preceding the collision.17  Secondly, a historical overview of the 

Sino-American dispute over the status of Taiwan reveals many insights about how China 

and the United States have come to perceive one another with regard to issues of 

sovereignty, international security, ideology, and policies of foreign intervention, all of 

which played a significant role in informing the diplomatic rhetoric used during the 

Hainan Incident.  Even though the plane collision was not directly related to Taiwan 

policy per se, the atmosphere of skepticism from both nations resulting from the issue of 

Taiwan contributed to the strong, hard-line rhetoric used by both the Chinese and the 

United States.  Therefore, in this section, I will highlight several key conflicts that have 

arisen during America and China’s tumultuous relationship with regard to Taiwan, and 

demonstrate how these conflicts have come to bear on each side’s rhetorical posture 

toward the other.  

 
The Taiwan Issue 

 
 The dispute over whether Taiwan should be considered a part of China dates back 

to the Civil War of 1949, when Mao Zedong led a communist takeover of the Chinese 

mainland, forcing Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Party to retreat to the island of Taiwan. 



 

 57 

From this point until now, Taiwan’s status has remained unresolved.  While the PRC 

claims Taiwan as part of China, the fact is that separate political institutions govern these 

territories.  Ever since the schism, the government of mainland China has gone so far as 

to threaten the use of force in order to reunify the two territories.18  

 As a result of this division between Taiwan and the mainland, the United States 

maintained very close ties with the government of Taiwan, known formally as the 

Republic of China (ROC).  As a part of this relationship, the United States sought, 

through a strategy of deterrence, to protect the ROC from the threat of a Communist 

takeover by the PRC.  The first instance of this strategy occurred in 1950, when fears 

developed that Zedong would use the Korean War as an opportunity to take advantage of 

the U.S. involvement in that conflict to bring Taiwan back under the control of the 

mainland government.  As a response to these fears, President Harry Truman sent the 

Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait.  In addition to this action, the United States signed 

the 1954 Mutual Defense Treaty, which further legitimized the threat issued by Truman 

that “any aggression against Taiwan would be met by armed force and thereby to 

‘prevent the conflict from spreading.’”19  This hard-line stance was reiterated by the 

Eisenhower administration, which, in response to the Taiwan Strait crises of 1954-1955 

and 1958, went so far as to threaten the use of tactical nuclear weapons against the PRC if 

a war were to occur between Taiwan and the mainland.  

 From a rhetorical perspective, this pro-Taiwan position taken by the United States 

was consistent with the “China myths” that began to pervade American politics during 

the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s.  According to Newman, the China myths are “a 

large cluster of beliefs, probably none of them held by all members of the American 
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electorate, but most of which had general acceptance during the decade of the fifties.”20 

Essentially, the myth “holds that Chiang was China’s true and popular leader, that he lost 

because of inadequate moral and material support from the United States, which support 

was withheld because of treason in the State Department and the White House.”  In other 

words, the core of the myth was that the United States had “lost” China to communism.21 

Therefore, a commitment to Taiwan’s security, whether it be formal or informal, is a 

demonstration of America’s loyalty to democracy in the Asian Pacific and is a logical 

reaction to the idea at the core of the myth that the United States is largely responsible for 

a Communist takeover of China. 

 However, this commitment to the defense of Taiwan established by Truman and 

Eisenhower was taken by ROC leader Chiang Kai-shek as a sign of unconditional support 

for the island, which included requests by Chiang for the United States to support an 

invasion of China in an effort to free the mainland citizens from communism.22  Fearing 

that the United States could become entangled in a conflict that would be antithetical to 

U.S. interests, both Kennedy and Nixon took steps to distance themselves from a policy 

of unconditional support of Chiang and the ROC.  In other words, concerns that our 

Taiwan policy would result in future conflicts with the PRC, made even stronger by the 

development of the atom bomb by China in 1964, caused the China myths to go by the 

wayside, and a more sympathetic policy toward the PRC was put in its place. 

 This transition in American foreign policy toward China and Taiwan was initiated 

by the creation of diplomatic channels with the PRC by President John Kennedy that 

sought to ensure the leaders of mainland China that the United States would not support 

Taiwan in any unprovoked attempt to overthrow the Communist government.  This 
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position became crystalized in 1972, when, under the Nixon administration, the United 

States adopted the Shanghai Communiqué, a document that constituted U.S. recognition 

of the PRC as the only legitimate Chinese government.23  Another Communiqué, under 

the Carter administration, formalized diplomatic relations between the two 

governments.24  While these actions marked a shift away from the China myths dominant 

during the 1950s, it did not by any means mark an end to U.S. support of Taiwan or the 

tension between China and the United States that would occur as a result.  In fact, even 

during the Kennedy, Nixon, and Carter administrations, the United States nonetheless 

maintained its intentions to maintain “unofficial relations” with the ROC.25 

Since the 1972 Shanghai Communiqué, America’s rhetorical and political posture 

toward China on the issue of Taiwan has remained in a constant state of flux, and has 

resulted in a very complicated U.S. policy of “strategic ambiguity.”  After officially 

adopting the “One China Policy,” U.S. foreign policy shifted back, at least in practice, 

toward a commitment to Taiwan defense with the signing of the Taiwan Relations Act in 

1979.  The act, which explicitly expressed opposition to force on the part of the PRC as a 

means of reunification, also established a formal U.S. policy of arms sales to Taiwan for 

the purposes of self-defense.26  One material manifestation of the Taiwan Relations Act 

was the Clinton administration’s response to the Taiwan Straits Crisis of 1996.  On 

March 5, 1996, the PRC had publicly declared that it intended to conduct missile 

exercises in the Taiwan Strait.  This behavior on the part of China was clearly a strategy 

geared toward preventing the Taiwanese from gaining international legitimacy as an 

independent nation.  On March 12, one day after the war games had commenced, the 

Chinese offered to withdraw their forces from the Taiwan Straits in exchange for 
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Taiwan’s withdrawal of its campaign to become a member of the United Nations.  This 

offer was quickly rejected.27 

In response to the Chinese announcement that it planned to carry out missile tests, 

the U.S. press secretary criticized this behavior as “provocative” and “reckless.”28  As a 

result of this behavior, President Clinton deployed a substantial amount of naval forces 

off of the east and southeast coasts of Taiwan.  It is important to note, however, that U.S. 

forces never actually went into the Taiwan Strait.  While the United States attempted to 

portray the motivations for its presence near Taiwan as merely for monitoring purposes, it 

was clear that its decision to send naval forces was symbolic of its commitment to the 

defense of Taiwan. Indeed, the United States already had the appropriate technology 

needed to monitor Chinese activity.  Therefore, absent any ulterior motive for deploying 

naval forces, there was no need to deploy warships off the coast of Taiwan for the 

purposes of monitoring Chinese activity.29  It was clearly a symbolic gesture. 

 Another instance of the U.S. favoring Taiwan in its foreign policy behavior is 

evident in Ronald Reagan’s presidential campaign platform in which he proposed the 

restoration of a formal relationship with the KMT in Taiwan.  However, in both cases, 

Reagan and Clinton ultimately reversed their hard-line posture toward China. In the 

instance of Reagan, he endorsed a limitation of arms sales to Taiwan by signing another 

Sino-American communiqué in August 1982.30  In the case of Clinton, during the 1997-

1998 summit meetings, he had begun to work with the PRC in establishing a 

“constructive strategic partnership” between the United States and China.  In engaging 

China, especially with regard to Taiwan, both Reagan and Clinton succeeded in keeping 

tensions between the two nations at bay, despite their previous hard-line postures. 
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However, upon George W. Bush becoming president, U.S. foreign policy toward 

China with regard to Taiwan shifted yet again back to a hard-line posture, accompanied 

by Cold War-style rhetoric and strategies of containment.31  First, Bush framed China as 

a “competitor,” making Chinese authorities concerned that the anti-China contingent 

within the American government might pose problems for the maintenance of a healthy 

bi-lateral relationship.32  Secondly, Bush’s approach to Taiwan, from the Chinese 

perspective, was an aberration from the previous policy of “strategic ambiguity,” with the 

administration moving toward a more explicit commitment to the defense of Taiwan.33 

This behavior by the Bush administration was viewed by the PRC as hostile and as an 

encroachment upon China’s sovereignty, thus inhibiting the further development of a 

healthy bilateral relationship.34  It was during this period of uncertainty with regard to the 

status of U.S.-Chinese relations that the Hainan Incident occurred, and thus posed several 

challenges to both the United States and China in deciding how to respond to the conflict. 

From a rhetorical perspective, the volatile history of U.S.-Sino relations with 

regard to Taiwan played an important role in informing U.S. and Chinese rhetorical 

strategies during the Hainan Incident.  For instance, by establishing a more containment-

oriented policy toward China, the Bush administration had to respond to the collision in a 

way that was consistent with its framing of China as a “competitor” if it were to 

successfully continue in its foreign policy objectives of protecting the South Pacific 

region, in particular Taiwan, from Chinese influence and potential hostility.  Thus, a 

completely conciliatory response would not have adequately served the best interests of 

U.S. foreign policy. 
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Similarly, China’s recent attempts to be respected by the United States as a major 

international power required an assertive response to the event. Since the Chinese 

perceived U.S. involvement with regard to Taiwan as hostile and provocative, it posed a 

threat to China’s status as a legitimate power.  The plane collision exacerbated this fear 

that hegemonic U.S. behavior would make China appear weak to the rest of the world. 

Therefore, if the Chinese had simply accepted the American interpretation of the event as 

merely an accident, it would have legitimized and perhaps encouraged more aggressive 

and imperialist behavior from the United States.  In order to frame itself as resistant to 

U.S. imperialism, the Chinese response had to reflect their desire to be more resistant to 

American acts of aggression as well as to persuade its audiences that it would no longer 

tolerate this type of behavior from the United States.  In addition to constraints resulting 

from a failure to resolve the status of Taiwan, several cultural differences also functioned 

as constraints on each side’s rhetorical strategies.  I will now turn to a discussion of how 

culture came to bear on each side’s perception of the event. 

 
Differences in Cultural and Political Beliefs 

 
As mentioned in chapters one and two, in the context of diplomacy, the United 

States is considered to be among the group of nations whose cultures are considered 

“low-context,” while China is considered a “high-context” nation.  For a high-context 

culture, communication is often informed by the context of the situation, including the 

nature of the relationship that culture has with its negotiating partner.35  A low-context 

culture, in contrast, relies primarily on frank and direct discourse in order to facilitate a 

quick resolution to the dispute at hand.  To this end, an emphasis on rhetorical flourish 

and niceties is often thought to be unnecessary, and language is used as a purely 
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informational tool, with accuracy being more important to low context cultures than the 

use of allusion and hidden meanings.36  In the remainder of this section, I will discuss 

American and Chinese cultures, test Cohen’s categorization of these country’s cultural 

differences, draw conclusions about how both cultural differences and commonalities 

came to bear on the rhetorical strategies employed during times of diplomatic 

negotiations, and show how these differences and similarities functioned as constraints on 

the rhetorical strategies used in the Hainan Incident. 

 
Attitudes Toward History: Differences Between Low-Context and High-Context Cultures 
 

America is generally conceptualized as an individualistic, low-context culture, 

while China, a high-context culture, is perceived as more collectivistic.  Indeed, in China, 

Maoist nationalism, the type of thought that informed China’s response to the Hainan 

Incident, was in part derived from traditional Confucian concepts that emphasized the 

collective over the individual.  This type of nationalism, in turn, has contributed to a 

strong sense of national pride amongst Chinese leaders and citizens.37  In contrast, values 

of individualistic cultures, according to Cohen, usually consist of freedom and individual 

rights being of the utmost concern, with duty to one’s community being less important.38 

Throughout the political development of the United States, the out-workings of an 

individualistic society have included American principles such as a free-market economy 

and a democratic mode of governance.  These principles have proved effective in 

building a powerful nation, and have thus been categorically instantiated as ideological 

necessities for the success of the United States.  The success of these values in creating 

such a strong nation, in turn, has led many Americans to believe in the “universal 

applicability of their way of life and their duty to spread its benefits around the world.”39 
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In American diplomatic culture, concern is primarily placed on addressing issues 

of immediate urgency and then moving on to other issues that require the use of 

diplomacy and negotiation in order to mediate the conflict, with little concern as to how 

historical circumstances may be relevant to a contemporary issue.  As Cohen states, “The 

idea that something that occurred hundreds of years ago might be relevant to a pressing 

problem is almost incomprehensible.”40  

This is not to say, however, that the United States does not take pride in its past. 

Rather, American appeals to history are usually only implemented insofar as it serves the 

objectives of the present.41  This attitude is in stark contrast with that of high-context 

cultures, which “are more likely to harbor enduring memories of their treatment at the 

hands of the United States and the West in general.”42  China is a good example of a 

high-context culture, because narratives of Chinese history have served to ignite a form 

of nationalism that perceives American actions as hostile or aggressive.43  These 

narratives, known as the “victor” narrative and the “victim” narrative, both born out of 

the “Century of Humiliation,” (referring roughly to the period of time between the mid-

1800s and the beginning of World War II) attempt to define China’s relationship to the 

West.44  The victor narrative, which was the dominant narrative during the Mao Zedong 

era, was characterized by the time when “anti-imperialist masses were valorized for 

throwing off their chains and repelling foreign invaders.”  According to Peter Hays Gries, 

this narrative “served the requirements of Communist revolutionaries seeking to mobilize 

popular support in the 1930s and 1940s, and later served the nation-building goals of the 

People’s Republic in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.”45 
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During the 1990s, the “victim” narrative, which was a dominant narrative during 

the pre-Mao era, began to play a more prominent role in the development of Chinese 

nationalism.  Essentially, this narrative portrays China’s suffering and relative weakness 

to be the result of Western aggression.  The resurfacing of this narrative and its 

coexistence with the victor narrative, says Gries, has had “real consequences” for Sino-

American relations.46  

With specific reference to the Hainan Incident, Gries argues that the Chinese 

reaction to that event cannot be understood outside of the context of how it signified a 

“reencounter with past trauma” and confirmed the legitimacy of the victim narrative in 

the eyes of Chinese nationalists.47  It was precisely this understanding of the event within 

the context of Chinese nationalist narratives that initially inhibited the United States and 

China from successfully negotiating a resolution to the conflict.  

First, American insensitivity to the historical relationship between the United 

States and China was a constraining factor in the ability of the United States to 

understand the Chinese reaction to the collision, and vice versa.  Proof of the de-

contextualization of the event by the United States is evidenced in the initial statements 

that implied both that the collision was merely an accident, and that the United States was 

operating well within its rights under international law.  This attitude by the United States 

is apparent in the initial statements issued by both the Pacific Command and by President 

Bush.  In neither of these statements does the United States make any reference to the 

significance of this event on U.S.-Sino relations, only to say in the latter statement that 

failure to respond quickly to U.S. requests “is inconsistent with…the expressed desire of 

both our countries for better relations.”48  This emphasis on the potential impact of the 
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incident, rather than the past historical factors that may provide a different perspective, 

on the incident, is consistent with Cohen’s argument that low-context cultures will 

oftentimes ignore the past if it impedes progress.49  Quoting Edward T. Hall, Cohen 

argues that Americans “are oriented almost entirely toward the future.”50  In the case of 

the Hainan Incident, the United States hoped to achieve a quick resolution of the crisis, 

which entailed an immediate return of the aircraft and crew.51  

The lack of attention paid to the historical context by the United States also had 

significant implications for how the U.S. reached conclusions about both the cause of the 

incident and about who, if anyone, should be held responsible for the event.  According 

to work done in the field of cross-cultural psychology, Western behavior is often analytic 

and logic-driven, while Eastern behavior is more holistic.52  This theory was confirmed 

by an analysis and comparison between the processes of the United States and China in 

understanding the Hainan Incident.  From the American perspective, there was only one 

cause of the collision, and due to the cumbersome nature of the U.S. EP-3 compared to 

the agile and speedy nature of the Chinese F-8, the logical conclusion as to the cause of 

the accident was the aggressive flying strategies of the Chinese pilot, Wang Wei.53  In 

addition to this logic-driven method of determining causation, Westerners in general and 

Americans in particular tend to assess responsibility by determining who was at fault, and 

therefore who should be held responsible.  Since the cause of the incident was seen as 

Wang Wei’s dangerous flying behavior, the United States did not believe that is was at 

fault, and no apology was thought to be appropriate or necessary.54  However, Chinese 

reactions to and interpretations of the event would soon challenge these conclusions. 
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The Chinese perspective, not surprisingly, told a much different story. 

Throughout the incident, Chinese reaction to the collision was informed by the “historical 

memory of US hegemonic behavior.”55  Instead of evaluating the event as an isolated 

incident, the Chinese attributed several causes to the event, all of which stemmed from a 

history of U.S. aggression and imperialist behavior toward China.  One cause of the event 

articulated by China that was consistent with its “victimization narrative”56 was the claim 

that the U.S. EP-3 had violated China’s territorial airspace.57  Therefore, regardless of 

who was actually responsible for flying aggressively, the fact that the United States 

should not have been flying a reconnaissance mission within China’s EEZ in the first 

place meant that the American pilot was responsible for causing the collision. 

Another cause of the incident was the increasing frequency of these types of 

flights58 coupled with the failure of the United States to respond positively to repeated 

Chinese complaints in the recent past that U.S. spy planes were flying “precariously close 

to Chinese airspace.”59  Because the United States had not heeded Chinese warnings and 

had in fact increased its flights along China’s coast, it is not difficult to understand how 

China could have concluded that the collision was a result of U.S. belligerence.  

Additionally, there were some more general behavioral changes that took place 

with regard to U.S. treatment of China shortly before the collision.  These changes, 

resulting from President Bush’s shift away from the Clinton administration’s foreign 

policy of Chinese “engagement,” were also thought by the Chinese to be causes of the 

conflict.60  At the beginning of Bush’s term in January 2001, he framed China as a 

“strategic competitor,” and tended to focus on strategies of containment and caution.  

This policy shift marked the re-emergence of Cold War rhetoric, framing China as an 
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adversary from which the world must be protected by way of containment.61  A 

significant material manifestation of this new strategy was the increased military 

commitment to Taiwan, which has been a source of contention between China and the 

United States since 1949.62 

These two different cultural schemas applied to the event by the United States and 

China produced two seemingly irreconcilable interpretations of reality, and indeed 

resulted in a diplomatic impasse.  However, just as cultural differences constrained both 

the rhetoric used by each side to initially interpret as well as the ability of each side to 

understand how the other arrived at their respective interpretations, there also existed 

cultural commonalities that further constrained the rhetorical action needed in order to 

properly resolve the exigences.  In the next section, arguing against Cohen, I will explain 

how similarities in Chinese and U.S. values with regard to status and sovereignty further 

inhibited the resolution of the situation. 

 
Similarities in U.S. and Chinese Cultures Regarding Status and Sovereignty 

 
So far in this chapter, historical analysis of both perspectives of the event have 

proven to be consistent with Cohen’s argument about the adverse effect cultural 

differences may have on the success of diplomatic negotiations.  These differences, in 

turn, are examples of constraints that inhibited the success of each side’s rhetorical 

strategies in attempting to persuade the other to accept its perception of reality.  However, 

there are still two major elements--face and sovereignty--that must be examined in the 

context of the Hainan Incident.  

When identifying distinguishing characteristics between low-context and high-

context cultures, Cohen identifies the concepts of status and sovereignty.  According to 
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Cohen, collectivistic cultures are more concerned with protecting their status and sense of 

national sovereignty and pride.63  Using China as an example, Cohen notes that China’s 

willingness to negotiate with the United States is largely dependent on being treated as an 

equal.  This condition, however, has been infringed upon several times throughout 

history, including recent U.S. criticism of China under the Clinton administration on 

matters such as human rights, arms proliferation, and Taiwan.64  Since China is 

committed to restoring its pride after having lost it at the hands of American imperialism 

during the “Century of Humiliation,” the equal and respectful treatment of China by the 

United States is a critical component of fostering a relationship conducive to 

negotiation.65  

In contrast, Cohen argues that the United States does not have the need to be 

preoccupied with notions of status and sovereignty since a theme of superiority over 

many of the key high-context nations has marked its existence in the international 

political sphere.66  However, if Cohen’s argument holds true within the context of the 

Hainan Incident, then why did the United States make it a point to object to China’s 

inspection of the aircraft on the ground, arguing that the plane enjoyed the privilege of 

sovereign immunity?  And why was the United States so reluctant to issue an apology?  If 

the United States was not preoccupied with protecting its status and sovereignty from 

Chinese challenges, then why did the crisis last as long as it did?  In contrast with 

Cohen’s argument, an examination of American reactions to the Hainan Incident reveals 

striking similarities between U.S. and Chinese notions of sovereignty and status, and thus 

provides some answers to these questions. 
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Instead of simply issuing an apology to China, paying restitution for the damages 

and the loss of a Chinese life, and allowing China to conduct an investigation of the 

aircraft, the United States resisted these demands.  Furthermore, the United States used 

rhetoric appealing to the preservation of the sovereignty of the aircraft, among other 

values, in order to defend itself against Chinese accusation while at the same time 

redirecting the blame for the incident back onto China.  According to Gries, pride is a 

universal characteristic of all human beings, and helps to explain why each side reacted 

by attempting to preserve its own national status, or face, at the expense of the other: 

Face can help us to understand how national identities are reshaped through 
international encounters and what the complex motivations are that drive 
nationalists. Face is not pretense; Chinese culture is not, as writer Ian Buruma 
asserts, a “culture of duplicity.” Face is present in all societies—even if many in 
the West are loath to admit as much—but it manifests differently in different 
contexts.67  
 
In addition to Gries, scholars in communication have written extensively about 

the concept of face, and have suggested that face is an important element of human 

communication regardless of cultural differences.  For example, Akio Yabuuchi, while 

noting that face is conceptualized differently depending on culture, nonetheless 

recognizes that face is a “universal social-psychological concept.”68  Furthermore, 

Yabuuchi notes that issues of face become more important in “lawless societies.”  The 

international community, according to Yabuuchi, is one such instance of these “lawless 

societies.”69  In further explicating how issues of face may be more pronounced in 

situations where there is a considerable lack of structure in terms of power distribution, 

Yabuuchi notes: 

Therefore, in the societies where there are many unstipulated flows of resources 
on an everyday basis, people inevitably get sensitive to how much their 
respectability is recognized by other people. For the Chinese, respectability is not 
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just a matter of politeness, but it substantially determines the influence they can 
exert and the amount of resources they can obtain.70 
 

With regard to the United States, Milliken’s analysis is consistent with this line of 

reasoning: 

For Schelling, the importance of reputation (or “prestige”) lies in the way that all 
a state’s “commitments” (deterrent acts) are interdependent. Not meeting a 
commitment therefore does not merely affect expectations about the next threat a 
state makes, or its more important ones, but all current and future threats. 
 
Applied to the United States, Schelling’s understanding has some familiar 
consequences, made possible through familiar metaphors. The United States 
cannot easily get out of commitments, because when it was seen to do this in the 
past, “it cost us something.” The United States “saves” states (versus, for 
example, people); and it does so to “save face” for the United States. The U.S. 
should deeply value its reputation with the Soviet Union. Indeed, “Soviet 
expectations about the behavior of the United States are one of the most valuable 
assets we possess in world affairs.”71 
 

Therefore, although issues of face may be different within Chinese and American 

cultures, when applied to international relations, both cultures conceptualize face very 

similarly as a resource from which power can be derived.  In this sense, the preservation 

of one’s public image, whether it is as an individual or as a collective, should not be 

understood as purely a Chinese concern.72  If image preservation were only a Chinese 

sentiment, then there may not have been a controversy in the first place, as the United 

States would have simply ceded to Chinese demands without concern for its national 

image. 

In order to make sense out of the discrepancy between American emphasis on 

sovereignty and status during this incident and Cohen’s argument that the United States 

does not generally concern itself with such issues, two arguments come to mind.  First, it 

is important to understand that the incident took place during a pivotal point in China’s 

rise as a global power.  Since it appears that Cohen’s argument presumes a world of 
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unchallenged American superiority, it is not surprising that U.S. attitudes toward 

sovereignty and status would change if its leaders anticipated a challenge to its 

international superiority. 

Secondly, the progress-driven nature of American politics, with its concern 

primarily for the future, in this particular situation may have actually been a reason as to 

why the United States was so concerned with face and sovereignty.  If the United States 

believed that concessions to China would cause it to lose face, and therefore cause future 

problems with maintaining its position of superiority, it might be more inclined to attempt 

to protect its status and sovereignty.  In other words, both China and the United States 

expressed a concern for the same core values.  The difference, then, was the way in 

which each country arrived at its conclusions.  While the Chinese saw the event as 

reinforcing its historical position of relative weakness, the United States saw the potential 

of the event to weaken its position as a superpower while at the same time strengthening 

the capacity for China to grow into a world power.73  Since the United States already 

perceived China as a competitor, its actions were guided by an attempt to preserve the 

status quo. 

Just as cultural differences in each side’s initial interpretation of the event 

constrained the attempts to make the other accede to the proposed modification of the 

primary exigence, it was also the cultural commonalities in the concern of each side to 

preserve its image and protect its sovereignty from foreign aggression that allowed the 

constraint to persist.  However, after several days of a diplomatic stalemate, a carefully 

worded letter that was strategically disseminated by both China and United States to their 
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domestic audiences was able to successfully transcend these constraints, resulting in the 

return of the U.S. crew.74  

 
Audiences 

 
According to Bitzer, a rhetorical audience is one that is “capable of serving as 

mediator of the change which the discourse functions to produce.”75  Furthermore, it is 

important to note that a rhetorical audience is not simply any person(s) who hears or 

reads or is otherwise exposed to the speech.  Rather, as Bitzer puts it, “a rhetorical 

audience consists only of those persons who are capable of being influenced by discourse 

and of being mediators of change.”76  Throughout the negotiations, both sides had to take 

into account the different audiences that would receive their message and would have the 

potential to affect the outcome of the conflict.  In the case of the United States, two main 

audiences should be considered when examining its rhetorical strategies. 

Most obviously, one audience toward which the United States directed its rhetoric 

was the Chinese government.  Since the event was a direct military confrontation 

between the United States and China, it is only logical that the central audience of the 

United States’ response to the incident would be the PRC.  Additionally, since the 

Chinese government was the only audience capable of properly modifying the primary 

exigence--the need to return the U.S. crew and aircraft--a strategy that focused on the 

Chinese government as its target audience was an important aspect of the United States’ 

rhetorical choices. 

There were also a few secondary audiences that merit attention when analyzing 

the rhetoric used by the United States.  One of these was the domestic constituency of the 

Bush administration.  At the time of the Hainan Incident, many people within the Bush 
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administration were pro-Taiwan and thus favored a hard-line policy toward China.77  One 

example was the American military that perceived “that a rising China posed dangers to 

American allies and regional security.”78  Other examples of domestic hard-liners 

included several Republican members of Congress as well as several of Bush’s cabinet 

members, notably Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld.  Although there were also 

moderate members in Washington that tended to have a more accommodation-oriented 

approach to America’s China policy, the core supporters of Bush favored a hard-line 

stance toward China, and it was this audience that greatly influenced Bush’s initial 

rhetorical posture with regard to the Hainan Incident.79  In order to retain support from 

his constituents, Bush’s rhetoric had to serve the objective of reassuring his domestic 

constituencies that he shared their perspectives on the issue, and thus significantly 

informed his rhetorical strategy on the issue.80  However, as the crisis evolved, Bush and 

other members of his administration had to alter their strategy in a way that would both 

reinforce the Bush administration’s commitment to a hard-line stance against China while 

at the same time addressing China in a way that persuaded it to release the U.S. crew--all 

while trying to minimize damage to the bilateral relationship.  

China, like the United States, also had to take into account two distinct audiences 

when considering its rhetorical strategies with regard to the incident.  As should be quite 

clear by now, the U.S. government was the primary audience toward which China’s 

rhetoric was directed.  From the Chinese perspective, the exigences that needed to be 

resolved were America’s violation of China’s territorial airspace and its negligence 

regarding its spying practices.  In order to modify these exigences, China demanded an 

apology from the United States in addition to a pledge from the United States to cease its 
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reconnaissance missions along China’s coast. Since the United States was solely 

responsible for the incident, the United States was the only audience capable of properly 

modifying the exigence that prompted the Chinese demand for an apology.  Furthermore, 

by implicitly conditioning the release of the U.S. crew on an American apology, the 

Chinese sought to limit the probability that the United States would resist ceding to 

China’s demands. 

In addition to the United States, the other major rhetorical audience that China 

had to consider was its domestic audience. Nationalism played a large role in 

constructing public opinion with regard to the incident.81  Therefore, in order to garner 

the support of its domestic public, the Chinese had to rhetorically frame the event within 

the context of American imperialism that threatened China’s sovereignty and its status in 

the international community.  Furthermore, once the event had been properly framed, the 

Chinese government had to respond in a way that would demonstrate its resistance to 

American imperialism to its domestic public.  Chapter four will be dedicated to further 

demonstrating how China’s rhetorical strategies functioned both to preserve its dignity in 

the eyes of its citizens while at the same time being careful not to further escalate 

tensions between itself and the United States. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Strategic Uses (and Misuses) of Apologia and Crisis Rhetoric During the Hainan Incident 
Negotiations 

 
 

In this chapter, I will critically analyze the public statements issued by both 

American and Chinese officials in response to both the event itself as well as the 

reactions of each side to the rhetoric of the other.  Through this analysis, I will make 

several arguments that will modify and/or increase what the field of rhetorical studies 

knows about diplomatic rhetoric within the context of intercultural negotiations and the 

rhetorical genres of crisis rhetoric and apologia.  

First, I will argue that each side’s initial framing of the event prompted the other 

to deploy both accusatory and apologetic strategies in order to advance its interpretation 

of the crisis.  Since U.S. and Chinese interpretations of the event were incompatible with 

one another, each side was burdened with the task of both undermining the legitimacy of 

the other’s representation of the event while at the same time defending its own 

interpretation of the events as being more accurate.  Furthermore, it will be demonstrated 

throughout the analysis that the discrepancies between each side’s understanding of the 

event was largely a result of several cultural differences between China and the United 

States that have been discussed in chapter three and will be more fully developed in what 

follows.  In addition to these cultural differences, cultural similarities, specifically each 

side’s emphasis on sovereignty and image, further hardened the opposition of each 

government to cooperating with one another
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Secondly, I will argue that there is a distinct rhetorical pattern that occurs 

throughout the negotiations by both governments, and that this pattern is reflective of 

the tension between the rhetorical strategies needed to elicit favorable responses from 

both the domestic audiences that each side had to take into account as well as from 

one another.  To prove this argument, I will analyze the messages chronologically in 

order to demonstrate the evolution and devolution of each side’s rhetoric throughout 

the conflict.  Specifically, I will show how each side’s initial framing of the incident 

prevented the communication between U.S. and Chinese officials to favorably affect 

the situation.  For the first couple of days, the dogmatism exhibited by both sides only 

served to further fuel the anger and frustration that China and the United States felt 

for one another.  

However, beginning on April 3 with a statement made by Colin Powell in 

which he expressed “regret” for the loss of the Chinese pilot,1 U.S. and Chinese 

rhetorical postures began to soften.  There are several possible reasons that can 

explain this rhetorical softening.  One such explanation is that the United States and 

China both decided to prioritize the maintenance of healthy bi-lateral relations above 

their commitments to domestic constituencies.  Another possible explanation is that 

the United States began to realize that the Chinese had more leverage when it came to 

negotiations by virtue of already having the flight crew in custody, and thus decided 

to craft a statement that would meet the Chinese requirements of an apology in an 

effort to secure the release of the crewmembers.  However, regardless of the reasons 

behind each side’s deviation from a hard-line posture, the letter sent by Joseph 

Prueher to the Chinese on April 11, 2001, marked a turning point in the crisis.  After 



 

 81 

the letter was sent, translated into Chinese, and reproduced in Chinese newspapers, 

the crew was allowed to return home on April 12, 2001.2  

However, this evolution in each side’s rhetorical strategies, as well as the 

effects of such strategies, did not by any means constitute the end of the conflict. 

Right after the return of the crew, U.S. officials--President Bush in particular--

reverted back to a more hard line rhetorical posture.  Therefore, I will argue that the 

rhetorical shift in U.S. messages functioned to temporarily transcend the constraints 

that had previously inhibited successful negotiations.  After the most urgent exigency 

had been resolved, however, the rhetorical constraints reappeared and both the United 

States and China defaulted to their original accusatory and apologetic strategies.  

I will also argue that the U.S. and Chinese governments exploited differences 

in the English and Chinese languages in order to frame the letter sent by Prueher in a 

way that made each side appear as though it had won the diplomatic battle, and that it 

had not deviated from its original rhetorical posture.  For instance, after the return of 

the crew, Bush rearticulated the intention of the letter to extirpate any perceived 

connotation of blame or responsibility.  The Chinese, however, reprinted the letter 

using a very strong Chinese translation for the word “sorry” (shenbiao qianyi) that 

connoted blame and responsibility, and thus framed the letter as a concession to 

China by the United States.3  This rhetorical manipulation of the official letter, I will 

argue, has several implications for understanding the function and form of political 

apologies and diplomatic negotiations that occur in a cross-cultural setting. 
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Initial Statements: China Frames the Incident 
 

The first statement in response to the collision came from the Chinese side, 

and thus constituted the Chinese government’s initial framing of the incident.  In a 

statement issued by Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhu Bangzao, the Chinese presented 

a description of how the incident transpired: 

On the morning of 1 April, a US military reconnaissance airplane reached the 
airspace southeast of China’s Hainan Island and carried out activities there. 
Two military airplanes of the Chinese side then tracked and monitored the 
plane. At 0907 hours (0107 GMT), when the Chinese airplanes were flying in 
a normal manner at 104 kilometers southeast of Hainan Island, the US 
airplane suddenly turned toward the Chinese airplanes. The nose and the left 
wing of the US airplane bumped against one of the Chinese planes and caused 
the latter to crash. The Chinese side is still searching for the whereabouts of 
the pilot, and we are extremely concerned about the condition of the pilot. 
Without the permission of the Chinese side, the US airplane entered the 
Chinese territorial air space and landed at Lingshui Airport on Hainan Island 
at 0933 hours (0133 GMT).4 

 
By describing the incident as the result of a “sudden turn” by the U.S. spy plane, Zhu 

clearly attributed fault for the incident to the United States.  Zhu further explicated 

this argument, relying heavily on appeals to legal norms: 

The Chinese military airplanes’ tracking and monitoring of the US military 
reconnaissance plane along the coast of China was a legitimate flying activity 
that conformed to international practice. The direct cause of the Chinese 
airplane’s crash is that the US airplane violated flying rules and suddenly 
turned toward the Chinese airplane and got close to it. The responsibility of 
the incident lies entirely with the US side.5 

 
The function of this statement is two fold. First, Zhu’s statement constituted 

Chinese accusations against the United States that it had behaved in a way 

inconsistent with established international laws, and should therefore be held solely 

responsible for the collision.  It also, however, contained an apologetic element that 

functioned to pre-empt potential American accusations that the Chinese fighter jets’ 
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monitoring activities were the cause of the crash.  By framing the Chinese behavior as 

being within the confines of “international practice” while at the same time framing 

U.S. behavior as not conforming to “flying rules,” Zhu’s statement functioned to 

simultaneously defend Chinese actions as being legitimate while at the same time 

condemning U.S. actions as illegal under international law.  By using appeals to 

international law, Zhu’s rhetoric framed China as the innocent party, making the 

United States culpable for the incident.  While this statement did not explicitly 

demand any specific action from the United States with regard to resolving the 

incident, Zhu’s ability to create an innocent/guilty binary between the United States 

and China set the stage for future statements in which China would petition the 

United States to assume responsibility for the incident and demand that the U.S. take 

certain steps to remedy the situation. 

 
Initial Statements: The U.S. Responds 

 
Approximately five hours after Zhu Bangzao first spoke on the incident, 

Admiral Dennis C. Blair, Commander in Chief of the U.S. Pacific Command, issued a 

public statement that constituted the United States’ interpretation of the incident. 

Throughout his statement, Blair both implicitly and explicitly responded to Zhu’s 

framing of the event.  At the beginning of the statement, Blair described as “routine” 

the operation that the U.S. aircraft was engaged in at the time of the incident and 

claimed that it was taking place in “international airspace.”6  By articulating the U.S. 

activity as “routine,” Blair’s rhetoric functioned to dissociate the flight mission from 

the cause of the crash.  Since the operation being carried out by the EP-3 aircraft was 

“routine,” and therefore not out of the ordinary, there was no reason that such an 
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incident was a result merely of the presence of the U.S. aircraft, since planes do not 

routinely crash into one another.  Therefore, something abnormal occurred that turned 

a routine operation into an unexpected emergency that forced the U.S. aircraft to enter 

China’s airspace and land in its territory.  Additionally, because the incident occurred 

in international airspace, Blair implied that the U.S. aircraft was fully within its rights 

to be flying in that location at the time of the collision, thus defending America’s 

right to conduct reconnaissance operations in that area. 

According to Blair, the incident occurred when “Chinese fighters intercepted 

the aircraft, and one of them bumped into the wing of the EP-3 aircraft.”7  This 

interpretation is diametrically opposed to the Chinese, who claimed that it was the 

U.S. aircraft that caused the collision.  Therefore, this statement indicates that the 

United States’ initial strategy in responding to the Chinese accusation with regard to 

the cause of the crash was one of denial.  However, the strategy of denial used in this 

instance was not explicit, but implicit.  Since the United States, by offering an 

interpretation of the event incompatible with that of China’s, did not agree with the 

facts of the event that were presented by the Chinese, this part of Blair’s statement 

functioned to deny the claim that it was the U.S. aircraft that bumped into the Chinese 

fighter jet. 

While functioning to deny the accuracy of China’s accusations, Blair’s 

statement also functioned to present an alternative interpretation of the event.  With 

specific attention given to the question of which aircraft caused the crash, Blair 

explained the reasons why his interpretation of the event was more probable: 

Let me paint the picture for you, since I’ve seen the Chinese news reports that 
somehow our airplane turned into theirs and caused this collision. An EP-3 is 
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about the size of say a 737. It flies generally about 300 knots. The Chinese 
aircraft involved is about like an F16. It’s a fighter aircraft. It flies at about 
twice that speed. Big airplanes like this fly straight and level on their path. 
Little airplanes zip around them. I don’t think there’s much question as to who 
has the impact under international airspace rules. The faster more 
maneuverable aircraft has the obligation to stay out of the way of the slower 
aircraft. Our aircraft fly routinely straight and level. It’s pretty obvious as to 
who bumped into whom. I’m going on common sense now. As I say, we have 
not even talked to our crew since they have been in Lingshui. That’s the most 
important thing to us now—getting in touch with our crew.8 

 
While Blair’s statement was significantly more detailed than that issued by 

Zhu in explaining his rationale for denying Zhu’s interpretation of the incident, there 

was virtually no supporting evidence from the collision itself that was available to the 

United States.  Rather, Blair cited “common sense” as the reason for believing that it 

was the Chinese pilot, not the U.S. crew, that was responsible for causing the 

incident.  This statement also functioned to shift the blame from the U.S. crew to the 

Chinese pilot.  However, unlike Zhu, who identifies the crash and missing pilot as the 

exigency that needs to be addressed, Blair’s rhetoric does not seek to elicit an 

admission of guilt or responsibility from the Chinese. Even though he makes claims 

that China is the responsible party, Blair does not use this argument as a way to make 

China accept responsibility for the incident.  In fact, later in the statement, responding 

to a question about whether the United States believed the bumping was an 

intentional move by the Chinese pilot, Blair referred to the collision as an “accident.”9  

After refuting China’s interpretation of the event, Blair shifted the focus of the 

conflict away from the crash itself, and turned more toward a discussion of how 

governments should behave in these types of situations.  In doing so, Blair used a 

hypothetical example to articulate how China should have reacted to this incident: 
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Now, let me tell you what should have happened in a situation like this. If a 
Chinese aircraft had been 70 miles off of Kaneohe here in Hawaii, had had 
some sort of collision or damage, and declared an in-flight emergency and 
said it was coming into Kaneohe, we would have assisted. We would have 
talked it in, had a crash crew out on the ramp in case it had trouble, and then 
would have provided assistance to the crew of that aircraft to get in touch with 
their homebase or their government.  
 
The airplane itself, military aircraft of all countries in situations like this, have 
sovereign immunity. That is no other country can go aboard them or keep 
them. They are in sovereign-immune territory. So, we would have assisted any 
members of the crew who were hurt. We would have respected the immunity 
of the aircraft. We would have made arrangements with that country to come 
in, fix the aircraft and get it back on its way. That’s what the international 
obligations of all of us are in situations like this.10 

 
Several parts of this statement are rhetorically significant.  First, by shifting 

the focus of the conversation from the crash itself to a discussion of how one should 

respond to such an event, Blair attempted to redefine the situation in a way that 

allowed him to call China’s behavior into question without having to rely on the 

accuracy of his statement regarding who caused the crash.  Regardless of whether the 

crash was a result of U.S. or Chinese flying behavior, Blair went on to explicitly 

criticize the Chinese government’s handling of the situation after the U.S. plane had 

landed on Hainan Island. In comparing what the Chinese government should have 

done with what was actually the case, Blair said: 

It’s been 18 hours now, and that has not happened….We are waiting, right 
now, for the Chinese government to give us the kind of cooperation that’s 
expected of countries in situations like this, so that we can repair the plane, 
our people can return, and we can go on about our business.11 

 
 Secondly, the above passages are significant because they reveal U.S. 

concerns about the potential for China to violate the sovereignty of the U.S. aircraft 

and crew.  As I pointed out in chapter three, Cohen claims that concern with a 

nation’s sovereignty is generally a characteristic more associated with high-context 
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cultures, particularly China.12  However, since it was the United States who made 

sovereignty an important issue with regard to China’s reaction to the incident, it is 

important to point out why there may be a discrepancy between Cohen’s analysis and 

U.S. behavior in response to the collision.  Due to the critical nature of this situation, 

with the crew and aircraft being held by a country with whom the United States has 

less than favorable relations, it is not surprising that U.S. diplomatic behavior would 

be somewhat different that its behavior during less urgent diplomatic situations. 

Therefore, Blair’s rhetoric is indicative of the fact that maintaining sovereignty is a 

major concern for the United States.  This is further proof of the importance of 

understanding how the rhetorical situation has affected U.S. response to the exigence. 

While generalizations of how culture affects negotiating behavior, such as Cohen’s, 

may be useful, scholars must be cautious in blindly accepting these categorizations as 

universal and unchanging. 

 Third, Blair’s statement functioned as a counterattack, a common strategy 

used in apologetic discourse.13  In addition to using a counterattack as a way to 

criticize China’s behavior with regard to the collision, the use of this apologetic 

strategy also functioned to redefine what about the collision merited an urgent 

rhetorical response.  In other words, Blair attempted to fundamentally change what 

made the incident a crisis.  By directing attention away from the particulars of what 

actually caused the crash and focusing more on how the Chinese government failed to 

adhere to international regulations in responding to the incident--by not allowing the 

U.S. prompt access to the plane and by not facilitating a return of the crew--Blair’s 
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rhetoric functioned to make China’s claims about who caused the crash irrelevant, 

while reconstituting the crisis as something entirely different.  

 The next day, on April 2, President Bush delivered his first remarks regarding 

the collision. In his speech, Bush reinforced Blair’s definition of the crisis: 

Our priorities are the prompt and safe return of the crew and the return of the 
aircraft without further damaging or tampering. The first step should be 
immediate access by our Embassy personnel to our crewmembers. I am 
troubled by the lack of a timely Chinese response to our request for this 
access. Our Embassy officials are on the ground and prepared to visit the crew 
and aircraft as soon as the Chinese Government allows them to do so, and I 
call on the Chinese Government to grant this access promptly. 

 
Failure of the Chinese Government to react promptly to our request is 
inconsistent with standard diplomatic practice and with the expressed desire of 
both our countries for better relations.14 
 

In many ways, Bush’s speech was similar to that of Blair’s, using the same 

counterattack strategies to define the event in a way that gives the perception that the 

crash did not become a incident that necessitated a rhetorical response until the 

Chinese failed to act in accord “with standard diplomatic practice and with the 

expressed desire of both our countries for better relations.” 15 By identifying 

commonalities between the United States and China, such as each nation’s 

commitment to upholding the integrity of international law and diplomatic 

agreements, as well as the commitment to maintaining healthy relations, Bush’s 

rhetoric served not only to accuse China of wrongdoing, but also to call it to act in a 

way that would be mutually advantageous for each party.  

 In addition to establishing China as the audience with the ability to prevent or 

exacerbate the potential for this situation to develop into a full-blown crisis, there is 

one striking difference between Blair and Bush’s statements that is relevant to 
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understanding how the rhetorical genres of accusatory and apologetic discourse 

function in the context of diplomatic crises.  Blair’s statement was explicit in denying 

the accusations made by the Chinese.  However, in addition to this rhetorical strategy, 

Blair also redefined the nature of the crisis and launched a counterattack, or 

counteraccusation, against the Chinese for not responding properly to the incident. 

Bush’s statement, in contrast, appears only to be accusing the Chinese of improper 

diplomatic conduct, while not going into any detail about the dispute over who 

actually caused the crash.  Moreover, Bush’s only remark about the collision was to 

acknowledge that it occurred and to reiterate that the U.S. aircraft was conducting a 

“routine surveillance mission in international airspace.”16  While this functioned to 

imply agreement with Blair’s interpretation of the event, Bush’s statement, on the 

surface, appears to be purely accusatory in nature.  However, a deeper understanding 

of the nature of apologia as a genre of discourse reveals how Bush’s statement is 

indeed an instance of apologetic rhetoric.  

 According to Downey, the forms of apologia underwent a dramatic evolution 

in the contemporary period, which she defines as beginning in the 20th century.17  She 

breaks up this period into two sub-periods; apologia from 1900-1960 and apologia 

after 1960.  In discussing the substantive and stylistic elements of apologia after 

1960, Downey identifies the strategy of avoidance as “a viable rhetorical stance.”18 

One manifestation of this strategy is characterized as “rhetors evading potentially 

damaging responses by redirecting the focus of their addresses to other issues.”19 

 Indeed, by comparing Bush’s speech to that of Blair’s, one can clearly see the 

elements of avoidance.  Instead of engaging Chinese claims about the cause of the 
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crash, Bush circumvents this issue entirely, and instead redirects the focus of the 

situation to how China’s behavior has not been conducive to preventing the situation 

from escalating.  Therefore, the “crisis” in terms of Bush’s speech was not the crash 

itself, but rather was China’s reaction (or failure to react) to the event.  By avoiding 

the accusations made by Zhu, Bush’s statement functioned to make Zhu’s accusations 

irrelevant and reframed the situation in a way favorable to the United States’ image.  

 Clearly, strategies of avoidance function to defend one’s self against 

accusations by making those accusations appear unimportant or trivial in light of 

more pressing issues.  However, accepting avoidance as a form of apologia presents 

rhetorical critics with a problem regarding the generic classification of discourse.  As 

noted in chapter two, Ryan believes that apologia is a rhetorical genre brought into 

existence by its counterpart, accusatory discourse.  Ryan argues that these two types 

of speech constitute two distinct genres that are closely related to one another and 

should be evaluated as a speech set.20  But since avoidance conceals the apologetic 

properties of rhetoric and replaces them with a more offensive, accusatory posture, it 

is no longer possible to distinguish between the forms and functions of accusation and 

apologia.  In the context of the Hainan negotiations, several statements, including the 

April 2 speech by Bush, contained rhetorical properties of both accusation and 

apologia while also functioning as both accusatory and apologetic discourse.  

This illustration of the dual-function of apologia exposes a major flaw in the 

classification of apology as distinct from accusation.  The problem with this 

distinction between kategoria (accusation) and apologia (self-defense) is that it has 

the potential to lead to a very narrow understanding of apology as an exclusively 
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defensive discourse that functions solely to respond to accusation.  Understanding 

apologia as purely defensive in nature would severely limit the genre to include only 

discourses that use purely defensive rhetorical strategies, limited in many instances to 

only the strategy of denial.  However, since denial alone is typically insufficient for 

exonerating the accused party from blame or responsibility,21 critics have included 

several other strategies that rely on accusatory functions, such as blame shifting and 

counterattacks, as particular elements that are typical of apologia.  

My case study suggests that we should not get caught up in setting apologia 

apart from kategoria, but rather we should understand that apologetic discourse is 

often times accusatory in nature, and that such discourse can function both to defend 

and to accuse simultaneously.  Moreover, this analysis supports my argument that the 

identification of discursive functions, rather than a preoccupation with a discourse’s 

form, should be the primary concern of critics seeking to categorize discourses into 

genres.  In the case of Bush’s statement, the function of the statement was both to 

accuse the Chinese of improper conduct while at the same time defending against 

Chinese accusations by reframing the nature of the situation.  On the surface, Bush’s 

statement takes on the form of pure accusation, simply accusing the Chinese of failing 

to act according to “standard diplomatic practice.”22  However, through understanding 

the rhetorical situation within which Bush’s statement takes place, it is clear that its 

function was more than merely accusatory, but that it also functioned to mask certain 

aspects of the situation while emphasizing others.  By disclosing only those aspects of 

the situation that supported the perception of the United States as an innocent victim 

of Chinese stubbornness and unwarranted hostility, Bush’s rhetoric functioned to 
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exonerate the United States from blame and responsibility for the incident, which is 

oftentimes the ultimate objective of apologetic rhetoric.23  By understanding the 

functions of Bush’s speech, we can understand how this speech is an example of 

apologia, although the form is markedly different from traditional apologia in that it 

does not contain explicit claims about the nation’s guilt or innocence.  It is for 

precisely this reason that I advocate for the conceptualization of a single genre that 

reflects an understanding of kategoria and apologia as functions of one another rather 

than separate genres.  

 
Tensions Rise: The Hardening of U.S. and Chinese Postures 

 
 The day after Bush’s statement, the Chinese government responded in kind 

with a statement delivered by PRC President Jiang Zemin.   In his first statement on 

the incident, Jiang engaged in the same strategies of avoidance that Bush used a day 

earlier.  In ignoring Bush’s accusations and demands, Jiang once again redirected the 

focus of the incident by attributing blame for the crash: 

The responsibilities for the recent incident of the collision between Chinese 
and US military planes in the airspace near the waters of China’s Hainan 
Island entirely lie with the US side and we have ample evidence (chong fen 
zheng ju). It was the US plane that violated flying rules, made dangerous 
moves (zuo chu wei xian dong zuo), and bumped against our plane and caused 
it to crash.24 
 

Throughout the entire statement, Jiang does not once respond to Bush’s call for China 

to allow for the return of the crew and aircraft.  Due to Jiang and Bush’s refusal to 

directly engage one another’s positions on the crisis, each side’s rhetorical strategies 

have thus far been ineffective in facilitating the modification of the exigence, because 

there is a fundamental lack of agreement between China and the United States as to 
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what the exigence is in the first place.  In Jiang’s statement, it is clear that the primary 

exigence is the crash, which was a result of dangerous and illegal flying activity by 

the United States.  Another exigence that Jiang articulated in this statement was the 

violation of international law by the United States in landing the plane in Chinese 

territory: 

This time, after bumping against our plane, the US plane violated the 
international law and international practice, encroached upon our territorial 
airspace and landed at our airport. The United States should stop this kind of 
flights in airspace along the coast of China. Only in this way is it possible to 
prevent the recurrence of similar incidents and only in this way is it conducive 
to the development of Sino-US relations.25 

 
In this passage, Jiang’s rhetoric functioned to accuse the United States of creating the 

conditions that made this incident possible.  In addition, the demand on the United 

States by Zemin to stop its reconnaissance flights constituted the first specific demand 

made by the Chinese government.  By framing U.S. cooperation with China’s 

demand as the only way to ensure the positive “development of Sino-US relations,” 

Jiang’s rhetoric attempted to identify a common objective of both the United States 

and China (the maintenance of healthy bilateral relations), and then implied that 

without U.S. cooperation, relations would be put at risk.  However, several oversights 

by Jiang prevented his statement from persuading the Unites States to accede to 

Chinese demands.  

 First, Jiang simply restated Zhu’s interpretation of the crisis without 

responding to any of Blair’s arguments that supported the claim that it was actually 

the Chinese fighter jet that was responsible for the collision.  While Jiang says that 

the Chinese have “ample evidence” in support of their interpretation of the story, he 

does not go into sufficient detail about the nature of the evidence, and he does not go 
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into very much detail about how the crash occurred other than to say that the U.S. 

aircraft was flying dangerously and caused the incident.26 

 Secondly, Jiang does not mention, or even allude to, the status of the U.S. 

crew and aircraft.  This lack of attention to Bush’s demands was problematic since 

Bush had earlier been quite explicit in stating that the priority for the United States 

was the prompt return of the crew.  Since Jiang completely ignored U.S. demands, his 

speech functioned only to reinforce China’s interpretation of the situation, without 

engaging the United States in any form of productive negotiations.  In other words, 

Jiang made no new arguments, and therefore the effectiveness of his demand on the 

United States to cease these types of flights was reliant on the United States accepting 

China’s framing of the incident.  However, since the United States had already 

rejected China’s framing of the incident while setting forth its counter interpretation 

of the event, it is not surprising that Jiang’s speech was not effective in changing the 

United States’ behavior and attitude with regard to the incident.  

 Third, Jiang’s demand that the United States stop reconnaissance flights was 

indicative of the fact that the Chinese did not believe that the U.S. spyplanes should 

be flying so close to Chinese territory.  In fact, Jiang stated that he could not 

“understand why the United States should often carry out reconnaissance flights in 

airspace so close to China.”27  However, Jiang did not provide any reasons or 

arguments for why the United States should stop such flights, or why these flights 

were violations of international law.  In contrast, Blair’s earlier statement was very 

clear with regard to the issue of the right of nations to fly missions in international 

airspace.  For example, in Blair’s statement, he explicitly said that the incident 
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occurred well outside of the 12-mile limit which marks territorial waters, and that the 

airspace outside of this limit is “international air and water space open for everybody 

to use.”28  Since Jiang clearly identified the United States as the only audience 

capable of responding to China’s demands, his rhetorical strategy is puzzling in that it 

does not appear to take into account any of the arguments that the United States made 

in response to China’s initial framing of the event.  

In fact, U.S. responses immediately following both Jiang’s statement as well 

as Zhu’s statement the same day that called on the United States to apologize to 

China29 did not indicate any intent on the part of the United States to accede to 

China’s demands.  For example, Bush’s statement on April 3 maintained the same 

strategy of avoidance that was apparent in his first remarks on April 2.  Bush’s 

statement shifted the focus back to the return of the crew and the aircraft, and 

functioned to communicate a growing concern about China’s lack of timeliness.  By 

emphasizing the United States’ patience up to this point, Bush attempted to intensify 

the perception of China’s tardiness and lack of cooperation with regard to resolving 

this conflict: 

This is an unusual situation in which an American military aircraft had to 
make an emergency landing on Chinese soil. Our approach has been to keep 
this accident from becoming an international incident. We have allowed the 
Chinese Government time to do the right thing. But now it is time for our 
service men and women to return home, and it is time for the Chinese 
Government to return our plane.30 

 
While this statement is certainly not explicit in responding to China’s demands and 

accusations, there are a few subtle strategies used by Bush that are significant in 

understanding the apologetic and critical nature of his rhetorical posture.  First, Bush 

implicitly defends the U.S. aircraft crew against the accusation that it breached 
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international law by landing on Chinese territory.  By framing the situation as 

“unusual,” and thus implying that an exception should be made in charging the 

United States with violating international law, Bush’s rhetoric is an example of 

differentiation.  As noted in chapter two, Ware and Linkugel conceptualize 

differentiation as an apologetic factor that involves the rhetor’s attempt to “place 

whatever it is about him that repels the audience into a new perspective.”31  

Therefore, since the act of landing on Chinese territory without authorization 

occurred in an emergency situation, Bush’s rhetoric attempted to persuade the 

Chinese government that the United States should not be criticized for landing on 

Hainan Island in this particular instance.  This instance was different from the normal 

situation. 

 Secondly, Bush’s statement functioned to increase the perception of the 

potential for the event to become a crisis.  Citing patience as the reason for why the 

accident had not yet escalated to the point of becoming an “international incident,” 

Bush was able to bolster the perceived character of the United States while at the 

same time framing China as the party ultimately responsible for resolving the 

conflict.  In spite of the patience that the United States has had with the Chinese, 

Bush made it clear that any further delay in returning the crew could have adverse 

effects on U.S.-Sino relations: 

This accident has the potential of undermining our hopes for a fruitful and 
productive relationship between our two countries. To keep that from 
happening, our service men and women need to come home.32 

 
By explicitly making the future status of U.S.-Sino relations dependent on whether 

China complies with U.S. demands to return the crew, Bush’s rhetoric essentially 
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functioned to increase the perception of an impending crisis while simultaneously 

holding China responsible for the escalation in tensions.  Nowhere in Bush’s 

statements were there any signs of acceding to any of China’s demands, making it 

appear that China’s call for a U.S. apology and acceptance of responsibility was 

unwarranted.  However, in contrast to Bush’s statement, Powell’s remarks on the 

same day indicated, albeit very subtly, somewhat of a shift toward cooperation 

between the two countries.  The next section will be dedicated to explicating the 

nature of this rhetorical softening by both nations. 

 
Balancing Between Constraints: The Subtleties of U.S. and Chinese Rhetoric 

 
 Embedded within Powell’s critical remarks were a few short ones that 

foreshadowed a potential resolution acceptable to both sides.  In Powell’s remarks on 

why the Chinese had yet to release the crew, he retained a hard-line posture, but made 

two subtle remarks that implied an easing of tensions between the two countries: 

The only thing I have heard is that they say something about they are 
investigating something. I don’t know what there is to investigate. Our plane 
was flying over international water and international air space. Their planes 
were flying in international air space. An accident occurred. Fortunately, the 
accident was not fatal for our crew and they were able to get the plane on the 
ground. Unfortunately, it apparently was fatal for the pilot of the Chinese 
plane and I regret that [emphasis added].33 
 

Powell continued: 

And it seems to me that the proper response would have been for the Chinese 
to receive our crew immediately, notify us of what had happened, realize 
rather quickly that this was an accident, and not some kind of provocation, but 
a clear accident, and resolve it quickly. That has not yet happened, although 
they are allowing our consular official and our attaché to meet with the crew 
today finally. It’s a step in the right direction of bringing this to an end 
[emphasis added], but that crew is still in detention. They are being held 
incommunicado under circumstances that I don’t find acceptable and we will 
continue to impress upon the Chinese that they need to move quickly to return 
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the crew to its unit, the crew to its families and to return the plane to its United 
States base.34 

 
In these two passages, it is clear that Powell’s statement is largely consistent with 

earlier statements made by President Bush and Admiral Blair in that it serves to 

redefine the focal point of the crisis around the return of the U.S. crew rather than 

around the question of who was responsible for the crash.  However, Powell’s 

rhetorical strategy differs in some significant ways.  Rather than merely avoiding the 

issue of the collision entirely as Bush did, or shifting the blame for the crash to the 

Chinese as Blair had done, Powell did not attribute the cause of the collision to either 

side, but merely labeled it an “accident” rather than some “provocative act.”  In so 

doing, Powell also went so far as to express regret for the loss of the Chinese pilot. 

By making this subtle remark, Powell’s rhetoric functioned to acknowledge and 

empathize with the grief that was felt by the Chinese while at the same time 

maintaining the position that the United States was innocent, and that the Chinese 

should act accordingly and not dwell on such issues.  In other words, Powell admitted 

that a tragedy had occurred in the loss of the Chinese pilot, but framed Chinese 

reactions to this incident as unwarranted and unacceptable.  Simply put, while the 

incident was regrettable, the punishment being doled out by the Chinese did not fit 

the crime, since no crime had actually been committed.  

 Secondly, Powell acknowledged the progress that had been made in resolving 

the crisis, noting that the Chinese government was taking actions that Powell 

perceived as “a step in the right direction.”  By explicitly indicating that the incident 

was progressing in a positive direction toward a resolution, Powell’s rhetoric 

functioned to create a perception of optimism among American and Chinese 
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audiences that the conflict was not irreconcilable. In addition, Powell indicated that 

several private diplomatic channels were being utilized to resolve this crisis.35  

 Other indications of this attempt to retain the hard line posture, while 

simultaneously attempting to minimize the escalation of tensions between the two 

countries, is evident in Powell’s statement.  For instance, while Powell maintained 

that the crew should be released as soon as possible, he did not place a definitive 

timeline on when the crew should be released: 

I don’t want to put a time limit on it. I mean, what’s happening now is not 
good for relations. I think there is some damage right now (inaudible) that is 
recoverable, but I’d like to see them home as soon as possible, and I would 
have liked to have seen them home two days ago, I’d like to see them home 
tomorrow, I’d like to see them home as quickly as it can happen, but I don’t 
want to put a timeline on it that triggers something.36 

 
In this passage, Powell’s rhetoric functions to strike a balance between retaining the 

perception that the United States is maintaining its firm attitude with China while at 

the same time expressing his commitment to preventing further damage to U.S.-Sino 

relations.  While clearly demonstrating frustration and displeasure with Chinese 

behavior, Powell’s rhetoric is imbued with a strong sense of cautiousness in an effort 

to avoid making concrete demands that could increase tensions or even hinder the 

capabilities for the private diplomatic channels to function effectively.  On one hand, 

if Powell were to have put a timeline on the return of the crew, the United States 

would have been further constrained in its options if the Chinese were to refuse to 

comply, and may have even been forced to take retaliatory action against China in 

order to prove to its domestic audience the commitment of the Bush administration to 

a hard line posture toward China.  On the other hand, if the United States had chosen 

not to act despite China’s disregard for abiding by specific conditions, such as a 
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definitive timeline, it could have been perceived as a sign of U.S. weakness and 

would have given China the victory they sought in humiliating the United States 

while increasing the potential for domestic backlash within the Republican Party.  In 

either case, the ability to use private channels in order to resolve the incident would 

have been greatly compromised.37  Ironically, Powell’s cautionary rhetoric functioned 

to buy more time for Chinese and U.S. diplomats to handle this crisis in a private 

setting that was not subject to some of the constraints, notably the consideration of 

domestic audiences, which was a major factor that influenced the public diplomatic 

rhetoric of each side.  

 However, in spite of the subtleties of Powell’s statement that hinted at a more 

cooperative approach toward resolving the conflict, it is important to understand that 

tensions in the public sphere between these two nations still remained high.  In the 

same statement, for example, Powell explicitly and strongly rejected the notion of a 

U.S. apology to China: 

I have heard some suggestion of an apology, but we have nothing to apologize 
for. We did not do anything wrong. Our airplane was in international airspace. 
An accident took place and the pilot, in order to save twenty-four lives, 
including his own, under circumstances that have now been determined that 
must have been hair-raising, safely got that plane on the ground. It was quite a 
feat of airmanship and that should have been the end of it. There was nothing 
to apologize for. If the suggestion is well gosh he didn’t get out his (inaudible) 
flight manual and find the right frequencies and call ahead, we had an 
emergency and this youngster was trying to save twenty-four lives and his 
plane and he did so and I have a hunch it would have been handled differently 
if the sides had been reversed.38 
 
Therefore, in spite of indicating “regret” for the death of the pilot and 

declaring his optimism about the outcome of the private diplomatic negotiations, 

Powell was clear in stating that no apology was in order, and thus did not satisfy the 
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demands made by China.  Nonetheless, Powell did send a letter to Chinese State 

Council Vice Premier Qian Qichen on April 5 expressing regret on behalf of Bush 

and the United States for the loss of China’s pilot.39  

Over the next few days, statements issued by Powell, Bush, and members of 

the PRC Foreign Ministry reflected the stalemate that appeared to exist between these 

two countries.  However, following the trend set by Powell, the statements that 

followed gave notice to the progress one another was making toward resolving the 

incident and indicated an increased willingness to work with one another rather than 

simply waiting for one side to make the necessary concessions.  For example, on 

April 5, PRC FM Spokesman Sun Yuxi noted that the expression of regret released 

by Powell was “a step taken in the right direction.”40  However, Yuxi also made it 

clear that the US had not yet acted in an adequate manner, stating “The US side must 

bear all responsibilities and make an official apology (zheng shi dao qian) to the 

Chinese people.”41 

Also on April 5, Bush issued his first statement of regret with regard to the 

death of the Chinese pilot.  In this statement, while maintaining that the Chinese 

should act quickly by returning the crew, Bush made the following remarks: 

First, I regret one of their pilots is lost. And our prayers go out to the pilot, his 
family. Our prayers are also with our own service men and women. And they 
need to come home. The message to the Chinese is, we should not let this 
incident destabilize relations. Our relationship with China is very important, 
but they need to realize that it’s time for our people to be home. We’re 
working all diplomatic channels to affect our priority. There’s discussions 
going on. And we’ll continue to do so. My mission is to bring the people 
home. And as to whether or not we’ll have good relations, my intention is to 
make sure we do have good relations. But the Chinese have got to act, and I 
hope they do so quickly.42 
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It is significant to note that this statement was actually a response to the 

question of whether the Chinese should be allowed to question our crew and what 

kinds of things have been put at risk due to Chinese non-compliance.  However, as 

opposed to earlier statements in which Bush was explicit in expressing his frustration 

and disapproval of China’s actions, this time Bush’s rhetoric was much milder by 

expressing regret and stressing the importance of maintaining healthy relations. 

Therefore, it is clear that in the public communication between China and the United 

States, the rhetorical atmosphere was becoming less tense, and the prospects of a 

peaceful resolution were beginning to increase.  

However, in a letter sent by Qian to Powell on April 6 in response to Powell’s 

letter of April 5, Qian stood by China’s demand for an apology.  He stated, “The U.S. 

statement on this incident so far is unacceptable to the Chinese side.”43  After once 

again admonishing the United States to apologize, Qian added that such an action on 

the part of the United States would allow the two nations to “move on to discuss 

matters concerning the U.S. military plane and other remaining problems.”44  From 

this statement, it appeared unlikely that the Chinese would be willing to resolve the 

issue without a U.S. apology.  But in a statement issued on the morning of April 6, 

Powell’s tone was inconsistent with the firmness of the letter sent by Qian. In fact, 

Powell stated that he was “encouraged” by the status of the negotiations occurring 

between Ambassador Prueher and the relevant members of the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry.  He indicated that the United States and China were involved in “very 

intensive discussions and negotiations and exchanging ideas and papers, and that 

there has been some movement.”45  He added that negotiators from both nations were 
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“exchanging rather precise ideas as to how to bring this to a conclusion.”46  

Therefore, from the US perspective, it is fairly clear that the private discussions 

occurring between Chinese and U.S. diplomats appeared to be promising in their 

ability to make significant strides in resolving the issue.  

 
A Rhetorical Turning Point: “The Letter of Two Sorries” 

 
From April 8-10, the crisis remained unresolved and the crew remained in 

Chinese custody.  Aside from a few statements that simply reiterated the desire for 

the incident to be resolved quickly and to inform the public that negotiations were 

still in progress, there were no significant developments in the public discourse by 

either nation.  Then, on April 11, a major public diplomatic breakthrough occurred 

when Ambassador Prueher sent an official letter to Chinese Foreign Minister Tang 

Jiaxuan.  In the letter, Prueher expressed regret on behalf of President Bush and 

Secretary Powell for the missing pilot and stated that the United States was “very 

sorry the entering of China’s airspace and the landing did not have verbal 

clearance.”47  With regard to the detained crew, Prueher stated, “My government 

understands and expects that our aircrew will be permitted to depart China as soon as 

possible.”48  He also acknowledged that the two governments agreed to hold meetings 

starting on April 18 to discuss “the causes of the incident, possible recommendations 

whereby such collisions could be avoided in the future, development of a plan for 

prompt return of the EP-3 aircraft, and other related issues,” as well as China’s 

“intention to raise U.S. reconnaissance missions near China in the meeting.”49 

From this statement alone, it is hard to understand what purposes it was 

intended to serve with regard to resolving the crisis.  First, there was no assumption 
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of responsibility on the part of the United States, which was one of the demands made 

by the Chinese from very early on in the crisis.  Secondly, the regret that Prueher 

expressed on behalf of Bush and Powell with regard to the missing pilot was by no 

means a new rhetorical strategy.  In fact, as has been shown, Bush and Powell both 

expressed regret in earlier statements, and the Chinese made clear that these 

statements were not satisfactory in bringing the crisis to a close. Thirdly, the letter 

was clear on the point that it did not constitute an end to the crisis or the negotiations 

between the two countries.  Rather, the letter communicated that an agreement had 

been made to discuss the incident, including the cause of the collision, in a meeting 

scheduled for April 18.  From analyzing the statement, it appeared clear that the 

United States had not taken responsibility for the crisis, did not indicate whether it 

would cease its reconnaissance missions along China’s coast, and only used the word 

“sorry” in a very ambiguous manner that did not function to accept blame or 

responsibility for any part of the incident.  For these reasons, it would appear as if the 

United States had not yet met the demands set forth by the Chinese. 

However, the Chinese response to this letter was much more positive than 

previous public statements.  In fact, in a statement published by the Chinese embassy 

in response to Prueher’s letter, citing an earlier statement made by Foreign Minister 

Tang, it states, “As the U.S. Government has already said ‘very sorry’ to the Chinese 

Government has, out of humanitarian considerations, decided to allow the crew 

members to leave China after completing the necessary procedures.”50  However, the 

statement was also quite clear in expressing that the decision to release the crew did 

not constitute the end of the crisis.  In addition, the Chinese Embassy reiterated 
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previous demands on the United States to “provide convincing explanations to the 

Chinese people on this incident, stop sending aircraft to the vicinity of the Chinese 

coast for reconnaissance activities and take effective measures to avert the recurrence 

of similar incidents.”51  It is also important to note, as was alluded to in Prueher’s 

letter, that no agreements had yet been made with regard to the return of the U.S. 

aircraft. 

Nonetheless, without a complete resolution to the crisis, the Chinese decided 

to allow the crew to leave.  Given these facts, the question now becomes quite simple: 

Why?  Why did the Chinese release the crew without an apology from the United 

States that was connotative of blame?  How was this decision arrived at in spite of the 

extremely polemical nature of both U.S. and Chinese public statements throughout 

the conflict?  The answers to these questions are complex, and the following section 

will be dedicated to providing some explanations for the actions taken by the United 

States and China. 

 
Private Diplomacy, Rhetorical Restraint, and Public Audiences 

 
 Throughout the crisis, government officials on both the Chinese and U.S. 

sides often identified one another as the rhetorical audience of their statements, 

calling on each other to act in a certain way as to favorably affect the outcome of the 

situation.  A surface-level reading of the U.S. statements appeared to suggest that its 

primary objective was to persuade the Chinese to return the crew and aircraft. 

Likewise, many of the Chinese statements were crafted in a way that made them 

appear to function to persuade the U.S. to apologize and assume responsibility for the 
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incident.  Therefore, the explicit audience toward which each side’s rhetoric was 

aimed was the Chinese and U.S. governments, respectively. 

 However, a closer look at the situational factors that informed each side’s 

rhetoric, in conjunction with the relative ineffectiveness of public discourse to elicit 

the intended response from the other, suggests that a different, more implicit audience 

may have been more influential in shaping the public rhetorical strategies.  I refer to 

each side’s domestic hard-liners.52  

For example, on the U.S. side, Yee explains that even after U.S. policymakers 

had come to the realization that some degree of compromise would be necessary to 

bring the conflict to a close, the prospect of apologizing “was unthinkable given the 

opposition of American leaders and the demands for tougher action by hard-liners 

both within the Bush Administration and in the Republican Party.”53  Furthermore, 

from the outset of the incident, the U.S. military perceived the incident as one among 

several recent indications that a rising China would pose significant risks to stability 

in the region.54  Due to these constraining factors, the Bush administration was forced 

to take a hard-line stance against China in order to preserve what one former Defense 

Department official in the Reagan administration referred to as Bush’s “honeymoon 

with conservatives.”55  Therefore, the audience that played the greatest role in shaping 

the Bush administration’s rhetoric was actually domestic hardliners, not China. 

Although much of the United States’ public rhetoric explicitly labeled China as the 

object of its discourse, it was the more implicit audience of domestic hardliners 

toward which Bush and other top-level officials aimed their message.  While masking 

the message as a direct call on the Chinese, the administration’s use of public rhetoric 
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also sought to demonstrate the administration’s commitment to its core supporters, 

which consisted of conservative opponents of engagement with China.56  Indeed, 

according to Yee, the need to cooperate with its domestic hardliners caused the Bush 

administration to reject China’s demands.57  Furthermore, Yee notes that the 

influence of domestic hard-liners made it “extremely difficult for the Bush 

Administration to yield to China’s tough demands.”58  Therefore, it is reasonable to 

infer that although the Bush administration’s rhetoric identified China as the primary 

audience, its rhetorical choices were actually informed more by the domestic hard-

liners with which the administration felt obliged to cooperate. 

On the Chinese side, the PRC faced a similar situation, which equally 

constrained its ability to work in a cooperative manner with the United States.  In this 

case, it was the People’s Liberation Army who controlled the flow of information 

about the nature of the incident.  Using this control, the PLA was able to manipulate 

the facts of the case and then present them to the PRC as an unadulterated 

representation of what transpired during the collision.59  From this information, it is 

not surprising that the dispute over the facts was a major sticking point between the 

United States and China throughout the negotiations.  In addition to misrepresenting 

the facts, the PLA was committed to taking a tougher stand against what was 

perceived by China as American hostility and imperialism.60  In order to maintain the 

support of the military, Jiang and other members of the PRC had to maintain a hard-

line position with regard to the incident.  In addition, the PRC’s rhetoric was 

significantly influenced by public reaction to the event.  Due to the nationalist 

sentiment of anti-Americanism that had been brewing for quite some time, it was 
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extremely difficult for Jiang to give into U.S. demands regarding the return of the 

crew.61   Therefore, even though much of Jiang’s and the Foreign Ministry’s public 

rhetoric identified the United States as the primary audience toward which its rhetoric 

was targeted, it is clear from the maintenance of a hard-line posture that the more 

implicit audiences were the PLA and the Chinese public in general, and that it was 

those audiences, more so than the U.S. government, that prompted such a tough 

public response to the incident by the PRC.  Proof of this argument is evident in an 

analysis of Zhu Bangzao’s statements during an April 3 press conference.  According 

to Peter Hays Gries, Zhu’s “dramatic facial expressions and tone of voice used to 

express his righteous indignation evoked Peking opera.”62 Since Peking opera is a 

Chinese-specific cultural resource that draws on stylized speech and acting to convey 

certain emotions, it is believed that the primary audience of Zhu’s statements may 

very well have been the Chinese public, not the United States.63 

It is important to note that even when rhetoric on both the U.S. and Chinese 

sides appeared more optimistic, both governments made clear that they stood by their 

initial hard-line positions.  Therefore, there must have been some other medium, 

outside the realm of the public eye, that allowed the United States and China to come 

to a mediated resolution without having to worry about the effect their cooperation 

would have on the constraints placed on each side’s public rhetoric by their respective 

domestic constituencies.  It is precisely for these reasons that the negotiations that 

took place through private diplomatic channels were integral in resolving the conflict. 

In an interview with U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage by Jim 

Lehrer on April 13, 2001, Armitage explained how the term “very sorry” that was 
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used in the letter sent by Prueher was negotiated.  In response to Lehrer’s question 

about where the term “very sorry” came from, Armitage gave the following response: 

As I recall, it came between the sixth – April 6 and April 8. We had initially 
suggested that we regretted this incident, and it seemed that the word “sorry” 
was a natural progression. Our President had drawn a very firm line in the 
sand on several items, one of which was we were not going to accept the use 
of the word “apology,” because to do so would indicate that we felt we bore 
some responsibility; we didn’t bear responsibility for this action and, hence, 
we settled on the term “very sorry.”64 

 
Later in the interview, Armitage confirmed that adding the word “very” in front of the 

word “sorry” was a result of back and forth negotiations between the United States 

and China.  In the original wording of the letter, the United States had simply used the 

word “sorry.”65  Therefore, one can reasonably conclude that in the private 

negotiations, the United States was significantly more flexible in the wording of its 

“regret,” and was able to come to a compromise that met China’s standards. 

 Also, from the Chinese perspective, it is clear that the nature of private 

negotiations provided for a more favorable atmosphere for adopting a cooperative, 

rather than combative approach with the United States.  According to Cheng and 

Ngok, the decision for the Chinese to settled for Prueher’s letter, which strictly 

speaking did not constitute an apology, was based largely on the desire to “avoid any 

serious deterioration in the bilateral relationship and had therefore exercised 

considerable restraints.”66  In a private setting free from the consideration of public 

domestic constraints, the Foreign Ministry was able to be less polemical in its 

negotiations with the United States.  It is significant that it was the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry that handled the bulk of the negotiations, especially given the fact that it was 

the PLA that had initially controlled access to the crew and aircraft, thus influencing 
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the civilian government to take a hard-liner stance against the United States.67  In 

contrast, it was the Chinese Foreign Ministry that sought a more cooperative 

approach to handling the incident.68  Therefore, since the Foreign Ministry was in 

charge of the private negotiations with U.S. diplomats, it is not surprising that China 

was less dogmatic in its standards for accepting Prueher’s letter.  

 However, even though the negotiations occurred privately, eventually the 

outcome of these negotiations would become public.  For this reason, the PRC still 

had to take into account the potential consequences of compromising with the United 

States.  In order to hedge against the inevitable criticisms from its domestic audiences 

that it had capitulated under pressure from the United States, the Chinese employed 

two main rhetorical strategies in their presentation of the results of the negotiation. 

 First, the Chinese were cautious throughout the crisis so as not to explicitly 

condition the return of the crew upon a formal U.S. apology, although it was certainly 

implied throughout the public negotiations.  This strategy functioned to allow Chinese 

diplomats room to negotiate with the United States without being constrained by its 

previous rhetoric.  As a matter of fact, when the Chinese announced its decision to 

release the crew, it was clear to state that its decision was a result of “humanitarian 

considerations.”69  In framing the release of the crew as a humanitarian gesture rather 

than as part of a crafted negotiation, China employed an apologetic strategy known as 

bolstering.  According to Ware and Linkugel, bolstering is defined as a strategy 

whereby the rhetor “attempts to identify himself with something viewed favorably by 

the audience.”70  By identifying itself as concerned with basic principles of 

humanitarianism, this rhetorical choice functioned to persuade the United States that 
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China, in releasing the crew, was committed to human rights, which would, in theory, 

cause the United States government to view China in a more favorable light.  This is 

significant because the issue of human rights has historically been a source of tension 

between these two countries, and many allusions to China’s failure to uphold basic 

principles of human rights had been made by the American side throughout the crisis. 

 This part of the Chinese Embassy’s statement was also crafted in a way to 

appeal to its domestic audiences.  By citing “humanitarian considerations” as the sole 

reason for allowing the U.S. crew to return, the Chinese government attempted to 

create the perception that the return of the crew was in no way a concession to the 

United States.  Instead, returning the crew was presented as a choice on the part of the 

PRC, not as a required part of the negotiation.  In using carefully crafted rhetoric in 

order to dissociate the return of the crew from the terms for resolving the conflict, this 

strategy functioned to assuage growing frustrations on the part of the United States by 

still being able to communicate to its domestic audiences that the incident had not yet 

been resolved, and that the Chinese still expected the United States to “provide 

convincing explanations to the Chinese people on this incident, stop sending aircraft 

to the vicinity of the Chinese coast for reconnaissance activities and take effective 

measures to avert the recurrence of similar incidents.”71  In addition, China 

admonished the United States to “understand fully the seriousness of the incident, 

take seriously the solemn position of the Chinese side and properly handle this 

incident.” 

 Secondly, the Chinese government used strategic rhetoric when translating 

Prueher’s letter and publicizing it through the state-owned media.  Since both the 
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United States and China offered a Chinese-language version of the letter, it is easy to 

see where the Chinese made strategic alterations to the language initially chosen by 

the United States.  In the American translation provided by the U.S. embassy, the first 

“very sorry,” in reference to the missing Chinese pilot, was translated as “feichang 

wanxi,” which in English is equivalent to expressing “great sympathy” for one’s 

loss.72  The second use of “very sorry,” in reference to the unauthorized entering of 

China’s airspace by the U.S. aircraft was translated as “feichang baoqian,” which is 

the English equivalent of “very sorry.”73  However, the version of the letter that 

appeared in The People’s Daily, China’s major newspaper, used the phrase “shenbiao 

qianyi” in translating both uses of “very sorry.”  This translation is connotative of an 

admission of wrongdoing and willingness to take responsibility for the incident.74  In 

addition to the strategic translation of the words “very sorry,” there were also other 

alterations of the letter that suggested a stronger sense of U.S. guilt and 

responsibility.75 

 
Renewed Public Criticisms and its Effects on Private Diplomacy 

 
 However, while largely successful in deflecting criticism from its domestic 

audiences, this strategy by the PRC was not taken lightly by the U.S. government.  In 

fact, in an April 12 statement delivered shortly after the return of the crew, President 

Bush’s rhetoric reverted back to a very harsh, critical posture.  In responding to 

China’s demand to stop its reconnaissance flights, Bush resumed his criticism of 

China’s refusal to release the crew for 11 days, stating that such an action was 

unwarranted: 
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Reconnaissance flights are a part of a comprehensive national security that 
helps maintain peace and stability in our world. During the last 11 days, the 
United States and China have confronted strong emotions, deeply held and 
often conflicting convictions, and profoundly different points of view. China’s 
decision to prevent the return of our crew for 11 days is inconsistent with the 
kind of relationship we have both said we wish to have.76 

 
Furthermore, Bush once again returned to a strategy of denying China’s interpretation 

of the event, therefore implying that it should not be held responsible for the 

collision: 

We’re looking forward to talking with the flightcrew about exactly how the 
incident happened. From all the evidence we have seen, the United States 
aircraft was operating in international airspace in full accordance with all 
laws, procedures, and regulations and did nothing to cause the accident.77 

 
By reverting back to a tougher stance against China once the crew had been returned, 

the Bush administration was able to counter criticisms from conservatives that it had 

caved in and made inappropriate concessions to China.78  Instead, by creating the 

perception that the United States had succeeded in getting the crew back while 

avoiding having to offer a formal apology, the Bush administration was able to use 

carefully crafted rhetoric in order to retain a majority of its domestic hard-line 

support.79 

 However, this strategy on the part of the Bush administration was not without 

its share of negative consequences.  In response to hard-line statements made by 

Bush, Powell, and Rumsfeld the day following the return of the crew, the Chinese 

government launched its own criticism of the United States.  An April 14 statement 

by Foreign Ministry Spokeswoman Zhang Qiyue criticized the United States for 

making “irresponsible comments” and for continuing to “confuse right and wrong and 

even falsely accuse the Chinese side.”80  According to Zhang, this type of behavior by 
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the United States was “not conducive to the growth of the Sino-U.S. relations nor to 

the coming negotiations.”81 

 As it turned out, these discrepancies between U.S. and Chinese perceptions of 

the event did indeed come to bear quite negatively on the negotiations scheduled for 

April 18-19.  Although the United States and China were able to use carefully 

constructed rhetorical strategies in order to appease one another long enough to 

resolve the issue of the detained crew, the need to remain faithful to each side’s 

respective domestic audiences served as yet another constraint when it came time to 

negotiate the return of the aircraft and the issue of future reconnaissance missions. 

According to an article published in the Washington Post on April 20, the first day of 

talks between China and the United States yielded very little results, with the U.S. 

delegation threatening to walk out of the talks.82  Furthermore, both the U.S. and 

Chinese diplomats were quite unwilling to make further concessions to one another. 

One reason for this dogmatic attitude were constraints that had been developed as a 

result of each side’s rhetoric leading up to the negotiations.  For example, one of the 

major Chinese demands at this point in the negotiation was for the United States to 

cease its reconnaissance flights along China’s coast.83  However, one of the United 

States’ chief objectives after procuring the return of the crew was to protect the 

international right of all countries to fly in international airspace.  Therefore, in 

keeping with its publicized agenda, the United States did not show any signs of 

accommodating China’s call for putting an end to the flights along its coast.  The 

Chinese were equally polemical in their negotiating posture, and for the first day of 

talks refused to even discuss the return of the U.S. aircraft.84  Moreover, the meeting 
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continued to be plagued with disagreements over who caused the crash, making 

progress in the negotiations even more difficult to achieve. 

On the second day of talks, the Chinese delegation began to approach the 

issue of the return of the U.S. aircraft.  Deputy Undersecretary of Defense for Policy 

Action Peter Verga described the second day of negotiations as “very productive.”85 

However, in spite of a more optimistic outlook, the negotiations did not yield a 

resolution with regard to the aircraft, and the United States and China agreed to 

continue negotiations at a later date.86 

Finally, on May 29. 2001, the U.S. Embassy in Beijing announced that the 

United States and China had come to an agreement on the return of the aircraft. 

According to the agreement, the aircraft was to be disassembled and shipped on a 

Russian cargo plane back to the United States.  This agreement was arrived at in spite 

of U.S. wishes to be able to repair the plane and fly it back from Hainan Island. On 

July 5, the aircraft was returned to the United States.87  

 
Conclusion 

 
Throughout this chapter, I have demonstrated how both the United States and 

China used apologetic and crisis discourse to deflect attention away from certain 

aspects of the conflict while emphasizing others.  By strategically framing the event, 

each side sought to preserve and protect its own image from the accusations of the 

other while simultaneously attempting to frame the other as the guilty party.  In order 

to resolve the incident without irreparable damage to bilateral relations, both nations 

had to prioritize their objectives while making other concessions in order to affect a 

favorable outcome to the incident.  While each side did incur some degree of 
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criticism from its domestic constituencies for appearing to be too “soft” in its decision 

to negotiate with the other, each side eventually was able to use the power of 

language to overcome the constraints posed by their domestic audiences.88 

From a theoretical perspective, this analysis sheds much light on 

understanding how the genre of apologia functions within the context of international 

relations.  Although much of the preexisting literature conceptualizes apologia as a 

type of discourse delivered by an individual in defense of his or her character, this 

analysis proves that elements of apologetic strategies can be identified within the 

foreign policy rhetoric of both China and the United States during the Hainan 

Incident.  Thus, this analysis gives compelling reasons as to why using these generic 

lenses to evaluate the rhetoric of government officials speaking on behalf of their 

countries can be a productive way to understand apologetic and foreign policy crisis 

rhetoric.  These strategies have evolved through time and can be adapted to situations 

different than those with which apologetic rhetoric had previously been identified. 

While the objective of individual, character-oriented apologia is often thought to be 

the exoneration of one from guilt of a morally or legally reprehensible action, 

collective, government-oriented apologia, serves very similar purposes.  However, as 

has been demonstrated in this chapter, apologetic discourse in this context can also 

function to affect material change in a nation’s policies and/or behavior.  In the 

concluding chapter, I will offer implications that my analysis has with regard to the 

ways rhetorical critics understand and evaluate foreign policy crisis rhetoric, 

apologia, and public diplomatic rhetoric within an intercultural setting.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

 In this project, I used the Hainan Incident as a case study to test different 

dimensions of rhetorical theory with regard to how apologia and foreign policy crisis 

rhetoric are conceptualized within the field of rhetorical studies.  Throughout the 

previous chapters, I have demonstrated that a rhetorical analysis of the statements issued 

by the United States and China during this incident helps to illuminate and modify what 

we know about apologia and crisis rhetoric occurring within a cross-cultural diplomatic 

environment.  

Before conducting an analysis of the Hainan Incident, I provided three preceding 

chapters that functioned to set up the issues to be tested by the analysis.  In the opening 

chapter, I introduced my topic and its significance to rhetorical studies.  In chapter two, I 

provided an account of the scholarly literature with regard to several aspects of rhetorical 

studies, including foreign policy crisis rhetoric, apologia, and cross-cultural diplomatic 

communication.  I also posed several questions regarding how the treatment of these 

issues may either be confirmed, refuted, or modified through an analysis of the rhetorical 

strategies used during the Hainan Incident.  Then, in chapter three, I provided a detailed 

account of the rhetorical situation, explaining the exigences, constraints, and audiences 

that played a role in the development of each side’s rhetorical strategies.  Additionally, in 

paying special attention to the issue of cultural constraints, I challenged several aspects of 

Cohen’s theory for understanding the effect of culture on each side’s perception of the 

event. In order to provide an assessment of my research and to explicate its importance in 
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contributing to knowledge of rhetorical theory, I will now discuss the implications of my 

analysis. 

 
Defining and Evaluating Forms and Functions of Apologia 

 
 Throughout this thesis, several theories of the rhetorical genre of apologia have 

been tested.  After analyzing the statements made by the United States and China, it is 

clear that many of the rhetorical strategies used during this incident are consistent with 

those set forth in previous scholarship on the form and function of apologia.  One 

example of this similarity between previous scholarship and the strategies used during the 

Hainan Incident is evident in both side’s use of the strategy of avoidance in defending 

themselves against accusations made by the other.  In chapter four, I noted that Downey 

recognizes avoidance as an apologetic strategy common among self-defense speeches 

during the era after 1960.  According to Downey, through the use of avoidance, rhetors 

respond to accusations “by redirecting the focus of their addresses to other issues,” and 

that such responses usually entail “ignoring or dismissing a charge altogether.”1  

 Likewise, my analysis confirms Downey’s argument that avoidance is a new 

element of apologia, evidenced by the statements issued early in the crisis by President 

Bush and President Zemin.  As my analysis in chapter four indicates, the use of 

contemporary avoidance strategies by Bush and Zemin, in conjunction with more 

classical techniques such as blame-shifting and counterattacking, functioned to 

undermine the legitimacy of the other’s perception by redefining the event in a way that 

rendered irrelevant the other’s interpretation.  In Bush’s statement, he ignored China’s 

claims that the dangerous flying behavior of the U.S. pilot was responsible for the 

collision, and instead launched a counterattack by focusing exclusively on China’s failure 
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to respond to the event in an appropriate manner. Instead of engaging China’s concerns 

regarding the cause of the incident, Bush avoided this aspect of the crisis completely, and 

instead articulated the priorities of the United States as the “prompt and safe return of the 

crew.”2  Therefore, in the context of Bush’s statement on April 2, the crisis that warranted 

rhetorical attention was not the crash itself, but rather the Chinese response to the crash.  

 On the Chinese side, Zemin also used strategies of avoidance in his statements. 

Instead of responding to Bush’s calls for the release of the crew and return of the aircraft, 

Zemin ignored those demands and instead reiterated previous Chinese statements that 

claimed that the United States should take responsibility for the incident.  By refusing to 

engage Bush’s arguments, Zemin’s use of avoidance functioned to further resist U.S. 

perceptions of the crisis while at the same time maintaining China’s position.  In the case 

of both China and the United States, strategies of avoidance were used to communicate 

each side’s priorities to the other.  For the Chinese, the priority lay not in facilitating the 

return of the U.S. crew or aircraft, but in persuading the United States to accept 

responsibility and to apologize for the incident.  

In addition, using Downey’s explanation of how contemporary apologia has 

evolved to include strategies of avoidance reveals a significant insight with regard to the 

role each side’s domestic audience played in influencing the rhetorical choices of their 

government.  It has been well established that each side was unsuccessful in selling its 

interpretation of the event to the other.  In spite of this, however, each side’s decision to 

use strategies of avoidance allowed them to extirpate aspects of the event that may have 

posed challenges to each side’s ability to present itself as innocent.  Therefore, both the 

United States and China took advantage of the ignorance of their domestic audiences, 
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facilitated by the inability of these audiences to access information about the collision 

outside the scope of media coverage.  Even in the case of media coverage, each 

government, for the most part, was able to use the media as a vehicle through which it 

selectively exposed only certain aspects of the event.  In speaking to this issue in the 

broader context of contemporary apologia, Downey notes: 

Such rhetoric reflects contradictory, self-serving motives, “masks moral 
responsibility,” exploits audience ignorance and emotions while championing the 
same values breached by the apologist, undermines facts and accuracy, and shuns 
confrontation of issues. The net effect was a staged event, a decisive rhetoric of 
manipulation.3 
 
Therefore, by refusing to acknowledge certain contentions raised by the other 

with regard to the crisis, both the United States and China attempted to create a strategic-- 

and arguably distorted--perception of the event that functioned to retain the support of 

each government’s domestic hard-line audiences.  Since these audiences wielded a 

significant amount of influence over each nation’s administration, and were already 

predisposed to accept an interpretation of the situation that would place the other 

government in a negative light, it is not surprising that both the United States and China 

used strategies of avoidance to develop interpretations of the event that functioned to 

emphasize certain aspects of the crisis while masking others that threatened their 

preferred interpretation. 

This insight into the influences of certain audiences on a rhetor’s strategies within 

the context of international crises is significant for scholars interested in analyzing this 

type of rhetoric.  Absent an understanding of the role each side’s domestic audiences 

played in informing their rhetorical postures, the statements issued by the United States 

and China, particularly those of Bush and Zemin on April 2, would appear ineffective in 
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modifying the apparent exigences of the situation.  However, as I argued in chapter four, 

each side was heavily constrained in adopting a cooperative approach to resolving the 

crisis by their hard-line domestic audiences.4  By understanding the nature of the 

constraints that each side’s domestic audiences placed on their respective governments, 

one can better understand why certain rhetorical utterances did not appear to aim at 

modifying the exigences that brought them into existence.  This analysis also provides 

further support for my decision to use a historical-critical approach to this topic.  Because 

discourse is heavily informed by the situation in which the speeches occur, it is important 

to be aware of all situational factors, including any audiences that may have come to bear 

on each side’s rhetorical choices.  In understanding the constraints that each side had to 

take into account when formulating their response to the crash, and, perhaps more 

importantly, each other’s interpretation of the event, one can more easily understand why 

statements may have been issued that did not initially succeed in facilitating a resolution 

to the crisis.  

Although avoidance was a major component of Bush and Zemin’s rhetoric at the 

onset of the crisis, it was by no means the only use of apologia during the crisis.  Indeed, 

several apologetic strategies originally set forth by Ware and Linkugel were present 

throughout the rhetorical exchanges between China and the United States. In the very 

first remarks issued by Admiral Blair, the strategy of denial was used in refuting China’s 

claims that it was the U.S. pilot whose erratic flying behavior caused the collision. 

Chinese officials also used strategies of denial in responding to U.S. claims that it was the 

Chinese pilot, Wang Wei, who had caused the collision.  For instance, in Zemin’s April 3 

statement, he implicitly denied any accusation of wrongdoing against the Chinese pilot 



 126 

by stating that the Chinese government has “ample evidence” that proves that it was “the 

US plane that violated flying rules” and “made dangerous moves,” thus causing the 

crash.5  By shifting the blame back onto the U.S. pilot, Jiang’s statement functioned to 

deny any accusations of wrongdoing on the part of the Chinese pilot. 

In addition to denial, Chinese officials also used bolstering, another apologetic 

strategy identified by Ware and Linkugel.  In chapter four, I illustrated how the Chinese, 

in explaining their decision to release the crew, used this strategy.  By identifying the 

motive behind its decision to release the crew on “humanitarian considerations,” Chinese 

officials attempted to persuade the United States to view China in a positive light.  

From this summary of the apologetic strategies used by each side during the 

Hainan Incident, it is clear that several previous theories of apologetic discourse have 

been confirmed by this analysis.  In terms of Ware and Linkugel, this analysis has 

confirmed that the use of their apologetic factors is a productive way to recognize and 

evaluate common strategies in apologetic discourse.  However, as this analysis has 

proven, it is important to remember that the factors and postures set forth by Ware and 

Linkugel should not be understood as an attempt to identify unchanging particularities of 

apologetic discourse, or to simplify how apologia manifests itself in a given situation.  In 

explaining their treatment of the term “factor,” Ware and Linkugel note that it is used “as 

a means for classifying conglomerates of like strategies that are relatively invariant across 

apologia,” adding that these factors are not “found within the speech,” but rather are 

“merely classificatory instruments that the critic brings to the speech as a means of 

grouping like rhetorical strategies for ease in study.”6  
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Therefore, I suggest that these factors can be better understood as general 

functions of apologetic discourse rather than specific forms of discourse, since, as 

Downey illustrates, the forms of apologia are constantly evolving.7  This point is easily 

proven by returning to the example of how denial was used by each side during the 

incident. According to Ware and Linkugel, denial oftentimes manifests itself as a 

“disavowal by the speaker of any participation in, relationship to, or positive sentiment 

toward whatever it is that repels the audience.”8  However, denial, as has been illustrated 

during the Hainan Incident, can manifest itself in many different forms.  For example, 

Admiral Blair and President Bush did not simply or explicitly deny China’s claims that 

the U.S. pilot was to blame.  Instead, they used other rhetorical strategies, such as blame 

shifting and evasion of responsibility to deny the claim that the U.S. aircraft had veered 

suddenly into the Chinese fighter jet.  In the case of Blair, he provided facts regarding the 

nature of both U.S. and Chinese aircraft in order to expose the far-fetched nature of the 

claims made by the Chinese.  In de-legitimizing China’s claims while simultaneously 

shifting the blame to the Chinese pilot, Blair’s statement, while using different apologetic 

forms, still functioned to deny any wrongdoing by the U.S. pilot. 

Bush’s statements, particularly the remarks issued the day following the return of 

the crew, also used more explicit strategies of denial that sought to directly challenge 

Chinese accounts of the collision.  “From all the evidence we have seen, the United 

States aircraft was operating in international airspace in full accordance with all laws, 

procedures, and regulations and did nothing to cause the accident.”9  However, these 

strategies of denial are used as a gateway through which Bush can access other, more 

accusatory remarks against the Chinese.  Since, according to Bush, the U.S. plane did not 
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do anything wrong, he then uses counterattack strategies to criticize Chinese reactions to 

the event as unwarranted and inappropriate.  Therefore, it is not appropriate to understand 

the apologetic factors set forth by Ware and Linkugel as particular forms of apologia, but 

rather these categories should be used, as Ware and Linkugel explain, in the general sense 

as categories that help us identify the functions of the numerous and ever-evolving 

strategies that constitute apologetic discourse.  Although identifying different forms of 

apologia is important, scholars need be careful in identifying how these forms, as 

Downey demonstrates, evolve through time.  However, for the most part, the function of 

apologia, to defend oneself or one’s collective from accusation, is relatively unchanging, 

because, as Downey notes, “Self-defense in response to accusation is an ontological 

human trait, as relevant today as it was in the classical period.”10 

In confirming the validity of these theoretical approaches to analyzing apologia, 

my analysis also presents several challenges to previous scholarship on the issue.  One 

such problem about how apologia is conceptualized in the literature is in Ryan’s article in 

which he proposes categorizing apologia (self-defense) and kategoria (accusation) as two 

distinct rhetorical genres.  According to Ryan, as I discussed in chapter four, apologetic 

and accusatory discourse should be evaluated as a speech-set, and it should be understood 

that kategoria (accusation) is brought into existence because the speaker “perceives an 

exigence which he would seek to modify through accusatory discourse.”11 This 

accusation, in turn, becomes an exigence for the apologist, and therefore in many cases 

the object of the accusation seeks “to modify that image through apologetic discourse.”12 

While Ryan is right, at least within the context of the Hainan Incident, in 

conceptualizing apologia as a reactionary discourse, his theory of accusation and apology 
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as distinct genres invites misinterpretation on a few levels.  First, by conceptualizing 

these two types of discourse as distinct, Ryan’s theory risks mislabeling argumentative 

types.  I provide evidence for this claim in chapter four when I explain how the 

apologetic strategy of avoidance, used frequently during the Hainan Incident, masks the 

form that is generally characteristic of apologia, and instead appears simply as a speech 

of accusation.  Therefore, under Ryan’s theory, a critic looking at a text may 

mischaracterize that speech as one of accusation, when in fact it should be considered an 

apologetic speech.  

Secondly, Ryan’s analysis also precludes understanding how accusation may in 

fact function as apologia.  Given that denial in and of itself has been evaluated as a 

relatively weak apologetic strategy,13 scholars have identified many other offensive 

strategies, such as counterattack and blame shifting, as rhetorical devices available to the 

apologist in order to further bolster his or her ability to defend one’s self against 

accusation.  

Lastly, it is important to understand that rhetorical situations are not always so 

simple as to lend themselves to an uncomplicated accusation-apology analysis.  This is 

particularly true in the case of the Hainan Incident.  Throughout the crisis, the situation 

changes with every rhetorical utterance, and as new exigences presented themselves to 

each government, new rhetorical strategies were developed to address the new rhetorical 

situation.  Therefore, while China was initially the accuser who “gave birth” to the crisis 

through its rhetoric, it was also at times the apologist, defending itself against competing 

interpretations of the event set forth by the United States that sought to portray China as 

the responsible party.  Even more complex, at many times during the crisis, both China 
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and the United States were simultaneously the apologist as well as the accuser, defending 

themselves against the accusations of the other while at the same time advancing their 

accusations against the opposing side.  The use of denial in conjunction with accusatory 

strategies such as counterattack or blame shifting serve as good examples of this point.  

Therefore, as I argued in chapter four, this division of apology and accusation 

risks reducing what constitutes apologia to those strategies that are purely defensive in 

nature.  Instead of becoming preoccupied with distinguishing between these two types of 

discourse, I have argued that scholars should treat kategoria and apologia as functions of 

a single genre, rather than distinct rhetorical types.  Having explained the challenges my 

analysis poses for identifying and evaluating apologia, as a genre of discourse, there is 

one last issue concerning how my analysis modifies the way scholars should 

conceptualize apologia.  I will now turn to the issue concerning institutional apologia and 

its place within the scholarship of this rhetorical genre. 

 
A Case for Institutional and Policy Apologia 

 
 On the surface, it may not appear particularly significant that my analysis has 

confirmed the validity of apologetic theories such as Ware and Linkugel and Downey. 

However, because the nature of my subject differs significantly from those used by the 

aforementioned theorists in developing their theories of apologia, these differences and 

their implications for the study of apologia as a rhetorical genre warrant special attention. 

 Up to this point in the development of apologetic theory, the vast majority of 

apologic theory has been developed within the context of speeches given by individuals 

in defense of themselves.14  In addition, Ware and Linkugel also limited the scope of 

apologia to include only defense-of-character speeches, arguing, “The questioning of a 
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man’s moral nature, motives, or reputation is qualitatively different from the challenging 

of his policies.”15  However, as a result of this project, I suggest that apologetic theory 

must be expanded to include the rhetoric of collective agents, such as governments.  This 

new theoretical conceptualization, including institutions as agents who engage in 

apologia, directly challenges Villadsen’s argument that official apologies should be 

treated distinctly from apologia.16 

 Part of the reason behind this clash between Villadsen’s analysis and my own can 

be explained quite simply by our different conceptions of what constitutes an “apology.” 

In Villadsen’s analysis, she defines very narrowly what constitutes an official apology. 

According to Villadsen, an “official apology,” in order to be called such, must be “a 

constructive gesture that combines guilt and sorrow and makes atonement and national 

rebirth possible.”17  If this were the extent of Villadsen’s argument, then I could simply 

resolve the tension between our analyses by concluding that Villadsen is talking about a 

specific type of apology distinct from the type of discourse utilized during the Hainan 

Incident.  

However, Villadsen makes a few more arguments that problematize her treatment 

of official apologies as distinct from apologia.  For instance, Villadsen acknowledges that 

in certain situations, “official apologies are also occasionally regarded with skepticism as 

a disingenuous measure serving purposes of political correctness, distraction, or other 

particular political agendas.”18  If this is true, however, then the letter sent to the Chinese 

government by Ambassador Prueher, as well as the statements of regret issued by 

President Bush and Secretary Powell should also be considered examples of official 

apologies.  For these statements were not apologies meant to express remorse or accept 
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responsibility for the actions committed by the Unites States, but were instead specially 

crafted messages designed to satisfy Chinese needs while facilitating the return of the 

crew.   

Villadsen also objects to categorizing official apologies as apologia on the 

grounds that they are issued on behalf of a collective group.19  However, her lack of 

explanation as to the utility of this approach seems to render her definition a distinction 

without a difference.  That is to say, she provides no coherent definitional formulation as 

to why the collective nature of an apology would necessarily distinguish it from an 

individual’s apology.  In contrast to Villadsen, my analysis has demonstrated that these 

statements issued by the U.S. government contained generic elements of apologetic 

discourse provided by previous theories developed by Ware and Linkugel, Benoit, 

Downey, and Ryan.  Therefore, it should not be surprising that government officials can 

utilize apologetic strategies on behalf of their government, especially given that Milliken, 

in quoting Morgenthau, even identifies nations as “quasi-human actors.”20  In addition, as 

my preceding efforts have demonstrated, a theory of apologia can be productively 

expanded to consider rhetorical utterances made by officials on behalf of their 

governments as a collective agent.  Therefore, this new theoretical understanding of 

foreign policy apologia opens up new ways for scholars to evaluate similar types of 

discourse, and will provide valuable knowledge with regard to institutional apologia. 

 In addition to expanding apologetic theory to include treatment of collective 

apologia, my analysis has also made a case for the treatment of defense-of-policy 

speeches.  Although Ryan makes this argument, noting “that the critic may find in 

accusations and apologies elements of both policy and character in a speech,”21 it is 
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important in the context of international relations to understand that a nation’s policies 

are oftentimes made in an effort to preserve its prestige and image with the international 

community.22  Therefore, in the instance of foreign policy apologia, it is appropriate to 

understand that the international community usually measures a nation’s character based 

on its policies, making the two types of apologies discussed above indistinguishable from 

one another. 

 
Suggestions for Future Research 

 
Although my topic is seemingly narrow in scope, this project has by no means 

exhausted the potential for communication and political science scholars to pursue other 

avenues of scholarship concerning the Hainan Incident. In what follows, I briefly outline 

two additional areas related to this topic that I believe provide fertile ground for future 

scholarly endeavors. 

First, the issue of culture and its role in constraining each nation’s diplomatic 

negotiating behavior is an aspect of the Hainan Incident that merits further scholarly 

inquiry.  Throughout this thesis, particularly in chapter three, I offered several challenges 

to Cohen’s theory of high-context and low-context cultural differences.  In demonstrating 

how U.S. rhetorical strategies were informed by concerns involving sovereignty and face, 

this analysis problematizes Cohen’s theory that attributes concerns of sovereignty and 

face more to high-context cultures.  Since issues of face and sovereignty were concerns 

of both China and the United States that clearly played a role in each side’s rhetorical 

strategies, it is difficult to identify cultural differences as a reason why initial diplomatic 

strategies failed in resolving the crisis.  In addition, the success of private negotiations 

compared to the relative failure of public diplomatic strategies suggests that diplomats, in 
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this case, were able to transcend cultural barriers when the issues at stake reached a 

certain point. 

 However, more research is needed to fully understand the role culture played in 

different aspects of the crisis.  For instance, one route of scholarly inquiry could involve 

an investigation of how public reaction to the collision by Chinese and U.S. citizens was 

influenced by their cultural backgrounds.  Another possible object of scholarly inquiry is 

more research regarding whether crises represent a unique situation in which diplomats 

are able to extricate themselves from cultural constraints for the sake of de-escalating 

tensions between each other.  I raise this point because during the Hainan Incident, even 

during private discussions diplomats were not completely free from conflict and barriers 

in resolving the crisis.  Therefore, more research regarding how the urgency of a 

diplomatic situation affects diplomats’ willingness to cooperate with each other may 

reveal insights with regard to the extent to which culture is a constraining factor in 

diplomatic behavior. 

Secondly, I believe the issue of international law and how each of the 

governments involved in the incident attempted to frame themselves as operating within 

its legal confines is an important aspect of the Hainan Incident that warrants further 

attention.  In further exploring how international law(s) informed each government’s 

position, I believe valuable insights can be gained into what the utility of international 

law is, given that there is no universal enforcement mechanism, and that not all nations 

are signatories to the same international treaties.23  Furthermore, research involving how 

each government either attempted to abide by or blatantly ignore international laws cited 

by the other may give scholars valuable insight into the effectiveness of establishing 
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international norms, and whether nations are predisposed to cooperate on issues of 

international law.  

Lastly, further research is needed with regard to how public opinion both in the 

United States and China inhibited each side’s negotiating capabilities.  I briefly discussed 

public sentiment in my analysis about the rhetorical constraints that each side had to 

navigate in order to cooperate with the other on a governmental level.  However, I 

believe more research with regard to the strategies used by both governments in 

ultimately limiting the influence that the public had on the final resolution of the crisis 

could reveal valuable insights into each side’s ability to control public perception of 

international events.  Given that the media in the United States is relatively free from 

government restrictions compared to the state-controlled media of China, a look at each 

nation’s strategies for disseminating information may provide valuable information 

regarding the differences in each government’s communication patterns with its domestic 

audience. 
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