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Isolated Disasters: News Frames and Disaster
Narratives of Six Major Accidents

Yan YAN, Zikun LIU

Abstract

Natural and human-made disasters are important social events, partially
because they threaten lives. People rely on media reports for updated
information on the processes, losses, and casualties of disasters. They also rely
on media narratives for interpretations of attributions, responsibilities,
commemorations, and memories of catastrophes. This study explored the news
coverage of six major disasters that were officially commemorated by the state
in Chinese mainland. The news frames and narrative patterns in the one-year
aftermath of these disasters were examined. The results showed that the news
frames of the six disasters were event-driven rerecordings of state actions that
indicated an official “disaster relief” template at every important time point.
The disaster narratives of specific accidents were influenced by both internal
and external factors, such as the nature of the accident, regional culture, and
the characteristics of the victims. This “individually interpreted” disaster
narrative downplayed the effects on the social order, thereby constructing a
disaster strategy that was both effectively newsworthy and politically correct.
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