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Abstract	

Recently,	 in	 the	wake	of	 the	outbreak	and	widespread	of	 the	novel	 coronavirus,	 this	
pandemic	has	become	a	case	of	public	health	emergency	of	international	concern.	This	
newly‐found	disease,	the	pneumonia	caused	by	novel	coronavirus,	has	caused	anxiety	
and	 tremendous	 strain	 both	 on	 ordinary	 people	 and	 China’s	 socio‐economic	
development.	Due	 to	 the	rapid	 spread	and	broad	 impacts	of	 the	outbreak,	numerous	
media	at	home	and	abroad	have	reported	the	general	status	of	the	epidemic,	including	
China	Daily	and	The	Economist.	This	paper	therefore	takes	critical	discourse	analysis	as	
theoretical	 guidance,	 mainly	 based	 on	 Fairclough’s	 three‐dimensional	 analytical	
framework	and	Halliday’s	 systematic	 functional	 linguistics	 to	 explore	 the	 reports	on	
China’s	COVID‐19	outbreak	both	in	China	Daily	and	The	Economist	and	analyzes	it	from	
the	 levels	of	 text,	discursive	practice	and	 social	practice	comprehensively.	Hopefully,	
through	the	analyses	of	the	reports	on	China’s	COVID‐19	outbreak,	worldwide	readers’	
critical	reading	awareness	can	be	 fostered,	the	 language	 features,	crucial	 information	
and	ideologies	hidden	in	the	news	reports	can	be	discovered	so	that	objective	and	fair	
impressions	of	Chinese	governments’	capacity	and	efforts	to	respond	to	this	outbreak	
can	be	spread	and	the	research	vision	of	critical	discourse	analysis	can	thus	be	enlarged	
at	the	same	time.	
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1. Introduction	

In late December 2019, the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) which broke out in Wuhan, 
the capital of central China’s Hubei Province, has led a great number of medical workers to join 
the front line of the battle against pneumonia. People all over the country have also heeded the 
call to stay at home as much as possible to curb the spread of the disease. Besides, the novel 
coronavirus outbreak and ensuing panic have caused a significant decline at Chinese-owned 
businesses across the region. All these circumstances have attracted attention from the whole 
world. 
The epidemic is a major test for national governance system and capability. China’s institutional 
advantages allow it to concentrate resources to fight against the virus, and such execution has 
received high praise from the international community, which has won wide respect and trust 
from the world. However, there are still suspicions, rumors and groundless speculation 
spreading everywhere. In addition, there are some U.S. politicians smearing China, sowing 
discord between China and other countries and creating ideological prejudice, which has 
greatly damaged international relations. 
Under such circumstances, many media both at home and abroad have made reports on the 
main conditions of epidemic, including China Daily and The Economist. The reports on China’s 
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COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The Economist have different language characteristics 
and are under distinct ideologies and social backgrounds. 
In this case, a new respect for the analyses of the reports on China’s COVID-19 outbreak in China 
Daily and The Economist is offered by critical discourse analysis. Specifically, the theory 
discovers the relationships between discourse, ideology and society, tries to explain texts from 
the perspective of social system and history, and pays more attention to social problems. 
In the light of this theory, this paper intends to take critical discourse analysis as a theoretical 
guidance to discuss the reports on China’s COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The 
Economist with three aspects of text, discursive practice and social practice. For the sake of 
such goals, the paper will firstly elaborate upon the history, evolution and general ideas of 
critical discourse analysis, and then make a comparative study between the reports on China’s 
COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The Economist on the basis of Halliday’s systematic 
functional linguistics and three facets of Fairclough’s three-dimensional analytical framework. 
In this way, critical reading consciousness can be enhanced, misjudgment of the reality can be 
alleviated, and a community with a shared future for mankind can be built. 

2. An	Overview	of	Critical	Discourse	Analysis	

Critical discourse analysis was first proposed as a technical term by Fairclough in Language and 
Power in 1989, in which he expounded the relationships between language, power and ideology, 
and also clarified the main contents and theoretical basis of critical discourse analysis. The 
theory focuses more on significant social matters, rather than the superficial forms of language, 
which can also be understood as the discourse itself is not only the media for research in society, 
but also the target for research. Moreover, critical discourse analysis aims to discover the 
dialectical relationships between discourse, social structure, power and ideology, and tries to 
expose the inequality of society, the differences of ideology and the imbalance of power. 
As for research methods of critical discourse analysis, it mainly adopts three methodologies: 
grammatical analysis under systematic functional linguistics, Bakhtin’s discourse genre theory 
and Foucault’s analysis of discourse historical background. [1] 
Hopefully, with the wide application of critical discourse analysis, it will seek liberation, 
eliminate injustice and ultimately promote the changes and reforms both in language itself and 
society. 

3. Texts	and	Discursive	Practices	of	the	Reports	on	China’s	COVID‐19	
Outbreak	in	China	Daily	and	The	Economist	

According to Fairclough, any discourse event can be understood as a combination of three 
dimensions, which are text, discursive practice and social practice. However, as Halliday’s 
systematic functional linguistics has been regarded as one of the research methods for critical 
discourse analysis, this part will analyze the texts and discursive practices of the reports on 
China’s COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The Economist in terms of classification and 
modality. 

3.1. Classification	
The classification of a discourse, in other words the choices of certain vocabularies, means that 
descriptions of a discourse for events and matters are reflected in the use of vocabularies. 
Different choices of vocabularies reflect different ideologies, attitudes and social backgrounds. 
Van Dijk TA has pointed out that “Vocabulary selection is an important aspect of news discourse, 
which can be reproduced through its implicit consciousness and viewpoints.”[2] In news 
discourses, many classification systems have been used by reporters to express certain 
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ideologies and attitudes and affect readers’ thoughts. Here are some typical cases found in the 
reports on China’s COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The Economist: 
China Daily 
The first report selected: “actively communicating”, “jointly formulate suggestions”, “in-depth 
exchanges”, “current research”, “effect”, “no borders”, “humanity as a whole”, “tackling the 
challenge”, “share”, “swift and sweeping response”, “treat seriously”, “grateful”, and “an open 
attitude”. 
The second report selected: “maintain the stability”, “ensure the regular approval”, “short-
lived”, “not derail”, and “support companies”.  
The Economist 
The first report selected: “urgent test”, “mysterious”, “on steroids”, “too late”, “fears”, “seasonal 
disease”, “deadly”, “the rapid rise”, and “politics (often) intervene”. 
The second report selected: “slowed sharply”, “flint-hearted”, “tremors”, “global consequences”, 
“(economic damage) be magnified (by government’s policy of isolating affected areas)”, “leave 
a hole”, “a drag on consumption”, “being hit especially hard”, “always slow (to get back up to 
speed after the holiday)”, “brutal stretch”, “vulnerable”, “cascade”, “powerful reminder”, “cast a 
shadow globally”, and “paying a price”. 
From the above examples selected about choices of vocabularies, we can see a clear comparison 
between China Daily and The Economist. The words and phrases that are chosen by China Daily 
are more objective, unprejudiced, authentic, and scientific; more specifically, they not only 
objectively describe the degree of challenges and losses both China and the international 
community have faced, but also encourage the whole world to join hands in combating this 
challenge against virus. While in The Economist, many negative words and metaphors are used 
to overstate a terrible predicament China has faced. Furthermore, the words like “mysterious”, 
“politics (often) intervene”, “…be magnified…”, “brutal stretch” and “powerful reminder” not 
only exaggerate the epidemic happened in China and the economic losses, but also instigate the 
relationships between China and other countries, so that Chinese government’s 
implementation capacity would be malicious speculated and hostile reception and 
misunderstanding towards China can be fomented. 

3.2. Modality	
Modality, a part of interpersonal function according to Halliday’s systematic functional 
linguistics, reflects the writer’s thoughts, attitudes and tendencies, which can further influent 
readers’ thoughts and viewpoints. Modality in discourse includes modal verbs, as well as modal 
adjectives, modal adverbs, pronouns, direct speech and indirect speech. [3] Here are examples: 
China Daily 
The first report selected: “The foreign experts will conduct in-depth exchanges with relevant 
government bodies in the joint prevention…” 
The second report selected: “Yan said that the impact of the outbreak will likely be short-lived 
and it will not derail China’s capital market reforms…” 
The Economist 
The first report selected: “With luck, a vaccine could be ready within a year.” 
The second report selected: “The slowdown in consumption and the disruption to production 
will not stop at its borders.” 
The above examples illustrate the different choices of modal verbs in Chinese and foreign news 
discourses. In China Daily, median modal verb “will” is frequently used to show Chinese 
government’s and people’s tremendous strength to defeat the virus and ensure the objectivity 
of the news reports. However, in the reports of The Economist, the low-level modal verb “could” 
is used to try to deny Chinese government’s scientific and targeted measures of epidemic 
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prevention and control, yet the median modal verb “will” is used to magnify the economic 
effects brought by the coronavirus and thus damage international relations. 

4. Social	Practices	of	the	Reports	on	China’s	COVID‐19	Outbreak	in	China	
Daily	and	The	Economist	

According to Fowler, “Ideology is mainly to show how people exist in this society and the form 
of existence, which is essentially a neutral concept.” [4] Through critical discourse analysis, the 
ideologies hidden in the sentences and texts can be discovered. Here are some examples from 
the reports on China’s COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The Economist: 
China Daily 
“ ‘The virus knows no borders, and this epidemic is not just a challenge for China but also for 
humanity as a whole,’ Wu Yuanbin, the head of the bureau of science and technology for social 
development under the Ministry of Science and Technology, said at the news briefing.” 
The Economist 
“In China, this is being magnified by the government’s policy of isolating affected areas and 
limiting interpersonal contact throughout the country. While public-health experts debate 
whether this is the right approach, economists will count the costs.” 
The above examples display different ideologies. The first example in China Daily proves China 
cares about the larger interest of the entire world and appreciates help regardless of national 
boundaries. While the second example in The Economist shows that China’s shutting down 
some of the cities and certain treatments are questioned, and ideological prejudices have been 
created. 

5. Conclusion	

By virtue of the exploration of the reports on China’s COVID-19 outbreak in China Daily and The 
Economist, this paper takes critical discourse analysis as guidance to make a complete 
comparison between Chinese and foreign news reports. Depending on Fairclough’s three-
dimensional analytical framework and Halliday’s systematic functional linguistics, the paper 
could come to such conclusion that the reports in China Daily are more objective and impartial, 
while the reports from The Economist are more subjective and negative from the perspective 
of text, discursive practice and social practice. Accordingly, readers should be more critical 
while reading news reports and stay consciously. 
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