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When a Party Paper Meets COVID-19:
Crisis and Legitimacy in Renmin Ribao’s
Commentary Articles

by Emma Lupano

ABSTRACT: Similar to many other countries, journalistic production in China during the
first half of 2020 was dominated on a thematic level by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
trend included the mouthpiece of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), Renmin Ribao. Its news and commentary articles, which are widely
republished by other media, influence the country’s political life, and contribute to the
process of meaning generation in the news discourse and to the CCP’s effort to align
Chinese citizens to official narratives. Renmin Ribao can therefore provide a relevant
source to investigate the relationship between political power and the COVID-19
pandemic, starting from the hypothesis that the paper’s narrative would aim at
discursively turning the international health crisis into a piece of positive propaganda.
This study aims to verify whether and how the paper did so, and to question the
assumption that the outlet’'s media discourse can be equated to the CCP official
discourse.

The research is developed as a case study and blends quantitative and qualitative
tools grounded on Applied Linguistics, Discourse-Historical Approach, and Frame
Analysis, in order to analyse a corpus of commentaries that have appeared in the outlet’s
online edition in 2020. By applying a Genre Analysis approach, the study also offers
insights into the possibility to identify distinguishing characteristics and communicative
goals in the different sub-genres of Renmin Ribao commentaries.

KEY WORDS: Frame analysis; Chinese media; journalistic genres; News commentary;
People’s Daily; Covid-19
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INTRODUCTION: RESEARCH SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY

Similar to many other countries, journalistic production in China during the first half of
2020 was dominated on a thematic level by the COVID-19 epidemic (Jones). Many
column inches were given to both the narration of facts and commentary, a general
trend that included a diverse array of newspapers in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC). According to a search on the Factiva database,’ more than 80,000 articles were
published in that period that contained, either in the title or in the lead paragraph, the

most common term to refer to the disease, “new corona pneumonia” (1 & fifi 3 ).2
Between the beginning of January and the end of June 2020, Renmin Ribao (\ [

H#%, RMRB), the newspaper that this study focuses on, published 3,813 articles
containing the term. For comparison, in the same period the news outlet featured 5,666
articles carrying the name of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) General Secretary and
President of the PRC, Xi Jinping, in the title or in the lead paragraph.

As the mouthpiece of the CCP Central Committee, and despite its lack of
popularity among the general readership, RMRB holds a special position in the country’s
media landscape because of its close editorial alignment with CCP policy. Its
commentary articles are particularly influential in China’s political life, being the
expression of the CCP’s orientation, and are widely (sometimes forcibly) republished by
the other national and local media. Therefore, they can be considered an important
ingredient in the process of meaning generation in the Chinese media discourse and in
the effort to align Chinese citizens to the official narratives (de Burgh).

As a result, RMRB provides a relevant source to investigate the relationship
between political power and the COVID-19 pandemic, starting from the hypothesis that
the paper’s narrative would aim at discursively turning the international health crisis
into a piece of positive propaganda (Lemus-Delgado; Yang and Chen). The first research
question of this study is whether (and how) the newspaper attempted to do so, and, in
relation to this, whether RMRB media discourse can be equated to the CCP official
discourse (RQ 1). Any study regarding RMRB is done under the assumption that, being
the voice of the highest power ranks in the country, it offers one-dimensional,
propaganda-oriented narratives when faced with topical issues—a good example of
which is the national and global crisis that followed the COVID-19 outbreak.

' The research was carried out on the Factiva database in December 2020. This study is part of the
research projects developed by the Contemporary Asia Research Centre of the University of Milan, of
which the author is a member.

2 The official, full term is ‘New type of crown-shaped virus’ (7 %! & IR 7% ), which features the
‘buzzword’ (#1i) list of the online translation platform created within the China Keywords research
project, promoted since 2014 by the China International Publishing Group and the Chinese Academy of
Translation (See Mottura 7-8).
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The research, which mixes quantitative and qualitative tools and is
methodologically grounded in the Discourse-Historical Approach (Wodak), Frame
Analysis and Applied Linguistics, focuses on discourse and language, following a
tradition of studies that have highlighted the characteristics of Chinese “official
language” (Link) in the CCP political discourse. The term refers to a language that is
highly centered on “formulations” (}£i2), meaning keywords (Williams; Durant) and
fixed expressions as well as the order in which they have to appear in a speech or be
written in a text (Schoenals). Such language is the result of the CCP’s theorization on
‘correct’ words in the national public discourse being a fundamental tool to rule the
people (Ji; Lu; Qian; Li Z.). The study is also characterized by a Genre Analysis perspective
(Swales; Bhatia) and discusses, as a secondary question, whether distinguishing features
and communicative goals can be found in different RMRB commentary sub-genres (RQ
2).

The research is carried out by applying qualitative text analysis to a corpus of
journalistic texts dedicated to the COVID-19 pandemic that have appeared in the
paper’s online edition in the first six months of 2020. Only articles belonging to the
genre of commentaries made it into the corpus. For this reason, after a description of
the corpus selection, the paper briefly summarizes the most relevant sub-genres of
commentary before moving to the analysis of the corpus and the discussion of results.

CORPUS SELECTION

The time frame of the research was identified according to the evolution of the
pandemic in the PRC. After the outbreak in January 2020 and a peak between February
and March, by June 2020 China’s political authorities had declared the ‘war on the virus’
a national success, discursively sealing the event as an epic endeavor of the whole
people. The turn was marked by the issue of the white paper “Fighting COVID-19: China
in Action” by the State Council Information Office of the PRC (China Daily). The situation
was consequently deemed under control for the following year, until new outbreaks at
the end of 2021 again put the country under pressure (Reuters). At the time of writing,
the events following the new wave were still unfolding, therefore the study was
maintained within the 2020 pandemic cycle.

The first RMRB article of the almost 4,000 (of all genres) that displayed the Chinese
term for COVID-19 in the title or lead paragraph between January and June 2020
appeared on 25 January 2020, with noticeable delay compared to the actual beginning
of the health emergency. The number of articles published over the period was
consistent with the evolution of the pandemic in China, with 5 appearing in January,
663 in February, 1035 in March, 926 in April, 622 in May and 562 in June.

For this study, the corpus only included opinion articles that appeared on a
specific sub-section of the RMRB portal (A [X;/) called “Array of the most important

opinions” (% 5 18 %), a basic online database that collects the majority of opinion
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articles published by RMRB, divided by sub-genres and presented in chronological
order.

RMRB features sub-genres of commentary articles that belong to the general
categories identified by the Chinese literature on the subject as well as sub-genres that
are peculiar to the outlet. They tend to vary in themes, breadth, expressive style, authors
and authoritativeness. The next two paragraphs offer a presentation of the sub-genres
of commentary in the Chinese press and in RMRB.

THE GENRE OF COMMENTARY IN CHINESE JOURNALISM

Journalistic production can be divided into two main textual genres, news (or news
article), and opinion (or journalistic commentary), which represent the main functions
and objectives of the journalistic profession: to tell facts and express ideas. News aspires
to be objective; opinions enhance subjectivity. In the Chinese journalistic tradition,
these two genres include a multitude of sub-genres (/X5 %) which, while sharing many
fundamental characteristics, differ in style, structure and content.

The Chinese literature on journalism suggests objectivity and correctness are
prescriptive traits of news, while identifying the core elements in the genre of opinion
to be the expression of original ideas from an individual point of view. Such statements,
however, ignore the CCP’s view on the role and functions of journalism in the PRC, and
do not take into account the reality of daily professional practice in China, which is
heavily influenced by the political agenda. As a long tradition of Chinese media studies
states, ideological control over news and opinion production in China is a fact. However,
journalism studies produced and disseminated in China do not dwell on this aspect
(Liao).

The genre of journalistic commentary (¥7 [ 11if) has experienced an increase of
popularity since the reform era, particularly since the 1990s. For many scholars,
journalistic commentary is a key ingredient for newspapers (Zhao Z.) as it is used to
“guide readers in understanding the news” and to “express the point of view” of the
editorial teams (Wang H. 8). The basic structure of these texts includes an opening (F+
3k), which usually refers to the event or phenomenon discussed by the comment; a
transition (N\@dFE), used to introduce the topic and make it interesting; a
demonstration (IGUE 47), which is the core of the comment; and a conclusion (45 ),
which summarizes the main points and brings the argumentation back to the specific
case (She 244-262).

Chinese scholars break the genre of news commentary down into different sub-
genres, which enjoy different degrees of authoritativeness. The editorial (L) is
considered the most authoritative as it represents the position of the paper on a current
political situation, a story, or on an important social phenomenon (Zhao Z. 134). Since it
deals only with very prominent subjects, it is not frequent. RMRB publishes, on average,
no more than six or seven editorials per month, while provincial or local newspapers
produce only two or three, sometimes even none, in a month. The editorial is the “flag
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and political face of a newspaper” (Yang 209), therefore those published by institutional
newspapers are more authoritative than those produced by commercial news outlets.?
In both cases, an essential feature is the lack of signature. Consequently, the positions
presented in the texts are close to the official discourse (Wang W. 361).

Relevant topics that are not considered key enough to be covered in editorials are
addressed by the ‘commentator’s article’ (IF1£ 71 L &), a sub-genre that has become
more pervasive in recent years due to the decline in the frequency of editorials. These
articles are also produced by the paper’s editorial staff, but are shorter than editorials.
When anonymous, they represent the voice of the institutions (Yang 209-210).

Commentary on current affairs (i 7F) first appeared in 1994 on Southern Weekend
(Ding). It expresses the author’s opinion on a recent event or on an important social
issue and has enjoyed great success in commercial and later in institutional outlets
(Cheng). These texts are linked to the news of the day, to recent events, or to pressing
social problems, which they approach from a specialist perspective (Zhao Z. 152).
Independent contributors (H H#£%% \), who write in line with their expertise, produce
a large part of the commentary on current affairs. Often, they are professionals such as
lawyers, doctors, engineers or academics. An author’s bio normally appears next to their
signature (Yang 94-96; Yuan D. 105-106). Due to their formal and economic
independence from any media outlet, as well as their specialist knowledge, these
contributors can exercise some degree of autonomy within the boundaries of editorial
gatekeeping (Gongyang; Lupano, “Freelancers” 160-161). The author takes
responsibility for the opinions they express, which, in theory, could be in contrast with
the editorial line and with the official discourse. Commentaries on current affairs can
therefore differ greatly from one another in terms of meaning and writing style (Yang
219-224). A critical stance is fundamental in these commentaries, which, in most cases,
offer advice aimed at improving a situation or solving a problem.*

COMMENTARY SUB-GENRES IN RMRB

In addition to the above-mentioned sub-genres, RMRB also publishes a number of sub-
genres of commentary that are unique to the outlet. The tone, argumentation, writing
style and focus in each article may vary, despite all being published by a newspaper
conceived for propaganda and political mobilization, and despite the consistent
editorial line and the recurrence of key terms, formulations and concepts.

RMRB marks its opinion articles with the indication of the sub-genre they belong
to. In the digital version of the newspaper, the name of the sub-genre is part of the title

3 For a discussion of the differences between institutional and commercial media in China, see
Lupano, “Sport” 43-44.

4 For details about other sub-genres such as column (5#2), essay (%), short comment (%5 1F),
editor's comment (4% $%1%) and others, which are not relevant to this case study, see Yang (214-2168)
and Lupano, “News.”
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and is repeated in the byline. On the “Array of the most important opinions” page the
articles are also grouped by sub-genre, whose hierarchy is visually clear.

As expected, the editorial is RMRB’s most authoritative comment, being the direct
expression of the views prevailing in the CCP Central Committee (Gitter and Fang). Its
status is matched by the sophisticated writing style, characterised by a cultured and
refined language, rich in abstract, metaphorical, magniloquent and redundant
expressions and images.

Exclusive to RMRB is a Ren Zhongping ({E1#~F) article. It belongs to a sub-genre
of commentary that only some Chinese institutional outlets produce, which are written
under pseudonyms by anonymous teams representing the voice of the institution that
rules over a paper. In the case of RMRB, the leading institution is the Central Propaganda
Department, the highest authority in terms of official communication in the country.
Therefore, a Ren Zhongping article, whose homophone is a contraction of the
expression “RMRB important commentary” (A K H R E Z1FE18) (Mi; Tsai and Kao), is
considered the most authoritative team commentary. It is used only to address key
topics and ranks immediately below the editorial, even if its limited appearances (only
2 were published in 2020; 4 in 2019; 3 in 2018) and its large size (over 6000-7000
characters, more than three times the length of an editorial) make it a unique text in the
landscape of opinion articles. Despite its indisputable importance, a Ren Zhongping
commentary is characterized by a more accessible language than the editorial (Li F. 231-
234).

Other important issues that would not make it into an editorial or a Ren
Zhongping article can feature in a RMRB commentator’s article (FFi2 71 3 ), which is
generally produced by the outlet’s internal commentators and has a standard size of
1500-2000 characters.

A RMRB commentary on current affairs ranks below a commentator’s article and
often presents a hybrid style: due to its ‘specialist’ character, it can display specialised
language and original argumentation, while remaining within the boundaries of the
official discourse. It is shorter than texts belonging to other sub-genres and deals with
themes that are close to everyday life.

Another sub-genre that is unique to RMRB is a commentary called Wang Hai Lou

(BHiHE).5 Since 2005, it appears regularly as a column on the overseas edition of the

paper (#4Mi), dealing with issues concerning international relations or national
phenomena of international relevance (Zhou H.). The text can be anonymous or signed
by members of the editorial staff, but also by prominent personalities. The style draws
on formulations and expressions taken from the official discourse. The size of these texts
is halfway between editorials and commentaries on current affairs. The communicative
goal of Wang Hai Lou articles is to promote the interests and image of China abroad
(Zeng and Li).

5> The name means “The building overlooking the sea.”
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ANALYSIS: FRAMES

This analysis was carried out first through extensive reading, in order to identify the
topics linked to the main theme of COVID-19 in the texts of the sub-corpus. The
following dominant topics were found: economic development; health and the
healthcare system; international relations; matters of life; and societal response to the
epidemic.

The final corpus contains sub-genres that the Chinese academic literature and
RMRB itself consider the most authoritative or the most popular, as outlined in the
previous paragraphs. In order to allow a significant qualitative analysis, up to ten articles
were picked per single sub-genre, each one embodying at least one of the dominant
topics. With the aim to maximize the variation within the corpus, the selection also took
into account the dates of publication, attempting to include texts published across the
duration of time covered by the case study. The final corpus accounts for 43,979 Chinese
characters, and includes 1 editorial, 1 Ren Zhongping article, 10 commentator’s articles,
6 Wang Hai Lou articles and 10 commentaries on current affairs.

In order to answer RQ 1, an inductive approach (Smetko and Valkenburg) was used
in order to detect any frames that, in connection with each topic, discursively contribute
to turning the international health crisis into positive propaganda. Frames, as
“organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work
symbolically to meaningfully structure the social world” (Reese 150), are valuable
theoretical resources when investigating the interplay between the political and the
journalistic discourses. Consciously or unconsciously, journalists frame stories, and their
articles can communicate issues “in such a way as to promote a particular problem
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation”
(Entman 52).

The articles were then divided in accordance with their dominant topic, and their
content and language were analyzed. Entman’s idea (52) that a “text contains frames,
which are manifested by the presence or absence of certain key words, stock phrases,
stereotyped images [...] and sentences that provide thematically reinforcing clusters of
facts or judgments” can be applied to China. Given the previously mentioned
fundamental role of formulations in the Chinese public discourse, the link between
keywords/expressions and frames is a particularly strong and direct one.

For this study, keywords were extracted based on word lists, concordances and
collocations via AntConc software (Anthony, Segment and Ant) in order to support the
identification of recurrent frames. Four frames were found: 1) People’s War, 2) Putting
Life First, 3) Moderate Prosperity, 4) Community of Destiny. The titles of these frames are
all existing formulations, which are located at the core of the current Chinese political
discourse.

The sub-paragraphs below offer a brief presentation of each frame, followed by
Table 1, which displays the identified frames and the most relevant keywords connected
to each frame. The relevance of keywords was assessed in terms of frequency and
meaning (capability to represent the frame). Frames are presented from left to right
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from the most to the least frequent within the corpus; keywords are presented in
descending order of frequency (keyword 1 being the most frequent).

PEOPLE’S WAR

People’s war (A [/ 4*) is a concept that enjoys a wide symbolic scope. Xi Jinping has
used it since the early stages of the pandemic, but the concept traces back to Mao
Zedong's Thought (E#F 4 1 4H) and, in particular, to his theorization on how to win the
war against the Japanese invaders at the end of 1930s.° The idea was that the whole
populace, in particular the peasants, be armed and participate in the struggle against
the invaders. However, after the foundation of the PRC, the concept evolved into much
more than just a military strategy:

For Mao, people’s war was not only a blueprint for victory against the Japanese, but a source of
political legitimacy. [...] [The] discourse of people’s war supplied the CCP with an explanation
for its victory over both the Japanese and the Nationalist Party, and a source of legitimacy. It
was able to defeat armies with superior military and technological support on the basis of its
magic weapon—the support of the people (Guan 175, 179).

In the corpus, this frame is manifested in the high number of terms related to the
semantic area of war and in recurring discourses on unity of the people and heroism of
groups and individuals such as medical personnel, Party cadres, taxi drivers etc.

PUTTING LIFE FIRST

As a self-declared representative of the people, one of the supposed characteristics of
the CCP is to “put people first” (LL AN 7A). The concept comes from the ancient book
Guanzi (%), which is a collection of the thoughts of Guan Zhong (& fi' 725-645 a.C.), a
famous minister of the Qi State during the “Spring and Autumn” period. Hu Jintao
introduced it in the contemporary public discourse by making it part of the concept of
“scientific development,” the key formulation of his leadership (2002-2012).

In 2008, in the aftermath of the Wenchuan earthquake in Sichuan province, the
concept of “putting life first” (2E#7 % ") was embedded into the official discourse on
“putting people first” in order to describe the CCP’s approach to the crisis.” This
formulation, which also became the title of a 2013 film directed by Lu Yunfei (%= ),
has been widely used in the official discourse on COVID-19.

® The reference is to On Protracted War, the collection of a series of lectures that were delivered by
Mao Zedong from May 26 to June 3, 1938, at the Yenan Association for the Study of the War of Resistance
Against Japan, which was later included in Mao's Selected Works.

7See Li T. 8-10.
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In the corpus, the concept frames the discourse on most medical and social
aspects of the health crisis in China by showing the urgency from CCP leaders and
cadres to save lives and to take care of the people’s health.

MODERATE PROSPERITY

Moderate prosperity (/NiE4L2>) is the promise of the end of poverty and of prosperity
for the whole people. According to the State Council Information Office of the PRC
(SCIO),

Xiaokang [...] refers to a status of moderate prosperity whereby people are neither rich nor
poor but free from want and toil. It has been the people’s wish since ancient times to live a life
of peace, stability and happiness. In the early period of reform and opening up, based on its
own national conditions, China articulated the goal of building a moderately prosperous
society, which demonstrated its concern for improving the people’s wellbeing, and its
commitment to protecting and promoting human rights.

The concept, which originates from classical Confucian discourse, has been part of
the leadership lingo for decades. Deng Xiaoping set moderate prosperity as a goal for
the country since 1979, when discussing his defining thought of the ‘four
modernizations’. The formulation was then adopted by Jiang Zemin, who in 2002
announced that China would achieve ‘comprehensive moderate prosperity’ by 2020;
and by Hu lJintao, who reinforced the promise in 2007 and 2012. Xi Jinping embraced
the task and made it

the goal of his tenure and almost synonymous with the rise of China [...]. [The concept] plays
a role in Party-state legitimacy by forging a continuity between past Chinese traditions and a
future Chinese utopia. Emphasis on the establishment of a xiaokang society highlights the
success of the CCP in leading China along a path that is distinctively Chinese” (Smith 63).

In spring 2020, the articles in the corpus celebrated the achievement as an
extraordinary success in the midst of a health crisis. The “White Paper on Moderate
Prosperity” published in 2021 would later confirm the accomplishment (SCIO).

In the corpus, the frame often emerges in relation to the topics of economy and
technology, and to words related to the industrial and manufacturing sector.

COMMUNITY OF SHARED FUTURE

In the past, the use of the concept of ‘community’ (3£ [F]{4) was rather limited and the
term was used to name foreign entities such as the European Economic Community (KX
ML FF I [E]4K). However, in recent years ‘community’ has become an important part of
the public discourse on international relations, especially since the introduction of the
‘Belt and Road Project’ (—iii—%). One of the concepts elaborated within this
theorization is in fact the ‘global community of shared future’ (A 3511z JL [F{£), which
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entails Beijing's positive stance towards globalization and the presentation of China as
a champion of global harmony and prosperity. Stemming from the idea that “the future
of each and every nation and country is interlocked” (Cui), the concept has become a
four-season topos in Chinese public diplomacy. It has been included in the statute of the
CCP in 2017 and in the Constitution of the PRC in 2018, and it was one chapter of the
White Paper on COVID-19 in 2020.

In the corpus, the concept of community of shared future frames the discourse on
international relations by showing that the CCP contributes to global public health, for
example by sharing scientific data and sending aid to other countries.

PEOPLE's WAR PUTTING LIFEFIRST ~~ MODERATE PROSPERITY ~ COMMUNITY OF
SHARED FUTURE
KEYworD 1 | F£AT We %5 1% Epidemic K& Development A% The human
AR The people JpiEF Virus kind
HEAX The masses
4% The whole
country
HAE R The
Chinese nation
KEYWORD 2 | #/{J% To fight {t# 5% Health )% Goods, supplies A 1F Co-operation
the pandemic
2} 4+ Battle
P To resist
[ £k Defensive line
FH % The battle to
stop
KEYWORD 3 | Jj& Strength 597 Medical i %% Lifting out of EaCifN
treatment poverty Community
KEYWORD4 | fifiJ}f: To defeat A1 Life 1)\l Companies %[ Every country
1 % To win A3 Life [EA k. State
companies
KEYWORD 5 | fI% %% To serve {if%E To 5 T To return to 41t 5 The whole
safeguard work world
KEYWORD 6 | & /] Capability AFETA Public /NEEAES
health Moderately
prosperous society
KEYWORD 7 | 13> Trust, faith B4 People’s
welfare
KEYWORD 8 | #&#f [Chinese] Spirit v 224 Life
safety
KEYWORD 9 | [#]4E Unity
%% To come
together
F:[7 Common
Keyword il Hero
10

Table 1. Frames and associated keywords (with recurrent synonymous) in sub-corpus B.
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ANALYSIS: GENRES

In order to answer RQ 2, fine-grained qualitative analysis of the corpus followed,
focusing on potential links between frames and the sub-genre to which each text
belongs. The following sub-paragraphs discuss the results of analysis per single sub-
genre.

EDITORIAL

Two editorials featured the selected RMRB page in the first semester of 2020 that had
COVID-19 as main topic. Both appeared in May, but only one fulfils the criteria for sub-
corpus B. Falling into the economy topic, the text, published on 1 May 2020 (Workers'’
Day) stresses the role of workers in the pandemic, praising their efforts and sense of
responsibility in “fighting against COVID-19 and in promoting economic and social
development.” The CCP is presented as the actor that, in unity with the people, has led
the country with wisdom, allowing the people to join forces to successfully fight the war
against the pandemic. Trust in the CCP is discursively promoted through the recurrence
of the ‘people’s war’ and the ‘moderate prosperity’ frames.

The article satisfies the sub-genre’s goal of expressing the voice of the institutions,
by echoing the CCP’s discourse on the exceptional unity of the Chinese people; the
heroic attitude of citizens at all levels; and the success of the Chinese model in resuming
its economy after the setback produced by the pandemic.

REN ZHONGPING COMMENTARY

Only one Ren Zhongping article was published in the first semester of 2020 (on 26
March), and it was dedicated to COVID-19. The 7,265 character-long text covers all the
frames, but it particularly stresses the ‘people’s war’ frame by celebrating the Chinese
people’s epic efforts to overcome the crisis. It commends the courage, heroism,
selflessness, unity and cooperation displayed by all the citizens and by Wuhan residents
in particular, while also advertising China’s open and generous attitude towards the rest
of the world. The article argues that China’s strength lies in the people’s capability to
resist through hardship and to come together as one, which is presented as an effect of
the CCP’s successful leadership and of the advantages and superiority of socialism with
Chinese characteristics. The stress on the concept of unity is supported by a variety of

related expressions (i.e. ‘concentrate the forces’ ££ 4 /J &, 'help each other on the same

boat’ [F] f- 3L 5t).
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COMMENTATOR’S ARTICLE

A commentator’s article was the first commentary on COVID-19 to appear on RMRB. It
was published on 3 February 2020, more than a month after the warning coming from
local health professionals that there was a possible SARS-like outbreak in Wuhan (Li Y.).
The text looks at the crisis through the ‘people’s war’ frame, as it argues that the “strong

spirit of unity” (1 K 4545 ##) of the Chinese people and their ability to “join forces to

achieve great results” (%71 /& 70 K H) is a manifestation of the “superiority” (fIt k)
of the socialist system.

Following this first text, there is abundant production of commentator’s articles in
the first six months of 2020, but only ten satisfied the criteria to enter the sub-corpus.
The ones published between February and March celebrate the dedication of medical
and community workers in the hardest days of the pandemic. The dominating frames
are ‘people’s war’ and ‘putting life first’. In April, the ‘moderate prosperity’ frame
prevailed, with commentaries that discuss how to react to the negative effects of the
pandemic and insist on the goals set by the PRC to alleviate poverty by 2020. The
commentaries published in May highlight China’s co-operative attitude and generous
actions towards the rest of the world, as well as China’s success over COVID-19. The
people’s heroism and a trademark ‘Chinese spirit’ when facing adversities discursively
become factors that prove the advantages of the Chinese government model. A slight
change in tone appears in the commentator’s article published in June, where it briefly
reflects on shortcomings in the Chinese healthcare system, just before reverting to a
positive propaganda style by stressing once again that the people’s health always
comes first in the CCP preoccupations. The articles show no distancing from the official
discourse, both in terms of arguments and set expressions.

WANG HAI LOU ARTICLE

Six articles belonging to this sub-genre and satisfying the selection criteria were found.
Three were published in February, one in March and two in June.

Two February commentaries frame the discourse in terms of ‘people’s war’,
particularly in relation to the concept of unity, similarly to the commentator’s articles
published in the same month. However, the other Wang Hai Lou article published in
February presents distinguishing features, as it focuses on a matter-of-life subject rather
than dwelling on strictly propaganda subjects. The text discusses the need for a law to
ban the trade and consumption of wild animals, starting from the hypothesis that
COVID-19 was the result of zoonosis. In line with its content, the article stands out in the
sub-corpus and among Wang Hai Lou commentaries for the use of direct, simple
language which matches the communicative goal to provide suggestions to the rulers
and to express a call for practical action to contain a practical problem.

The March commentary goes back to typical Wang Hai Lou expressive means and
goals, as well as to the ‘people’s war’ frame, as it celebrates the CCP as the one political
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party in the world which, in contrast with capitalist parties, is truly able to respond to
the people’s needs and which truly works with the people’s interest in mind. In the
commentary, these are described as the factors that allowed the Chinese people to react
as one to the hardship of the health crisis.

One of the two June commentaries takes a similar line, by arguing the superiority
of the Chinese government system and the CCP’s attitude as the reasons behind China’s
declared success in its war against COVID-19. The other one was written on the occasion
of a China-Africa solidarity and anti-epidemic summit. ‘Community of shared future’
frames the discourse when the text focuses on the ‘friendship’ between the two areas
and stresses their mutual help and co-operation in the pandemic.

COMMENTARY ON CURRENT AFFAIRS

Plenty of commentaries on current affairs revolving around the pandemic appeared on
RMRB during the first semester of 2020, but only ten made it into the sub-corpus. Their
distribution over the first half of 2020 is as follows: none in January, three in February,
one in March, two in April, two in May and two in June. The earliest commentary on
current affairs focusing on Covid-19 was published on 6 February.

In terms of content and style, three out of ten commentaries appear extremely
close to the official discourse on COVID-19, and (had the outlet not filed them under this
sub-genre) could be easily confused with texts belonging to more ‘institutional’ sub-
genres, such as editorials and Wang Hai Lou articles. Two of these appeared in February,
one praising the heroism and spirit of unity of the Chinese people, the other celebrating
the speed at which the two new COVID-19 hospitals in Wuhan were built, as a
manifestation of the superiority of the Chinese system (Wang, Zhu and Umlauf). On 11
March, a commentary on donations coming from CCP members to support the fight
against COVID-19 offers once again the chance to dwell on the subject of the Party’s
devotion to the people. The dominant frames are ‘people’s war’ and ‘putting life first'.

The other commentaries on current affairs included in the sub-corpus develop
matter-of-life subjects, either by stressing unexpected positive outcomes of the
pandemic or by discussing how to tackle problems that emerged as side effects in the
management of the health crisis. Topics go from the development of smart cities, Al and
online health services as a consequence of the pandemic, to discussing how to avoid
sight problems in kids as a result of online teaching; from praising the key role of State
companies in supporting the needs of the people in times of emergency, to presenting
a programme of international solidarity in co-operation with the World Health
Organisation. ‘Moderate prosperity’ frames the discourse on technological or financial
advancements, while ‘putting life first’ and ‘community of shared future’ also emerge as
minor frames.
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LIMITATIONS AND REMARKS

The choice of working on a single news outlet, where the direct influence of the CCP’s
narrative and communication priorities is palpable, is a fundamental limitation to this
research. A wider corpus that included also commercial papers could offer further
insights. However, would different frames emerge if more ‘outspoken’ outlets were
analyzed? Due to the extremely sensitive topic at hand and the tight control of the CCP
on the country’s media, this would be an interesting line of research to pursue. Another
limitation to this paper, which is due to space restriction, is the lack of observations on
writing styles in relation to sub-genres, an analysis that could add to the study of genres
of Chinese journalism. At theoretical level, instead, further reflection should be
encouraged on the direct link between formulations and frames in the Chinese context.
Is such a link stronger in the Chinese case compared to other language, political and
social contexts? If so, why?

As far as this paper’s research questions are concerned, starting from RQ 2,
propaganda appears as the predominant communicative purpose of the texts of the
corpus. As per RMRB’s mission, they are aimed at spreading opinions, policies,
orientations and keywords of the CCP leadership, correctly carrying out the function of
being the Party’s “throat and tongue” ("#75) that is the defining mission of the outlet.
The corpus does not offer a variety of points of view on COVID-19. Many intertextual
references can be identified in the corpus, both at meaning and expressive levels.
Keywords, formulations and entire phrases echo between articles. These intertextual
‘loans’ are also due to the origin of many such expressions, coming from speeches given
by Xi Jinping over the six months.

At the same time, some sub-genres of commentary present a relatively diverse
range of arguments within the boundaries of the official discourse. Articles belonging
to the most ‘institutional’ sub-genres tend to promote and adhere to keywords of the
official discourse. However, commentaries belonging to ‘less institutional’ sub-genres
tend to discuss pragmatic subjects in a practical way. Even in RMRB, the sub-genre of
commentary on current affairs maintains some degree of originality and closeness to
real life. Therefore, the majority of commentaries included in this study appear
consistent with the features and communicative goals that characterize the sub-genre
they belong to. However, the analysis showed that, at times, lines can be blurred. RMRB
more ‘institutional’ sub-genres (such as Wang Hai Lou articles and commentator’s
articles) sometimes widen their horizons, while ‘less institutional’ sub-genres (such as
commentaries on current affairs) sometimes restrict their breadth.

Nevertheless, in response to RQ 1, the message provided by the texts included in
this study appears quite consistent. No matter the dominant frame in each article, the
narrative presented by RMRB commentaries aims at building consensus towards the
CCP management of the epidemic, in order to conceal the original erratic response to
the virus outbreak. In line with the newspaper’s purpose, the texts’ unanimous goal is
to increase the CCP political legitimacy and the people’s trust in the Party by arguing its
strength, unity, proactivity, international responsibility, and wisdom. The message is
that the CCP is China’s right ruler because it is devoted to the people’s lives, and because
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itis the champion of China’s socialist model: a model which is ‘superior’ because it unites
the people in order to overcome difficulties, while also providing economic prosperity
for all.

WORKS CITED

Anthony, Lawrence. SegmentAnt (Version 1.1.3) [Computer Software]. Waseda
University, 2017.

---. AntConc (Version 4.0.2) [Computer Software]. Waseda University, 2021.

Bhatia, Vijay K. Critical Genre Analysis. Investigating interdiscursive performance in
professional practice. Routledge, 2017.

Cheng Dong (FR#k). “FREDHII VPRI RN LS54T (History of the
Development of Commentary on Current Affairs and Analysis of the Contemporary
Situation). Jinchuanmei, 2008.

China Daily. “White paper - Fighting Covid-19: China in Action,” 8 Jun. 2020. covid-
19.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202006/08/WS5edd8bd6a3108348172515ec.html. Accessed 1
Sept. 2022.

China Keywords (' [ 582 17]). keywords.china.org.cn. Accessed 1 Sept. 2022.

Cui Weihang (FEMEMT). “LAIAWHESIM N K ariz L [FA” (We have to
continuously promote the construction of a community of shared future). Qiushi,
10 May 2021, www.gstheory.cn/gshyjx/2021-08/25/c_1127793473.htm. Accessed 1
Sept. 2022.

de Burgh, Hugo. China’s Media in the Emerging World Order. University of
Buckingham Press, 2017.

Ding Fazhang (TVAE). “HrEN vFRIE M KHAR” (The Renaissance of
Commentary on Current Affairs and Other Writings). Xinwen Jizhe, no. 4, 2019, pp. 26-28.

Durant, Alain. “The significance is in the selection: identifying contemporary
keywords.” Critical Quarterly, no. 50, 2008, pp. 122-142.

Entman, Robert M. “Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm.”
Journal of Communication, no. 43,1993, pp. 51-58.

Gitter, David, and Leah Fang. “The Chinese Communist Party’s Use of
Homophonous Pen Names: An Open-source Open Secret.” Asia Policy, no. 1, 2018, pp.
69-112.

Gongyang Wangjun (A2ET3)). HHESER A SCLEEK “B 45507
(Independent Editorial Contributor. The ‘Wild Animal’ of Cultural Circles). Dongfang
Chuban Zhongxin, 2008.

Guan Kai. “People’s War.” Afterlives of Chinese Communism, edited by Christian
Sorace, lvan Franceschini, and Nicholas Loubere, Verso Books/ANU Press, 2019, pp. 175-
180.

Saggi/Ensayos/Essais/Essays
N.28 -11/2022 ISSN 2035-7680

115


https://book.douban.com/search/%E5%85%AC%E7%BE%8A%E7%8E%8B%E5%9D%87

Universita degli Studi di Milano

Ji Feiyuan. Linguistic Engineering. Language and Politics in Mao’s China. University
of Hawai'i Press, 2004.

Jones, Rodney H. Viral Discourse (Elements in Applied Linguistics). Cambridge UP,
2021.

Lemus-Delgado, Daniel. “China and the battle to win the scientific narrative about
the origin of COVID-19.” JCOM, no. 19, 2020.

Li Fabao (FE=E). #ilEIVFR. KILTHRIM (News commentary. Aspect and
expression). Zhongshan Daxue Chubanshe, 2003.

Li Tianhe (ZFREY). “UUINNA” ZHRHUERR KB AGRE (“Putting people
first” plays a powerful voice in the era of earthquake and disaster relief), Journal of
Liaoning Institute of Socialism, no. 3, 2008, pp. 8-10.

Li Zhongjie (Z/E7R). BRI A E ORI il e (Keywords of
Reform and Opening Up: A Brief History of China’s Reform and Opening Up). Renmin
chubanshe, 2018.

Liao Guanglian (B 3£). #7 [H 18 AL I S5 4E R 15 55 %] (Writing Techniques and
Models for the Media). Beijing Lianhe Chuban Gongsi, 2017.

Link, Perry. Anatomy of Chinese. Rhythm, Metaphor, Politics. Harvard UP, 2013.

Lu Xie. Rhetoric of the Chinese Cultural Revolution. The impact on Chinese Thought,
Culture and Communication. University of South Carolina Press, 2004.

Lupano, Emma. “Freelancers or ‘Public intellectuals’? Professional Identity and
Discursive Representation of Chinese Independent Media Writers in a Fast-changing
Landscape.” Languages Cultures Mediation, no. 4, 2017, pp. 149-166.

---. “News and Views: Definitions and Characteristics of Genres in Chinese
Journalism.” Languages Cultures Mediations, no. 5, 2018, pp. 51-71.

---. “Raccontare lo Sport nella Cina delle Riforme: Modelli Mediatici a Confronto.”
Sulla via del Catai, no. 22, 2020, pp. 41-62.

Mao Zedong. Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung. Foreign Languages Press, 1967.

Mi Bohua CKTEE). “AEMFFIEEF AT A% (Nature and Characteristics of Ren
Zhongping Commentary). RMRB, 1 Mar. 2009.

Mottura, Bettina. Keywords in Chinese Political Language. Unicopli, 2021.

Qian Gang. “Watchwords. Reading China through its Political Vocabulary.” JMSC
Working Papers, 2012.

Reese, Stephen D. “The Framing Project: A Bridging Model for Media Research
Revisited.” Journal of Communication 57, 2007, pp. 148-154.

Reuters. “China Ends 2021 with Worst Covid Week since Taming Original
Epidemic.” 1 Jan. 2021, www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-
pharmaceuticals/chinas-xian-enters-10th-day-covid-lockdown-cases-persist-2022-01-
01/. Accessed 1 Sept. 2022.

Saggi/Ensayos/Essais/Essays
N.28 -11/2022 ISSN 2035-7680

116



Universita degli Studi di Milano

Schoenals, Michael. Doing Things with Words in Chinese Politics: Five Studies.
University of California Press, 1992.

SCIO, 2021, &3C: A/MEE: HE AR X — B 218 (Moderate Prosperity in
All Respects: Another Milestone Achieved in China’s Human Rights). 12 Aug. 2021,
www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/32832/Document/1710544/1710544.htm. Accessed 1 Sept.
2022.

She Tao (#1¥%). #lE1Fi& (News Commentary). Zhishi Chanquan Chubanshe,
2013.

Semetko, Holli A., and Patti M. Valkenburg. “Framing European Politics: A Content
Analysis of Press and Television News.” Journal of Communication, no. 50, 2000, pp. 93-
109.

Smith, Craig A. “Datong and Xiaokang.” Afterlives of Chinese Communism, edited by
Christian Sorace, Ivan Franceschini, and Nicholas Loubere, Verso Books/ANU Press,
2019, pp. 63-66.

Swales, John M. Genre Analysis: English in Academic and Research Settings.
Cambridge UP, 1990.

Tsai Wen-Hsuan and Kao Peng-Hsiang. “Secret Codes of Political Propaganda: The
Unknown System of Writing Teams.” China Quarterly, no. 214, 2013, pp. 394-410.

Wang Hailong (E# ). 4k ERHE (Newspapers China). Beijing Daxue
Chubanshe, 2004.

Wang, Jessica, Ellie Zhu, and Taylor Umlauf, “How China can build Coronavirus
hospitals in just over a week” The Wall Street Journal, 6 Feb. 2020.
www.wsj.com/articles/how-china-can-build-a-coronavirus-hospital-in-10-days-
11580397751. Accessed 1 Sept. 2022.

Wang Wei. “Intertextual Aspects of Chinese Newspaper Commentaries on the
Events of 9/11.” Discourse Studies, no. 10, 2008, pp. 361-381.

Williams, Raymond. Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. Fontana/Croom
Helm, 1976.

Wodak, Ruth. “Crisis Communication and crisis management during COVID-19.”
Global Discourse, no. 11, 2021, pp. 329-353.

Yang Xinmin (##r8). ¥riEiEies: (News Commentary). Suzhou Daxue
Chubanshe, 2013.

Yang Yifan and Chen Xuechen. “Globalism or Nationalism? The Paradox of Chinese
Official Discourse in the Context of the COVID-19 Outbreak.” Journal of Chinese Political
Science, no. 25,2021, pp. 175-198.

Yuan Dongwei (JCA4E). #r @ PFIEME (News Commentary Writing). Zhongguo
Renmin Daxue Chubanshe, 2016.

Yuan Li. “China silences critics over deadly virus outbreak.” The New York Times, 22
Jan. 2020. www.nytimes.com/2020/01/22/health/virus-corona.html. Accessed 1 Sept.
2022.

Zeng Xiaohui (B 1% %) and Li Siding (ZE/E79). “ AR HR « 4R “EHilgE” B
[HPEE 15 1E 0 HT” (Discourse Analysis of Wang Hai Lou commentaries on RMRB

Saggi/Ensayos/Essais/Essays
N.28 -11/2022 ISSN 2035-7680

117



Universita degli Studi di Milano

overseas edition). Di yi Lunwen Wang, 17 Sept. 2015. www.ourlunwen.com/show-95-
47358-1.html. Accessed 1 Sept. 2022.

Zhao Zhenxiang (B4 +F). Hr [ PFi8 5 (News Commentary). Jiuzhou Chubanshe,
2012.

Zhou Hanxue (J&%E%). "SRR HESLER €4 (Structural Characteristics of
Commentary Article ‘Wang Hai Lou’). Xinwen Shijie, 9 April 2021, www.zz-
news.com/com/xinwenshijie/news/itemid-644398.html. Accessed 1 Sept. 2022.

Emma Lupano is associate professor of Chinese language and culture at the University
of Cagliari. Previously, she worked at the University of Milan, at Peking University and at
the China Media Project of the University of Hong Kong. Her research interests lie in
China’s contemporary culture and society, the relation between the institutional and
the media discourses in China, and genres and professional practice in Chinese
journalism. She has also been a reporter at the People’s Daily in Beijing. She is the author
of two books on Chinese media and a number of journal articles and edited volume
chapters.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2125-0514

emma.lupano@unica.it

Lupano, Emma. “When a Party Paper Meets COVID-19: Crisis and Legitimacy in Renmin
Ribao’'s Commentary Articles.” Altre Modernita, n. 28, Parole, poteri e pandemie,
Novembre 2022, pp. 101-118. ISSN 2035-7680. Disponibile all'indirizzo: <https://
riviste.unimi.it/index.php/AMonline/article/view/19122/16904>.

Ricevuto: 14/01/2022 Approvato: 27/09/2022

DOI: https://doi.org/10.54103/2035-7680/19122

Versione 1, data di pubblicazione: 30/11/2022

Questa opera € pubblicata sotto Licenza Creative Commons CC BY-SA 4.0

Saggi/Ensayos/Essais/Essays
N.28 -11/2022 ISSN 2035-7680

118



