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Abstract

This study conducts a small corpus-assisted investigation on the linguistic ep-
istemic markers and attitudinal stance markers of English and Chinese news
headlines and discusses the possible similarities and differences. Results show
that in the Chinese news headlines, certainty stance markers and evidentiality
markers are more frequent, whereas in the English news headlines, hedging
stance markers and evaluation stance markers are more common. These diffe-
rences may be due to the differences in English and Chinese news value and news
writing modes.
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1. Introduction

Recent two decades have witnessed the growing interest in the study of stance
and stance-taking in linguistics and related disciplines (Biber et al., 1999; Du Bois,
2007; Channon, et al., 2018). Du Bois (2007) points out that one of the most im-
portant functions for people to use language is to express a certain stance. Stance

>«

is defined as the speakers’ “emotions, attitudes, value judgments or evaluations”
(Biber & Finegan, 1989) on the propositional meanings or the hearers’ utterances.
So far, researchers have investigated the definitions, features, categories of functions
of stance markers as well as their applications. Most studies concentrate on stance
markers in academic discourse. However, similar studies in news discourse, es-
pecially in news headlines, are still insufficient.

News headlines entail the summary and essence of contents of news reports,

functioning as a significant role in reporting news events. In other words, news
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headlines, as speech acts, mainly function to highlight the main contents of the
news reports and provide the most accurate information to readers and convey
emotions and evaluations regarding the stance of news contents. Therefore, news
headlines can highlight the opinions and stances of news reports. At present, the
vivid and objective states are more on the discourse features, functions, critical anal-
yses and interpersonal meanings of headlines, while the attitudes and stances re-
vealed in the news headlines are understudied.

It is evident that news headlines play a significant role in both English and
Chinese news, and they share some similar features: for instance, the meanings
of news headlines cannot deviate from the contents of news reports; the language
of news headlines should be concise and vivid to objectively state the information
in the news. In other words, both English and Chinese news headlines attempt to
deliver the most important and most novel information in the news reports to
the readers. Meanwhile, both English and Chinese news headlines potentially re-
flect the evaluations and attitudes of the reporters on the news contents. How-
ever, due to the differences of English and Chinese languages in terms of vocab-
ularies, grammar, rhetoric devices as well as different conventions in English and
Chinese media reports, English and Chinese news headlines would be likely to have
potential differences regarding the specific expressions and stances. Additionally,
since English news reports feature vivid languages and up-to-date information, in-
creasing English as Foreign Language (EFL) learners tend to learn English by
reading English news reports, which plays a vital role in motivating learners, en-
hancing their writing skills and acquainting themselves with foreign cultures.
However, Chinese EFL learners are often reported to have difficulty in interpreting
the ideologies behind the literal expressions of the news headlines and the con-
tents of news reports. Therefore, it is believed that knowing the differences of
stance markers in English and Chinese news headlines would constitute a good
start to help them obtain a deeper understanding of the “soul” of English news
reports.

Therefore, the paper aims to analyze the use of stance markers in news head-
lines and compare the similarities and differences of stance markers in both Eng-
lish and Chinese news headlines, with a view to exploring the possible impact of
different news values and interpersonal and interactional ideologies in English and
Chinese on the use of stance markers.

Before introducing the research design of the study in detail, we will discuss the
previous relevant studies on stance-taking and news headlines in English and Chi-

nese in the next section.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Previous Studies on Stance-Taking
Since 1970s, relevant studies on stance-taking have seen constant in-depth de-

velopment. In general, there are three main themes in the studies on stance-

taking abroad. The first theme focuses on the theoretical foundations and ana-
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lytical modes on stance-taking. For instance, Biber & Finegan (1989) have pro-
posed three categories of stance markers, and Hyland (2005) has put forward ana-
lytical framework for stance markers from academic discourse perspective, while
Du Bois (2007) has developed the mode of “stance triangle” from interactional
perspective. The second theme on stance taking studies concentrates on compara-
tive studies on stance taking, including stance taking expression between different
genres, genders, cultural backgrounds or disciplines. For example, Neff et al.
(2003) and Marinze (2005) compare the differences of stance markers between
users of native speakers and foreign language learners; and Coates (1996) com-
pares the similarities and differences between the use of stance markers by males
and females. The third theme of study concerns the diachronic study of stance
markers, and such studies include Biber (2004), who studies the use of stance
markers in four genres (plays, letters, newspapers and medical articles) from
1650 to 1990. To sum up, these studies on stance taking provide a comprehen-
sive basis for the research on stance taking and good reference for scholars in
China.

Studies on stance-taking started in the beginning of 21st century in China, and
both theoretical guidance of stance-taking and empirical applications have emerged.
For instance, Wang (2001), Yang (2003) and Hu (2009) have systematically intro-
duced the concepts of stance-taking and illustrated the specific realization forms
of stances. Meanwhile, empirical studies on stances have also increased in recent
years. Many scholars use second language learners as subjects of study to Chinese
EFL learners’ use of stance markers. For instance, Wang & Ma (2009) have con-
ducted a corpus-based study of the use of evaluation by Chinese EFL learners in
oral English, written English as well as speeches. All these studies have enriched the
understanding of the use of stance markers of EFL learners. However, the research
subjects relatively focus only on the EFL learners, while studies of stance markers on

other data are relatively rare.

2.2. Previous Studies on News Headlines

As one of the most striking features of modern newspapers, headlines have at-
tracted the attention of many scholars (Mardh, 1980; Van Dijk, 1988; Ludwig &
Gilmore, 2005). One theme of previous studies is related to the linguistic features
of English news headlines. For instance, Mardh (1980) conducts a thorough study
on the English newspapers and identified the typical linguistic features such as
the omission of articles, nominalizations, frequent use of complex noun phrases
in subject position and so on. Another theme concerns the functions of headlines
in news report. For example, Ludwig & Gilmore (2005) identifies four important
functions of headlines. A third perspective is a critical discourse analysis of news
headlines, and Van Dijk (1988) is one typical researcher in this field, with an em-
phasis on exposing the ideologies implied in the news headlines. In addition, there
are a few comparative studies of headlines in English and Chinese, though not that

many. For instance, Guo (1995) compares English and Chinese news headlines
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in terms of contents, forms and languages. Scollon (2000) conducts a study of five
consecutive days of three editions of the same newspaper in its Chinese and Eng-
lish editions, namely the Peoplé s Daily (Overseas and Home editions) and the Chi-
na Daily, and he concludes that the English headlines put the main points in the
headlines while the Chinese headlines mainly function to establish the setting or
background.

To sum up, though recent years has seen thriving development in the areas of
stance taking research and news headlines both abroad and in China, stance taking
in news discourse remains as an understudied area of exploration, let alone the com-
parative studies of stance markers in English and Chinese news headlines, and this

offers a potential interesting topic to explore.

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Theoretical Framework

The study adopts Biber et al. (1999)’s framework for classification of stance mark-
ers to investigate the stances revealed in English and Chinese news headlines. In
accordance with different semantic meanings of stances, Biber et a/ classify stan-
ce markers into three categories: epistemic stance, attitudinal stance and style
stance.

Epistemic stance evaluates the certainty, possibility and authenticity of the
propositional contents, and contains three sub-categories: certainty, hedging and
evidentiality. Certainty mainly emphasizes the degree of commitment to the infor-
mation in the proposition, helping establish authoritative stance; hedging implies
the unwillingness or inability to make completely certain expressions or evalua-
tions towards information in a proposition; and evidentiality refers to the evidence
for the judgment of the discourse, pointing out the connection of the textual infor-
mation to other discourse information.

Attitudinal stance refers to speaker’s attitudes, emotions or value judgments to-
wards a proposition and can be classified into two sub-categories: affect and eva-
luation. Affect mainly indicates the affective attitudes of the speaker towards the
topic, while evaluation reflects the value judgments of the speaker towards the
contents.

Style stance concerns evaluation of the speaker on the style of statement of the
proposition, reflecting the manners of the following discourse.

The theoretical framework is displayed in Table 1.

3.2. Methods and Research Questions

The study adopts a small-corpus-assisted mixed method by combining both quan-
titative and qualitative approaches. Quantitative approach is used marginally, only
aiming to provide an overview of distribution of various types of stance markers
in English and Chinese data, while a mainly qualitative approach is employed to
analyze the specific expressions of detailed epistemic and attitudinal stance mark-

ers in the context of the English and Chinese data.
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Table 1. Categories of stance markers.

Stance Markers

Certainty
Epistemic Stance Hedging
Evidentiality
Affect
Attitudinal Stance
Evaluation

Style Stance

The research questions for the study are as follows:

1) To what extent do the stance markers in English and Chinese news head-
lines differ?

2) What are the possible reasons for the differences of stance markers, if any,

in English and Chinese news headlines?

3.3. Data Collection and Description

A small corpus is built for the current study, with both English news headlines
and Chinese news headlines. English data for the study contain 200 randomly

selected news headlines from CNN News (https://www.cnn.com/), while Chinese

data for the study include 200 randomly selected news headlines from People’ s

Daily (http://paper.people.com.cn/). In China, the People’s Daily, which was first

published in 1946, serves as the most influential newspaper, with a daily print
circulation of 3 million. CNN News is also among the most influential American
news media. In order to achieve comparability and narrow down scopes for se-
lection of data, all the headlines selected are related to COVID-19 reports. The
time span covers over two years from January 2020 to February 2022, when the
COVID-19 pandemic attacked people all over the world. The researchers first col-
lect as many headlines as possible in these two media containing the key words
of COVID-19 pandemic, and choose about eight to ten items from these two me-
dia in each month. Altogether 200 items in each media are randomly chosen for
analysis for the study for the sake of manageability. All these headlines are collected

in a word file as the data sources.

3.4. Data Coding and Procedures for Data Analysis

The headlines in the data are carefully examined one by one, and all words and
expressions indicating attitudes and evaluations are coded, and then the catego-
ries of these words and expressions of stance-taking are determined based on the
previous mentioned theoretical framework. Two researchers with the background
of applied linguistics took part in the coding and negotiated the examples with
disagreement. After that, frequencies and distributions of each category of stance
markers are calculated and then similarities and differences of English and Chi-
nese news headlines are analyzed, with illustration of specific examples from the

context of English and Chinese headlines.
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Frequency of Distribution of Stance Markers

In general, the results show that stance markers are abundant in both English and
Chinese news headlines. In the English data, there are 152 stance markers (0.76 per
headline), while in the Chinese data, there are 210 stance markers (1.05 per head-
line). But frequencies of different kinds of stance markers vary in English and Chi-
nese news headlines (see Table 2 and Figure 1 for details).

It can be seen that in the English and Chinese data, both epistemic stance mark-
er and attitudinal stance markers account for the majority part, while style stance
markers are rare. This may be due to the characteristics of news headlines. As re-
gards to the distribution of sub-categories, in the English data, 90 instances (59.21%)
of stance markers of evaluations are found, followed by 28 instances (18.42%) of
stance markers of certainty, while only 34 instances of the rest three categories of
stance markers (hedging, evidentiality and affect) are found, accounting for 7.89%,
6.58% and 7.89% respectively.

Table 2. Frequencies of stance markers in English and Chinese news headlines.

English Chinese data
Categories
Frequencies Percentage Frequencies Percentage
Epistemic Stance Certainty 28 18.42% 64 30.48%
Hedging 12 7.89% 8 3.81%
Evidentiality 10 6.58% 80 38.1%
Attitudinal Stance = Affect 12 7.89% 12 5.71%
Evaluation 90 59.21% 42 20%
Style Stance 0 0% 4 1.9%
Total 152 100 210 100
style stance m
evaluation h
affect
evidentiality e
hedging il
certainty F
0 20 40 60 80 100
M English [ Chinese
Figure 1. Frequencies of stance markers in English and Chinese news headlines.
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Stance markers of evidentiality account for the biggest proportion, with 80 instances
(38.1%), followed by 64 instances (30.48%) of stance markers of certainty and 42
instances (20%) of stance markers of evaluation, and the rest categories of stance
markers of hedging, affect and style stance only constitute marginal proportion (less
than 10%).

Style stance markers are evaluation of manners of statement of propositions,
which cannot help make judgment on the contents of news, so it is more likely
to adopt epistemic and attitudinal stance markers, which can more directly re-
veal stance taking. In the following detailed analysis, focus will be put on the five
sub-categories in two categories, epistemic stance markers and attitudinal stance
markers, which enjoy the most popularity in the English and Chinese data, with

examples analyzed in the data.

4.2. Analysis of Epistemic Stance Markers in English and Chinese
News Headlines

1) Certainty

Stance markers of certainty show a relatively high degree of belief in the propo-
sition or viewpoint. They emphasize the writer’s viewpoints and refuse other opin-
ions or possibilities, strongly indicating the stance of the writer.

Data show that Chinese data have nearly twice as many as certainty stance mark-
ers in English data. In particular, in the Chinese data, there are more headlines
with words or expressions indicating obligations (%2l (must; have to), #fi% (sh-
ould), NfE (cannot), AR (should not), A% (do not)), which are put before the
verbs or adverbs, emphasizing that a certain event can or cannot happen under the
current circumstance, or stressing that a certain thing cannot or should not be done.
For example:

Example 1: JI5EREEP A MMIHL UGS (Strengthening Epidemic Prevention
and Control Must Be Prudent all the Time) (March 4, 2020, Peopl€ s Daily).

Example 2: [X TR KAIFIR: 5B R INEER % F 57 (The Head of the
Health Bureau in the District Was Dismissed: Dereliction of Duty on Epidemic Pre-
vention and Control Should Be Reprimanded) (February 1, 2020, Peopl€ s Daily).

In these two examples, “/%Zi” (must; have to) and “1%” (should) are obliga-
tion modal verbs. The certainty marker “/%Zi” (must; have to) in Example 1 stresses
that it is required to be strict and prudent in carrying out the COVID-19 preven-
tion and control. The certainty marker of “i%” (should) in Example 2 emphasiz-
es that officials with dereliction of power should be investigated for liability. Such
expressions are used frequently in our Chinese data, indicating the guiding ori-
entation of Chinese news headlines. In other words, Chinese news headlines are
in the big context of direction and policy-oriented guidance, so it seems that Chi-
nese news are more likely to adopt more certain tones to emphasize the decisive
commands, thus negotiating with the reader in more powerful evaluation means.
These stance markers of obligation may also indicate the authority of the news
source, especially when these obligations entail the commands or orders of the lead-

ing party of Chinese government.
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In the following two English examples, “must” and “should” are obligation cer-
tainty markers, indicating the certainty and mandatory requirement on people. The
first one indicates the stringent mask wearing policy in Kansas and the second one
highlights the scientific requirement for at-home COVID-19 test.

Example 3: Kansas governor says state employees must wear masks indoors re-
gardless of vaccination status (June 28, 2021, CNN News).

Example 4: What you should know about taking an at-home COVID-19 test
(February 2, 2022, CNN News).

However, such certainty markers with obligations are not that frequent in the
English news headlines in our data. The relatively rareness of such expressions may
indicate that in English news headlines, emphasis is usually put on the relatively
strong awareness of avoiding being too forceful or commanding.

2) Hedging

Stance markers of hedging reveal the cautious attitude towards the opinions,
extent of reliability and precision, and the use of such expressions indicates the
respect of the writer towards different ideas, with an emphasis on the objectivity
of the proposition and opinions. Hedging expressions leave room for negotiation
with regards to the writer’s opinions and judgment, and meanwhile, they are con-
ducive to easier acceptance of the information delivered.

In our data, it is shown that there are not many hedging expressions in both da-
ta sets, and more hedging expressions are found in English news headlines. A fur-
ther analysis reveals that the majority of the hedging expressions in Chinese news
headlines belong to precision hedging expression, as indicated in the example be-
low, with “/®” indicating “more than”:

Example 5: ANHUFE HIAL R IHIA 5 3600 44 80 & A E# bt % B (Never
Give up! More than 3600 COVID-19 Patients Aged over 80 Years in Hubei Were
Successfully Cured) (April 13, 2020, Peopl€ s Daily)

In comparison, in the English data of news headlines, both precision heading
expressions and reliability hedging expression are found. For instance:

Example 6: US reports more than 900,000 total COVID-19 deaths (February
4,2022, CNN News)

Example 7: CDC study: Unvaccinated 11 times more likely to die from COVID-
19 (September 11, 2021, CNN News)

In the first example, “more than” refers to precision hedging expressions, and
in the second English example, “more likely to” presents reliability hedging ex-
pressions, which enhances the reliability of the proposition, leaving room for the
reader to make judgment. In addition, Example 7 also has “CDC study”, indi-
cating source of the information (which is an example of evidentiality to be dis-
cussed in the next section). Therefore, in the English news headlines, it seems that
the reporters would be more cautious in writing so as to avoid sounding too ab-
solute.

3) Evidentiality

In the data, it is shown that there are more evidentiality expressions in the Chi-
nese data than the English data.
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In terms of the use of evidentiality markers, reporting evidentials are frequently
applied in both data. More specifically, the data of Chinese news headlines are
usually accompanied with authorities or experts, as indicated in the example
below:

Example 8: ANEFHEEHAREHAT? EREEZTFIR (No Traveling with-
out Getting a COVID-19 Vaccine? Response from the National Health Commis-
sion) (July 18, 2021, People s Daily).

Example 9: 3K3CR: sIRHIH FAEM R 2, v [ A0TE A X B a2
(Zhang Wenhong: The Worst Days Have Been Gradually Gone, and China Knows
How to Deal with COVID-19) (February 2, 2022, People s Daily).

In the first example, the organ “ TL{#Z:” (National Health Commission) is in
the headline, indicating official source of reply. The second example cites the say-
ings of expert Zhang Wenhong, and this direct quotation increases the credibil-
ity of the opinion in the report.

Such expressions are also found in the English data, and English news head-
lines normally have indications of source of information, as indicated in the ex-
amples below:

Example 10: Omicron is a concern but the US is in a “different place” in the
pandemic, US surgeon general says (December 2, 2021, CNN News)

Example 11: COVID-19 vaccination rates are lower among adults with disabili-
ties, according to Census Bureau survey data (August 6, 2021, CNN News)

In the first example, both the clear data source of “US surgeon general” and his
statements of “different place” are used to increase the authenticity of the report. In

the second example, “Census Bureau survey data” achieves similar effect.

4.3. Analysis of Attitudinal Stance Markers in English and Chinese
News Headlines

1) Evaluation

Evaluation stance markers express praise or condemnation on some acts, events,
words, belief, or motivations, so they can indicate the attitudes and stances of the
writers. Such uses are found in both English news headline data and Chinese news
headline data, and it seems that positive evaluations are frequently seen in the Chi-
nese data for the study, whereas negative evaluations are more frequent in the Eng-
lish data. The following are some examples:

Example 12: %" —2k, iX2% 90 J5{FFERI | (Well Done, Post 90s at the Front
Line of Fight against COVID-19) (February 13, 2020, Peopl€ s Daily).

Example 13: tH TZHZ: o [B sl 45 H % 5 E A3 KB (World Health Or-
ganization: China’s Successful Control of COVID-19 Is Worthy to Be Praised)
(September 8, 2020, People's Daily).

In these two example, both “UfF£[#]” (well done) and “IK#5” (worthy to be prai-
sed) deliver positive evaluation.

Example 14: Long COVID is a bigger problem than we thought (September
29, 2021, CNN News)

Example 15: Omicron vs. Delta: More mutations don’t necessarily make a mea-
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ner COVID-19 virus (November 30, 2021, CNN News)

In these two examples, “problem” and “don’t necessarily” both convey nega-
tive evaluation. Example 14 focuses on the negative aspect of long duration of
COVID-19, describing it as “a bigger problem”, and Example 15 indicates the
relationship between the two variants of COVID-19, Omicron and Delta, and
“don’t necessarily” conveys the negative evaluation of the expected common in-
ference of people, ie., “more mutations make a meaner COVID-19 virus”.

One of the possible reasons for this is due to the difference of values in news
report. Mainstream news reports in China like People’s Daily not only function
to deliver news contents, but also play the vital role of guiding social opinions,
carrying forward the main tone of society and advocating the policy of “positive
publicity”. Therefore, it is not surprising that in typical news report in People s
Daily, it may be natural to have reports to praise the truth and glorify the model
examples, while it is relatively rare to have negative aspects of social reality, neg-
ative or pessimistic emotions. Consequently, Chinese news headlines aim to achieve
the goal of positive guidance of news report, and the seriousness of Chinese news
reports in mainstream newspapers and political nature determine the positive
perspective of Chinese news report. In contrast, in the American news report,
generally speaking, individualism is advocated and conflicts are usually unavoida-
ble, and thus one of the main tasks of news report in CNN is to expose the poor
performances or negative acts, and its political orientation may not be that ob-
vious.

The tendency of more positive evaluations in the Chinese news headlines and
more negative evaluations in the English headlines in our data is consistent with
Lv (2020)’s study of COVID-19 reports in Chinese mainstream media and Eng-
lish mainstream media. Lv (2020) states that the tradition of praising tones in
Chinese official reports can be dated back to the Introduction to the Book of
Songs, and the kings and heroes in various dynasties were praised. In contrast, the
mainstream media in America usually criticize the president and the govern-
ment. This tradition is well reflected in the general tone of news reports in these
two cultures.

2) Affect

Affect stance markers can be used to convey personal emotions and subjective
attitudes, including both positive and negative markers, such as happy/sad, love/ha-
te, /interested/bored, etc. For example:

Example 16: BT 2156H (Salute to the Pioneers in Fighting against
COVID-19) (March 9, 2020, People's Daily).

Example 17: The NBA is back! Unfortunately, so are its COVID-19 skeptics
(September 28, 2021, CNN News)

In the examples above, “Z#{” (salute) and “unfortunately” indicate the emo-
tions of the news reporters, and they have clearly convey their attitudes to the
readers.

It is noteworthy that in both English and Chinese data, not many affect mark-
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ers are found. Maybe that is because too many affect markers would undermine
the objectivity of news report, so news reports try to minimize the involvement

of personal emotions and affect.

5. Conclusion

This study has analyzed the linguistic features of stance makers in English and
Chinese news report headlines in People’s Daily and CNN News on the COVID-19
pandemic. As to the answer to the first research question of the study, “to what
extent do the stance markers in English and Chinese news headlines differ”, the
results show that both English and Chinese news headlines contain varied stance
markers. Comparatively speaking, certainty stance markers and evidentiality stance
markers are more frequent in the Chinese data, whereas hedging stance markers
and evaluation stance markers are more frequent in the English data. In addition,
style stance markers are rare in both English and Chinese news headlines.

Regarding the second research question, “what are the possible reasons for the
differences of stance markers, if any, in examples of English and Chinese news
headlines”, through the analysis of the use of stance markers in English and Chi-
nese news headlines, some tentative answers may be provided. For one thing, these
differences may reflect the possible differences in the writing of the genres of news
reports in English and Chinese. For another, these differences may, to some ex-
tent, be attributed to the news values and news writing modes in Chinese and West-
ern news reports. In addition, as the data for the study come from two mainstream
media in America and China, the language and culture differences, as well as po-
litical ideologies entailed in these two media, are sure to contribute to the differ-
ences in stance markers of headlines. It is hoped that the study could shed some in-
sights into the teaching of English newspapers, news writing, translation of news
headlines between English and Chinese as well as the textbook compilation of news
discourse in English and Chinese.

Due to the limitation of the size of the small corpus used for this study, the re-
sults may not be generalizable to other bigger data size, but hopefully, it can offer a
point of departure for further studies in this field.

Based on this study, regarding potential directions for future studies, research-
ers may conduct a large-scale study of stance markers of news headlines in vari-
ous types of English and Chinese newspapers, both local and national, and expand
the subjects of study to news contents. Meanwhile, another potential interesting
area to explore would be an empirical study of translation strategies of various types
of stance markers based on parallel corpora of news headlines in English and Chi-
nese. Furthermore, analysis of stance markers in news headlines and headlines in
other genres such as magazines or new media forms like blogs may shed new in-

sights into studies in this field.
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