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Abstract: This paper, taking the perspective of pragmatic identity theory, investigates identity
construction of the elderly in Weibo news on public health emergency. 157 news reports are collected
from three Weibos People’s Daily, WuhanChina as well as Voice of Elderly to explore identity types
constructed and strategies adopted in constructing the elderly on Weibo. Results show the tendency of
positive and diversified construction of the elderly in China’s Weibo news on public health emergency.
Strategies in constructing the elderly involve identity modifications, identity foregrounding,
backgrounding, contrasting and identity shift and crossing.

Key Words: identity construction; public health emergency; Weibo news.

Resumen: Este articulo, tomando la perspectiva de la teoria de identidad pragmatica, investiga
la construccion de identidad de los ancianos en las noticias de Weibo sobre emergencias de salud
publica. Se recopilan 157 informes de noticias de tres Weibos: People’s Daily, WuhanChina y Voice of
Elderly, para explorar los tipos de identidad construidos y las estrategias adoptadas para construir
a los ancianos en las noticias de Weibo. Los resultados muestran la tendencia de la construccion
positiva y diversificada de los ancianos. Las estrategias para construir a los adultos mayores implican
modificaciones de identidad, tanto en un primer plano de identidad como en el trasfondo, asi mismo,
aparecen contrastes, cambios y cruce de identidades.

Palabras clave: construccion de identidad; emergencia de salud publica; Weibo noticias.
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1. Introduction

With the aging of the global population, the representation and
identity construction of the elderly group has received extensive attention
from sociology (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2007), communication (Bonnesen &
Burgess, 2004; Nussbaum & Coupland, 2004) and critical discourse analysis
(Fealy, Mcnamara, Treacy & Lyons, 2012), etc.

Representations are the totality of semiotic means by which items
and categories, individuals and social groups, along with their attributes
and values, are identified, thematized, focused, shaped and made
intelligible (Coupland, 2014: 242). In this sense, representing a class of
people, especially in media discourse, is more than merely referring to
them. Social groups can be represented in many different possible ways
(Van Leeuwen, 2008), with linguistic representations of social groups lying
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at the heart of both social integration and social division. When we classify
or name something, we always compare it to a conceptual prototype to
ask whether the object compared is normal or abnormal in relation to that
prototype (Gwyn, 1996, cf: Coupland, 2014).

In public discourses, the elderly tend to be represented as
vulnerable, fearful and weak (Pain, 2001) due to their categorical
distinction of chronological age, which gives rise to particular ways of
naming and referencing old people and distinct constructions of ageing
and age identities (Fealy et al, 2012). Particular naming and referencing
terms carry differences in positioning older people as not only a distinct
demographic category but as a group outside of or different to the average
citizen (Richardson, 2007). Besides, the previous studies seem to provide
some evidence for the pan-cultural character of ageism, which is found
widespread in both developed western countries (Bodner & Lazar 2008) and
in some eastern collectivist societies' (Cuddy, Norton & Fiske, 2005).

This paper adopts pragmatic identity theory (Chen, 2013, 2018) to
explore identity construction of Chinese elderly in Weibo news reports
on public health emergency. The study aims to offer an interpretation of
elderly people from a collectivist culture, which emphasizes the value of
filial piety and respect for elders (Sung, 2001), and in context of public
health emergency like Covid-19, which is causing untold fear and suffering
for older people across the world (Guterres, 2020).

2. Research Background

Since the 1970s, communication and aging research has concerned
age stereotyping, intergenerational communication, and ageism (Williams
& Ylanne-McEwen, 2000), particularly with the simultaneous growth in the
discipline of communication and in the population of older individuals across
the world (Nussbaum & Coupland, 2004). Mass media concerning elderly
people demonstrate the presence of both “positive ageism” and “negative
ageism” (Palmore, 1999), but negative stereotypes still predominate (Fealy
et al, 2012).

Representations of the elderly in television programs involve both
underrepresentation (Gerbner, Gross, Signorielli & Morgan, 1980; Prieler,
Ivanov & Hagiwara, 2016) and negative stereotypes (Harwood & Anderson,
2002; Robinson & Skill, 1995) and more and positive representation (Bell,
1992; Cassata & Irwin, 1997). The representation of the elderly is subject

"In their study, data about collectivist culture came from Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea.
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to gender difference (Gerbner et al., 1980; Prieler, et al, 2016), and ethic
discrimination (Elliott, 1984). The negative attitude towards ageing and
the lack of knowledge related to aging leads to “an extremely pessimistic
picture of older adults and the aging process” (Bonnesen & Burgess, 2004:
125). Ageing is equated with the look of ageing in commercialized discourses
(Coupland, 2009). Discursive constructions of identity in old age are often
with reference to health and social services utilization, giving rise to an
identity of dependency (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2007), a ‘problem’ in health
care provision (Reed & Clarke, 2010).

Innewspapersand magazines, the elderly have beenunderrepresented,
cast in minor roles, given negative description (Vasil & Wass, 1993; Evers
et al, 1998), and largely invisible (Murthy, Krumholz & Gross, 2004). In
nearly every study, elderly women are even more underrepresented than
elderly men (Vasil & Wass, 1993). Miller, Miller, McKibbin & Pettys (1999)
find an increase of negative portrayals of the elderly in US magazines. By
classifying language pertaining to the elderly, Martin, Williams & O’Neill
(2009) illustrates that most articles show a predominantly ageist view of
the elderly as a burden on society, often portraying them as frail non-
contributors. Fealy, et al (2012) investigate discursive formations of ageing
and age identities in newspaper texts, finding that five distinct identity
types collectively produce ageing and age identities of implied dependency
and otherness.

The elderly in Chinese media have gained attention since the 1980s
(Guo & Jin, 2014). Content analysis shows similar underrepresentation of the
elderly, especially elderly females (Ding, 2016), with more representations
of elderly people in cities than in countryside (He, 2015), and portrayed
as unhealthy, traditional and conservative (Yin, 2008). Attention is given
to specific groups of elderly people, like “empty nesters”, “elderly in
conflicts”, etc. Reports on empty nesters involve more and favorable
representations of females than males (He, 2015). The elderly in conflicts
are stigmatized through labelling strategy like “the old person falling
down” (Wang, 2012; Guo, 2014), or the journalist’s negative comments (Ge
& Wang, 2018). With the frame “the blackmailing elderly” gradually formed
(Zhang, 2017), different updated stories are produced, presupposing the
frame that “elderly people become evil” (Ding, 2017). Recent years, media
identity of Chinese elderly has become diversified. According to positive
discourse analysis, changing reference and name can shape negative
representation of the elderly (Tang, 2012). Positive frames like “heroic
narrative” are adopted in some main-stream media (Dai, 2014). Liu and Li
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(2017) compare identity construction of elderly people in newspapers and
Sina Weibo. Their findings suggest that positive narrative frameworks are
commonly used in newspapers, whilst in new media the negative narrative
frameworks are adopted and more diversified identities of the elderly are
constructed.

Currentresearchonelderly peoplein mediadiscourseis still insufficient
in proportion to the increasing number of elderly people in different
cultures despite the global attention to the issue. Besides, representations
of the elderly are often pragmatically reductive, homogenised as well
as pejorated. The increasing globalization has already encouraged more
fluidity of group definition, and less adversarial and more complex group
relations and representations (Coupland, 2014: 257). Whether there is
diversified representation of elderly people and whether it is a universal
culture of ageism deserve more empirical research on eastern culture.
Moreover, the pragmatic function of discourse in identity construction on
new media is not fully discussed. The current analysis of Weibo involves
a pragmatic perspective to reveal the diversity and complexity of elderly
people’s identity construction in media discourse.

3. Theoretical Framework

With the discursive turn of identity research (Benwell & Stokoe,
2006: 4), an increasing number of scholars started to explore the dynamic
construction, negotiation, management of identity in discourse (Antaki
& Widdicome, 1998; de Fina, Schiffrin, & Bamberg, 2006). Following this
constructionist approach, “identity is not fixed, pre-existent and one-way,
but dynamic, active and co-constructed online through discourse” (Chen,
2018: 1). Constructionist researchers emphasize identity as a process
embedded in social practice, where discursive practice plays a central role
(ibid: 24).

Chen (2013, 2014, 2018) proposes the notion “pragmatic identity”
and emphasizes the communicative nature of identity in context rather
than its social or psychological attributes. In this view, pragmatic identity
refers to the specific realization, application or fabrication of a certain
identity in communicative context. It is the contextualized self or other
identity selected by the communicator, consciously or unconsciously, or
other identity mentioned by the speaker or author in discourse. Pragmatic
identity can be approached as an interpretive resource, an illocutionary
resource, an interpersonal resource, an explanatory resource, and finally
as an evaluative resource (Chen, 2018).
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Identity is treated as the product of particular forms of‘discursive
work’(De Fina, et al, 2006: 2). Tracy and Robles (2013: 25-26) proposes that
the relationship between discursive practices and identities is a reciprocal
one. The specific discursive practice a person chooses will shape who he
or she is taken to be and who the partner is taken to be. The terms we
select in ordinary exchanges are an important way in which we build our
own identities and a fundamental part of how we alter cast others (ibid:
74). Based on Tracy and Robles (2013), Chen (2013, 2018) sums up types
of discursive practice related to identity construction, which include
codes, styles, discourse structures, discourse contents, discourse manners,
speech acts, person-referencing, grammar, lexicon, sounds of speech, and
paralinguistic features. Of all these, person referencing is taken in this
research as a salient strategy to construct the elderly in Weibo news. As
Bucholtz & Hall (2005: 594) proposes, the overt introduction of referential
identity categories into discourse is the most obvious and direct way that
identities can be constituted through talk. Besides, the circulation of such
categories within ongoing discourse, their explicit or implicit juxtaposition
with other categories, and the linguistic elaborations and qualifications
they attract all provide important information about identity construction
(ibid).

Apragmatic view of identity encompasses the interpretation of identity
in late modernity where “traditional boundaries of many sorts are loosened
and made available for more creative reworking” (Coupland, 2014: 256).
By destabilizing traditional binaries of cultural homogeneity, the pragmatic
perspective can help to explore the hybridity of identities and the underlying
ideological factors that contribute to elderly people in news reports.

4, Research Methodology

4.1. Research Questions

The study aims to address the following questions:

1) What identities of the elderly are constructed on Weibo in contexts
of public health emergency?

2) What pragmatic strategies are adopted in constructing identities
of the elderly on Weibo in contexts of public health emergency?

4.2. Data Description

Sina Weibo (simply Weibo in this study) is one of the most important
Wemedia platforms in China. By March 2020, Weibo had 550 million monthly
active users. Weibo has many similarities with Twitter, such as the word limit
of 140 characters for each post, with pictures, videos, the ‘addressivity’
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function realised by the @ symbol, the function of replying, commenting,
and reposting messages by users (Shen, 2019).

Data are collected from three Chinese Weibos People’s Daily (the
national newspaper), WuhanChina, the local government Weibo as well as
Voice of Elderly, the one for the elderly (from January 21 to April 8?). There
are 157 news texts concerning elderly people, 66 from People’s Daily, 56
from WuhanChina, and 36 from Voice of Elderly.

4.3. Data Analysis

Following Yuan (2020), we take into account both the fixed
properties and dynamic features of identity together. For the types of
identity constructed in specific contexts, we resort to disparate reference
process of labeling and other language choices made to explore various
representations of elderly people. Identity attributes such as gender, age,
physical condition, occupation, institution, residence, etc. are considered
in contextualized identity analysis. Then, pragmatic strategies on the
hybridity and complexity of old people’s identities and social-cultural
values are discussed.

5. Various Identities of the Elderly in Weibo News

References to people will almost always be linked with aspects of
identity (Tracy and Robles, 2013: 74). This section analyzes the specific
identities constructed through references and other language choices made
when characterizing elderly people. Data analysis of 157 news texts reveals
various identities constructed, for example: active fighters, generous
donors, optimistic patients, encouragers, the elderly in need, confirmed
(or dead) cases, non-cooperators in epidemic control and prevention. It is
noteworthy that these identities do not exist alone, but display complexities
within themselves or across different identities.

5.1. Active Fighters

Since the outbreak of Covid-19, doctors and nurses throughout the
whole country are rushing to the epidemic-stricken city, Wuhan. These
medical workers and volunteers are often portrayed as active fighters in
fighting Covid-19.

2 0On January 21 Covid-19 broke out in Wuhan and on April 8, Wuhan started lifting outbound travel
restrictions.
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(1) L&z
7]

TH23H, s aiyidifiiR . #EIX ] LE
i £ B B3l S AR 4 MR AT LA 4 JC%J:%E—@% ?ﬁ?ﬁu . D486%

S A A R TR R 2T L kAT, 2020/1/23

[Touching! A fully-armed 86-year-old expert of Respiratory Medicine
in Wuhan is seeing the patients. He smiled, “I have fans!”]

On January 23, the whole city of Wuhan is fighting against COVID-19.
Dong Zonggqi, director of Respiratory Medicine at Wuhan Children’s Hospital
and winner of Lifelong Achievement Award for Chinese Pediatrician is fully
armed on the front line. His offspring were worried... The 86-year-old man
smiled and comforted them: “l have fans! ....” WuhanChina, 2020/1/23

In this example, the 86-year-old doctor is constructed as a fully-
armed fighter in the pandemic war. The reference term in the headline
highlights his age, place, major, expertise and his light mood. The word
“fans” reveals the confidence and pride of the doctor, who regards himself
as an idol of patients. In the news text, the doctor is given a lot of identity
modifiers, such as “FEW ARl (respiratory department), “d[E [EEIfiZk &
Bt (the lifelong achievement award for Chinese Pediatrician), “86
%" (86-year-old), and proper name, which strengthen his expertise and
experience with a definite reference. While people over 80 are expected to
receive help and care, in this example, the adverb“%<%” (with a smile) and
speech act verb “Z/#” (comfort) highlight Doctor Dong’s competence and
calm in offering professional help. In addition to medical workers, some
elderly volunteers also act as active fighters, who are often given the agent
roles and whose actions are described with positive verbs.

5.2. Generous Donors

In addition to professionals, who participate in the war directly, some
ordinary people contribute to the fight indirectly. They donate money,
masks or even promise to donate their body for medical research when
they pass away. In the following example, the reference term and the
speech act verbs work to indicate the elderly’s occupation, competence
and generosity.

(2) [ PR IREFTE1200000 % i, KEHS: %%jtal

31H, IWARHME, —{7k# PIETFRIRSS, REREA L5 5
IREFT, BOR — AR B GBI IR T REITIT A, EL;EUﬂ%JE
B, —k4UREE: RN NARRMENM, RE—mo8, KRBT
L. NRHAK, 2020/1/31
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[Sanitation Grandpa donated 12,000 yuan at the police station and
immediately left with a note: Urgency! To Wuhan.]

On the 31st, in Rizhao, Shandong, a grandpa in sanitation hat came
to West Lake Police Station of Donggang Public Security, put down a paper
bag and left. The police found 12,000 yuan in the bag and a note read: “
Urgent transfer to Wuhan and cheer for the angel in white!...Donggang
Sanitation.” People’s Daily, 2020/1/31

In this example, a new term “*£ T2 K 45" (Sanitation Grandpa) is coined
to refer to the elderly man, highlighting his occupation. Grandpa is given
the agent role in the description, who donated money and left without
words. The verb “}5” (donate) in the headline displays the old man’s ability
to help others. “Z4 & ! (Donggang Sanitation) with which the note was
signed makes his donation institutional instead of being personal. Grandpa’s
immediate leaving also shows his insistence, with no chance to be refused.

5.3. Warm-Hearted Encouragers

As patients, elderly people in hospital are usually taken care
of by doctors and nurses. However, they also serve to offer comfort,
encouragement or care to doctors and nurses, which can be represented by
different reference terms and speech act verbs.

(3) Uiz —%: ! fsciRyIZ TP N ST A% 4L]

PUREFE kIR s, BRI M R A DO L B fE, & Bk
BREHERSLDERMZI . W, sk SHELEUmPE N, R
ITERSZT Y R4 N R AL, /R4 5o 7, NIl 7R 7
WOAC: Bk AEAE D PRI Z4EZ 7, 2020/3/4

[ Retweet it! A veteran and medical staff salute each other]

Zhang Zhaotang, a veteran of Korean War, still carried his precious
certificates of merit and old photos when he was treated in Wuhan
Huoshenshan Hospital. Grandpa Zhang saluted and encouraged medical
workers, “All of you are making contributions!” Medical workers saluted
back, saying: “Grandpa had made contributions earlier, setting a example
for us!” Netizens: “Such spirit has been passed down from generation to
generation! Thumb up for you!” Voice of Elderly, 2020/3/4

In the headline, two reference terms “%It” (veteran) and “EE#' A
1” (medical staff) are put together as both subject and agent, indicating
their equality. When Grandpa Zhang saluted and encouraged medical workers,
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“HRATTERSL IS (You are making contributions), medical staff saluted back,
“Grandpa made contributions earlier...!”, which confirms grandpa’s identity
as “senior contributors”. Usually people who can offer encouragement and
compliments are powerful, competent and experienced. The patient identity
is backgrounded to parallel the contributions to the country made by both
veterans and doctors. A quote from a netizen “#i kfH{&” (passing on the
cause) indirectly puts Grandpa as the predecessor and medical workers as
the younger generation within the same group of contributors.

5.4. Optimistic Patients

Some elderly people, though being infected and treated in hospital,
are trying to be cooperative with optimism in fighting the disease. They,
as patients, encourage each other and share with other patients the
experience of getting well and being cured.

(4) [BEW#KH1L86%5 ik MZ LI 2] E#]

KL PR B e =Bl X 86 4 M B E M T4, —HEMWICHEEN XK
BEBe )2 tt, WlLLAP AT R iR A A . F R B 0 0 AR S
P “HHRSE, RATRIBBEEHKIE ! 1905 &2, 1811005 # 24! N
M, PR EUAAN, 2020/2/28

[The heart-warming appointment between the 86-year-old patient in
Huoshenshan Hospital and his wife].

Grandpa Yang, an 86-year-old patient in Ward One of Infection Division
Three in Huoshenshan Hospital, had been concerned about his wife, who
was in another hospital, but .... The nurses became “phone messengers”.
The grandmother’s optimistic voice came out, “We will get well soon!... We
will live to be 90, fighting for 100! “ Come on, best wishes €. WuhanChina,
2020/2/28

This news is about the elderly couple’s happy appointment. In both
the headline and the news body, Grandpa Yang is described as an 86-year-
old patient. With the help of the nurses, he got encouragement from his
wife: “We will get well soon ...” The grandma’s optimistic voice and the
couple’s appointment give confidence to each other, to medical workers
as well as the anxious public. The heart symbol ¥ at the beginning and
the end strengthens this sense. Elderly people are often considered easily
infected for their physical weakness. News that some patients, especially
the elderly group, are cured, conveys the positive message that virus is not

3 “#ixL” and “37.Th”are usually used in military discourse.
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that terrible. In this situation, patients’ good mood is infectious and being
cured means being a victory.

5.5. Elderly People in Need

Elderly people are often regarded as weak physically and
psychologically. When they are described as people in need, they are often
given a special reference label and regarded as the passive patient.

(5) L 22 N\ R 2 i P R o S A ]

FERG—PIR, RS KR, HRE ET6 L I E 2 N
o EWERAEE, MREFHOZALEARE, W AZNLER: AR
WA, WM. " 292/, 2020/2/24

[An elderly person living alone says the policeman is her spiritual
support]

Every day or two, Liu Jun, the chief of Central South police station, ...
comes to visit the 76-year-old Grandma Li who lives alone. ...Officer Liu is
worried that the elderly lady cannot take care of herself after the outbreak
of epidemic, so he often .... In grandma Li’s eye, “He is not only a friend,
but also a spiritual support for me.” Voice of Elderly, 2020/2/24

The elderly woman is nominated as “J#tJ& N\ (elderly person living
alone) to put her as a member of the group in need, not only for material
help, but for spiritual support. The reference term “76% f{jJf J& & \ 25 %%
#” (Grandma Li, a 76-year-old person living alone) makes salient “age”
and “living alone”, with only her surname given, while the policeman who
offers help is given the full name. Elderly people are often put as the
grammatical object or semantic patient to describe their passive roles who
need love and care.

5.6. Confirmed or Dead Cases

When elderly people are confirmed, treated in hospital, but finally fail
to be cured, they become a member of the unfortunate group. In contrast
to being cured, being confirmed or dead is always discouraging.

(6) [#RIEBEINEBIIET I E#, #REEA AT EBIBE T B R ti# ]

2HS5HE R, RE— 48 B bR 2 il & 82 ) H .., 9 RIEEE
BIBE T i . FET- i 250085, Z, 665, REMFEIRX ALARH
#, 2020/2/5

[#The first death case in Tianjin# #Tianjin announced rescue

measures for the first death case#1]

On the early morning of February 5, a confirmed case of Covid-19 in
Tianjin developed the syndrome of .... The patient was ... the first death
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case in Tianjin. The death case was the 50" patient, female, 66 years old,
from Baodi District... People’s Daily, 2020/2/5

This example highlights the basic information of the elderly woman
as a confirmed and dead case, without other personal information. The
headline highlights her being the first death case in Tianjin. The news body
gives further information, the 50th case within the confirmed group. The
ordinal numbers “E#” and “Z5501]” serve to strengthen their group
identities. Then, other information about gender, age and residence, etc.
is given.

5.7. Non-Cooperators

Some elderly people, not realizing the seriousness of virus, do not
wear masks, nor report the information when they or their family are
infected with the disease. They are often constructed as non-cooperators.

(7) [EBHE ! #E AHUE 20055 1 s, A 2L e ]

TN ZEWIHE T, XA AT AL L RAS 810 B AN 22
RN ZEL B~ A X A 2 KBRS AT, AR IR AN CIR . PAC:
R — TR, Wil ARHBR2020/1/29

[High-technology! #The drone called out an old grandma to wear a
mask#, don’t go around=

The drone: Stop looking, grandma! This is our village’s drone. If you
don’t wear a mask, please don’t go around. So many people in our village
can’t persuade you that we must send a drone to remind you. Netizens
comment: Please send a drone here to urge my grandpa! People’s Daily
2020/1/29

In this example, “ZZ#345” (elderly Grandma) is used to construct a
naughty family member, warned by an inanimate drone to wear a mask.
Employing a mysterious hi-tech product is a humorous way of disciplining
elderly people who do not observe the rules. “IMA{/J#f” (our village), with
the tone of neighbors, works to mitigate the warning tone. The emoticon =
in the headline, which conveys a sense of self-mockery, functions to weaken
the seriousness of discipline. For serious non-cooperators who intentionally
conceal the infection with the disease, their personal identities are usually
obscured with reference terms like “Surname+mou” or put as agents of
negative verbs.

Among the seven types of identities constructed, the first three types
are positive-oriented, while the final two types are negative-oriented, the
fourth and the fifth stand in between. More positive identities tend to be
represented as definite and specific through proper names and positive
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modifiers and portrayed as agent roles of positive verbs, while more
negative identities tend to be represented as indefinite, general or hidden
and portrayed as patient roles or with negative verbs.

6. Pragmatic Strategies of Constructing the Elderly in Weibo News

Identities are complexes of meaning potential, waiting to be triggered
or activated or made salient under particular circumstances (Coupland,
2009: 855). They emerge only in relation to other identities within the
contingent framework of interaction (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005: 605). When
providing the identity information, the journalist often adopts some
modifiers to expound on the relevant figures (Lee, 2010), to specify or
strengthen a certain identity, obscure or conceal the identity involved. In
this section, we focus on complex interactions among different identities,
which involve identity modifications, identity associations, and identity
shift and crossing.

6.1. Identity Modifications

The specificity of an entity is often a function of accompanying
modifiers, increasing in degree with the elaboration of the details of its
identifying attributes (cf, Chen, P. 2009: 1660). The consideration of all the
accompanying identity information reveals the identity complexity of the
elderly. The simplest reference contains one identity message, such as “old
person”, “Grandma”, “patient”, while the complex expression contains at
least 2 identity messages, as the followmg example shows.

(8) [98% ! #4 i £

3SAH1TH B4, E!zzéﬁﬁu ¢ B ‘ &

B AV N DL FE AL L R eV B B e .. )\E El?l?i 2020/3/1
[98 years old! #The oldest cr1t1cally ill patient nationwide is
discharged from hospital #]

On March 1st morning, the oldest critically ill patient of covid-19 so
far in China, Hu Hanying, aged 98, was cured and discharged from Wuhan
Leishenshan hospital. ...People’s Daily, 2020/3/1

In this example, the reference term underlined contains 23 Chinese
characters, 7 identity messages, as “4=[E” (nationwide) , “fE#tH K”

(the oldest) , “HFrffize” (Covid-19) , “JEHfE” (critically il , “&
#” (patient) , “98%” (98-year-old) , “Hi#%”(senior), among which
three phrases highlight the age, three are related to the patient identity,
one about the place. All the modifiers work together to construct a round
character with more identity information instead of a flat one with a single
identity and the proper name makes the identity specifiable.
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Chinese noun phrases tend to put modifiers before head nouns,
making the reference very long. The frequently used reference terms are
structured like “EJX 87 % #£4%” (87-year-old grandma in Wuhan), “87% i
EPRHA#% 7 (a 87-year-old veteran who participated in Korean war), etc.
From cognitive perspective, salient aspects of identity are often selected
as modifiers of noun phrases especially in headlines to get attention from
readers.

6.2. Identity Associations

Discursive constructions of age identity occur in association with other
identities, and certain identities get foregrounded, such that one identity
gets privileged over another (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2007), which, in contrast,
is backgrounded. Another possibility is juxtaposing two or more identities
to form a contrast. In this section, identity foregrounding, backgrounding
or contrasting are discussed to explore the identity associations between
different individuals/groups.

6.2.1 Foregrounding

Cognitively speaking, more important or positive individuals or
groups are often given more attention and more salient description.
Identity foregrounding means a certain identity intentionally mentioned
or highlighted when unnecessary (Chen, 2018:123). In this study, it mainly
involves identity comparions of two individuals or groups, as the following
example illustrates.

(9) DELETREFIZR 605 25 TENZ RS N A D

THA3THM, — 5K P2 BT IR A AR AR R nZ R 00 R H EAE I A
SAMDMAEENA T . B BRI ERA I A D AR, 54608, RILEXH
e BE B i — 40 R A BT b R B R il R el R AE Je, RS X
(%2002 4 e N TR AR EAF T A CHA Y, TFEhERAmA 4. K
kAT, 2020/2/2

[ Not having gone home for 7 days, a 60-year-old doctor eating in the
corridor moved netizens]

On the evening of January 31, a photo of a doctor with gray hair sitting
and eating in the corridor in Wechat moments moves numerous netizens.
The doctor in the photo is called Zhu Shaohua, aged 60, is a chief physician
of internal medicine department at Jiangxia Hospital of Traditional Chinese
Medicine. After the outbreak of Covid-19, Zhu Shaohua and over 200 medical
staff in the hospital signed their names on the petition, volunteering for
frontline work. WuhanChina, 2020/2/2

This news foregrounds “60% ZP<4:” (a 60-year-old doctor), with
grey hair, eating in the corridor, in sharp contrast to “A/>K&” (quite a
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few netizens) as a nameless, fuzzy group. In a similar way, the doctor as
an individual specified through proper name is highlighted against over 200
doctors/nurses in volunteering for frontline work. In this manner, a heroic
doctor is constructed among the medical group. Usually, the model or those
worthy of more attention among a group are foregrounded; in fighting
against pandemic, active fighters, warm-hearted volunteers, and the
eldest, the critically ill patient are more salient and given more attention.

6.2.2 Backgrounding

Backgrounding or shadowing strategy is often used to eliminate or
weaken a certain identity (Chen, 2018: 125). In news reports about negative
events as breaking rules (Xu, 2013) or heavy illness or infections (Liu, 1996),
the identity is often obscured through “Surname + mou/moumou*” or other
generic nouns, because the focus is on the event, instead of the person
concerned.

(10) [#91% = 1%
EBB}‘JD’ Eaﬁﬂﬂzuzﬂﬁjﬁm/n TR .
Ho ‘~ :
Kttfliesy ﬁ ﬁ/ﬂkﬂ‘ﬁ 2020/2/7

[A 91 year -old senior patient with Covid-19 is cured and discharged
from hospital ]

On the morning of Feb 7%, Wang Mou, a 91-year-old senior patient
with Covid-19 is discharged from The Third People’s Hospital in Yichang.
This is the oldest patient cured to date. “The old person benefits from
earlier diagonosis...” introduced by Du Debing, head of the rescue expert
group of Covid-19 in Yichang, Deputy director of The Third Hospital in
Yichang... WuhanChina, 2020/2/7

The news adopts the reference “91% &4 (1157 e fiti ¢ % T 52 (Wang
Mou, a 91-year-old elderly patient with Covid-19), which highlights the
information about age and disease but without giving full name, while the
doctor is given a lot of authoritative identity information as well as proper
name. The patient is backgrounded in contrast to the doctor in this doctor-
patient dichotomy; the purpose is to introduce the process of treatment.
When old people are constructed as patients in need of care, usually their
age and disease are highlighted, other identity attributes backgrounded,
while in contrast, doctors and nurses who offer treatment and help are
often given specific and definite references.

H LK e = NRER
“%)\éﬁ%?? Hfﬁ ?/‘SFE’J”‘“

4 See Jin Yingzhe & Chen Xinren (2020) on Mouren in Chinese as a definite reference.
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6.2.3 Identity Contrasting

Social identity is also constructed within discourses of dichotomy,
such as young-old, male-female, professional-non-professional, and so
forth (Pain 2001). In this study, elderly people are often put in parallel with
other groups to form different kinds of dichotomies.

(11) [490J" T “90)5 " HotoR ! ]

A FK AR WO T —HERFIREI 9057, AT R 2%
BEERALZN, ME. BEMATFK K &2 -2 HFER0EESF A
. EHEZHE, 2020/3/5

[ “Post 90s” are looking after “Post 90s”. My honor!]

...A group of “post 90s”, in their 90es or 100s, are admitted to a
maternal and child health hospital and are treated and looked after by
young post 90s in their 20s. ... Voice of Elderly, 2020/3/5

In this example, both young medical workers and elderly patients are
nominated as “90/5” (post-90s) to form an identity contrast. The term “90
J5” is ambiguous in referring to both young people born in the 1990s and
the elderly who are in their 90s. Through the same reference, the doctor-
patient dichotomy gives way to solidarity between two generations.

(12) (942 BE2E2E 4655 L) LT RHS 1

VT, LSRR L) LR E RO R TR, LE A £ BT T RR
¥, 945 WA BRI LI A 2 . BHIFHE, 65% LN
i e A, EE IR SRS . R AR (I
FiEY « BANZH, 2020/2/21

[A 94-year-old mother reported her 65-year-old daughter playing
mahjong]

Recently, when noticing that her daughter locked the door of their
mahjong room so as to secretly play mahjong inside, the 94-year-old granny
Yuan immediately reported to the village. After criticism, the 65-year-old
daughter realized her serious mistake and volunteered to join the service
for epidemic prevention and control. Netizens: hardcore version of “listen
to your mom”. Voice of Elderly, 2020/2/21

In this example, the title highlights an identity contrast between
“94-year-old mother” and “65-year-old daughter” through the “reporting”
act. In a pandemic-stricken situation, the mother-daughter relationship
gives way to the reporter-reported relationship. The 94-year-old mother,
an active fighter, seriously follows the rules of control and prevention
against Covid-19, while the 65-year-old daughter just played. This identity
contrast also stimulates the stereotypical relationship between an anxious
mother and a rebellious daughter in Chinese family. The quote from netizens
echoes this contrast: Listen to mom!
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6.3. ldentity Shift and Crossing

Identity is shifting dynamically within ongoing discourse or
chronologically with the change of reporting purpose. As Bucholtz & Hall
(2005: 606) says, “Any given construction of identity ... is therefore constantly
shifting both as interaction unfolds and across discourse contexts”. The
following two examples illustrate the identity shift in the current situation
or across different contexts.

(13)  [ORFFEFOA D sUNETT M bRl R — 4T K. B K
Aok #]

OH, Wb . LA, Ebra oy feB b i R A A
oy B — AT RN, WA= ADERA KT, A &L, —)
TR BUR AT, 2020/2/10

[Be positive! Medical staff and patients are playing taiji in Wuhan
Makeshift hospital-Grandpa patient is teaching]

On Feb 9, Wuhan, Hubei. Medical staff and patients are playing
taiji in makeshift hospital built at the international conference and
exhibition centre about nine o ‘clock in the morning, with a “grandpa
patient”. ... Netizens: everything is good when you are in a good mood. ¥
WuhanChina, 2020/2/10

In the headline, “4:” (doctors) and“ & # ” (patients) are put together
with an identity contrast. The stereotypical doctor-patient division is
eliminated in this makeshift hospital when they are playing Taiji together.
Moreover, the elderly patient, who is usually in the weak position, now
is shifting to take the lead in this new group temporarily formed, which
presupposes that Chinese elderly are experienced in playing Taiji. This is
a group with love and strength, appealing to more medical workers and
patients. The cooperation between doctors and patients will surely defeat
the pandemic war.

In example (14), the construction of the elderly person is shifting in
different news reports chronologically.

(14) a (#2020 76 A (A E#, ZIEH0! ]

3HSH, ®PURPNRER R, b 58 o7 A FLEE A L 48 A
MCTigH, FrEfE TR, IkC@FERE1IAN A N878 Z A e E T — Ik AiE
MH%. ARH#k, 2020/3/5

[The warmest scene in 2020! Unforgettable!]

On March 5, at Renmin Hospital of Wuhan University, Liu Kai, a doctor
from Shanghai assisting medical team, stopped for the 87-year-old man,
who has been in hospital for one month, to enjoy the sunset on their way
back from a CT scan. ... People’s Daily, 2020/3/5
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b [#F& 4 2 AL 1 Hik#]

K N — 5K B AE IR B & &7 BRI Fr, 875 BBt il ¢ 3% F iRz 3| 1
RZRVE. OEG EEMREEET AR, SR, FEROEES BT T
—ih GEH) . ARB#k, 2020/4/7

[The old person who watched the sunset plays “Departing”]

For a photo of enjoying the sunset, Wang Xin, a 87-year-old patient
of Covid-19 has been given a lot of attention. ..To extend gratitude to
Shanghai medical team and Chengdu medical team, Wang Xin is playing the
violin “Departing” in the setting sun. People’s Daily, 2020-4-7

From March 5 to April 7, a series of reports are given on the elderly
person, whose identity is shifting from a passive patient lying in bed to an
active artist playing the violin for the medial team. In (14a), the elderly
man is portrayed as “#i A\” and “{Efii—ANHIM87% &4 (a 87-year-
old man in hospital for one month), who enjoys the sunset with the help
and care offered by the doctor. In (14b), the elderly man playing the violin
is given the definite reference. Along with the recovery, the portrayal of
the elderly man is becoming healthy, competent and specified. This identity
shift is accomplished through different references - a bare noun “Ji A”
(patient), an indeterminate noun phrase “# H7& A5 (an old person
watching the sunset), and finally, a definite noun phrase “87% K77 fifi %8
B EFK” (Wang Xin, the 87-year-old patient with Covid-19).

Coupland (2014: 247) mentions a creative means by which individuals
or groups fashion identities for themselves, “crossing”, where speakers
invoke apparently outgroup speech norms and rework them. Identity shift
and crossing is echoing another concept “hybridity”, developed in post-
colonial theory (Ashcroft, et al., 1998). In representing the third party,
identity crossing also occurs. In this paper, identity shift and crossing
functions to eliminate the division between different groups, or to reverse
the relationship between different groups. Identity construction of elderly
people in Weibo news demonstrates the diversification and hybridity instead
of stereotypical description.

7. Conclusion

In contexts of public health emergency, elderly people are constructed
as more positive-oriented with definite reference than negative with
indefinite or obscure reference, but not categorized in polarized terms of

5 This phrase is taken from another report during the recovery, which is omitted for limited space.
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‘Us’ and ‘Them’. Identities construction of elderly people exhibit a distinct
feature of hybridity and heterogeneity through the pragmatic strategies
of identity modifications, identity associations, identity shift and crossing.
Many elderly people, the stereotypically weak, become competent
contributors, instead of being a burden, when the pandemic disease is
striking the whole country. This finding is different from previous studies
in that the vigilance-based principle of the negativity bias (Jing-Schmidt
& Jing, 2011; Rozin & Royzman, 2001) does not beset China’s Weibo news
in this context, where readers have been expecting good news rather than
negative ones.

This is related to the nature of China’s journalism, the health
emergency as a kind of “disaster”, and the ideological notion of Chinese
family culture (Chen, 2019). Chinese journalists are asked to ‘contact the
people’, ‘be close to people’s sentiments’, and ‘speak for the people’
(Guo & Li, 2012). In reporting the pandemic situations, journalists tend to
be sympathetic with elderly people, regarding them as family members.
Besides, the values of “filial piety”, or “respect for elders” etc. are deeply
rooted in the Confucian teachings that have helped to shape East Asian
cultures (Sung, 2001). As the easily infected group, the elderly are expected
to be given the top priority. If they can be cured, the public can have
more confidence. Different from the “conflict” frame to add drama to the
news story (Nussbaum & Coupland, 2004: 385), the media frame “nation is
family”, influenced by Chinese ideology of “close like one family” (Chen,
2019), is adopted in Weibo news reports on elderly people in public health
emergency situations. Chinese Weibo news reports follow Guterres (2020)
and aim to “respect the rights and dignity of older people” and “to build
more inclusive, sustainable and age-friendly societies”.
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