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Exploring linguistic features, ideologies, and critical
thinking in Chinese news comments
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This study explores linguistic features, ideological beliefs, and critical thinking in news

comments, which are defined as the comments from readers to news posts on social media

or platforms. Within the overarching framework of critical discourse analysis, a sociocognitive

approach was adopted to provide detailed analyses of the studied constructs in sampled

news comments. In terms of the data collection and analysis, sampled social media, news

columns, and news comments were selected, and then 19 college students were interviewed

for their responses to different news topics. The primary findings of the study include: (1)

personal and social opinions are representations of ideological beliefs and are fully presented

through news comments, (2) these personal and social ideological beliefs may diverge or

converge due to critical thinking, (3) critical thinking helps commenters form their personal

and social ideologies, and then helps them choose the linguistic forms they believe fit their

news comments, (4) news topics, however, vary in informing commenters’ critical thinking

ability. Finally, a sociocognitive model for studying linguistic forms, ideologies, and critical

thinking was proposed in the study.
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Introduction

Over the decades, the majority of the existing literature on
news text has focused on how the news is framed from an
author’s perspective; however, research on news text from

commenters is far less developed. Therefore, we chose a specific
type of underdeveloped news text, i.e., news comment, as the focal
text for this study. In the study, news comments were not defined
as the long commentary articles professionals or journalists write
to comment on specific news; instead they were the real-time,
short comments or prompts from readers. We took the theore-
tical premise from van Dijk (1997) that news text is ideological in
nature (p. 197) and explored how critical thinking and linguistic
forms, as different constructs, may inform the commenters of
revealed ideologies through a specific news text. Before we ela-
borate on the theoretical framework, we present some synopses of
the terms or constructs, i.e., ideology and critical thinking, the
focal components of the study.

Van Dijk (2006) defined ideologies as “systems of ideas” and
sociocognitively “shared representations of social groups, and
more specifically as the axiomatic principles of such representa-
tions” (p. 115). Ideologies are thus “the basic frameworks for
organizing the social cognitions shared by members of social
groups, organizations or institutions” (van Dijk, 1997, p. 18) and
penetrate all discourse and communication, including media text
as one of the predominant forms. From a critical literacy per-
spective, Tolson (2001) argued that the informational content
conveyed through the mass media is ideology-based; it repro-
duces and strengthens social relations between the oppressed and
the oppressors. Therefore, news commentary, as one type of
media text, shows the audience’s attitudes towards a particular
news, topic, or event; it conveys the ideological beliefs that
audiences hold about the news, topics, or events. Fairclough
(2006) argued that understanding how audiences interpret and
respond to the news is helpful to analyze their ideologies. How-
ever, the explicitness or vagueness of the ideological beliefs
revealed through media discourse or news text makes research on
this topic difficult.

Ideologies include cognitive and social ideologies and these two
types of ideologies may converge or diverge. We argue that the
convergence or divergence of these two types of ideologies
depends on critical thinking, another construct that we explore in
the study. The notion of critical thinking may be traced to dif-
ferent fragmented tenets of critical discourse analysis (CDA). At
the same time, it is one of the core components in interpreting
discourse and text (Fairclough, 2006). Critical thinking is related
to the notion of reflexivity in some classic CDA works; it may
refer to both a general principle of doing scientific research and a
property of language use, subjectivity, or practice (Chouliaraki
and Fairclough, 1999; Feustel et al., 2014; Zienkowski, 2017). For
example, Fairclough (2010) stated that

“Late modernity is characterized by increasing reflexivity
including language reflexivity, and people need to be
equipped both for the increasing knowledge-based design
of discursive practices within economic and governmental
systems, and for critique and redesign of these designed and
often globalized practices” (p. 603).

Multiple approaches have been used to study linguistic fea-
tures, ideologies, and critical thinking. Studying these constructs
is a challenging task. Because the complex world is dynamic and
changes regularly, a specific and individual framework may not
be able to interpret or explain the constructs thoroughly. Fur-
thermore, some the focal components or tenets of some theories
or frameworks may overlap, which complicates the selection of a
theoretical framework. For the current study, we decided to
pinpoint our focal constructs and then align these constructs with

appropriate theories. While CDA has been applied to studies on
language and ideology for decades, it has rarely been considered
with regard to news comments, particularly in the Chinese con-
text. This research thus aims to study the linguistic features of
news comments through major social media in China and to
further explore ideological and critical thinking incidents in these
commentary responses. Specifically, we attempt to explore the
following issues: (1) the typical linguistic forms, ideologies, and
critical thinking in news comments and (2) how these constructs
inform each other in news comments.

Theoretical considerations
Under the overarching concept of CDA, different focal approa-
ches or schools have developed over the years, including but not
limited to: Fairclough’s Critical Approach, Wodak’s Discourse-
historical Approach, and van Dijk’s sociocognitive approach
(SCA). Fairclough’s approach has been regarded as the founda-
tional and most classic approach. It perceives language as a social
process in which discourse produces and interprets text; however,
this process is not random or free but is socially conditioned.
Fairclough’s approach has infrequently focused on media text,
which then has been extended and developed by Wodak and van
Dijk. Unlike Fairclough’s approach, Wodak’s approach focuses on
a macroperspective as national identity and is concerned with
strategies that can be adapted to achieve specific political and
psychological goals. To understand this bigger picture, Wodak’s
approach includes historical analysis and considers the socio-
cultural background of the text studied. In terms of media text
study, Wodak and Busch (2004) analyzed different approaches in
media text, from mapping out historical development in CDA to
advanced qualitative approaches in critical linguistics and CDA.

SCA resembles Fairclough’s approach in connecting the
microstructure of language to the macrostructure of society
(Kintsch and van Dijk, 1978). However, van Dijk (1993) extended
the field by transplanting social cognition as the mediating tool
between text and society. He defined social cognitions as “socially
shared representations of societal arrangements, groups, and
relations, as well as mental operations such as interpretation,
thinking and arguing, inferencing and learning” (p. 257). Similar
to Wodak, van Dijk (1991) applied his approach of discourse
analysis to media texts and firmly believed that one area in which
discourse can play an important role is in the (re)production of
racism inequality through discourse. The major point of his work
is that “racism is a complex system of social and political
inequality that is also reproduced by discourse” (van Dijk, 2001,
p. 362). Van Dijk’s SCA thus focuses on the schemata through
which minorities are perceived and illustrated as well as in
headlines in the press.

We firmly believe that no single approach mentioned above
perfectly fits all the constructs to be studied in the research, but
tenets of different approaches work in different ways to inform
the findings of the study. We went deeper into these frameworks
and determined that an SCA approach under CDA may better
inform the study and thus serve as the theoretical foundation of
the study; it works better than other approaches in mapping out
relationships among language, cognition in which critical think-
ing is embedded, and ideologies. However, we did not adhere to a
specific school or approach in CDA but instead incorporated
different tenets among three different schools in CDA into our
study. For example, we referred to a textual analysis perspective
from the three-dimensional framework (Fairclough, 1995) and
extended and interpreted our findings by incorporating social and
national ideologies from Wodak (2007) and social/personal cog-
nition from van Dijk (1997).
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In addition, we reinterpreted CDA from an audience or
commenter perspective rather than the author perspective. Our
rationale is that the text an author or speaker has framed may
serve discursive and social purposes. The author or speaker in this
way serves as the initiator of the discursive and social practices.
However, this is not the case from an audience or reader per-
spective. An audience or reader is not the initiator of the actions
or practices; he or she may be the person who accepts or rejects
the practices. Therefore, we argue that examining ideological and
critical thinking constructs in news comments may reveal audi-
ences’ perceptions of and attitudes towards certain practices and
even the power behind these practices.

Research methodology
Wodak and Meyer (2015) concluded that “CDA does not con-
stitute a well-defined empirical method but rather a bulk of
approaches with theoretical similarities and research questions of
a specific kind” (p. 27). They further explained that methodolo-
gies under CDA typically fall into a hermeneutic rather than an
analytical-deductive approach. The hermeneutic style requires
detailed analyses and reasoning that fit the theoretical framework
in the study.

While it might be a challenging task to pinpoint a specific
methodology, we followed appropriate guidance in conducting
this CDA study. As classic methodological guidance, Wodak and
Meyer (2015) provided a diagrammed process for conducting
CDA studies, including theory, operationalization, discourse/text,
and interpretation. Theories provide the soil for the con-
ceptualization and selection of theoretical frameworks; oper-
ationalization demands specific procedures and instruments;
discourse/text is a platform to convey the information; and
interpretation is the stage to examine assumptions. One of the
major components that guide the methodological design and
selection is operationalization, which requires specific procedures
and instruments. Therefore, we first selected social media and
sampled news and then conducted interviews among 19 college
students in a typical research-based university in
Northeast China.

Selection of the social media and news columns. Liu (2019)
synthesized social media user reports in the first quarter of 2018
and listed the top 10 social media software and apps that people
used in China, which included payment apps (e.g., Alipay),
shopping platforms and/or apps (e.g., Taobao), and other plat-
forms and/or apps for entertainment or regular social purposes
(e.g., WeChat, Baidu, Sina). According to the poll, we selected
WeChat (1040 million users), Baidu search (700 million users),
and Sina vlog (392 million users) as the three social media we
used for the current study.

Among the three largest social media platforms, Baidu News
has a specific classification of 12 news columns, which include
domestic affairs, international affairs, military and army, finance
and economics, entertainment, sports, internet, technology,
gaming, and beauty. The column military and army was an
outlier in the selection because it is heavily political or ideological
in the context; gaming and beauty were also regarded as two
outliers that were highly gender-oriented. After a screening
process, we thus deleted and synthesized these columns into six,
including domestic/international affairs, finance, entertainment,
sports, technology, and game.

Then, one or two news samples were selected under each topic,
considering whether the samples might solicit rich information
from the interviewees or commenters. For analysis purposes, we
collected representative responses with high recognition of the
selected news samples. We then conducted a rough analysis of the

selected news and corresponding comments and discussed the
appropriateness of the news samples. We finalized 12 sampled
news items with more than 30 comments and charted them in
Table 1.

Participants. Participants in the study included both public users
of social media and undergraduates from an eastern university in
China. First, representative news reviews in six categories,
including finance, sports, international, domestic, entertainment,
and technology, were collected. The comment publishers were
social media users from Baidu, Sina Weibo, Surging News, etc.

Additionally, we conducted individual interviews with 19
undergraduates from a university in Northeast China. The
interviews focused on the research participants’ opinions on the
news. Among the participants, there were three freshmen,
14 sophomores, and two juniors. The ratio of males to females
was 9/10. The research participants were from eight different
schools: the Law School, the School of Foreign Languages, the
School of Sciences, the School of Maritime Electrical Engineering,
the School of Transportation Engineering, the Navigation School,
the School of Information Science and Technology, and the
School of Public Management and Liberal Arts (see Table 2).

Interview. We conducted one-on-one interviews with 19 under-
graduates from a research-based university in Northeast China.
The participants of the research were from diverse backgrounds,
and the interviews mainly focused on the participants’ views on
the news. To ensure the reliability of the results, the participants
were not informed until the interview began on site. We con-
ducted the interviews in a casual, conversational format. Each
interview lasted ~20 min and aimed to solicit the students’
prompt, real-time responses to the column news. All the inter-
views were recorded and transcribed for data collection and
analysis purposes.

An interview protocol was designed based on the sampled news
analysis. The interview protocol consisted of news subjects and
guiding sentences. The news subjects were the originally quoted
news, while the guiding sentences were directed to each
individual news sample. The protocol questionnaire was used to
guide the participants to go through the news and then make an
instant response.

Data collection and analysis. With the designed interview pro-
tocol, corresponding interviews were conducted with 19 college
students in the form of casual conversations. Through the
WeChat platform and other media, university students’ personal
thoughts about specific news were recorded because most of the
interviewees had chosen to use text and audio records in WeChat
to express themselves. The researchers collected and organized
the obtained information and added it to the information charts
after acquiring the permission of the interviewees, who were
selected from different year levels and faculties. Preliminarily,
there were a total of 25 participants who attended the interview
and provided nearly 50 pieces of interview information. The
researchers finalized the participant size to 19 by deleting some
outlier responses. Finally, data collected from the two primary
methods were integrated by the researchers and then categorized
into four sections, including news content, typical responses,
interview responses, and analyses.

Detailed analyses from SCA worked to guide the specific
methodology used for the current study due to its theoretical
foundation and constructs, including linguistic forms, ideology,
and critical thinking, which we wanted to explore. Specifically,
SCA suggests six steps of analyses, including semantic macro-
structures (topics and macro propositions), local meanings,
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“subtle” formal structures, global and local discourse forms or
formats, linguistic realizations, and the context (Wodak and
Meyer, 2015). Some types of analyses focus on linguistic forms
and figures of speech analysis, some of the analyses focus on
literal or connotative meanings, and others on context. It is worth
mentioning that not all the analyses can be completely conducted
in one single study because some analyses do not fit a specific
study. However, these analyses offered methodological insights
for the current study. We took steps in collecting different sources
of data and analyzed the data in different ways.

Findings
Linguistics: lexical, syntactic, and figurative speech features.
Van Dijk (1995) argued that the first step for analysts in CDA
studies is to “explore the structures and strategies of text and talk
to attend in order to discover patterns of elite dominance or
manipulation ‘in’ texts” (p. 19). As van Dijk (2006) stated,
“Although general properties of language and discourse are not,
as such, ideologically marked, systematic discourse analysis offers
powerful methods to study the structures and functions of
underlying ideologies” (p. 115). Therefore, linguistic forms are
excellent representations and tools to study ideologies in text.
Linguistic features of the text, as a formal property of the text
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 26), are explored in the descriptive stage.

One of the features is that idioms, as a way to show respondents’
attitudes and ideologies through the linguistic form, are widely
used in the news comments. Idioms are generally used among
people with certain cultural capitals. They are socially condi-
tioned, and outgroup people may find them difficult to compre-
hend. By using idioms, news respondents present shared
sociocultural knowledge that can only be easily processed among
ingroup people. In the study, many idioms were found in the
news comments, such as “hai ren zhi xin bu ke you, fang ren zhi
xin bu ke wu (guard against all intents to harm you, but harbor no
intention to harm others)”, “yan zhen yi dai (be on guard)”, “jing
dai hua kai (wait for the blossom)”, “zuo wu xu xi (be fully
seated)”, and “qi er yi ju (an effortless job to do)”. The idiomatic
expression resonates with what SCA argues are local meanings
(Wodak and Meyer, 2015) because it focuses on the meanings in
the specific, local context.

In addition, connotative meanings of the lexical terms that
were connected with figure-of-speech usage appeared in the news
commentary, such as, “It might not be good to comment on
people’s backyard if one had never lived in Hong Kong.” The
backyard in the sentence has a connotative meaning and is used
as a metonymy. The feature relates to dialectical and regional
terms; some of these cultural capitals behind these terms are
deeply rooted in particular regions. Again, the lexical choice, e.g.,

Table 1 News sample information.

Columns No. News headlines Brief description of the contents

Entertainment 1 Wang Yuan was spotted smoking in public. An underaged male star in China was spotted smoking in a
public place. Inconsistent with the image the young star usually
portrayed as optimistic, energetic, and promising, he was
highly criticized by the public for this behavior.

2 Rayza’s airport look aroused controversy. A young Chinese actress’ airport look in sling vest aroused
debates among the public. As the actress gained more weight
after the pregnancy, some argued that she was no longer
pretty as she used to be. However, others supported the star,
arguing stars are also individuals who deserve their own way of
living.

Game 3 Lu Benwei’s Team Ranking. A banned game anchor and player in China re-entered the
popular game.

4 Arena of Valor (wang zhe rong yao): new hero Xi Shi disappointed
the players with the special effects.

A newly-created game character in a popular Chinese game
Arena of Valor disappointed its game players.

Technology 5 iPhone11Pro costs RMB 10,000 with poor signal. The price and signal of the newly released iPhone11 Pro caused
controversy.

6 China was ranked the first with the required patents to meet the
5G standard in the world.

Discussing the science and technology development in China
and arguing that China has the necessary patents to meet the
5G standard as the first country in the world.

Finance 7 How much one earns can make him/her financially free? Discussing the basic level in achieving “financial freedom” in
China, the state in which people achieve financial
independence and sustainability without worrying about jobs
or making a living.

8 Retail giant Carrefour “lost” China; another foreign company
withdrew from China. Why?

Discussing the retail giant Carrefour’s withdrawal from the
Chinese market in major cities.

Sports 9 Chinese women’s volleyball team beat Brazil, warming up for
the Sino-U.S. duel.

On September 2, 2019, the Chinese women’s volleyball team
scored 3 to 2 victory over Brazil.

10 Should Yao Ming be responsible for the failure of the Chinese
men’s basketball team?

In the 2019 Men’s Basketball World Cup, the Chinese men’s
basketball team scored badly. Yao Ming, a famous Chinese
basketball player and also the chair of FIBA Asia and CBA,
claimed that he should be responsible for this.

International 11 The impact of the Sino-U.S. trade war on US study-abroad
applications.

Due to the Sino-US trade war, it has become increasingly
difficult for Chinese students to apply for a student visa to
study in the U.S.

Domestic 12 After Chinese netizens boycotted the NBA, the NBA China
game was still fully seated, and some audience even asked a
star player to sign on the Chinese flag.

After Chinese netizens boycotted the NBA at the beginning of
the month (October 2019), the NBA China game on October
10, 2019, was still fully seated. Some fans even asked a star
player to sign on the Chinese flag, which was considered to be
detrimental to national dignity and identity.
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the backyard, indicates an ingroup–outgroup dichotomy and thus
embodies certain personal or social ideologies. A typical SCA
approach suggests that language realization analysis requires a
figure of speech analysis, which helps map out the local and
global meanings of a specific excerpt (van Dijk, 1995; Wodak and
Meyer, 2015).

In terms of the syntactic structure, the research showed that
social media platforms and interviewees mainly used relatively
complex, notably parallel sentence structures. Examples are the
use of the metaphor in “Martial art is not equal to Kungfu. Art
involves manifestation and form, while Kungfu involves speed
and flexibility. Basketball is a kind of Kungfu, not martial arts.
Chinese athletes lack Kungfu but have little success in martial
arts” (News, Responsible for the Failure of the Chinese Men’s
Basketball Team? A Dejiang, He is a Man, Zhou Qi Needs Care) or
“Like art, the sport has no borders” (News, After Chinese
Netizens, Boycotted the NBA, the NBA China Game is Still Fully
Seated, and Some People Even Let the Player Sign on the Chinese
Flag). The use of rhetorical techniques, such as metaphors, also
increased the complexity of the syntactic structure.

The parallel structure served two primary purposes: it restated
the points that the news respondents or the college students
attempted to emphasize, and it fostered either a provoking or an
emotional context that resonated with the news commentary
readers. For example, “Since the start of the match, the Chinese
women’s volleyball team has defeated South Korea, vanquished
Cameroon, edged out Russia, knocked out Japan, and beaten
Brazil” (News: The Chinese Women’s Volleyball Team beat Brazil,
Warming up before the Sino-U.S. Confrontation). Another
example with repeated terms and concepts was “Ball, the ball, is
just a ball; the country is always behind you” (News: After Chinese
Netizens Boycotted the NBA, the NBA China Game is Still Fully
Seated, and Some People Even Let the Player Sign on the Chinese
Flag). In the responses in the first example, repetitive verb forms
fostered an accelerating sense of excitement for Chinese readers,
who may feel proud to be a member of that winning country. In
the other example, the repeated term ball puts readers at the front
of national and personal interests and may cause a provoking
sense of quitting the game for the sake of national interests.

Ideological and critical thinking accounts. Van Dijk (1995)
argued,

“[T]he social functions of ideologies are, among others, to
allow members of a group to organize (admission to) their
group, coordinate their social actions and goals, to protect
their (privileged) resources, or, conversely, to gain access to
such resources in the case of dissident or oppositional
groups” (p. 19).

We argue that linguistic features as mentioned above did not
directly form or express the ideologies of news commenters or
interviewees; instead, they indirectly indicated or expressed the
ideologies of these commenters and interviewees. This may result
from the nature of news commentary, which is a way to represent
commenters’ views or opinions and presents certain personal or
social ideologies. Through the textual analysis, we found that the
way the news is framed may arouse commenters’ acceptance or
rejection of the content of news text, which indicates their sense
of group relations and structures (van Dijk, 1995). For example, a
strong sense of ingroup affiliation was revealed through most of
the news commentary and interviewee responses. News com-
menters and interviewees had a strong sense of pride and praise
for news related to the economic or political power of China.
Exemplar sentences of pride and praise for China’s strength
included, “The increase in the creativity of Chinese companies in
recent years shows the great potential of China’s high-tech
industry,” “Support domestic products!” and “The Chinese
Women’s Volleyball Team won the 13th Women’s Volleyball
World Cup with a record of 11 wins….” Van Dijk (1995) argued,
“The contents and schematic organization of group ideologies in
the social mind shared by its members are a function of the
properties of the group within the societal structure” (p. 19). This
is true even when social cognition may conflict with personal
cognition. In this study, most interviewees had a strong sense of
honor in their home country even when facing conflicts between
personal interests and national interests.

While ideologies define and explain the similarities in the
social practices of social members, they also leave room for
individual variation and differences, which contributes to a
“dynamic and dialectic” relationship between social ideology
and personal cognition (van Dijk, 1995, p. 19). Personal
cognition or ideology thus becomes an embodiment of critical
thinking (van Dijk, 2006). Van Dijk (2006) explained that the
analysis of ideologies is actually a critical analysis because
ideologies may be used as a foundation to study critical thinking.
Studying whether certain ideologies and personal cognition
diverge or converge may indicate how critical thinking works. In
our study, we found the emergence of critical thinking in the
form of multiple, diverse perspectives in news reviews, com-
ments, or responses. For example, the news responders were
able to interpret news based on the pros and cons or multiple
perspectives; we connect that multiperspective analysis with
their critical thinking ability. The analysis of critical thinking is
above the ideological analysis in the news commentary; it helped
the researchers evaluate whether the respondents’ or commen-
ters’ patriotism was rational. For example, in the commentary
“we should not pursue foreign products too much, but the
advanced technology contained in the foreign products is
something we can learn from,” instead of being blindly patriotic,
the respondent may show a sense of rationalism in his/her
response: stopping the purchase of foreign products is hardly
equal to stopping the learning of advanced technology in
designing or manufacturing these products. Another example is
“Sports, like art, has no national boundaries, but one should
stand firmly on the side of the nation as a Chinese when
national political issues are involved in sports.”

Table 2 Interview participants.

No. Class/Grade Gender Faculty

01 Junior Male The Law School
02 Sophomore Female The School of Foreign Languages
03 Sophomore Female The School of Foreign Languages
04 Sophomore Female The School of Foreign Languages
05 Sophomore Female The School of Foreign Languages
06 Sophomore Female The School of Foreign Languages
07 Sophomore Male The School of Foreign Languages
08 Freshman Female The School of Foreign Languages
09 Sophomore Female The School of Sciences
10 Sophomore Male The School of Maritime Electrical

Engineering
11 Sophomore Male The School of Maritime Electrical

Engineering
12 Sophomore Female The School of Transportation Engineering
13 Sophomore Male The Navigation School
14 Sophomore Male The Navigation School
15 Sophomore Male The Navigation School
16 Sophomore Male The Navigation School
17 Sophomore Male The Navigation School
18 Freshman Female The School of Information Science &

Technology
19 Sophomore Male The School of Public Management and

Liberal Arts
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Topics and news comments. We also found that news topics may
inform linguistic features, ideological beliefs, and critical thinking
accounts in the news comments in different ways. Wodak and
Meyer (2015) explained that topics are an important semantic
macrostructure to be addressed in SDA analyses.

Topics and languages. Generally, news topics varied in their
power to generate lexical and syntactical structures. Some topics
on politics, the economy, and technology led the commenters to
be more rigorous in their wording and phrasing, and their
commentary language was more professional and formal than it
was for other topics from entertainment and sports. The fol-
lowing example is one response to the news on China’s devel-
opment of 5G technology: “First, it shows the progress China has
made in science and technology in recent years, and the relevant
policies are effective… second,….” The responder provided more
details and even listed points for the reasoning. The commentary
was not simply in a narrative or colloquial format but instead was
organized in a logical way. The same type of commentary was
revealed through the news on “The Giant Carrefour Lost to
China….” Sample responses included the following: “With the
development of the commodity retail industry, there is a need for
consumers’ needs to be met in the first place. The consumer
values quality, cost efficiency, and then brands. To keep con-
sumers within long-term development, service is another vital
part. Next….” The sampled interview response also indicated the
interviewed responder’s analysis of the rationale for why Carre-
four had lost its market shares in China.

On the other hand, we found that comments on entertainment
topics were presented in a more informal way than other issues.
For example, when some responders were interviewed about their
responses to news related to stars or celebrities’ clothing or
behavior, they directly expressed their belief that it was not their
business or was a personal issue for the stars or celebrities. The
closer the topic was to life, the simpler the language was in terms
of wording and expressions.

Topics, ideologies, and critical thinking. In terms of how topics
related to or informed ideological beliefs in news commentary, we
found that the research samples presented significant patriotic
tendencies in news comments on science and technology, sports,
and international and domestic affairs. These topics included
national infrastructure and economic development, national
interests, and sports competitions with other countries, which
might easily inspire the national self-esteem and national self-
confidence of newsreaders and respondents. The responses to
these news topics in the sample reflected strong support for the
home country. Most of these responses were affirmative and
positive, showing the commenters’ chauvinistic attitudes towards
specific nationalist characteristics or stating factual evidence of
China’s progress in a positive way. For example, responses to the
news “China has the world’s first 5G standard necessary patents”
were mostly positive and affirming, with the majority applauding
and supporting the development of the technology in China. A
few comments presented a critical, dialectical analysis on its
advantages and disadvantages. A critical, dialectical analysis
serves as a principal way to motivate and probe a thinker, with its
goal to push the thinker go beyond the ideas and values, their
significance, and their limitations. Dialectical thinking is a way of
thinking that replaces or serves as a counterpart of logical
thinking. Originally derived from the tenets of German philoso-
pher Hegel (e.g., 1971, 1975), dialectical thinking promotes tenets
including being self-critical and taking nothing for granted.
Dialectical thinking focuses on how reflectivity helps a thinker
extend the dimensions of his/her repertoire of a certain concept
or thing. Among ways of dialectical thinking is the Marxist

dialectic which applies to the study of historical materialism and
deeply influences Asian culture.

Marxist materialism is melded to the Hegelian dialectic (e.g.,
Marx, 1975). Marx opposes metaphysics, which he considered
unscientific but instead asserted that reality was directly perceived
by the observer without an intervening conceptual apparatus. He
then used the dialectic, a metaphysical system which he thought
to be empirically true. The Marxist dialectic considers theory and
practice to be a single entity and that what men actually do
demonstrates the truth. In the same vein, Dewey’s logic including
learning by doing is also influenced by Hegel’s dialectical
thinking, which highlights the experimental situation rather than
from an externally validated formal system (Rytina and Loomis,
1970).

In the current study, we argued that Marxist dialectical analysis
or thinking helps commenters or readers think about and
interpret news from a multidimensional, unstable, and empirical
way. We did find in a critical, dialectical way of thinking in a few
news comments. Specifically, regarding the way topics related to
or informed critical thinking in news commentary, we found that
responses to news topics on entertainment and domestic topics
diverged, which indicated different voices or perspectives on the
news. Respondents tended to provide more critical thinking
accounts on the news. The awareness of critical thinking is mainly
reflected in the fact that the commenter can analyze the event
from multiple aspects rather than interpreting the problem in
isolation or can be aware that his or her point of view starts from
only one perspective. For example, responses to the news on
Wang Yuan smoking in public places and Rayza’s airport look
diverged in the different opinions of the respondents. Some
believed stars or celebrities should have their own privacy and
identity, whereas others believed they should set good examples
for the public and avoid traditionally defined misbehaviors.
Another example was found in the news comments that stated
that how much a person earns could lead to financial
independence or help people be self-sufficient. The following is
a sampled response:

“Simply talking about financial freedom is not rational, as it
is hard to define what is it. Financial freedom may come
from one’s inner satisfaction. For example, successful
businessmen have tons of money, but there are also many
things for them to consider, including social responsibility
and company operation. Money, for them, cannot be spent
at will….”

We detected rational analysis from the responder, who was
able to analyze the news from multiple perspectives in a logical
and rational way. Examples in the responder’s commentary made
sense, suggesting that one’s self-sufficiency cannot be measured
simply by how much he/she earns or possesses.

Discussion
Linguistic features, discursive practice, and social practice.
Drawing upon systemic functional grammar (Halliday, 1978),
Fairclough acknowledged that language is, to some extent, a social
practice. The reason why the form of language is mainly deter-
mined by its social function is revealed in the perspective of the
social communication function of discourse. Discourse is not only
seen as a form of language but is also embodied as a social
practice. CDA essentially studies society from a linguistic per-
spective and links linguistic analysis with social commentary.

News comments in the study indicate the respondents’
attitudes, which may render any discursive practice in the form
of speech acts (Fairclough, 1989, 1995). For example, some
commenters held subjective views against smoking in public
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places, dissatisfaction with cyber violence specific to women’s
clothing, and positive support and encouragement of the Chinese
Women’s Volleyball Team and the Chinese Men’s Basketball
Team. The social participation of the respondents was revealed
through the text, which represents discursive and social practice.
The commenters whose comments reflected multifaceted and
multilayered thinking or ideology had a high degree of social
participation, and those whose comments had explicit attitudes
towards real life had a high degree of social participation. In
addition to ideology, the responses served a social function (van
Dijk, 1995). For instance, “smoking in public is not appropriate”
was a manifestation of social care that was generally accepted by
the public, while “living in other people’s eyes” was a
manifestation of guiding citizens to have their own judgments
and values and to advocate for ideological improvement. The
comments on 5G and Apple showed that people paid close
attention to the development of science and technology in the
country and the need for high-tech ways to improve life. Support
and encouragement for the Chinese women’s volleyball team and
the men’s basketball team played a social role in increasing
patriotism.

The younger generation’s ideology in China. One of the hidden
themes in the study is the young generation’s language or new
literacy, with sample features such as slang or buzzwords they use
in daily life. For example, “liang liang (failure),” “sha diao (idot),”
“zhong cao (attractive),” “di biao zui qiang (the most powerful
one),” and “shen xian da jia (competition among the elites)” were
frequently cited in their comments; some of these terms are from
movies or social media, while some are terms coined in their peer
communication. These terms represent their generation and show
their uniqueness and differences from their parents’ generations.
Behind these terms stand their personal beliefs and ideologies.

In addition, by analyzing the critical thinking ability of college
students’ news reviews, the researchers found that college
students were prone to express their views and value all civil
rights and national sovereignty in their news commentary.
Students’ comments were relatively independent, rational, and
critical. Fairclough (1995) argued that the undiscovered informa-
tion of power, ideology, and language in news reports could be
investigated and explained through institutional context and
societal context. Because the Chinese ideology is deeply rooted in
culture, the power of patriotism or populism was reflected in the
college students’ comments:

“It is not about the freedom of the speech. It is about the
justice and fairness of one’s comments. The higher a
person’s status is, the more responsible he/she should be for
his/her words. It may not be a good thing to comment on
one’s backyard if one has never lived there (i.e. in China or
Hong Kong), right?” (selected comment to the NBA
Game news).

“I think the arena being fully seated is a matter of personal
choice which cannot be attributed to …, while it is a bit
inappropriate to ask the player to sign on the flag of China,
as that represents the national identity” (selected comment
to the NBA Game news).

From news interviews, the researchers also found that college
students’ comments on news generally presented an awareness of
social justice, which may represent the younger generation’s
attitudes, beliefs, and values in either personal or social cognition
(van Dijk, 1995). They emphasized objectivity and fairness over
subjectivity to no small extent. For example, regarding the news
of whether the NBA game tickets were refundable, the students’

comments respected the individual’s right to make decisions.
Nevertheless, they also explained that it was inappropriate to sign
on the flag of China. Students’ comments on the news Rayza’s
airport look were even more concerned with social justice.
Moreover, they analyzed the issue from an objective perspective
instead of an individual perspective and extended it to the social
level, which further showed that current college students are more
inclined to social justice.

Critical thinking informing ideological and linguistic choices.
One of the most important findings of this study is the complex
relationships among critical thinking, ideological beliefs, and
linguistic features. We present these complex relationships as
shown in Fig. 1.

By mapping out different comments, we find that critical
thinking works as an analytical and filtering tool to guide
commenters to select their ideological beliefs, either personal or
social. These personal and social ideological beliefs may diverge
or converge. The divergence or convergence of personal and
social ideological beliefs may indicate the strength of critical
thinking, which, however, may not equal the quality of critical
thinking. To be more specific, critical thinking may help
commenters present a different perspective from the commonly
accepted social perspective, which shows efforts in analyzing a
news article and offering their opinions. However, the opinions
that differ from widely accepted views may not be weighed as
right or wrong or un/acceptable; they may just be different voices.

We argue that these personal and social opinions are
representations of ideological beliefs and are fully presented
through news comments; news comments are ideology-based.
Critical thinking helps commenters choose their personal and
social ideologies and then helps them choose linguistic forms they
believe fit their news comments. While critical thinking plays a
crucial role in choosing specific ideological beliefs and linguistic
forms, news topics vary in informing commenters’ critical
thinking ability. In the study, we found that some topics may
inform divergence between personal and social ideological beliefs,
whereas other topics may inform the convergence of the two
constructs. We also propose that the way a specific piece of news
is framed informs the linguistic form of the news comments,
which may arouse a certain sense in the commenters (e.g., a sense
of belonging as in/out-group members). Reading these news
pieces may stimulate commenters’ critical thinking and then work
on the linguistic forms in news comments.

Fig. 1 A sociocognitive model in studying linguistic forms, critical
thinking, and ideologies in news commentaries. *p: personal ideologies; s:
social ideologies.
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Conclusion
The present study provided an overall account of how linguistic
features, ideological beliefs, and critical thinking accounts are
revealed through news comments. News comments in China
present value propositions and ways of thinking through complex
lexical and syntactical structures. The respondents presented
power, ideology, inequality, and social justice through their
responses to the news, which informed news commentary as a
way to serve the social function of the language. The responses
also presented the younger generation’s personal ideology
through the news comments. However, topics were important in
informing these constructs and caused divergences among dif-
ferent comments. One of the critiques that this study, and the
CDA studies in general, may receive is the simplistic or even
vague description of the methodology (Wodak, 2006) because
there is currently “no accepted canon of data collection” (Wodak
and Meyer, 2015). Instead, we tried to provide careful systemic
analysis and separated description and interpretation (Wodak
and Meyer, 2015). For future studies, we believe that further
analysis of how critical thinking may work with personal and
social ideologies is necessary. Additionally, it is worthwhile to
study the effects of other cognitive attributes on language and
ideologies to extend the SCA domain.
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