1) Check for updates

Article
Discourse & Society
Sacrificing long hair and the © The Author) 2072

domestic sphere: Reporting

Article reuse guidelines:

on female medical workers in sagepub.com/journals-permissions
. . . DO!: 10.1177/09579265221096029

C h inese on I iIne hews d uri ng journals.sagepub.com/home/das
®SAGE

Covid-19

Xinmei Sun
Lancaster University, UK

Malgorzata Chatupnik

University of Nottingham, UK

Abstract

In the context of the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, female medical staff constituted a large
proportion of frontline healthcare workers in China, with 50% of doctors and over 90% of nurses
being women. In this paper, we aim to examine how these medical workers were represented at
the start of the pandemic in online news reports posted on one of China’s most popular social
media platforms, Weibo. In the paper, we draw upon corpus-based critical discourse analysis,
comparing representations of female medical workers to those of medical workers in general.
We observe that not only are female medical workers portrayed through a predominantly
gendered lens, but they are also subordinated to the needs of the state. We consider the role
played by state-controlled media in regulating the position of (working) women in society and
probe into rhetorical means through which this is achieved.

Keywords
Corpus-based discourse analysis, Covid-19, gender, ideology, media discourse, medical workers,
multimodality, news, social media, Weibo

Corresponding author:
Xinmei Sun, County South, Lancaster University, Lancaster LA| 4YL, UK.
Email: x.sunl7@lancaster.ac.uk


https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/das
mailto:x.sun17@lancaster.ac.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F09579265221096029&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-19

2 Discourse & Society 00(0)

Introduction

News is a major discursive site for gendered assumptions to be (re)produced and circu-
lated as natural and common-sensical. The news industry’s growing reliance on digital
domains (for discussion, see Holig et al., 2021; Newman, 2011) also allows such assump-
tions to be circulated faster and more broadly than ever before. In China, a popular form
of online news is a short news post of about 100 words that is often followed by images
or a short video. As this news post gets shared on China’s second most popular social
media platform — Weibo, it becomes accessible to over half a billion active monthly users
(DeGennaro, 2019; SinaTech, 2020; as cited in Tao, 2021). Because of the popularity of
the platform and the news posts, the latter can be considered not only highly visible but
also a potentially influential means of public opinion calibration, including in relation to
issues surrounding gender (in)equality.

In this study, we examine how the aforementioned news posts represent female medi-
cal workers at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in China. In doing so, we investigate
the role played by online news in mobilising gender discourses, and the broader motiva-
tions for this. The study draws upon corpus-based critical discourse analysis, using cor-
pus methods to establish salient themes and recurring lexico-grammatical patterns in the
representation of female medical workers in the online news and critical discourse analy-
sis to identify and interpret the gender ideologies embedded within them.

Working women in China

Within the last century, China has overseen some of the most dramatic changes to where
women are positioned within the public sphere. In feudalist China, as argued by Luo and
Hao (2007: 283), ‘[d]iscrimination against women was institutionalised within all the
structures of society’. Women were not only constrained mainly to the domestic sphere
but were also subordinated to men through feudal ethics such as ‘the three obediences’.
With the inception of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the Marxist princi-
ples behind the new political system dictated a more even participation of women in
society, this entailing also engagement in work. Aside from changes in legislation, the
re-imagined vision of society in which women were meant to play a more active role
economically and politically was also instigated rhetorically through slogans and forms
of visual representation, such as Mao’s famous quote, ‘women hold up half the sky’, and
the propagation of the image of ‘iron girls’ (Luo & Hao, 2007; Otis, 2007; Wallis, 2006).
The take-up of this rhetoric was arguably positive as, within a decade since the establish-
ment of PRC, women’s participation in the workforce increased 10-fold, to 7 million
(Tsai, 1960). However, this increased participation of women in the workforce was rela-
tively short-lived. The growing unemployment observed around the 1970s resulted in the
government’s effort to get women to ‘return home’ to create vacancies for men (Jacka,
1990; Otis, 2007; Wallis, 2006). Women were again relegated to the domestic sphere and
encouraged to follow more ‘feminine’ pursuits (Otis, 2007; Wallis, 2006), such as the
consumption of fashion and beauty products. In the 1980s, the landscape of women’s
participation in employment again shifted dramatically, with China displaying one of the
highest rates of female participation in the labour market in the world (Wang and
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Klugman, 2020). However, since the 1990s this has been dropping steadily, leaving a
15% gap between the percentages of men and women who work in 2019 and demonstrat-
ing a reverse trend to that observed in other large economies elsewhere in the world (The
World Bank, 2019). As argued by Wallis (2006: 95), ‘the changing status of Chinese
women has been marked by both progress and reversals’.

While it is difficult to attribute the changing circumstances and conditions of women’s
working lives to a single cause, aside from legislation, discourses around working women
have certainly contributed to the regulation of the position of women within Chinese
society. Here, it is important to recognise the great level of control that the Chinese state has
over the country’s media, both traditional and digital. As argued by Schneider (2019),
despite the introduction of market principles that have diversified the media landscape in
China, the Chinese government exercises a level of control over the commercial media
through incentives and other, indirect mechanisms. Han (2019: 380) argues that this is also
the case for news dissemination on Weibo, claiming that ‘[s]tate authorities such as official
institutions and media have found their way to social media platforms like Weibo, gaining
a sophisticated grasp of their technical features and rules’. State-run media in turn provide
a more immediate mechanism for opinion calibration, serving mainly as a mouthpiece for
the government (Guo, 2020), with the government being critiqued for having a long track-
record of using this type of media ‘to convey a national vision and mould its citizens’ (Guo,
2020; Wallis, 2006: 94). Despite the more participatory nature of online news, Nip and Fu
(2016) importantly claim that it is still the state-run or controlled news organisations that
play the principal role in driving online opinion expression. Because of this, ‘[a] major ele-
ment in the ruling party’s political toolbox is its ability to manage symbols and shape dis-
courses, and through this “cultural governance” try to align diverse interests with those of
the leadership’ (Schneider, 2019: 458). In the context of discussions around women and
work, Wallis (2006: 106) observes how ‘the ebb and flow of women’s position in the econ-
omy and in society is parallelled in their representation in the official press, according to
the Chinese government’s strategy of either socialist reconstruction or market-driven eco-
nomic development in what can be viewed as a case study of a mediated discourse of
gender serving the nation’.

Working women in the (Chinese) news

Existing studies of the representation of working women in Chinese news (Wallis, 2006;
Yang and Liu, 2021; Zhang and Jamil, 2015) shed light on reporting that moves beyond the
focus on women’s work and which delves into non-professional, private affairs. Emphasis
is placed here not only on the work that women do but also on their appearance and domestic
life. In a study carried out by Wallis (2006), for example, the working women that form the
object of news reporting are professionals, presented as the re-imagined, more individualis-
tic version of the ‘iron girls’ — ‘steely women’. In this representation, Wallis (2006: 100)
observes, ‘a woman'’s looks are just as important as her ability’. Here, working women can
be interpreted to be presented as carrying out both professional and ‘aesthetic’ labour. Such
representation provides an important means of legitimating the state’s economic path and
the construction of China as a modern, globalised and cosmopolitan society. This represen-
tation of working women can also be associated with the pursuit of the economic goals of
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the state through encouraging, on one hand, entrepreneurial behaviour and, on the other, a
consumerist one. How much emphasis is placed on one or the other can differ. Zhang and
Jamil (2015), for example, discuss how Chinese female athletes are represented in the news,
also in comparison to their male counterparts. The study evidences how the female athletes
are regularly framed through a patriarchal lens, being portrayed mainly through the prism of
their looks, family relations or supposed passivity. Similar points are raised by Yang and Liu
(2021), who, like the present study, examined the representation of female medical workers
in news reporting. Yang and Liu (2021) argue such representations to have a clear gendered
dimension, highlighting the emphasis that is placed on women’s beauty and domesticity.
The discussion presented in both papers points importantly to how the representation of
working women in the news diminishes their professional achievements while seldom
focussing on their contributions to society.

The patriarchal lens visible in the representation of female workers in the aforemen-
tioned studies also demonstrates some similarities to that observed in other geographical
contexts. For example, studies carried out in relation to the representation of female scien-
tists in the context of the UK and the US press have highlighted a similar level of focus on
the appearance of female workers. Attenborough (2011), for example, compares how two
celebrity scientists — one male and one female — are portrayed in the British press. While
the study identified a level of sexualisation in the representation of both, it is argued that,
in the case of the female worker, ‘there was a definite tendency towards depicting her as a
sexy body first, and only then, almost as an afterthought, as a scientist’ (Attenborough,
2011: 674). Such depiction, in turn, often entailed dissecting the female body and focalis-
ing on this through the eyes of the journalist. The male scientist, on the other hand, ‘was
never made to stand in metonymically for his attractiveness’ (Attenborough, 2011: 674).
Attenborough (2011: 665) pointed out that such findings were identified in other studies
pointing to a ‘similarly asymmetrical trend, whereby women appear to “do” family rela-
tions, appearance and/or sexual allure whilst men appear to “do” science’. Chimba and
Kitzinger (2010) arrive at similar conclusions regarding the emphasised focus on the physi-
cality of female scientists in the British press but point also to their tokenisation. Shachar
(2000) observes this also in the context of US news.

The aforementioned studies contextualise the forms of representation of female work-
ers in news in China and other countries, painting an important picture of the landscape
of the representation of female workers in these contexts. They do, however, predomi-
nantly constitute small scale studies or studies which draw upon methods of content
analysis. The current study aims to build on this work by contributing not only a larger
scale investigation of the representation of female medical workers but also, by drawing
upon linguistic analysis, providing a detailed discussion of how this representation is
discursively realised in Chinese online news.

Methodology
Data

To examine how female medical workers were represented during the Covid-19 pandemic
in China, we assembled a collection of online news reports. The news posts analysed in this
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Table I. Information on the two corpora.

News posts Running words
Study corpus: News on female medical workers 96 8159
Reference corpus: News on medical workers 229 21,740

paper were taken from the two most followed news accounts on Weibo: S (8] (CCTV
News) and =LZ&#r[8 (Headline News) which, at the point of data collection, had
100,000,000 and 92,120,000 followers, respectively. While the former (CCTV News) is
managed by the state-run broadcaster under the same name, and constituting arguably a
direct mouthpiece for the state, Headline News is a commercial account that sources and
reproduces news content from a range of national and local official presses. Because of the
level of control that the state has over the media in general, Headline News can neverthe-
less be considered state-controlled, albeit less directly than CCTV News.

Based on these news outlets, we constructed two corpora using the following proce-
dure. First, an advanced search was carried out on the profile pages of the two news
accounts to obtain news posts on medical workers. We used the search term B3 (‘medi-
cal workers’) and gathered all qualifying posts dated between st January and 3 1st March
2020. This timeframe was intended to reflect the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in China,
during which time a large number of news posts on medical workers were published.

Second, the news posts were then read through to make sure they were indeed all ‘about’
medical workers. News posts in which medical workers were judged to have only been
mentioned in passing were deleted. To facilitate the analysis, the posts’ multi-semiotic ele-
ments, including images and videos, were saved as links in a separate spreadsheet.

Third, the news posts were sorted into two corpora: the study corpus, which contained
news posts on female medical workers, and the reference corpus which contained news
posts on male medical workers and medical workers in general (see Table 1).

Analytical framework: Corpus-based critical discourse analysis

The texts in the news posts were analysed using corpus-based critical discourse analysis
(Baker et al., 2008). Corpus linguistics employs computational techniques and statistical
measures to study large bodies of language data (Baker, 2006). Through frequency and
probability measures, methods within corpus linguistics can be used to uncover how men
and women differ systematically in the ways they are represented within vast collections
of texts (Sunderland and Litosseliti, 2008: 6). While the ability of larger-scale, corpus
linguistic analyses to capture more prevalent patterns of gender representation has been
highlighted for some time now (Baker, 2008; Caldas-Coulthard and Moon, 2010), there
is relatively little work that has been carried out in relation to this topic under a Chinese
context specifically. A notable exception is the work of Yu (2019) who analyses the pat-
terns of representation of ‘leftover women’ (single women over the age of 27) in Chinese
English-language news. Our study aims to further the understanding of how Chinese
women are represented in the news media, glimpsing specifically at how this is done in
relation to their professional lives.
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Our analysis started by generating keywords and their collocates as a way into the
texts. The use of specialised, purpose-built corpora in this case, and the process of com-
paring them to one another, allowed us to isolate gender as a potential variable influenc-
ing the representation of medical workers in both sets of texts. Detailed analytical
procedures and statistical choices are outlined in the next section.

Because we were interested in analysing how language choices in texts ‘produce a
particular version of the world’ (Burr, 1995: 48), we combined corpus linguistic methods
with Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA being concerned with the relationship
between language use and social structures, and how power asymmetries are enacted,
maintained and reproduced by texts (Fairclough, 1989), the approach is used to uncover
gendered assumptions and power asymmetries between the state, women and men. The
analysis draws from van Leeuwen’s (1996, 2008) socio-semantic approach to interpret
the gendered assumptions embedded in the news. We then also assess the semantic pros-
ody of these texts (Partington, 1998, 2004), examining the attitudinal meanings expressed
in relation to the forms of representation that we observe.

The synergy between corpus linguistics and CDA has three main advantages. First,
because — as argued by Fairclough (1989: 54) — the power of media discourse is cumula-
tive and relies on its systematic tendencies in language choices, the scalability of corpus
linguistics allows for the corpus-based critical discourse analyst to study larger bodies of
texts in which such discourses take root. Such a combination of methods thus enables the
identification of repeated language choices and the uncovering of hegemonic discourses
from a more representative sample of texts (Baker, 2008: 76). Second, corpus techniques
also afford greater levels of replicability and objectivity in the analysis (Baker, 2006).
Third, corpus linguistics benefits also from CDA’s close engagement with the social
conditions in which texts are produced, enriching particularly the interpretative stages of
the analysis.

Analytical procedures and statistical choices

The tool LancsBox 5.1.2 (Brezina et al., 2015) was used to analyse the texts in the news
posts. Keywords for the corpus containing news on female medical workers were gener-
ated. Keywords are words whose frequency is statistically salient in the study corpus
compared to the reference corpus (Brezina, 2018). Keywords serve to direct researchers
to the statistically salient patterns in the study corpus and can pave the way for further
analysis (Baker, 2004). Log-likelihood (Dunning, 1993) was chosen as the measure for
keyness, as it is considered relatively reliable for small corpora (Gabrielatos, 2018). Two
thresholds were employed: first, keywords occurring in less than 5% of the news posts
were excluded to ensure that they are reflective of recurrent patterns in the study corpus
(also in keeping with the orientation of CDA); second, keywords with a Bayesian
Information Criterion under 10 were excluded to ensure there is extremely strong evi-
dence against the null hypothesis that the observed frequency difference is due to chance
(Gabrielatos, 2018).

The analysis then moves on to examine the collocates and concordance lines of the
keywords. Collocates of a keyword are words that co-occur with the keyword (Brezina,
2018), demonstrating a pattern of shared use. MI° was chosen as the measure for
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association as it takes both exclusivity and frequency into consideration (Brezina, 2018).
A span of 10 words on either side of a keyword and a frequency threshold of five were
employed for the collocation analysis.

The keywords, their collocates and concordance lines are interpreted using van
Leeuwen’s (1996) schema for representing social actors and social actions. We mainly
draw from van Leeuwen’s different ways of categorising social actors: functionalisation
represents social actors as what they do; classification represents social actors by major
categories such as gender, age, ethnicity, etc.; relational identification represents social
actors in terms of their personal relationship with one another (van Leeuwen, 2008: 42—
45). Another means of representation that is important to this analysis is somatisation, in
which social actors are objectified and referred to through a part of their body (van
Leeuwen, 2008: 47). We also draw from different ways of representing social actions,
including: actions and reactions; material and semiotic actions, which draw a distinction
between ‘doing’ and ‘meaning’; deactivation, which represents actions less dynamically
as though they were qualities or entities; abstraction, which presents social actions in a
more abstracted way (van Leeuwen, 2008: 55-74).

Analysis
Overview

Twenty-three keywords were generated for the corpus containing news posts on female
medical workers (see Table 2).

These can be sorted into three thematic categories: markers of gender, appearance and
domestic relations. Some keywords do not readily lend themselves to a specific category
when viewed in isolation, so all were viewed in their concordance lines to assign them to
categories and then, where necessary, to refine those categories. Given that the study
corpus consists of news posts on female medical workers, it is expected that markers of
the female gender — including content words (‘the female sex’, ‘female’, ‘young girl’,
‘girl’), pronouns (‘them’ in feminine form, ‘she’) and possessive forms (‘their’ in femi-
nine form, ‘her’) — are statistically salient in this corpus. The categories of appearance
and domestic relations demonstrate that gendered assumptions were reproduced in the
news posts. The former reveals a focus on female medical workers’ appearance (‘most
beautiful’) and particularly narratives surrounding their hair (‘long hair’, ‘hair’, ‘cut off”,
‘convenient’). The latter reveals a focus on female medical workers’ domestic relations
and particularly narratives surrounding their marital and maternal responsibilities (‘hus-
band’, ‘husband and wife’, ‘mum’, ‘mother’, ‘age’).

Keywords that are markers of the female gender afford insight into the naming prac-
tices regarding the social actors, as well as general trends in their representations. The
keywords Z-M4 ‘the female sex’ and ZZ ‘female’ often occur as premodifiers to BE#
‘medical workers’ in the phrases ZZ B4 (7) and ZZEE47 (10), both translating broadly
to ‘female medical workers’. But ‘medical workers’ can also act as a premodifier to gen-
dered identity markers, framing medical workers primarily through the prism of their
gender and/or age. This is visible, for example, in the case of /NHEH ‘young girl” and 45
4 ‘girl’, which often occur as heads in the phrases EEF/NHME/ALLE (young) girl
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Table 2. Keywords.

Type Log Frequency (raw Dispersion  Bayesian
likelihood frequency) (range in Information
percentage) Criterion

| A7 (them in feminine form) 77.92 30.00 17.71 73.44
2 1305 (mum) 64.67 28.00 11.45 60.19
3 4l (she) 62.14 27.00 2292 57.66
4 3P (nurse) 61.97 60.00 38.54 57.31
5 Sk (husband) 49.55 22.00 12.50 45.07
6 KX (long hair) 44.16 17.00 10.42 39.68
7 2P (the female sex) 33.77 13.00 9.38 29.29
8 % (female) 3117 12.00 833 26.69
9 JINH#H (young girl) 3117 12.00 8.33 26.69
10 J<3% (husband and wife) 29.65 14.00 12.50 25.17
I iR (girl) 28.57 11.00 6.25 24.09
12 % (age) 24.76 12.00 8.33 20.28
I3 #lf/ 69 (their in feminine form)  25.97 10.00 6.25 21.49
14 sk (hair) 23.38 9.00 6.25 18.90
I5 X (profess love) 23.38 9.00 6.25 18.90
16 3 (hug) 20.96 12.00 9.38 16.48
17 BYZ (cut off) 20.78 8.00 7.29 16.30
I8  J7{# (convenient) 18.18 7.00 6.25 13.70
19 4922777 (Women'’s Day) 18.18 7.00 7.29 13.70
20 BESE (mother) 17.77 13.00 10.42 13.29
21 % (most beautiful) 17.75 16.00 10.42 13.27
22 i (her) 17.51 9.00 7.29 13.03
23 #2020 15.58 6.00 6.25 11.10

medical worker(s)’ (5), $P-t/NHIH/AEIR (young) girl nurse(s)’ (7) and FiZEihiR
‘frontline girl(s)’ (6). These phrases represent ‘(young) girl’ as the primary role of the
social actors, with the premodifiers ‘medical worker’, ‘nurse’ and ‘frontline’ functional-
ising ‘(young) girl’ in terms of their occupations. Both ‘young girl’ and ‘girl’ are also
used on their own to refer to female medical workers in five cases. Mentions of young
age, emphasised in ‘young girl’ in particular, arguably also focus attention on female
medical workers’ physical attractiveness (McLellan and McKelvie, 1993) and place
them in a more subordinate role.

The pronouns ‘them’ in feminine form (30) and ‘she’ (27) — all referring to female
medical workers — indicate that they are represented both as a homogenous group and as
specific individuals in the news posts. The possessive pronouns ‘their’ in feminine form
(10) and ‘her’ (9) both refer to female medical workers. The contexts in which these
occur are consistent with the gendered assumptions uncovered in the thematic categories
of the keywords. Whereas ‘their’ in feminine form mostly occurs in the phrases ‘their
faces’ (6) and ‘their eyes’ (3), ‘her’ occurs in the hashtag ‘#her most beautiful smiling
face’ (6) as well as the phrases ‘her husband’ (2) and ‘her daughter’ (1). The first three
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are realisations of somatisation, which focuses on female medical workers’ appearance
and objectifies them by reducing focus on them to parts of their body. The rest are reali-
sations of relational identification, which focuses on female medical workers’ domestic
relations through the identification of their family members in uses of the possessive
pronoun ‘her’. These are examined in detail below.

Appearance, long hair and narratives of sacrifice

The keyword ‘most beautiful’ was predominantly used to describe female medical work-
ers (raw freq = 16, relative freq per 10,000 = 19.61). The contexts suggest that ‘most
beautiful’ possesses a dual meaning: it is used as an evaluation of appearance but also as
a virtue of female medical workers. This can be seen in the hashtag ‘#her most beautiful
smiling face’ (6), in which female medical workers’ faces are depicted as most beautiful
both in the sense of their appearance as well as their resilience and positivity in work. In
contrast, ‘most beautiful’ was rarely used to describe medical workers in general (raw
freq = 2, relative freq per 10,000 = 0.92) and never used to describe male medical
workers.

Such a focus on appearance is reproduced in the somatisations ‘their faces’ (6) and
‘their eyes’ (3), zooming in on parts of female medical workers’ bodies. One context in
which these phrases occur is in the comments on female medical workers, arguing that
although we can’t see ‘their faces’ (3), ‘their eyes’ (3) are ‘bright’ and/or ‘beautiful’. The
extracts presented below (a and b), are considered to be representative examples, as are
the ones that follow.

(@) Iy, —RHBEEEN, “RE™ - (FEEENTPR , REAEA R
I AREEMIRI RS EHAIIVEREE | sEe R - B 2R BEVIR]
AT AP AR

At the scene, a recovered patient "professes love' [to the female medical workers]: They [in
feminine form] were wearing thick protective suits. Though I can't see their [in feminine form]
faces and don't know their names, their [in feminine form] eyes gave me strength. For those
who claimed stars are bright, it is because you haven't seen those nurses' eyes.

(Headline News, February 23, 2020)
(b) HhAl JEYHS: BRI S B d BLLL i, FE3RA IR A RE -

Their [in feminine form] faces were irritated, red and swollen from the facemasks, but they are
the most beautiful in our eyes.

(CCTV News, February 1%, 2020)

In (a), the focus on appearance is articulated in an interview with a recovered patient. In
the interview, instead of reporting on their responsibilities in treating patients, female
medical workers are passivised and sexualised — they are not involved in any action and
their appearance becomes the object of scrutiny. The somatisation present in the extract
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backgrounds female medical workers’ professional roles and reduces them to the appear-
ance of their eyes. In (a), though the comparison of the eyes to the stars construes the
nurses’ eyes as sources of strength and hope, it is still framed in terms of physical appear-
ance and encourages its evaluation. The repeated use of ‘see’ and the perspectivisation
realised in ‘their’ and ‘those’ also create the sense of an external gaze being placed upon
the nurses.

Another context in which ‘their faces’ occurs is in descriptions of the female medical
workers’ faces as having been left bearing marks from the facemasks, as exemplified in
(b). In this case, the female medical workers’ appearance is again placed under scrutiny.
Such representation is framed in a narrative of personal sacrifice, with the assumption
that appearance forms an important part of female medical workers’ personal interest but
such personal interest is eclipsed by the greater good of the nation. Female medical
workers were then positively evaluated for such a sacrifice (in (b), this is realised in ‘the
most beautiful in our eyes’ — an evaluation of their appearances and virtues) and posi-
tioned as exemplary in these news posts. This focus on the women’s appearance and its
specific features is also visible in the video that accompanies (b), allowing for such rep-
resentation to be further reinforced. Figure 1 (below) shows a still from this video, taken
at a point in which a photo is displayed in the video. The photo forms part of a slide show
of what appear to be non-professionally shot close-ups of the women’s faces that bear the
marks of long-term facemask use. The close-ups allow the viewer to establish a more
intimate relationship with those depicted in the images (Caple, 2013), but also allows for

R
Fhidl

“BERENEENEE"

‘a4

Z 4573 B 2122 & 26416

Figure |. Screenshot of a video posted with (b) (CCTV News, February Ist, 2020) — text
included in the screenshot translates to ‘[our family, government, hospital and leaders (from
previous slide)] are all our strong backing’ and ‘provide you maturity, you give me compromise’
[fragment of a song featured in the video].
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the female body to be somatised (through the partial depiction of the female worker). At
the same time, the fact that we look at the person ‘from above’, provides means of a more
disempowered representation of the medical worker and symbolically constructs a more
asymmetrical power relationship between her and the viewer (van Leeuwen, 2008: 139).

Closely tied to these cases of somatisation is the use of romanticised language. The
choice of the word ‘professes love’ in (a), also a keyword and repeated in four other
instances of comments on female medical workers’ appearance (3) or hard work (1),
frames expressions of gratitude towards female medical workers in terms of romantic
feelings. This further passivises and sexualises female medical workers by framing them
as objects of romantic feelings. The word ‘profess love’ was never used in the context of
medical workers in general. In contrast, the more neutral term J§{#§f ‘thank’ (12) was
frequently used as an expression of gratitude towards medical workers in general, but is
absent in the context of female medical workers.

The social actions female medical workers were involved in further reinforces the
scrutinisation of female medical workers’ bodies. In the sentences containing the key-
words ‘their eyes’ and ‘their faces’ as exemplified by (a) and the sentences containing the
keyword ‘profess love’, 7 out of 11 represent female medical workers as recipients of
semiotic actions in which patients express their gratitude towards female medical work-
ers. Such semiotic actions are accompanied by either quotes or renditions, specifying
patients’ comments on female medical workers’ bodies. In ‘profess love’ in particular,
female medical workers are also represented as provoking emotive reactions, which
backgrounds their thoughts and feelings. Such passive representations continued in sen-
tences exemplified by (b), in which female medical workers are constructed as the recipi-
ents of transactive material actions, with their faces ‘strapped’ by facemasks and left with
marks.

The narrative of sacrifice continues in keywords relating t