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Abstract:Agriculture is an important foundation for national development. Under the background of China’s agricultural
transformation and global integration, the media discourse and international communication of China’s national image
have more important significance. Based on Fairclough’s three-dimensional critical discourse analysis (CDA) framework,
this study examines the specific presentation of Chinese agriculture in domestic media. This study constructs a special
Chinese Agricultural News Corpus (CANC), including news reports from People’s Daily, China Daily and Xinhua News
Agency from 2020 to 2025. Using the corpus analysis software AntConc, the high-frequency content words and their
index lines are systematically investigated. The results show that Chinese mainstream media tend to adopt a positive tone.
China’s agricultural image is multi-dimensional, and it is constructed around the three characteristics of policy alignment,
technological innovation, and green development. With the increasing use of multimodal communication in contemporary
media, future research can expand beyond text analysis by combining visual or audio content to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of how Chinese agriculture is presented to different global audiences.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Image is the representation constructed by the communication subject in the process of communication. It not only reflects
the overall impression formed by the communication subject based on the dissemination of information, but also reflects
the social context in which the communication subject is located. As an important way of content production and
dissemination, the media creates image based on communication. Then the public also knows and understands the subject
through the images constructed by the media [1]. Meanwhile, as a basic national industry, agriculture’s actual
development profoundly affect the nation. And its image also have an impact on the national narrative. A strong and
believable agricultural image can enhance the country’s reputation, thereby promoting the construction of a positive
country’s image [2].
In the context of the construction of a moderately prosperous society in all respects and the implementation of The 14th
Five-Year Plan, agriculture and rural areas have continued to develop. And rural revitalization has been steadily advanced.
The Chinese Agricultural Sector Development Report 2025 points out that China aims to build an agricultural power,
adheres to Reform and Opening-up, and technological innovation. And Chinese agriculture has not only continuously
improved its quality and efficiency, but also its level of modernization. However, the international competitiveness of
Chinese agriculture still needs to be further strengthened [3]. Qian Yufang argues that news reports are social in nature.
And discourse is the truth of language that naturally appears in use, which is a practice that corresponds to related society
and culture [4]. Xin Bin and Gao Xiaoli also believe that discourse is a social practice, which is affected by social structure
and reacts on social facts [5]. In view of this, this study selected three Chinese mainstream news media’s reports on
China’s agriculture from 2020 to 2025. And a specific corpus was built for analyzing the construction of China’s
agricultural image in Chinese mainstream media news. Therefore, relevant suggestions from the perspective of image
self-shaping can be put forward.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Previous Studies on Corpus-based Research of China’s Agriculture

Among corpus-based studies in China, there are mainly empirical studies, including news and media discourse research,
national image construction, political discourse research, and so forth [6]. Although corpus-based approaches are
increasingly popular in linguistic research, corpus-based research related to agriculture still requires further development.
And current corpus-based research about Chinese agriculture remains largely pay attention to agricultural academic
writing or specialized terminology. Consequently, news discourse about China’s agriculture as a sector has received scant
attention. For example, Yang Jie adopted a corpus-based research to contrast the writing styles of abstracts between
Chinese and American scientific journals and finds that there are differences on length, prepositions and the use of the
first person pronouns [7]. Similarly, through a corpus-based research on NO.1 central documents (1982–2020), Zhang
Huiyu, Dai Ying, Zhang Danqi, et al. revealed an intensifying policy focus on issues of agriculture, farmers and rural
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areas, along with a diversifying profile of entrepreneurial agents [8]. From a lexicographic perspective, Mokrem Yasen
compiled a Uyghur-Chinese bilingual corpus by organizing agricultural text from reports, dictionaries, and so on, offering
significant reference for translation studies and agricultural information construction [9].
Overall, existing studies have mainly focused on agriculture-related academic literature and English for Specific Purposes
(ESP) in the agricultural domain. However, there remains a lack of systematic research on Chinese agriculture as a sector,
particularly on how this sector is discursively represented in media discourse.

2.2 Previous Studies on News Discourse Analysis Research of China’s Agriculture

Ge Feifei examined news reports on the representation of new peasants in People’s Daily (2012-2021) with corpus-based
method, demonstrating that related texts possess an unpretentious reporting style, and a clear information delivery [10].
Focusing on Farmers’ Daily and People’s Daily, Shi Yin observed that while these two mainstream Chinese media have
constructed a diversified image of modern farmers, fostering discursive democratization. But fixed perceptions still persist,
which leaves the reconstruction of farmers’ discourse facing structural challenges [11]. In addition, Zheng Xingmiao also
collected 450 reports on agriculture, rural areas and farmers from Farmers’ Daily (2021-2023), revealing that the
ideological framework in these reports effectively mobilized the public consensus and promoted the practical measures
of rural revitalization [12].
In general, the existing research focuses on the image of farmers, especially the discourse construction of new farmers,
and explains how rural actors are presented through media narratives. However, there are still relatively few empirical
studies on agriculture itself. As an important pillar of national strategy and social reality, the agricultural image
constructed by the media has yet to be systematically explored.

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.1 Sinclair’s Lexical Grammar

Sinclair proposed the concept of lexical grammar, which systematically examines the target text mainly through important
words and their co-occurrence environment. The model includes four dimensions for text analysis: collocation, colligation,
semantic preference and semantic prosody. Specifically, collocation refers to the frequent co-occurrence of node words.
Colligation refers to the preferred syntactic structure around node words. Semantic preference represents the topic domain
strongly associated with node words [13]. Semantic prosody, which reflects the broader attitudinal tone of the context, is
usually classified as positive, negative or neutral [14]. In elaborating this model, He Anping emphasizes that the theory
of lexical grammar originates from two basic empirical insights of corpus linguistics. First of all, linguistic meaning is
mainly expressed by multi-word units rather than isolated words. Secondly, collocation patterns play a key role in the
construction of discourse meaning [15].

3.2 Fairclough’s CDA Three-dimensional Framework

Van Dijk believes that critical discourse analysis should pay attention to social issues and political events. Rather than
just describing language structures, we should also examine how these structures are used in practice [16]. Fairclough
proposed a three-dimensional framework of critical discourse analysis, including description, interpretation and
explanation. The initial dimension is description, which focuses on the actual features of the text, for example, the lexical
choices and syntactic structures in the target text, such as news reports. The second dimension is interpretation, which
examines the process of text production and dissemination. The third dimension, explanation, extends the analysis to the
macro level, examining how social and power dynamics affect discourse [17]. Critical discourse analysis can be combined
with corpus-based research methods. The corpus-based approach does not exclude external theories and is open [18].

4 METHODOLOGY

4.1 Data Collection

This study manually collects data from the three news media, People’s Daily, China Daily and Xinhua News Agency.
The search terms were agriculture and Chinese agriculture. After the initial web search, all the articles were manually
checked to ensure that they were mainly about Chinese agriculture not just mentioned. All articles were published from
2020 to 2025. A total of 135 news reports were selected. In order to maintain a balanced distribution, there are 45 articles
from each source.

4.2 Corpus Analysis

The basic information of the CANC corpus is as follows: It contains 135 news reports. Among them, there are 72,945
tokens and 6,991 types. The overall Type-Token Ratio (TTR) is 9.58 %, and the average text length is 540.33 words. The
relatively low TTR indicates a high degree of theme concentration, which can reflect the theme’s attention to agriculture.
In addition, the average text length of more than 500 words provides sufficient text length to achieve the elaboration of
the details of agricultural reports.
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The first step of this study is to identify high-frequency content words, because the distribution of high-frequency content
words reflect the main topics in the corpus. Subsequently, the KWIC (Key-in-Context) method is used. Based on the
theory of lexical grammar, the index lines of node words are extracted and tested to analyze their collocation, colligation,
semantic preference and semantic prosody. By examining high-frequency content words and corresponding lines, this
study aims to identify and characterize the overall image of China’s agriculture constructed in China’s mainstream media
discourse.

5 DISCUSSION

5.1 High-frequency Content Words

In order to reduce vocabulary noise, the English stoplist provided by the Natural Language Toolkit (NLTK) is used in the
data processing. Removing the function words helps to highlight the substantive words that carry the substantive
semantics. The CANC corpus is imported into AntConc, and the stop word list is applied through the Global Settings
function to exclude the words in the stop word list from statistical analysis.
Following the stop word filtering, the 30 most frequent content words were identified using the software’s Word tool as
Table 1.

Table 1 Top 30 High-frequency Content Words
Rank Type Freq Rank Type Freq Rank Type Freq
1 china 749 11 will 207 21 country 155
2 agricultural 647 12 local 192 22 can 154
3 said 524 13 areas 191 23 new 151
4 rural 402 14 production 190 24 cooperation 145
5 agriculture 387 15 year 189 25 countries 144
6 chinese 263 16 technology 178 26 people 137
7 farmers 253 17 food 172 27 according 132
8 development 230 18 province 167 28 high 127
9 also 224 19 products 167 29 industry 118
10 percent 210 20 rice 167 30 million 109

The analysis of high-frequency content words in the CANC corpus shows that news reports mainly focus on agricultural
production, rural communities and food security. Terms such as agricultural (647) and agriculture (387) represent the
entire agricultural sector, while rural (402) and farmers (253) have attracted attention to agricultural workers and local
villages. In addition, words such as production (190), food (172) and rice (167) highlight the continued focus on food
production and food supply. The distribution of these terms shows that news reports provide a more comprehensive view
of China’s agriculture, covering crop cultivation, farmers’ lives, and a wider range of content related to national strategies.
At the same time, high-frequency words such as China (749) and Chinese (263) establish a national context, while words
such as province (167), local (192) and areas (191) point to specific geographical areas. The combination of national and
regional terms reflects the Chinese media’s description of agriculture from two dimensions. Chinese media not only
emphasize major government policies at the national level. At the same time, they also emphasize the actual development
and conditions of the local community, representing the level of a region.
Finally, the frequent occurrence of words such as percent (210), year (189), and million (109) reflects that agricultural
news reports often incorporate specific numbers and statistical information. This situation shows that the Chinese
mainstream media’s coverage of agricultural issues will use quantitative evidence to support their views, so that
agricultural issues provide more specific content, such as production results, and improve the credibility and
persuasiveness of their reports.
The agricultural ties between China and Africa also warrant particular attention. The corpus contains multiple lines to
China–Africa agricultural cooperation. For example, “As part of the solution, a hybrid rice demonstration center for
Madagascar was established in August 2007. It was undertaken by China’s Hunan Academy of Agricultural Sciences,
and was one of the 10 major agricultural demonstration zones to be built by China for African countries [19]”. Another
states that “the 2nd Forum on China-Africa Cooperation in Agriculture is held in Sanya from Monday to Wednesday
[20]”.

5.2 Technology in Context

Concordance lines with technology as the node word are shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2.
At the collocation level, the most frequent co-occurrence is technology and science, with 35 occurrences in total.
Technology also co-occurs with various geographical names, including domestic locations such as Luoyang, Sanya, and
Guizhou. For example, one concordance line reports that “In 2023, China’s first Hardware-in-the-Loop (HIL) testing
platform for agricultural machinery, built by the national agricultural machinery and equipment innovation center, was
put into operation in Luoyang city, central China’s Henan Province. This platform uses digital twin technology to simulate
real-world conditions, enabling the high-precision testing of agricultural machinery’s electronic control systems [21]”.
And another example is “The use of big data technology in Guizhou has gradually changed the traditional mode of
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agriculture, which relied solely on farmers’ experience and weather conditions, and this change is providing local farm
produce with a competitive edge in the market, said an official with the provincial agricultural bureau [22]”. At the
international level, technology is associated with locations such as Papua New Guinea, as shown in the example that “the
Juncao technology was introduced in Papua New Guinea by Lin and his team [23]”. These patterns suggest that China’s
agricultural technology is represented as being applied across different regions of China and shared through international
cooperation, reflecting the development of agricultural innovation and China’s engagement in international cooperation.

Figure 1 Technology in Context of CANC Corpus 1-20

Figure 2 Technology in Context of CANC Corpus 21-40

At the colligation level, technology primarily functions as either a subject or an object in typical syntactic structures.
When used as a subject, technology is typically followed by verbs that can highlight its effects or functions, as in “Science
and technology have given industry development in rural China wings [24]”. and “Such technology enables breeders to
track the chickens’ daily steps and identify the sick ones [25]”. In these structures, technology occupies the subject
position and is presented as the agent that facilitates agricultural development or improves production practices. When
used as an object, technology commonly follows verbs related to applying or using technological resources. For example,
“Chinese technicians and experts will continue to share skills and technology on agronomic practices with local farmers
[26]”. Technology is also as an object of sharing, while “This platform uses digital twin technology to simulate real-world
conditions [27]”. places technology after the verb and presents it as a tool for agricultural applications. These syntactic
patterns position technology as both an active force in agricultural development and a practical resource applied in
agricultural practices.
At the semantic preference level, technology is often linked to institutional actors, including farms, universities and
research centres, highlighting their role in agricultural research and technological development. The discourse also
frequently links technology to international cooperation, particularly in the context of African countries. This dimension
of cooperation is embodied in the references to agricultural exhibitions, fairs and various platforms. These semantic
preference patterns show that technology not only promotes international cooperation and agricultural knowledge and
technology exchange, but also helps to improve domestic agricultural productivity.
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At the semantic prosody level, technology exhibits a positive prosody. Its surrounding texts have always been linked to
themes such as innovation, productivity and cooperation, making technology a useful force in China’s agricultural
development.

5.3 Green in Context

Concordance lines with green as the node word are shown in Figure 3 and Figure 4.
At the collocation level, the phrase green development occurs 12 times, while green agricultural development occurs 7
times. For example, one report states that “In recent years, local authorities of Baoji have promoted green development
of agriculture through increasing financial input, popularizing advanced agricultural technologies, and implementing
agricultural projects to boost both the farmers’ income and the rural revitalization process there [28]”. The political phrase
Green Rural Revival Program occurs 10 times, as illustrated by the following example: “With the experience of the Green
Rural Revival Program, efforts must be made to implement specific policies based on actual conditions, take steady and
incremental steps to sustain progress, and achieve tangible results in the interest of the people, according to Xi’s latest
instructions on rural work [29]”. This concrete policy-related collocation directly connects green development with
China’s broader national strategy for rural revitalization and agricultural development. Above collocational patterns
indicate that Chinese media emphasizes ecological conservation and sustainable development while integrating
environmental considerations into the process of agricultural modernization.

Figure 3 Green in Context of CANC Corpus 1-20

Figure 4 Green in Context of CANC Corpus 21-40

At the colligation level, green functions predominantly as an adjective that pre-modifies nouns, and forming noun phrases
such as green coverage, green agriculture chain, and green energy. For instance, “China’s agriculture sector has
continuously deepened the green transformation and seen higher-level green development between 2021 and 2022,
according to a report released by the Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences (CAAS) and China Agricultural Green
Development Research Society (CAGDRS) [30]”. This adjective-noun pattern also encompasses policy-related term,
including the green transformation, Green Rural Revival Program and green channel, as illustrated by the following
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example: “However, China’s green channel for African agricultural products has expedited inspection and quarantine
processes and expanded tariff exemptions, benefiting Kenya’s flower industry and other African agricultural products
like avocado, citrus, pineapple and coffee [31]”. The node word green, functioning as an adjective, reflects Chinese
ecological innovation in agriculture.
At the semantic preference level, green displays a strong association with fields related to environmental governance and
international cooperation. Firstly, its frequent co-occurrence with policy-oriented terms, which are aim to achieve
environmental protection and sustainable development. In addition, the topic of discourse is extended to cross-border
activities like cooperation between countries, highlighting China’s role in global agriculture. These contexts show that
green development is represented not only as a domestic direction but also as part of China’s efforts to promote
responsible agricultural development globally.
At the semantic prosody level, green carries a positive attitude. It links sustainable development with technological
progress and environmental governance. At the same time, Chinese agriculture also plays an active role in international
agricultural activities. These models present China’s agricultural green development as a forward-looking agricultural
development mode, emphasizing both modernization and responsibility.

5.4 Major Findings

In general, the discourse in the CANC corpus shows a clear government-oriented tone, as evidenced by frequent
references to national leaders’ directives and agricultural policy frameworks. This emphasis reflects the state’s
participation and supervision of agricultural governance. Moreover, by depicting China’s domestic and international
agricultural technology stories, it also further reflects the characteristics of China’s agriculture driven by science and
technology. In addition, the development of green agriculture is not only an important strategic principle in China, but
also a means to deal with a wider range of global climate change-related issues, which has received continuous attention
from domestic mainstream media.
At the level of interpretation, the reporting styles of the three media are slightly different. People’s Daily and Xinhua
News Agency adopted a more official tone. People’s Daily pays more attention to guiding public opinion, while Xinhua
News Agency pays more attention to providing detailed and true information. In contrast, China Daily pays more attention
to international communication. However, the three media have similar reporting practices, especially in the frequent use
of factual evidence. The evidence is mainly composed of quantitative data and direct statements. Quantitative data include
agricultural output and the date of major events, and direct statements include government officials’ remarks and
interviews with farmers. These practices realistically and reasonably present the current situation of China’s agricultural
development.
At the level of explanation, there is a significant correlation between the discourse of the three mainstream news media
and China’s agricultural modernization and national development strategy. Chinese Agricultural Sector Development
Report 2025 identifies technological progress as the fundamental pathway to enhancing the market competitiveness of
Chinese agricultural products [3]. Technology ranks 16th in high-frequency content words, indicating that these three
mainstream media attach great importance to the topic of technology when discussing Chinese agriculture, which is
consistent with the path pointed out in the above political documents. During the 14th Five-Year Plan period, China
continued to promote agricultural and rural modernization. While focusing on improving food production and quality, the
country is also promoting sustainable development and green standards. However, in the CANC corpus, green does not
appear in the top 30 high-frequency content words. This finding shows that in the current corpus, ecological practices
receive less attention than technological innovation. Therefore, future efforts to shape China’s agricultural image can
further highlight the relevant content of green development, thereby enhancing the resilience and sustainability of China’s
agriculture.

6 CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS

Although these three sources can represent an important part of Chinese media discourse, relying solely on them may not
fully capture the broader picture of domestic news coverage. What’s more, this study only focuses on written text data,
omitting non-text modalities such as images, video and audio. But in recent years, with the development of digital media,
news reports are not limited to the text. Therefore, compared with monomodal discourse analysis, multimodal discourse
analysis can provide more diverse perspectives and more complete analysis.
In order to address these limitations, first, future research can expand the volume of the corpus by integrating reports from
a wider range of news organizations or media outlets. Second, future research can adopt a multimodal framework, which
learns from the multimodal approach and considers the visual, auditory, and other elements in news reports.
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