
  

 

Abstract—This paper presents an analysis of hedges in 

Chinese environmental news commentaries. The study focuses 

on the way in which hedges contribute to achieving persuasion 

in texts and promoting pro-environmental awareness among 

readers. First, a quantitative approach was applied to identify 

the distribution of hedges in 30 texts of environmental 

commentaries from People’s Daily. Second, a textual analysis 

was conducted to explore how hedges enhanced ethos, pathos, 

and logos to achieve persuasion. Research results reveal that (1) 

authors used a high percentage of epistemic adjectives/adverbs 

(318, 50.56%) and modal verbs (206, 32.75%); (2) hedges 

contributed to enhancing ethos, pathos, and logos through 

establishing a negotiable persona, generating resonance, and 

strengthening reason and logic. This study provides an 

innovative angle of understanding hedges in journalistic 

discourse and extends existing knowledge on strategic 

environmental communication with hedging devices. 

 
Index Terms—Chinese news commentary, hedge, persuasion, 

pro-environmental. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

China has been paying ecological environment cost for its 

dramatic economy booming and unprecedented urbanization 

process in past several decades [1]. After years of fast 

development, China has become the second largest economy 

entity in the world [2]. However, it is facing severe 

environmental challenges as its ecological resources, like 

land, water, and atmosphere are suffering from destruction at 

different levels. Recently, Chinese government has been 

putting forward a series of policies on environmental 

regulations to balance its industrialization process and 

sustainable development [3]. Meanwhile, different forms of 

Chinese media are covering more and more ecological 

environment topics and trying to influence public opinions of 

pro-environment continuously and imperceptibly.  

Mass media plays an important role in people‟s life and 

can shape their lifestyles, value systems, and political views 

[4]-[7]. From the public sphere of news media, individuals 

can perceive the environment deterioration that they may not 

experience personally [8]. Under such circumstances, 

numerous studies have been conducted to investigate how 

ecology-related information is articulated and presented in 

the news media [9]. Existing research findings pointed out 

that creative use of language in environmental 

communication makes significant differences in promoting 

people‟s pro-environmental decision making [10]. 
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Specifically, the application of many rhetorical strategies 

such as metaphor, simile, and euphemism in environmental 

news discourse has been analyzed [11], [12]. However, as a 

rhetorical resource with considerable persuasive effects, 

hedges have been overlooked in research of environmental 

communication and news discourse. 

Considering the potential contribution that hedges could 

possibly make to pro-environmental communication under 

current Chinese publicity backgrounds, it is of great research 

and practical value to understand how hedges are used and 

how they realize the persuasive functions of awakening 

people‟s environmental awareness and persuading 

pro-environmental behaviors in Chinese journalistic 

discourse. Therefore, for addressing the research gaps, the 

present study proposes the following research questions: 

(1) What hedging devices are adopted in the Chinese 

environmental commentaries? 

(2) How do the adopted hedging devices achieve 

persuasion? 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Functions of Hedges in Journalistic Discourse 

According to Lakoff [13], hedges are words that make 

things more or less fuzzy. Allowing authors to express 

tentativeness and possibility, hedges have been referred as 

one of the prominent strategies of mitigating viewpoint 

expression in different contexts, such as medical discourse 

[14], academic discourse [15], legal discourse [16], and 

economic discourse [17], [18]. In journalistic discourse, 

previous studies addressed the issue of hedges within the 

metadiscourse framework and explored the functions of 

hedges in rendering texts persuasive [19]-[22].  

Journalistic discourse was considered to have adequate 

examples of persuasive writing and even “setting up 

standards for written persuasion” [23]. Especially, editorials 

and commentaries intend to “present the opinions of the 

newspaper about recent issues that are of social or political 

significance” [24]. However, despite the persuasive nature of 

the texts, “automatic acceptance of the presented ideas does 

not always occur” [19]. As pointed by Dafouz-Milne [19], 

“the key to an effectively persuasive text is the artful 

combination of weakening expressions (i.e. hedges) and 

strengthening ones (i.e. certainty markers and/or attitudinal 

markers) with the final intention of producing a discourse 

that is neither too assertive nor too vague.” In practice, 

journalists and commentators often employ hedges to display 

vague degree or quantity for reducing the degree of their 

commitments to assertions [15], [25]. Acknowledging the 
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limits of what can be concluded from existing information, 

hedges exhibit authors‟ uncertainty in fact description [26]. 

But they also indicate authors‟ endeavor of conveying facts 

as objectively as possible instead of making arbitrary 

statements, which increases texts‟ authenticity and reliability. 

According to Jensen [20], “journalists were viewed as more 

trustworthy (a) when news coverage of cancer research was 

hedged (e.g., study limitations were reported) and (b) when 

the hedging was attributed to the scientists responsible for the 

research (as opposed to scientists unaffiliated with the 

research)”. 

In addition, the persuasiveness of editorials demands 

“conscious structuring of the text in order to create a bond 

between the author and the readers” [22]. Peterlin and Moe 

[21] found that news reporters can adopt hedges to establish a 

dialog with the audience so that the persuasive effect will be 

enhanced. Although the persuasive functions of hedges in 

journalistic discourse have been recognized in academia, 

there is little evidence on how hedges work particularly in a 

specific context of journalistic discourse, which limits a more 

rational and efficient utilization of hedges in commentaries 

concerning pro-environmental persuasion. 

B. Strategic Persuasion 

Generally, persuasion refers to the process of changing 

someone‟s beliefs and attitudes [27].  Psychological theories 

have been proposed to explain how persuasion works, 

including Hovland-Yale model [27], [28], elaboration 

likelihood model [29], [30], and cognitive dissonance 

paradigm [31]. As a type of human communication, 

persuasion is not only a psychological phenomenon, but also 

a linguistic one. The attractiveness and strength of arguments 

and how the speaker sustains an idea all influence the effects 

of persuasion [32]. In other words, how language is used to 

present and frame ideas is an important factor in determining 

whether persuasion is successful or not. Therefore, the 

analysis of linguistic expressions in a particular context is 

essential to interpret the mechanisms of persuasion.  

Many studies exploring persuasion strategies were 

conducted based on the classic framework proposed by the 

Greek philosopher Aristotle [33]. This framework contains 

three important methods of persuasion: ethos, logos, and 

pathos. Ethos, meaning character, refers to the establishment 

of a trustworthy persona. The speaker or writer needs to use 

appropriate language to gain the psychological recognition 

and trust of the audience [27], [33]. Pathos is the emotional 

appeal, moving people by feeling to generate resonance and 

identification [27]. It is used to make the audience “feel what 

the speaker or writer would like them to feel” [34]. Logos 

means the persuasion is achieved by using logic and reason. 

Quoting facts and statistics and citing convinced authorities 

on a subject can form logos [34]. It has been found that ethos, 

pathos, and logos are enhanced through the strategic use of 

language to achieve persuasion in various genres, such as 

public speech [34], social/environmental reports [35], 

workplace request emails [29], and policy documents [36]. 

As mentioned, hedges have been studied in journalistic 

discourse and prove to have persuasive effects in news texts. 

These previous studies only explored the persuasive 

functions of hedges by interpreting their meaning and 

authors‟ intention in context, but the relationship between 

hedges and specific persuasion strategies was not clearly 

revealed. To understand this, the present study investigates 

how ethos, pathos, and logos are built by using hedges. 

 

III. RESEARCH METHODS 

A.  Corpus Construction 

This study built a corpus consisting of Chinese 

environmental commentaries from a public media People’s 

Daily Online (人民网), a platform constructed by People’s 

Daily (人民日报) which is regarded as one of the most 

influential newspapers in China. People’s Daily Online is 

known as a website with diverse and in-depth content, 

including news covering, online commentary, online 

interview, community interaction, live broadcast, and mobile 

news release. People’s Daily Online circulates versions in 
Chinese, English, Russian, French, Spanish, and Arabic. The 

commentaries in this study were selected from the Chinese 

version. With 35,677 characters in total, the current corpus 

comprised 30 news commentaries between November 2018 

and November 2019, each of which was 1,000 to 1,500 

characters in length. Table I shows the topics and the number 

of the collected environment-related commentaries. 
 

TABLE I: TOPICS AND NUMBER OF TEXTS 

Topic Number Topic Number 

Multiple themes 7 Illegal use of resources 2 

Supervision and 

governance 
5 Air pollution 2 

Solid pollutants 5 
Urbanization and 

environment 
1 

Protection of 

water resources 
4 

Contribution of government 

and individuals 
1 

Traveling and 

environment 
2 Planting trees 1 

 

B. Hedge Identification 

Though the definition and classification of hedges have 

been discussed by many scholars [37]-[39], no existing 

inventory of Chinese hedges was available. Some Chinese 

researchers [26], [40] examined the hedges in Chinese 

articles based on the hedge definition of Hyland [15]. This 

study adopted the classification approach from the study by 

Yang [26], in which hedges were classified into modal verbs, 

epistemic adjective/adverb/noun, lexical verbs, and 

phraseological expressions. In addition, since it was pointed 

out by Holmes [40], [41] that form was rarely a sufficient 

basis in identifying hedges, a context-sensitive analysis was 

conducted for the identification of hedges. The complex 

meanings of Chinese characters and expressions made the 

analysis of context particularly important in investigating a 

Chinese corpus, as exemplified in the use of “需要” in the 

following examples:  

(1)……更好满足人民美好生活需要。 

     ... meet people‟s needs in a better way. 

(2) (政府)需要继续严格管控围填海。 
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(The government) needs to continue to strictly control  

reclamation. 

“需要” in the above examples shared the same linguistic 

form. When the context was taken into consideration, it was 

found that “需要” in Sentence (1) was a noun, while in 

Sentence (2) it was a modal verb. Therefore, only the latter 

was identified as a hedge.  

Examples of hedges in four types are as follows, and the 

translation provided is only for reference: 

i. Modal verbs 

我们应该在保护海洋的前提下改造和利用海洋资源。 
We should protect the ocean when transforming and 

using marine resources. 

ii. Epistemic adjectives, adverbs, and nouns 

      Epistemic adjectives: 

      村民反映了很多次。 
   Villagers complained about this many times. 

      Epistemic adverbs: 

      整治工作相当复杂。 
   Governance and administration are quite complicated. 

iii. Lexical verbs 

不久前的一项研究显示... 
   A recent study shows that... 

iv. Phraseological expressions 

我国海洋事业总体上进入历史上最好的发展时期。 
In general, China‟s marine undertakings entre the best 

time for development ever. 

C. Data Analysis  

The present study was conducted in three stages. In the 

first stage, hedges were first identified and labeled with the 

help of WordSmith Tools 7.0. Texts in the corpus were 

segmented and labeled on Online Corpus 

(http://corpus.zhonghuayuwen.org/), which provided a tool 

for segmenting Chinese texts and calculating the number of 

tokens. The segmented texts were then analyzed by 

WordSmith Tools 7.0 and the Concord tool was used to 

search hedges. An advantage of the Concord is to allow users 

to “see any word or phrase in context” [42], which is needed 

for identifying hedges. Therefore, whether the keyword 

could be identified as a hedge was finally decided after the 

manual analysis of context. To avoid missing any additional 

hedge, all the texts were manually checked to identify new 

hedges. All the hedges were tagged in the original texts and 

recorded by the linguistic forms and respective number of 

occurrences. 

In the second stage, each hedge was examined in the texts 

to decide whether it was used to describe phenomena or to 

express comments and advocation. Hedges in statements 

exhibiting events and phenomena were labeled “E&P”, while 

those in comments and advocation were labeled “C&A”. The 

number of hedges in E&P and C&A was calculated 

respectively.   

Based on the quantitative results in the previous two stages, 

the textual analysis was conducted in the last stage. The 

persuasive effects of hedges were analyzed by discussing 

how ethos, pathos, and logos were enhanced through the use 

of four types of hedges. Examples were extracted from the 

corpus for elaboration.  

 

IV. RESULTS 

All hedges identified in the corpus were classified into four 

major types and the percentage of each type is shown in 

Table II. Generally, of four different types of hedges, 

epistemic expressions (318, 50.56%) were adopted most 

frequently, accounting for half of all hedges in the corpus. 

Another type that exhibited a high percentage was modal 

verbs (206, 32.75%). The rest two, lexical verbs (73, 11.61%) 

and phraseological expressions (32, 5.09%), showed a much 

lower frequency of occurrence compared with the other two 

types.     
 

TABLE II: NUMBER OF FOUR TYPES 

Types of hedges  No. of occurrence 

Epistemic adj. adv. & n. 318(50.56%) 

Modal verbs 206(32.75%) 

Lexical verbs 73(11.61%) 

Phraseological expressions 32(5.09%) 

Total 629(100%) 

 

The percentage of four types of hedges varies with genres. 

In Yang‟s study, it was found that in Chinese-authored 

research articles, hedges from the most frequent to the least 

frequent were epistemic adverbs, adjectives and nouns, 

lexical verbs, modal verbs, and phraseological expressions 

[26]. In this study, epistemic words still topped the four types, 

but modal verbs were at a higher percentage than lexical 

verbs. The observed difference in two studies can be 

explained by the fact that the genres under investigation are 

different. According to Bhatia [36], [43], genres enable 

professionals to perform their everyday tasks and language is 

used in a conventionalized communicative setting to achieve 

specific communicative goals. In general, research articles 

aim to disseminate research findings, while news 

commentaries intend to convey information about news 

events and propose relevant opinions. More lexical verbs are 

needed to illustrate new findings in research articles. Modal 

verbs are used more frequently in news commentaries to 

show authors‟ attitudes. The distribution of hedges in two 

genres assists to fulfill the different communicative goals. 

As the most frequently used hedges in the corpus, 

epistemic adjectives and adverbs were found to serve either 

as a quantity modifier or as a modifier confining the extent of 

expressions. It is shown in Table III that there were more 

modifiers related with extent (176, 55.35%) than those 

related with quantity (142, 44.65%).  
 

TABLE III: EPISTEMIC WORDS IN THE CORPUS 

Function Number Examples 

Quantity 142(44.65%) 超过(over), 近(nearly) 

Extent 176(55.35%) 相当(quite), 极其(extremely) 

Total 318  

 

Modal verbs, ranking second in terms of total number, had 

diverse linguistic forms. For example, the modal verb “应该”, 

meaning “should”, was expressed in the forms of “应”, “应

该”, and “应当”. There were also circumstances in which one 

Chinese character expressed meanings of various modal 
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verbs. The example is the use of “要”, the meaning of which 

may vary with different contexts, as illustrated in the 

following sentences from the corpus:  

(3)良性发展既要懂得“生产”，更要学会“消化”。 

For sound progress, we need to not only understand 

“production”, but also need to learn to “digest”. 

(4)(政府)要开展广泛的教育引导工作。 

(The government) should/must extensively carry out the 

work of education and guidance.  

Lexical verbs were not frequently used in the corpus, but 

this type of hedges played a unique role. Different from the 

other three types, lexical verbs led the flow of sentences 

instead of serving as modifiers or showing modality. The 

content following lexical verbs in environmental news 

commentaries was the statistics or speech from experts and 

officials. It is noteworthy that the subjects of lexical verbs in 

this study were citizens, experts, and government officials. 

Though the opinions or suggestions of the author were 

presented in the news commentaries, any reference to the 

author never served as the subjects of these lexical verbs. The 

last type, phraseological expressions, accounted for a small 

proportion of all hedges. These expressions occurred with 

conclusive sentences in texts, confining the perspective and 

scope of corresponding statements.  

In news commentaries, the statements either objectively 

described news events or presented comments and 

advocation of authors. The distribution of hedges in each 

circumstance demonstrated a considerable difference. As is 

shown in Table IV, only epistemic words occurred more 

frequently in statements describing events and phenomena. 

The other three types, modal verbs, lexical verbs, and 

phraseological expressions, exhibited a higher percentage in 

statements presenting comments and advocation. This 

distribution pattern corresponds to meanings of hedges in 

each type. Epistemic words functioned in modifying quantity 

and extent of situation, so they were more frequently used in 

describing details of news events as modifiers. Most of modal 

verbs (73.30%) were adopted in presenting opinions and 

advocation in that this type of hedges contained modality and 

attitudes. Lexical verbs and phraseological expressions, 

serving to demonstrate others‟ opinions and modify 

conclusive statements, were necessary to support explanatory 

statements and comments given by the author. In general, the 

distribution of hedges in the part of E&P and C&A shows 

that authors of news commentaries keep a balance in using 

four types of hedges based on different focus in two parts and 

features of hedging devices.  

 
TABLE IV: NUMBER OF HEDGES FOR DIFFERENT PURPOSES 

 E&P C&A Total 

Modal verbs 55(26.70%) 
151(73.30%

) 
206(100%) 

Epistemic 

adj./adv./n. 
181 (56.92%) 

137(43.08%

) 
318(100%) 

Lexical verbs 33(45.21%) 40 (54.79%) 73(100%) 

Phraseological 

expressions 
12 (37.5%) 20 (62.5%) 32(100%) 

E&P: events& phenomena  

C&A: comments& advocation 

V. DISCUSSION 

In a corpus with 30 environmental news commentaries, 

four major types of hedges were identified and examined in 

terms of the number and percentage of occurrence. The 

results show that epistemic words and modal verbs were 

more frequently used in texts. Lexical verbs and 

phraseological expressions accounted for a much lower 

percentage, but they each played a unique role by focusing on 

specific information. Lexical verbs were related with 

quotation from reliable sources and phraseological 

expressions were used to make conclusive statements. Based 

on these findings, this section conducted a textual analysis to 

explore how hedges in news commentaries enhanced ethos, 

pathos, and logos to achieve pro-environmental persuasion. 

A. Ethos and Hedges 

Ethos refers to the projected character of authors and 

concerns their authority and credibility in texts [35], [44]. To 

make texts persuasive, authors should construct a trustworthy 

and reliable persona. The author of news commentaries used 

hedges to create negotiability. Although authority was 

weakened, a negotiable persona made it easier for readers to 

accept the message. Modal verbs and some epistemic 

adjectives and adverbs played a part in establishing such a 

persona. See two examples below:  

(5)这样的奖励政策有点简单化。 

Such an award policy is a little simple.  

(6)需要每位公民成为生态文明建设的参与者。 

Every citizen needs to participate in the construction of  

ecological civilization. 

In Sentence (5), the hedge was an epistemic adverb “有点

(a little)” and in Sentence (6), the hedge was the modal verb 

“ 需要  (need)”. The presence of such hedges created 

negotiability in the statements. “有点 (a little)” modified the 

adjective “simple”. This modifier showed not only the 

seriousness of the phenomenon but also left the space for 

negotiation about the degree. Without this hedging device, 

this statement would be more like a conclusion to inform 

readers, thus making the author superior to readers. In 

Sentence (6), the occurrence of “需要 (need)” enabled the 

statement to be an advocation rather than an order. This 

advocation provided the space for negotiation so that readers 

would not find they were forced to take the suggestion to 

protect the environment.  

In conclusion, hedges in the news commentaries 

contributed to creating a negotiable persona by leaving space 

for negotiability. In other words, the author did not choose 

linguistic strategies to make themselves as authoritative as 

experts or officials. This preference can be explained by the 

implicitness in Chinese communication. As suggested by 

Fang and Faure [45], Chinese tend to use small “modifiers” 

to condition their meanings and by doing so, a harmonious 

atmosphere is created among the parties involved. The 

negotiable persona established by hedges was more likely to 

persuade Chinese readers than a persona with authority. This 

distinguishes environmental news commentaries from laws 

and regulations related with the environment, exposing 

readers to environmental problems and encouraging 

pro-environmental behaviors in a mitigating way. 
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B. Pathos and Hedges 

Pathos emphasizes feelings and concerns how to trigger 

emotions like happiness, sadness, pity, or fear [35], [46]. This 

means the author needs to engage readers in texts and evoke 

empathy among them. In this study, pathos was enhanced 

mainly by epistemic adjectives and adverbs. See one example 

below: 

(7) 塑料餐具、塑料盒等塑料制品的消费量也十分可

观。 
Consumption of plastic products such as plastic tableware 

and plastic boxes is rather considerable. 

The epistemic adverb “十分 (rather)” strengthened the 

degree of the fact described in the sentence and contained 

strong emotions. The sentence intended to emphasize the 

seriousness of pollution and the hedge “十分 (rather)” made 

the message salient when the attitudes of the author were also 

passed to readers. 

In the news commentaries of this study, the epistemic 

adjectives and adverbs, especially those showing degree, 

functioned in building pathos to evoke the emotions and 

generate resonance among readers. Meanwhile, the 

environmental problems were properly presented. In the 

context of environmental communication, framing 

environmental problems correctly is crucial and will motivate 

and engage people in environmental protection [47]. As Barr 

[48] put it, there is “a perceived necessity to convince 

individuals that there are significant environmental problems 

that require individual behavioral responses. Raising 

awareness, it is argued, motivates individuals to act”. 

C. Logos and Hedges 

Logos stresses logic and clarity of the argument [49] 

appealing to reason. In the news commentaries, lexical verbs, 

phraseological expressions, and some epistemic words all 

served to enhance the logos of texts. Lexical verbs like “表明

(indicate)” and “ 估计  (estimate)” in the corpus were 

followed by speech or findings from the third party. The 

major function was to provide supporting details from 

reliable sources, including speech of officials, governmental 

documents, or findings from experts. 

Besides the quotation of facts realized by lexical verbs, 

logos was also established by modifiers like epistemic words 

and phraseological expressions. The two sentences below are 

instances adopting the two types: 

(8) 事实上，我国大中城市“垃圾围城”的问题已经得

到了较好的解决。 

In fact, the problem of "garbage siege" in China's large and 

medium cities has been better solved. 

(9) 涉及海域面积仅约2.15公顷。 

The sea area involved is only about 2.15 hectares. 

“事实上 (in fact)” at the beginning of Sentence (8) served 

as a sign of transition, indicating the content was a further 

explanation or a conclusion of the previous information. 

Therefore, this type of hedges signaled the progression of 

meanings and specified the perspective or range of the 

following information. 

 In Sentence (9), the author added “约(about)” before an 

accurate number. It seems that introducing information about 

quantity in this way shows the uncertainty of details. Actually, 

modifiers like “约 (about)” reflected the prudence of the 

author in presenting information. The authors honestly 

demonstrated their uncertainty about such details by using 

epistemic words which modified quantity. The preciseness of 

information was ensured and logos was enhanced.  

To summarize, news commentaries built logos by lexical 

verbs, phraseological expressions, and some epistemic 

adjectives/adverbs. Reliable supporting details and prudence 

in describing statistics strengthened the reason of texts and 

transition in meaning signaled by phraseological expressions 

enhanced the logic. The establishment of logos contributed to 

the coherence of texts, making it easier for the audience to 

process information and have a better understanding of 

authors‟ intention. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

The present study has conducted quantitative research and 

textual analysis in order to find out how hedges are used in 

Chinese news commentaries to achieve persuasion. Results 

show that four major types of hedges varied in their number 

of occurrences. Epistemic adjectives/adverbs and modal 

verbs exhibited a relatively higher percentage among all 

hedges in the corpus. The textual analysis found that 

pro-environmental persuasion was achieved (1) by 

enhancing ethos to persuade readers into protecting the 

environment with a negotiable persona; (2) by enhancing 

pathos to generate resonance about the seriousness of 

environmental problems and urgency of environmental 

protection; and (3) by enhancing logos to provide convincing 

details and achieve transition in meaning. The study has filled 

in a gap in the study of ecological discourse and provided a 

new research perspective that linguistic devices like hedges 

can also make a difference in persuasiveness in the context of 

ecological discourse.  

One limitation of this study is the lack of diversity in the 

source of articles. Though the commentaries all focus on the 

environment, there should be more sub-topics to see whether 

the distribution of hedges varies with topics. Another 

limitation is that the present study is simply based on 

theoretical analysis. The effectiveness and persuasive effects 

of the texts should be proved by empirical studies among the 

readers. How readers react to the environmental information 

conveyed in news commentaries and whether the use of 

hedges affects the effectiveness need further exploration. 
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