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Abstract

When society is confronted by risks and people are faced
with challenges, news media should take the responsibility to
monitor environment, disseminate information and guide public
opinion. For the hard news of breaking disaster events, journa-
lists and editors from different countries usually adopt straight
reporting technique in which the design of news headline, the ar-
rangement of news lead, the selection of news information and
the organization of news story are highly conventionalized, At
the same time, however, differences still exist in the journalistic
practices of different media in performing media functions
through news reporting. Influenced by political, economical and
cultural factors, different media may respond differently towards
the same disaster event.

Due to their maximum news values such as timeliness, con-
flict, impact, etc. , disaster events always receive close attention
from news media and the news about disaster events has occupied
an indispensable place in the history of journalism both in China
and in the U. S, As a typical genre of news discourse, breaking
disaster news reports can reflect a nation’s professional and
media orientations, and the study of this genre can help readers
better understand different journalistic cultures. Therefore, the
present paper conducts a research on thirty-four straight news

reports published in the two influential newspapers of China
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Daily and The New York Times about seventeen air crashes that
occurred from the year of 2005 to 2008. The study is mainly un-
derpinned by the theoretical modal of language and context in
systemic functional linguistics with the aim of discovering the
differences of news cultures in the two newspapers by investiga-
ting the register configuration features and the generic structure
potential of this genre and inquiring into its variations.

Genre is inseparable from culture since it is a cultural prod-
uct (Fang, 1998). But a certain genre can also be found in differ-
ent cultures, For instance, the genre of news report and its sub-
genre like straight news report for hard news of breaking disas-
ters both frequently appear in the international journalistic field.
Though China Daily is published in the language of English, it
is produced in China and therefore bears the features of Chinese
culture.

Genre refers to a staged goal-oriented social activity in hu-
man communication (Martin, 2004; Huang, 2004). Two modals
of genre realization have been respectively proposed by Hasan
(Halliday & Hasan, 1985) and Martin (2004; Martin & Rose,
2003, 2005). For Hasan, contextual configuration determines
generic structural elements and helps to form a generic structure
potential, while for Martin, register configuration is used for
contextual configuration and generic structure is substituted by
schematic structure whose composition units are named as
“stage” and “phase. ” So, genre, context and register are closely
related to each other (Fang, 1998),

In systemic functional linguistics, context can be classified
into three types: context of co-text, context of situation and con-
text of culture, among which context of situation is the focus of
its study. From the perspective of functions, the three variables
of context of situation are interrelated with the three meta-
functions: field with ideational function, tenor with interperson-

al function and mode with textual function. Culture is defined by
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Halliday as a context, a meaning potential system that is realized
by language and that is based on different linguistic activities and
different institutional backgrounds, so context of culture has two
dimensions: institution and ideology (Halliday & Hasan, 1985,
p. 49).

The theoretical framework for the present study is estab-
lished on the base of the above theory about genre and context.
Context of culture is still discussed from two dimensions, insti-
tution and ideology, but for news reporting, institution can be
realized by journalistic orientations such as journalistic traditions
and media functions while ideology can be realized by subjective
attitudes constrained by social values and national interests in or-
der to build a specific image for what is being reported. These
culture contexts will lead to genre differences of air disaster news
discourses in the two newspapers.

In genre analysis, researchers usually pay more attention to
the study of different elements in different genres while ignoring
the study of different elements of the same genre, however, the
different elements, especially the optional elements and recursive
elements in the same genre have very important communicative
functions (Zhang et al. , 2002). The change of optional elements
can just bring about the change of the genre which is the direct
reflection of different social and cultural systems (Fang, 1995).
In view of these facts, the present study focuses on the genre a-
nalysis of air disaster news discourse by introducing the concept
of context of culture, with the purpose of finding out the similar-
ities as well as the differences of the same genre and digging out
the root causes from the two cultures.

It is discovered by register analysis that the field of air disas-
ter news discourse is realized by heavy use of material process in
the system of transitivity which intends to exhibit series of activ-
ities such as how the crash occurred, how it caused influence,

and how people reacted to it. The tenor of air disaster news
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discourse is achieved by a larger proportion of declaratives and
reported speeches with very few modal resources used because
journalists for such straight news reports are supposed to build
an objective and impartial interpersonal relationship with readers
in a far distance. As the breaking news report is always unfolded
according to the importance of information rather than the chron-
ological narrative order, air disaster news discourse is manifested
as apparent lack of cohesive devices and its textual coherence is
mostly sustained by the field. Besides, air disaster news dis-
course in press has been presented as a multimodal genre since
most of the reports in the data have adopted two semiotic re-
sources, the linguistic and the photographic which enhance the
communicative effect.

The generic structural analysis makes it clear that air disas-
ter news discourse generally consists of the following seven
structural elements; Headline, Dateline, Lead, Consequence
Description, Background Introduction, Reaction Presentation
and Journalist’s Judgment. Following Martin, the present study
terms these larger units as “news stages” which can be further
classified into smaller units as “news phases. ” For instance, the
stage of Consequence Description has phases like casualties, dis-
aster scene , and findings; Background Introduction has circum-
stances, cultural background and similar events; Reaction Pres-
entation has rescue work, of ficials’ response and relatives’ re-
sponse. These three stages can not occur independently and they
must be realized by at least one phase. As a result, the generic
structure potential for the air disaster news discourse discovered
by the author includes five obligatory elements: Headline,
Dateline, Lead, Consequence Description (casualties), and
Background Introduction (circumstances). The first three ele-
ments are in fixed order and the latter two are unfixed and can be
recursive after the first three, All the other stages or phases are

optional. Considering the multimodality of air disaster news
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discourse, the present study has also tentatively proposed a mul-
timodal generic structure potential. It is observed that news pho-
tographs in air disaster news reports are only optional. In order
to express the same function as in the news text, the optional el-
ements formed by news photographs are labeled as News Photo-
graph/Lead, News Photograph/Consequence Description .,
News Photograph/Background Introduction, and News photo-
graph /Reaction Presentation.

Although the two newspapers have demonstrated obvious
similarities as far as the register and generic structure are con-
cerned, subtle differences are still detected, which are mainly
caused by different contexts of culture.

Comparatively speaking, China Daily devotes a bit more
space to the stages of Consequence Description and Reaction
Presentation whereas The New York Times sheds more ink in
Background Introduction. As to the descriptive techniques, the
former newspaper usually uses generalized statement while the
latter one is inclined to provide detailed depiction. These features
can be attributed to the two different journalistic orientations. In
China, the media function of leading public opinion has always
been the important one, and even in the news reports about for-
eign accidents, balance between man and nature is also main-
tained without too much emphasis on the negative side of disas-
ters. This leads to more general results and rescue work reac-
tions in its reports. On the contrary, for American news media,
environmental surveillance is regarded as a very important func-
tion, Therefore, in their air disaster news reports, detailed de-
scription is more often used to emphasize conflict between human
and nature, and more background is provided so as to help look
for causes. This tendency is also partly influenced by the inter-
pretative reporting tradition in America.

The biggest difference found out by the present study just

lies in the optional element: the phase of cultural background in
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the stage of Background Introduction. Theoretically speaking,
cultural background about the aviation company or the related
country is not very important to the breaking event, so it is not
an essential part of air disaster news report and it only functions
as an optional element, However, statistics show that the
amount of information given for this phase in The New York
Times is about ten percent higher than that in China Daily,
showing the biggest difference among all the stages or phases,
Apart from this, the appraisal resources in this phase have been
detected to be more frequently used in the former newspaper
than the latter one. Seen from absolute numbers, neither of the
two newspapers has provided much information for the stage of
Journalist’s Judgment, because reporters have a clear under-
standing of objectivity principle for such straight news reports
and try to avoid expressing their personal opinion directly,
Thus, the optional element of cultural background is ingeniously
used by the reporters of The New York Times to implicitly con-
vey their attitudes with ideological slants. Generally speaking,
both the two newspapers have adopted in essence the straight or
objective writing technique for the breaking air disaster news,
but through providing a large amount of background information
permeated with reporters’ comments, the reports in The New
York Times have slightly taken on some features of interpretative
style.

The study is significant because it not only proposes a for-
mula of generic structure potential for the genre of air disaster
news discourse for the first time, but also reveals how the
change of generic elements, especially that of optional elements
in such a genre influences communicative effect. Undoubtedly
the study will help readers to gain better understanding of news

culture embodied in the two different newspapets.
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