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Abstract:  

The COVID-19 pandemic changes everyone‘s life, and puts the Web an indispensable medium for 

information acquisition and communication. Web news plays an important role in disseminating 

information. The Coronavirus corpus contains Web news and Web pages from 20 English-speaking 

countries that are queried in terms of collocational behavior and semantic prosody of China-centric 

nodes, such as China and Chinese. By comparing the results with those in the iWeb corpus, this study 

is designed to figure out if there is a difference before and after the COVID-19. The study has found 

that there is a difference in collocational behavior in the two corpora which represents the speech 

before and after the COVID-19. The collocational difference lies both in word class and word 

functions. The semantic prosody remains relatively stable in neutral but slightly changes from positive 

to controversially both positive and negative, which aligns with the current global discussion on China 

in the context of COVID-19.  

 

Keywords: COVID-19; Collocation; Semantic prosody; China; Global web news 

 

1. Introduction 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), which caused the first large-scale outbreak of 

pandemic in Wuhan, Hubei province, China in December 2019, is sweeping the globe and has claimed 

a large number of people‘s lives. The outbreak of COVID-19 has greatly changed our lives, in the face 

of which many countries enacted lockdown policies and social distancing measures to prevent the 

spread of the virus. People under quarantine or lockdown have suffered a lot with un unclear 

timetables for returning to normal life. Work and school were limited to finish at home.  

Against this background, the Web has become an indispensable medium for everyday 

disease-related information acquisition and communication. However, unfortunately, many 

discussions on the Web were potentially racial and hateful towards China, blaming for the COVID 

origin. Especially after Donald Trump, the former president of the United States of America officially 

posted a tweet on 16
th

 March 2020, the discussion shifted to be worldwide. In Trump‘s tweet, he 

labeled Coronavirus as a Chinese virus, which stirred up a tremendous wave of debate in the disease 

terminology. In the same sense, other racial labels or hashtags, for instance, #Wuhan virus, #Kungflu, 

#Sinophobia, #bat soup, etc., were emerging on social media, which disseminated racially targeted 

content towards China. 

Researches on the theme detected the information dissemination on mainstream social platforms 

such as Twitter and YouTube. Schild et al. (2020) find that people on Twitter tend to blame China for 

the situation, and on /pol/ tend to use more Sinophobic slurs. Lyu, et al. (2020) analyzed 1,083,401 

Twitter users and find significant differences between the users using the controversial and 

non-controversial terms referring to COVID-19. Litam (2020) discussed reports of discrimination and 

violence against Asians, including Chinese. D‘Souza et al. (2020) pointed out the importance of social 

media‘s quality of information. Ziems et al. (2020) appealed to detect and reduce online hate speech. 
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Through the verview of the present literature, we found that the discussions on China-centric issues 

against the COVID-19 backdrop mainly centers on sociology and psychology perspectives to explain 

the possible causations of the racial speech act. However, to the best of the our knowledge, researches 

shed little light on the news agencies, whose reporting speech has a tremendous influence on shaping 

the public‘s thought and value. As Ferrara‘s (2020) research finds that the lower bot score Twitter 

users reference to traditional news sources, while the most referenced accounts are the US President, 

the CDC, the WHO, and various established news organizations. Considering the importance of news 

reporting, the present study focuses on the newly established corpus——Coronavirus Corpus and the 

current largest corpus——iWeb corpus. Through a comparison of the collocates and semantic prosody 

of the terms respectively in the two corpora, the study tries to find out the possible changes in terms of 

China-related reporting before and after the COVID-19, and find out the possible explanations for the 

phenomenon. 

 

2. Collocations and Semantic Prosody 

2.1 Collocations and MI Scores 

The term ―collocation‖ was first used by Firth (1957) and defined by Halliday & Hasan (1976: 287) 

as ―a cover term of the cohesion that results from the co-occurrence of lexical items that are in some 

way or other typically associated with one another, because they tend to occur in similar 

environments‖. That is to say, in corpus linguistics, a collocation is a sequence of words or terms that 

co-occur more often than would be expected by chance. Sinclair (1966: 415) pointed out that ―we may 

use term node to refer item whose collocation we are studying, and we may define a span as the 

number of lexical items on each side of a node that we consider relevant to that node‖. And the items 

in the environment set are called collocates. 

Mutual-information (MI) score is a measure of collocation strength. Kennedy (2002) interpreted 

the formula to calculate the MI score: 

 

MI = log

𝑓(𝑛, 𝑐)
𝑁

𝑓(𝑛)𝑓(𝑐)
𝑁     𝑁

= log [𝑁
𝑓(𝑛, 𝑐)

𝑓(𝑛)𝑓(𝑐)
] 

In the formula, N refers to the total number of words in a corpus, f (n, c) refers to the total 

frequency of co-occurrence of the node word and the collocate, f (n) refers to the frequency of the 

node word, while f (c) refers to the frequency of the collocate. 

Based on MI score calculating, the collocational strength of a specific term node with its collocates 

in a corpus can be obtained. The higher the MI score is, the stronger the link between the term and 

collocates tends to be. If the MI score is closer to zero, it is likely that the two items co-occur by 

chance. However, if a negative MI score appears, the two items tend to shun each other. Also, Hunston 

(2002: 71) proposed an MI score should be 3 or higher are qualified to be taken as evidence that two 

items are collocates.  
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2.2 Semantic Prosody 

From word form to meaning, there are always semantic relations between the term node and its 

collocates, or among the collocates (Stubbs, 2002). This kind of collocational meaning is referred to as 

semantic prosody. Louw (2000: 57) defines semantic prosody as ―a form of meaning which is 

established through the proximity of a consistent series of collocates‖. The fundamental function of 

semantic prosody in the text is to express the speaker or writer‘s attitude or evaluation (Louw, 

2000:58). Furthermore, Partington (2004) types the semantic prosody as favorable, neutral, and 

unfavorable prosodies.  

 Researches on semantic prosody are many. For instance, Stubbs (1995) used Cobuild Corpus to 

analyze and compare the usage of a set of synonymous words cause and generate which mean ―to 

produce and make‖. Similarly, Sinclair (1996) explored the differences between break out and set in in 

terms of collocation and semantic prosody through a corpus. Biber et al. (2000) used 

Longman-Lancaster corpus to carry out word frequencies for the group of degree adjectives big, large 

and great, then conducted a detailed study and analysis of their usage domains. In addition, Partington 

(2004) used a corpus to analyze the usage characteristics of the group of synonyms such as occur, 

happen, and take place, and paid special attention to the pragmatic differences in semantic prosody of 

the synonyms.  

As the existing prosody-related literature introduced, researchers mainly shed light on the 

comparison of semantic prosody of a group of synonyms in a similar corpus, few have focused on the 

comparison of the semantic prosody of a specific word between two corpora, especially between a 

long-existing and a newly established one. Therefore, this study attempts to explore the differences or 

similarities of a specific (China-centric) word between two corpora (Coronavirus Corpus and iWeb 

corpus) to get a better understanding of the current online discussion.  

 

3. Methodology  

3.1  Data  

This study aims at comparing China-centric terms collocation in the two corpora——Coronavirus 

Corpus and iWeb corpus. The Coronavirus Corpus is designed to be the definitive record of the social, 

cultural, and economic impact of the COVID-19 in 2020 and beyond. The corpus was first released in 

May 2020, currently contains ~417 million words in size (mid-July,2020), and it continues to grow by 

3 to 4 million words each day. The corpus shows people‘s actually saying in online newspapers and 

magazines in 20 different English-speaking countries. The iWeb corpus contains 14 billion words 

(about 25 times the size of COCA) in 22 million web pages. It is related to many other corpora of 

English, which offer unparalleled insight into variation in English. Unlike other large corpora from the 

web, the nearly 95,000 websites in iWeb were chosen in a systematic way, and the websites have an 

average of 240 web pages and 145,000 words each. The iWeb corpus does no update in 2020, 

therefore, the two corpora are ideally suitable for data contrast before and after COVID-19.  
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3.2 Research Questions  

The study contains two research questions: 

RQ1: What are the collocation differences of China-centric nodes in the two corpora?  

RQ2: What are the semantic prosodies differences of China-centric nodes in the two corpora? 

 

3.3 Procedure  

We mainly explored the China-centric nodes (i.e., China and Chinese.) separately in the iWeb 

corpus and Coronavirus corpus in Collocates sittings with a word span +/- 1 to query neighborhood 

collocations. The query results are calculated with the MI formula to measure the collocation strength 

of the two items (if MI<3.0, the collocates are filtered out).  

According to the query results of collocation, we labeled the semantic prosody of the collocates 

into three forms: positive, neutral, and negative. In the study, the friendly and favorable collocates are 

labeled as positive, while biased and unfavorable labeled as negative, and the rest with no evidence of 

affective meanings are neutral. 

By comparing the collocates and semantic prosody of the terms respectively in the two corpora, the 

study tries to find out if there lie the differences before and after the COVID-19, and find out the 

possible explanations for the phenomenon.  

 

4. Results and Discussions 

This study queried mainly two key words: China, Chinese in the forms of [all + China], [China + 

all], [all + Chinese], and [Chinese + all]. The results are as follows. 
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4.1 Results of China group  

Table 1   Top 20 Collocates of [all + China]. Items with strength < 3.0 were removed 

iWeb corpus  Coronavirus corpus 

Collocates Freq % MI  Collocates Freq % MI 

in 226,173 0.1 3.73  in 64,765 1.42 4.29 

from 47,465 0.08 3,46  from 25,335 2.17 4.90 

south 17,537 0.71 6.61  mainland 9,159 68.48 9.86 

mainland 8,049 8.98 10.26  outside 4,219 6.32 6.44 

between 4,846 0.06 3.06  south  2,884 2.66 5.19 

southern  3,307 0.42 5.86  central 2,572 4.89 6.07 

ancient 3,104 0.46 5.97  across 1,492 1.05 3.83 

greater 2,654 0.19 4.67  between 1,364 1.20 4.05 

east 2,486 0.16 4.49  against 1,211 0.93 3.68 

northern 2,411 0.31 5.41  within 713 0.96 3.73 

across 2,258 0.06 3.08  blame 703 18.52 12.08 

bone 2,209 0.47 6.00  greater 694 2.68 5.20 

air 2,048 0.07 3.24  visit 644 4.64 9.33 

communist 1,767 1.61 7.78  accuse  548 22.97 13.50 

fine 1,767 0.09 3.65  praise 383 8.14 10.11 

central 1,332 0.09 3.60  inside 286 0.92 3.65 

throughout 1,322 0.06 3.04  throughout 233 0.77 3.41 

western  1,321 0.14 4.22  toward 224 1.79 4.62 

eastern 1,121 0.21 4.83  criticize 219 7.06 9.26 

modern 1,076 0.06 3.10  communist 194 4.01 5.78 

 

Table 1 shows the top 20 [all + China] collocates, within the list，the [verb + China] takes all 

forms of the verb. For example, accuse China contains accuse, accusing, accuses, accused China. (the 

same below). From the table, the highest frequency of collocates that co-occur with China are 

prepositions (e.g., in China, from China) in both iWeb and Coronavirus corpus. However, the 

collocates vary in word class and word prosody. In the iWeb corpus, the collocates are mainly [adj + 
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China]: south, southern, ancient, greater, east, northern, communist, central, western, eastern, modern 

(11 collocates). These adjectives carry little semantic prosodies which are neutrally giving an 

introduction of issues about China. Then the mainly semantic prosody can be typed as Neutral. In 

Coronavirus corpus, besides the shared items, the collocates are mainly [prep + China] and [v + 

China]. Thereinto, the verb contains both positive (i.e., praise) and negative (i.e., blame, accuse, 

criticize). Also, the preposition against, toward carry the negative prosody. What is more, the MI 

scores of the negative and positive verbs are obviously higher than others: blame (MI=12.08), accuse 

(MI=13.5), criticize (MI=9.26), and praise (MI=10.11), which indicates that these collocates are more 

likely to co-occur and have a stronger link with the node China.  

 The following examples of the collocates may be good illustrations of the point. 

(1) ―During the debate, Pence, following the path Trump established, continued to blame China 

for US' own pandemic failure, as Trump again hit out at China over the coronavirus on Wednesday, 

threatening that Beijing will ‗pay a big price for what they've done to the world.‘‖ (Source: Global 

Times, 20-10-8, Coronavirus Corpus, 

 https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1202923.shtml) 

(2) ―As the US ramps up Covid-19 inspired threats against China and fears of a possible armed 

conflict mount, many strategic analysts have speculated that the Asia-Pacific's strategic balance may 

have shifted in favor of China in sight of its fast rising military might and capabilities.‖  

(Source: mybroadband.co.za, 20-6-17, Coronavirus Corpus, 

https://mybroadband.co.za/forum/threads/2020-china%E2%80%93india-skirmishes.)  

   (3) ―A former journalist and Marine, he was one of the first in the administration to accuse China 

of not coming clean about the novel coronavirus outbreak. Pottinger is possibly the main driver for an 

aggressive approach. His distrust of China stems from his work as a journalist there, where he 

recounted being spied on and roughed up.‖ 

(Source: YAHOO!, 20-05-24, Coronavirus Corpus, 

https://news.yahoo.com/explainer-emerging-tough-consensus-among-005450960.html) 

(4) ―Trump contrasted Tedros' performance to that of the WHO's previous chief, Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, during the SARS outbreak in 2003. Trump said she " did not hesitate to criticize China 

for endangering global health by attempting to cover up the outbreak through its usual playbook of 

arresting whistleblowers and censoring media.‖ 

(Source: Politico.eu, 20-5-19, Coronavirus Corpus, 

 https://www.politico.eu/article/trump-us-funding-freeze-to-who-could-be-permanent/) 

 What stands out of the four examples above is the negative evaluation of China for the outbreak 

of Coronavirus, and the failure of controlling the pandemic. The four collocates (against, blame, 

criticize, and accuse) have a strong link with China and intuitively carry negative semantic prosody. 

However, when taking a close look at the ―potential‖ positive reporting, we find that even the 

collocate ―praise‖ carries positive and approval prosody, the whole passage conveys totally different 

meaning, examples as (5): 

 

https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1202923.shtml
https://mybroadband.co.za/forum/threads/2020-china%E2%80%93india-skirmishes
https://news.yahoo.com/explainer-emerging-tough-consensus-among-005450960.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/trump-us-funding-freeze-to-who-could-be-permanent/
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(5) ―A Mr. Bean impersonator trapped in Wuhan is being used by the Chinese government's 

propaganda news outlets to praise China's response to the coronavirus as ‗amazing‘ and ‗incredible‘.‖ 

(Source: buzzfeednews.com, 20-03-11, Coronavirus Corpus, 

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/tomgara/coronavirus-newsletter-milans-quarantine-is-extendin

g-to) 

The other eyes-catching difference in Table 1 is the collocate ―mainland‖ with a considerably high 

proportion of frequency and MI score in the Coronavirus Corpus. We take the following two examples 

from the corpora: 

(6) ―The Association of China and Mongolia International Schools (ACAMIS) serves all its 

affiliates by facilitating communication among its 70 member schools, ranging in size from less than 

300 pupils to over 2,500 in Mongolia, mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.‖ 

(Source: searchassociates.com, iWeb corpus,  

https://www.searchassociates.com/Resources/Affiliations.aspx.) 

(7) ―As of Saturday, mainland China had 83,660 confirmed coronavirus cases, the national health 

authority said. The death toll remained at 4,634.‖ 

(Source: YAHOO!, 20-7-18, Coronavirus Corpus, 

https://news.yahoo.com/mainland-china-reports-16-covid-011510074.html 

From examples (6) and (7), it can be seen that after the outbreak of the COVID-19, even the 

collocates of neutral semantic prosody are more likely to be related to the virus issues when 

international media reports China. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/tomgara/coronavirus-newsletter-milans-quarantine-is-extending-to
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/tomgara/coronavirus-newsletter-milans-quarantine-is-extending-to
https://www.searchassociates.com/Resources/Affiliations.aspx
https://news.yahoo.com/mainland-china-reports-16-covid-011510074.html
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Table 2: Top 20 Collocates of [China + all]. Items with strength < 3.0 were removed 

iWeb corpus  Coronavirus corpus 

Collocates Freq % MI  Collocates Freq % MI 

‗s 90,554 0.13 4.19  ‗s 41,954 2.41 5.05 

has 23,874 0.06 3.12  has 11,708 1.07 3.88 

sea 16,537 1.97 13.89  sea 1,755 13.36 7.88 

southern  1,641 0.21 4.85  report 2,153 1.93 7.4 

mobile 1,507 0.09 3.55  morning 878 1.64 4.49 

cabinet 1,472 0.52 6.14  late 793 1.63 4.48 

eastern 1,350 0.25 5.10  AI 521 6.74 6.53 

town 1,229 0.07 3.21  southern 405 2.72 5.22 

morning 1,202 0.07 3.23  alone 291 1.05 3.85 

daily 1,085 0.06 3.01  account 273 3.58 8.81 

shop 1,082 0.09 3.56  continue 270 0.59 3.02 

airline 1,027 0.39 5.75  rise 260 1.11 3.93 

aid 904 0.11 3.87  eastern 257 2.21 4.92 

alone 900 0.07 3.18  remain 252 0.69 3.23 

continue 835 0.09 3.65  vs 209 2.54 5.12 

girl 780 0.07 3.20  itself 187 0.84 3.52 

glaze 684 1.14 7.29  govt 174 2.13 4.87 

telecom 675 1.45 7.63  appear 161 0.79 3.44 

lake 669 0.07 3.16  reach 158 0.58 3.00 

remain 609 0.06 3.05  fell 147 0.77 3.41 

The [ China + all] collocates in the two corpora share part of their items, neutral in prosodies, but 

different in the word class. In Table 2, the two corpora share the 9 collocates of [ China + all] in the 

top 20 items, such as ‘s, has, sea, southern, eastern, morning, alone, continue, remain. The other 

words in iWeb are mainly [ China + n]: cabinet, town, shop, airline, girl, telecom, lake, which are 

intuitively neutral in their prosodies. In Coronavirus corpus, there are more neutral [China + v] 

collocates: report, account, rise, appear, reach, fell, among which, report co-occurs with China in a 

relatively higher frequency (2153, 1.93%) and MI score (MI=7.4).  

(8) ―The news of this loss strengthens our resolve to work ever more closely with our interagency 

partners to stop the spread of COVID-19. ‗China report one death and 48 new cases # China on 

Tuesday reported just one new death from the coronavirus and 48 new cases, all brought from 

overseas.‘‖ 

(Source: theglobeandmail.com, 20-03-30, Coronavirus Corpus, 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-the-latest-international-news-on-the-coronavirus-toky

o-olympics-set/) 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-the-latest-international-news-on-the-coronavirus-tokyo-olympics-set/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-the-latest-international-news-on-the-coronavirus-tokyo-olympics-set/
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(9) ―Defense Secretary Dr. Mark T. Esper; Army Gen. Mark A. Milley, chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff; and Senior Enlisted Advisor to the Chairman Ram? n " CZ " Col? n-L? pez will hold a 

virtual global town hall meeting at the Pentagon to answer questions from service members, Defense 

Department civilians and family members about topics including diversity and inclusion in DOD, 

COVID-19, developments in the South China Sea and more July 17, 2020, at 1 p.m. EDT.‖ 

(Source: US Department of Defense, 20-07-15, Coronavirus Corpus,   

https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/2275283/esper-thanks-diversity-inclusion-boar

d-for-tackling-tough-subjects/ ) 

Examples (8) and (9) are in line with the example (6) and (7), neutral in semantic prosody but 

highly related to coronavirus reporting of China. 

 

4.2 Results of Chinese group 

Table 3   Top 20 Collocates of [all + Chinese]. Items with strength < 3.0 were removed 

iWeb corpus  Coronavirus corpus 

Collocates Freq % MI  Collocates Freq % MI 

traditional 17,734 1.17 7.86  the 34,858 0.26 3.41 

ancient 6,438 0.95 7.56  by 2,046 0.20 3.04 

mandarin 2,823 8.04 10.64  central 1,366 2.60 6.73 

cheap 2,501 0.34 6.06  many 594 0.24 3.29 

modern 1,496 0.09 4.11  two 524 0.21 3.10 

simplified 1,396 1.55 8.26  traditional 522 3.78 7.27 

classical 1,288 0.55 6.76  mainland 387 2.91 6.90 

mainland 1,265 1.41 8.13  against 317 0.24 3.32 

Han 1,227 2.96 9.20  major 216 0.33 3.77 

ethnic 1,008 0.62 6.94  top 198 0.30 3.63 

speak 957 0.09 4.16  involve 172 2.03 6.38 

authentic 918 0.36 6.16  four 170 0.22 6.38 

contemporary 788 0.16 4.99  several 167 0.24 3.28 

overseas 659 0.23 5.52  among 159 0.20 3.03 

famous 610 0.07 3.72  official 147 0.28 3.52 

classic 604 0.05 3.42  overseas 127 0.82 5.06 

wealthy 554 0.36 6.17  x-year old 246 10.74  9.37 

TCL 540 3.99 9.63  senior 111 0.27 3.48 

southern 499 0.06 3.66  southern 110 0.74 4.92 

communist 460 0.42 6.38  lead 106 0.33 3.76 

 

https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/2275283/esper-thanks-diversity-inclusion-board-for-tackling-tough-subjects/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/2275283/esper-thanks-diversity-inclusion-board-for-tackling-tough-subjects/
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In Table 3, the collocates before Chinese are mainly adjectives. The collocates in the iWeb corpus 

include both positive (authentic, famous, classic, wealthy) and neutral (traditional, ancient, modern, 

simplified, ethnic, contemporary, overseas, southern, communist) prosodies. However, the collocates 

in Coronavirus corpus are chiefly neutral: central, many, two, traditional, major, four, several, official, 

overseas, x-year old, southern. Among which, the adjectives are related to quantity (e.g., many, two, 

major, four, several) and description of the node Chinese (e.g., x-year old). 

(10) ―The pandemic meant many Chinese students were unable to return to Melbourne from 

China this year, leaving Homplus unable to pay its leases— but until April the company kept taking 

rental payments and bonds from students. It never handed those bonds to Consumer Affairs Victoria's 

Residential Tenancies Bond Authority, as required under state rental laws.‖ 

(source: theage.com.au, 20-05-24, Coronavirus Corpus, 

https://www.theage.com.au/politics/victoria/scores-of-chinese-students-lose-money-after-property-age

ncy-disappears-20200522-p54vj9.html) 

(11) ―Case No 5: Woman from Wuhan # She is a 56 year-old Chinese national from Wuhan who 

arrived in Singapore with her family on Jan 18. # She is warded in an isolation room at the NCID. # 

She reported that she was asymptomatic during the flight to Singapore. She subsequently developed 

symptoms on Jan 24, and was conveyed by ambulance to Tan Tock Seng Hospital on Jan 26.‖ 

(source: Asiaone.com, 20-02-25, Coronavirus Corpus,  

https://www.asiaone.com/singapore/wuhan-tourists-singaporean-cabby-detailed-look-40-coronavirus-

patients-singapore-so-far)  

According to the statistics and examples above, it is not difficult to observe that the collocates are 

mainly [adj + Chinese] in both iWeb and Coronavirus corpus. The adjectives in iWeb are both positive 

and neutral, but chiefly neutral in Coronavirus corpus with the description of quantity feature. In 

addition, the neutral collocates about ―amount‖ and ―quantity‖ mainly describe the ranges of severity 

of coronavirus in China.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.theage.com.au/politics/victoria/scores-of-chinese-students-lose-money-after-property-agency-disappears-20200522-p54vj9.html
https://www.theage.com.au/politics/victoria/scores-of-chinese-students-lose-money-after-property-agency-disappears-20200522-p54vj9.html
https://www.asiaone.com/singapore/wuhan-tourists-singaporean-cabby-detailed-look-40-coronavirus-patients-singapore-so-far
https://www.asiaone.com/singapore/wuhan-tourists-singaporean-cabby-detailed-look-40-coronavirus-patients-singapore-so-far
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Table 4   Top 20 Collocates of [Chinese + all]. Items with strength < 3.0 were removed 

iWeb corpus  Coronavirus corpus 

Collocates Freq % MI  Collocates Freq % MI 

medicine 20,579 2.40 8.89  government 7,553 1.96 6.73 

government 16,059 0.46 6.52  city 4,842 2.64 6.76 

new 13,661 0.06 3.55  authority 3,386 5.24 7.75 

company 9,415 0.26 8.99  official 2,212 1.90 10.02 

food 8,492 0.20 5.33  people 2,144 0.29 3.58 

people 8,429 0.05 3.24  new 2,091 0.37 3.92 

market 6,810 0.18 5.14  communist 1,997 41.3 10.72 

culture 6,302 0.46 6.51  nationals 1,819 15.67 9.33 

restaurant  5,381 0.64 6.99  president 1,783 1.09 5.48 

character 5,007 0.43 6.41  company 1,759 1.83 9.81 

language 4,698 0.28 5.78  virus 1,447 0.40 4.05 

economy 4,098 0.42 6.39  economy 1,261 1.19 5.60 

president 4,052 0.16 5.01  tourist 1,247 12.04 8.95 

zodiac 3,756 6.24 10.27  citizen 1,057 2.31 6.56 

authority 3,351 0.68 7.08  foreign 988 2.32 6.57 

communist 2,973 2.71 9.07  state 975 0.28 3.54 

student 2,972 0.05 3.17  ambassador 799 15.90 9.35 

consumer 2,645 0.36 6.17  medical 729 0.42 4.10 

herbal 2,582 2.24 8.80  market 680 0.50 4.37 

history 2,513 0.08 3.92  doctor 526 1.05 5.42 

 

In Table 4, the collocates after Chinese are primarily nouns carry little semantic prosody (i.e., 

neutral). However, the government-related nouns in Coronavirus corpus tend to bear a higher 

frequency and MI score than those in iWeb corpus. For instance, government (1.96% > 0.46%, 6.73 > 

6.52), communist (41.3% > 2.71%, 10.72 > 9.07), president (1.09% > 0.16%, 5.48 > 5.01), and other 

words vacant in iWeb top 20 lists, like official (1.09%, 10.02), nationals (15.67%, 9.33), ambassador 
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(15.90%, 9.35) have an indispensable link with Chinese. However, the Chinese + virus collocation 

(0.40%, 4.05) is novel to Coronavirus corpus.   

(12) ―Some users leveled the theory that TikTok's issues indicated the app had been banned in the 

US, something President Donald Trump said this week he was considering as an option to punish 

China regarding the coronavirus pandemic. Since March, Trump has repeatedly referred to 

coronavirus as the ‗Chinese virus’ and asserted China was ‗the source‘ of the pandemic.‖ 

(source: Business Insider, 20-07-09, Coronavirus Corpus,  

https://www.businessinsider.com/tiktok-video-views-like-counts-at-zero-disappeared-glitch-2020-7 ) 

(13) ―With the initial outbreak of Covid-19 thought to be linked to a Wuhan wet market, the 

Chinese government declared a ban on consumption of wild animals in January and this originally 

included deer products. Fortunately, since then many deer species have been re-classified as ‗special 

livestock‘, exempting them from the ban,‖ he said. 

（Source: Sharechat.co.nz, 20-05-20, Coronavirus Corpus, 

http://www.sharechat.co.nz/article/d8834454/strong-seasons-set-up-venison-industry-to-weather-covid

-19-storm-industry-analyst.html) 

 

5. Discussions 

Based on the 4 tables, the collocational and prosodic can be summarized in Table 5.  

 

Table 5: The Collocates Behavior and Semantic Prosody in the Two Corpora 

 Collocates  Semantic Prosody 

 iWeb Coronavirus  iweb Coronavirus 

+China adjective verb  neutral 
negative, 

positive 

China+ noun verb  neutral neutral 

+Chinese adjective adjective  positive, neutral neutral 

Chinese+ noun noun  neutral neutral 

 

From the table, the changes of collocational behavior of China and Chinese are clearly observed: 

(1) in the iWeb corpus, collocates near China are different, before China there are mainly adjectives, 

after China are nouns; while in Coronavirus corpus, the collocates near China are mainly verbs, both 

before and after. As for the possible explanations, it has a lot to do with the COVID-19. It is 

mistakenly reported that the virus first outbreaks in China, therefore, the news agencies in other 

countries pay high attention to the situation of the virus statistics in China. For example, the collocates 

after China are mainly report, account, rise, appear, reach, fell, among which, report co-occurs with 

China in a relatively higher frequency (2153, 1.93%) and MI score (MI=7.4).  

It is exemplified in the context that China + report is overwhelmingly the coronavirus-related 

issues, such as the amount of newly confirmed cases and deaths.   

https://www.businessinsider.com/tiktok-video-views-like-counts-at-zero-disappeared-glitch-2020-7
http://www.sharechat.co.nz/article/d8834454/strong-seasons-set-up-venison-industry-to-weather-covid-19-storm-industry-analyst.html
http://www.sharechat.co.nz/article/d8834454/strong-seasons-set-up-venison-industry-to-weather-covid-19-storm-industry-analyst.html
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Figure 1   China + report in the Context in Coronavirus Corpus  

 

 

(2) The collocates near Chinese remain the same in word class: adjectives before Chinese, and 

nouns after Chinese. But there is still a difference in the function of the adjectives. For instance, the 

adjectives which modify Chinese in iWeb corpus are quality-related, such as authentic, famous, classic, 

wealthy, are mainly evaluative, while in Coronavirus corpus, the adjectives before Chinese are related 

to quantity-related (e.g., many, two, major, four, several) and description (e.g., x-year old). It is 

because that the news report tends to be neutral and objective. The collocates after Chinese are mainly 

nouns, but the nouns in Coronavirus corpus emphasize more the role of government, which indicates 

that the news report tends to trace the officially released information.  

(3) The semantic prosody in the two corpora are generally the same in neutral but slightly changes 

from positive in iWeb corpus to controversially positive and negative in Coronavirus corpus. In the 

latter, the negative prosody occurs with the collocates, such as blame, accuse, criticize, towards, and 

against. And the positive prosody appears with the collocates like praise, thank, which is in concord 

with the discussion nowadays about China worldwide.  

 

6. Conclusion 

The findings in this work shed light on an ongoing societal problem caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic. Importantly, by studying the Chinese-centric words like China and Chinese of their 

neighboring collocates and semantic prosodies respectively in the iWeb and Coronavirus corpus, this 

study finds that there is a difference in collocational behavior in the two corpora, which can represent 

the speech before and after COVID-19. The collocational difference lies both in word class and word 

functions. What is more, the semantic prosody remains relatively stable in neutral, but slightly changes 

from positive to controversially both positive and negative, which aligns with the current global 

discussion on China in the context of COVID-19.   



International Journal of Liberal Arts and Social Science           Vol. 9 No. 7       August 2021 

 

 

15 

However, the findings in this study are not obviously as racial as the findings that researchers 

obtained on Twitter (Schild et al., 2020; Lyu, et al., 2020; Litam, 2020). The possible explanation may 

be that in this study, the source of the corpus data (Coronavirus corpus) is web news, the reporting 

speech tends to be relatively objective and neutral. Unlike the social platform (Twitter, YouTube), 

users, with their speech freedom tend to be more easily in polarities and controversial states. Disease 

knows neither borders nor races, in the case of COVID-19, the entire world is threatened, and there is 

a natural external action to be blamed. People need to be objective and neutral in information 

acquisition and dissemination.  
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