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Introduction

Languages used by journalists is often characterised by the writers’ personal point of view.
This is especially true for columnists whose writings are based on their subjective opinions,
usually published in a series (McNair, 2008). Consequently, it is important for columnists to
create and maintain relationships with the target audience and in so doing, columnists use the
power of language to communicate and interact with their readers. Not only are readers
engaged when they respond to columns with their comments, other forms of feedback are now
provided such as options to click the ‘like’ button or from a scale of ‘emojis’, usually at the
end of the article —increasing the challenge for writers to produce a good piece of writing.
According to McNair (2008, p109), this is not only entertaining for the reader, the thought “that
we will disagree with a columnist whose opinions occupy the other end of the ideological
spectrum from our own is often what compels us to read”. However, journalistic commentary
may require critical review as we are aware of the influence and how changes in the media
environment are impacting its demand and supply (Visnovsky & Radosinska, 2017).

From a linguistic point of view, writing is perceived as an interactive means whereby
social relationships are managed via examining discourse features of how authors project their
perceptions and maintain their reader’s attention (Hyland, 2005, p. 11). This, according to
Hyland is achieved through use of metadiscourse, which refers to how language works in
achieving certain communicative purposes for users (ibid, p. 24), and therefore have been
shown to be heavily contextualised (Noorian & Biria, 2010; Dafouz-Milne, 2008).
Metadiscourse features are usually examined via functional analyses that investigates “the use
of language in relation to its surrounding co-text and the purpose of the writer in creating a text
as a whole” (Hyland, 2005, p. 24), which is explained next.

Methodology

This study adopts the corpus linguistics approach to investigate naturally-occurring language
in online newspaper columns. More specifically, this paper aims to answer the following
questions: 1) what are the typical patterns of language used by the columnists and 2) how are
these patterns significant to creating the columnists’ style of writing. The Star Online (online
version of the newspaper The Star) is chosen mainly for its wide readership.? For the purpose
of this study, three columnists were chosen, namely Syahredzan Johan, June HL Wong, and
M. Veera Pandiyan. Each columnist had more than 130 articles published on the portal
between the years 2010 and 2019, which constituted to a total of 513 articles (464,461 words
across all three writers).> Using corpus techniques, separate word lists are firstly generated
using WordSmith tools 6.0 (Scott, 2012) to explore statistical findings for each columnist’s
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collection of texts, or ‘corpus’. By using the consistency analysis feature, frequent words that
are used among each corpus in contrast to another, are identified.
Discussion

As mentioned earlier, our first analysis is based on comparison of wordlists using the
consistency analysis function in WordSmith, and is presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Frequency analysis of words occurring in each corpus

|| Word June Veera
1| the 9301 13364
2| and 6424 5093
il te 530 4%
4| of 3950 3788
il a 3854 3586
6| in 3438 3991
7 # 252 4101
B is 2280 1981
5| that 2537 1645
10| it 2465 1722
11| for 1738 1833
12 was 1827 1539
13 as 1376 1518
14 s 1654 1467
15[ by 1077 1344
16| be 931 1137
17 om 1322 1259
13 I 2380 366
18| are 1156 91
20 with 1153 1197
Il mot 803 760
22] b 1057 85
23| have %41 730
24 we 1187 445
25 or 653 708
26 776 353
27 826 376
23 70 92
29 70 760
30 737 361
31 845 466
32 1178 248
33 e T4
34 96 619
35 760 500
36 603 524
37 572 654
38 526 554
39 508 531
30 801 275
41 1088 126
42 677 280
43 481 498
44| 554 417
45 620 306
46 a7 368
47 463 468
43 362 4an
49 483 282
50 463 482
51 01 188
52 B2 456
33 310 524
54| 450 446
5 387 340

Table 1 shows a consistency analysis of highly frequent shared words across the three corpora.
By using this technique, all three corpora are compared against each other to examine how each
columnist over or under-uses certain words. It can be seen that June over-uses most of these
words, particularly functional words and pronouns (except for he that is higher in Veera’s).
The use of personal pronoun | is seen to be more staggering here: 14 more times in June
compared to Syahredzan, and almost 7 more times in Veera, which indicates a marked style
for June. Other interesting findings include Syahredzan’s use of the negative word not more
salient than in June’s and Veera’s, while Veera has more use of numbers (#), passive forms
indicated by the lexical item by and as discussed earlier, use of the third person pronoun he.
Given the high frequency of personal pronouns in June’s columns, we shall now focus
on the prominent use of ‘I’ in her writing by following the interactional category of the
metadiscourse model proposed by Hyland (2005).# The interactional dimension of Hyland’s
(2005) model refers to the ways writers conduct interaction by explicitly asserting and inviting
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readers to respond to their views (p49). Hyland relates these acts as an expression of the writer’s
‘voice’, or “community-recognized personality”, which are usually: evaluative and engaging,
expressing solidarity, anticipating objections and responding to an imagined dialogue with
others (pp. 49-50).

For the purpose of this extended abstract, use of the first person pronoun I is examined
more closely —using collocational analysis — to discern the typical patterns in which the word
is often associated. In June’s columns, | was found to express self-mention particularly as
having experienced something in the past (I have/was/would/had), something that she is
currently experiencing at the time (I am/think/can/do/know) or an action she intends to do in
the future (I will). These not only demonstrate the explicit author presence in her texts, but as
Hyland (2001) notes, it generally represents the writer’s decision/choice to adopt a particular
stance and a contextually situated authorial identity as well as making reference to shared
knowledge with the reader. Due to limited space, we will only discuss the highly frequent
occurrence of | + was.

Figure 1: Concordance lines for ‘I + was’ in June’s columns

N Concordance s
1 sores on women's rights and ssves became & stapie for me. I other words, | was and am & feminst. That, however, & & nasty word 1o many, even among
2 and Sdnt mprove BNs GE13 fortunes In Penang & wasn Pey's fauk Dut | was sruck By how South Koreans were Bpping up The reflected glory from his
3 mom wes warded n Kulm ICU for & week defore she passed away B8t year | was Dy her bedsde daly, recaling how | had survived the years of shift

4 fnd you 50 nleresting, expressive and charamatc. That's you Beng yoursell * | was truly gobsmacked These young pecple saw me s way? | am now Quie
5 Nave Deen CO-workers who Coulin Deleve | was that 9ood and decided Tat | was gefing the iCes! sssgnments Decause | was -~ yup - sleeping wih my
6  every 15 mnutes, we were each able 10 have & drink OnCe an howr.” she S8 | was 50 ntrigued Dy this survival Sechnigue, | just had 1o Google to find out

T cloth 10 wash har face That was & but when | Googled “Kate MdSieton flannel’, | was amazed 10 see the frenly over T B2 of revelstion wih headines ke

8 not ek of myself 88 @ retres wih ducount privieges T cover up my shock | was S0oING rather hystercaly as | handed out the ckets 10 my chidren

§ and sad win & grin “But & would nterest my mum. Aunty * | was gobsmacked. | was st in my 308 and | was aready “sunty” 10 ths sightly younger man? |
10 that time, | only vaguely knew him as 8 Chinese pop singer, 30 | had no Jea Tat | was standing Defore & megastsr n the making But n the years since, | have
11 8 shupid, Sty and preedy Cresture, Deing DO uUnder That SN wasn! something | was proud of My young self Tound £ an absolte emdarrasament | envied my
12 mpress. So | couldn) realst speinging my panden ghost story on him Byt before | was hatfway Mwough my tale, be stopped me. 1 am & man of science and |
13 check and not blaming £ on e gris. | had my own eye-poking moment 100 when | was & reporter covering Parfament As This was & venersied nsthution

" R ook just nine mnutes 10 siress my heart and my Bcker hekd wp ~ yay But | was not out of the woods The cardologst told me my Biood pressure was
15 any specal attention from her teachers Al Dest they left her akbne and for Tat | was grateful Now | am sure there are many dedicated and caring teachers out
% e pushing e envelope wih edgy and NAovative Keas I Dot clies, | was & deighted witness 10 Malaysian contrbutions 1o two areas, food and

7 ). € has \ed tself as 8 1 name In winter toursm in Holkaido | was impressed by the drive and ded of s manay team. The CEO
11 N 8 Cly wih affic ights, s of vehicies and even more pedestrians. St | was dong fne untl & Car came & DR 100 Close 10 me n & Narrow back Wee
19 book » tied Chinese Poltics in Malaysia. publshed by Oxford Universly Press | was gven & copy Dy my eStor 10 review £ a8 | was coverng the NCA beat
pol his column 10 his ongtime secretary Stupidly. | Gant realse how privieged | was In my naivete, Tunky was Be pant of the Star establshment | also

2 when | was rang wp the skl IR and my nose was chiled 10 drppness Yet | was reathing n ar 50 fresh my snuses Cleared up. Afler six glorious days

b73 my garden patch Not beng on hily terran was one of my prerequistes when | was Bouse hunting more Than & decade a0 Houses perched on the sde of »
bal caled Lfe' In Section 2 (now SI2) 88 8 10enager and undergraduste. when | was e adRor The young woman | knew more than 20 years 800 has
24 | rode off feelng te an Wict. And Tat was my first rather Bad day on & Dicycle | was ready 10 abandon & for Te rest of holday Bet since there was no refund
Pl conducted an early morming rad on my former coleague’s home 0 arrest him, | was shocked and ncensed Norin Wan Muss, aiso 8 former coleague, wrote
25 was galvansed nto action by my first Tenags Nasioaa! Bhd Home Energy Report | was homified 10 learn my house used 141% more eleciricly than simiar homes
27T my po very serously  But there must have Deen Co-workers who coukinl beleve | was Tt good and deciied that | was Jettng the Jices! sssignments because
2 Hie coONsCousness siale was Dad a8 Ne was not responding 10 any stmull | was 10ld £ was oritical and the famiy should De nformed Wy heart fel as # ¢
2 when the ruth could not be denied, ™ot wreiched sense of bas and somow | was In my bcal mall shortly after | got the news and when | ventured nto »
30 » moment of shence, she Sghed and said, “Oh Mum, ove £ up, will you™ Yes, | was more concermed about my daughters dating prospects thaa her pb
31 Geeply regret Mat | G nat Inten 10 her GvICe 10 Gve her & Jaughter-ndaw, Byt | was 100 f0CUSed On my Career N =y younger days. Once & month, | vist her
AL wong | STOFFED making New Years resobtions 8 couple of years 500 88 | was ust 50 bad ot keepng them Bt what | 30 st the begnaing of every year
SmuSed because | was sccused of sleeping my way P ot 24, and 30 years on, | was il dong the same thing? | must De one heck of an evergreen femme
and S8 CanY Deat her combnaton of beauty, glamour, Charty and Blue BIbod | was In Loadon the day she ded on Aup 31, 1997 When | came Dack, |
concerned #nd ought | would De emDarrassed Dt N0 not this tme. INstead, | was mused DeCause | was accused of sieeping my way wp ot 24 and X0
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Figure 1 presents examples of ‘I was’ in context. Firstly, it can be seen that the phrase occurs
with several attitude markers (e.g. |1 was struck by how South Koreans..., | was amazed),
indicating affective expressions like surprise, frustration and so on. The use of adverbs like
truly in I was truly gobsmacked, and so (I was so intrigued...) are also found to amplify the
writer’s expression further. In terms of engagement markers, Hyland (2005, p. 54) states that
writers may use certain linguistic devices like reader pronoun (inclusive we), question tags,
directives and modal verbs to achieve two purposes: to include reader participation in an
argument as well as rhetorically positioning the audience to be involved in the discourse.
Further inspection of the lines reveal how June engages with her audience, particularly through
use of questions (e.g. Instead, | was amused because | was accused of sleeping my way up at
24, and 30 years on, | was still doing the same thing? | must be one heck of an evergreen femme
fatale!), and references to shared knowledge (e.g. And that was my first rather bad day on a
bicycle. | was ready to abandon it for the rest of holiday but since there was no refund, | had
to get back on it).

As McNair (2008) mentions, the columnist stresses the ‘I’ as opposed to the detached
objectivity of the reporter or correspondent. More importantly, he points out that in the case of
commentary columns that cover a range of topics from politics and economics to sport, culture
or lifestyle; such as June’s, “the idea of the columnist as the journalist of the ‘I’ is most obvious,
since these columns largely comprise whimsical accounts of what ‘I’ did, or wore, or felt on a
particular occasion” (McNair, 2008, p. 110).

Conclusion

This study has briefly examined the use of interactional types of metadiscourse among three
Malaysian columnists of The Star Online. Findings reveal that June employs the most
significant use of self-mentions, indicated by the marked use of the personal pronoun ‘I’. The
style in which she writes also depicts a typical commentary columnist — colloquial and
interactive — mainly expressing what the writer thinks about a certain piece of news (McNair,
2008, p. 109). One explanation could be that the selected type of discourse (or topics) in June’s
columns mostly revolve around everyday musings. Future work should analyse similar types
of columns where over or under-use of certain metadiscourse features could better illustrate the
distinctive style among writers. Finally, the study demonstrates the use of corpus-assisted
discourse analysis approach, which has shown to be particularly useful in showing stylistic
differences among online columnists.
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