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ABSTRACT

“I WANT YOU TO DEFEND THAT!”
THE ARGUMENTATIVE STRUCTURE OF U.S.A. PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES
FEBRUARY 2022
MENNO H. REIJVEN, B.A., MAASTRICHT UNIVERSITY
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by: Professor Gonen Dori-Hacohen

In this dissertation, I analyze U.S.A. presidential debates as a communicative arena where
candidates attempt to persuade the electorate to vote for them. The study is based on
discourse analysis grounded in pragma-dialectics and conversational epistemics and
deontics to I elucidate how talk on U.S.A. presidential debates is structured. I show that
candidates advance a pragmatic argumentative structure tied to the act of making a
campaign promise and based on four distinct epistemic resources.

Drawing on the first debates from 2000, 2008 and 2016, I show how candidates
shape their speech to manage the disagreement space between themselves and the audience.
Candidates discursively construct the relevant facts and delineate territories of knowledge
by invoking epistemic resources and through the careful use of the epistemic modality.
They manage their political commitments through the use of the deontic modality and
commitment markers.

Using these two aspects, candidates show that there is a problem and that they are
the only person going to implement a desired policy. This results in a complex
argumentative structure based on three distinct premises and six critical questions which

defines the discourse in this arena of communication. First, there is a necessity premise,



used to stress that some course of action has to be followed, which is checked through two
critical questions: a) does the course of action solve a problem? and b) does the course of
action have positive effects? Second, there is a commitment premise, used to stress that the
speaker will enact the proposed course of action. Two critical questions are used to check
the reasonableness of this premise: c¢) does the candidate intend to enact this course of
action? and d) is the candidate able to enact this course of action? Last, there is a
comparison premise, used to stress that the opponent will not enact the desired course of
action. The critical questions which are tied to this premise are: e) is the candidate the only

one to propose the desired policy? and f) is the opponent not able to execute this policy?
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CHAPTER 1:

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction
This dissertation analyzes U.S.A. presidential debates as a communicative activity, which
has been characterized by Levinson (1979) as “goal-defined, socially constituted, bounded,
events with constraints on participants, setting and so on, but above all on the kinds of
allowable contributions” (p. 368, italics in original). Importantly, the debates, as a
communicative activity, constitute a kairotic moment for presidential candidates to get their
message out to the U.S.A. electorate. In the field of rhetoric, the notion of Kairos (e.g.,
Trapani & Maldonado, 2018) is used to talk about the right moment to utter a particular
message. The debates are an event central to political discourse in the U.S.A. during a
presidential election, usually receiving a large audience, held close to election day, and the
center of media discourse in subsequent days (Schroeder, 2016). Dayan and Katz (1992)
present presidential debates as an example for a media event which is a contest. They write
that debates “transpose conflict from an actual but vaguely defined field of battle (...) to a
framed arena in which the rivals face each other to sharpen, but circumscribe, their
differences” (p. 36). As a communicative activity, presidential debates can thus shape the
political discourse in the U.S.A. and thereby affect the election. As this discourse is
consequential for U.S.A. social life during a presidential election, this is an important
discursive arena to study.

In this dissertation, I contribute to research on presidential debates by analyzing the
discourse of presidential candidates in this discursive arena. By investigating the discursive

moves candidates make in this activity type, I show how U.S.A. presidential debates



contribute to persuading the electorate during a campaign. I can clarify this by further
discussing the notion of Kairos. Kairos is an essential component to study argumentative
discourse in addition to three other classical, and often used, concepts from rhetoric: ethos
(appeal to one’s own credibility), pathos (appeal to the emotions of the audience) and logos
(logical appeal). The use of these modes of talking can only result in effective speech if
they are utilized at the right moment. According to Trapani and Maldonado (2018), this
means that Kairos is tied to metistic rhetoric, which is “the middle space between actor and
environment” (p. 282). The discourse is thus recognized as “pragmatic, situational and
strategic” (p. 282). Persuasion is thus the result of a speaker’s capability to appropriately
and effectively engage with the environment through the pragmatic use of language.
Consequently, to understand the persuasive role U.S.A. presidential debates play in U.S.A.
presidential campaigns, it is necessary to employ research methods which combine these
three dimensions (the pragmatic, situational and strategic).

Therefore, in this dissertation, I analyze U.S.A. presidential debate discourse using
theories in the field of pragmatics which focus on situated and strategic discourse,
particularly the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation (Van Eemeren, 2010; Van
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, 1992, 2004). I look at how U.S.A. presidential candidates
use this arena to attempt to convince the audience to vote for them. In the chapters following
this introduction, I examine how candidates establish credible starting points for their
argumentation by invoking various authoritative voices in their discourse, how they commit
themselves to acting in particular ways in the future, and how these discursive moves come
together in larger argumentative patterns typical to this activity type. This elucidates how
U.S.A. presidential candidates occupy this kairotic space and project their understanding

of these debates as an event at the core of U.S.A. presidential campaigns. How they argue
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and attempt to convince the audience shows their presumptions about the activity they
engage in and the institution it is a part of in order to ultimately be rhetorically effective.
That is, in this dissertation I show how persuasive discourse is typically structured through
this activity type.

In this introductory chapter, I start with providing a short historical background on
the development of presidential debating in the U.S.A. Then, I review literature on
presidential debates. I have separated this review into two parts. First, I focus on research
which has focused on the social status of presidential debates in U.S.A. society and the
effects this event has. Second, I discuss studies which have focused on the discourse of
presidential debates itself. After this survey of previous research, I introduce my own
approach grounded in pragmatics. Subsequently, I present the research questions this
dissertation engages with. Next, I specify the methods I use to provide answers to these

questions. Last, I provide a preview for each of the chapters of this dissertation.

1.2 The Development of Presidential Debates in the U.S.A.

To provide some background on presidential debates as a communicative activity in the
U.S.A., I sketch how a culture of debating as part of U.S.A. presidential election politics
has developed over time. The idea to hold debates for contending presidential candidates is
rooted in a close historical connection between politics in the U.S.A. and the practice of
debating. Obviously, what used to be the practice of debating among people in the early
U.S.A. is incomparable to presidential debates today. Thus, in this section, I clarify how

this early idea of debating as essential to U.S.A. politics developed into the modern



presidential debates by describing how the practice of debating had to adapt to the ever-
changing cultural and technological environment.

In their seminal work on presidential debates, Jamieson and Birdsell (1988) describe
how presidential debates have come up in the U.S.A. out of a culture of debating. In the
U.S.A., starting around 1770, debates were seen as an important tool to elevate people,
express equality and prioritize reason in a democratic society (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988).
These debates were held to discuss propositions. Throughout the 1800s election debates
were conducted by surrogates (i.e., local politicians) for the candidates, debating the merits
of the plans of their side as well as the character of their candidate (Jamieson & Birdsell,
1988). However, after president Jackson, part of the success of the Democrats under Martin
Van Buren was that instead of making strong technical arguments, they accepted that “an
appeal to the people [is] always a more effective means of gathering and keeping power”
(Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988, p. 65). This moved the practice of campaigns and debates away
from using what traditionally was recognized as good oratory to some kind of political
marketing.

With the rise of broadcast media, U.S.A. society became enthusiastic about the
potential of having candidates appear before the electorate (Becker & Lower, 1968). Yet,
these new ways of reaching the public made engaging in a debate riskier for candidates
than before (Sarnoft, 1968). Until 1960, presidential candidates were consistently unwilling
to debate each other on television (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988). In addition, there were also
legal hurdles. The 1935 Communications Act had an “equal time” provision (section 315),
requiring that “equal opportunities must be afforded [to] all legally qualified candidates for

that office” (Becker & Lower, 1968, p. 28). Having to invite not only the major candidates,



but also minor ones (meaning any declared candidate), receiving an equal amount of time,
was deemed undoable by the broadcasters (Mehltretter Drury, 2019).

After lobbying by the broadcasters, section 315 was temporarily suspended during
the presidential campaign of 1960 (Becker & Lower, 1968; Sarnoff, 1968). In 1960, both
candidates were also willing to debate. John F. Kennedy, being relatively unknown,
accepted the invitation by the broadcasters immediately (Mehltretter Drury, 2019). His
opponent, Richard Nixon, agreed after a few days — while President Eisenhower advised
him to not debate Kennedy, he felt the social pressures for a joint appearance now that the
Communications Act had been (temporarily) suspended (Mehltretter Drury, 2019).
However, in the next three election cycles, presidential debates were not held, as section
315 of the Communications Act constrained the networks again with the equal time clause,
which was reinforced by politicians who were not interested in participating in this event
(Mehltretter Drury, 2019).

In 1976, both presidential candidates were again willing to debate each other as they
believed the debate would be beneficial to them. President Gerald Ford, the incumbent
President, was never elected as President or Vice-President, as he was appointed after the
Watergate scandal, and was not overly popular (Mehltretter Drury, 2019; Schroeder, 2016).
His opponent, Jimmy Carter was relatively unknown to the U.S.A. public, and had much
to win from this exposure through the media simultaneously with President Ford
(Schroeder, 2016). However, in 1980, it became clear that presidential debates were not yet
crystallized as a routine campaign event. President Carter faced a challenge by Republican
nominee Ronald Reagan and John Anderson, who ran as an independent, after earlier trying
to win the Republican ticket (Schroeder, 2016). Carter feared that giving Anderson a

legitimate platform, like the presidential debates, would cost him votes, and refused to
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debate with both of his opponents together (Schroeder, 2016). Ultimately, Carter skipped
the first debate organized during the 1980 campaign. At last, after much back-and-forth
between the campaigns, a last-minute debate excluding Anderson was agreed upon just a
week before election day (Schroeder, 2016).

Starting with President Reagan in 1984, the expectation of candidates to participate
in presidential debates became solidified. That year, Reagan surprised everyone by
immediately accepting to debate his Democratic challenger Walter Mondale (Schroeder,
2016), defying conventional wisdom that incumbents have more to lose (Lanoue & Schrott,
1991). He probably had confidence in his communication skills going into the debates
(Schroeder, 2016). In 1992, it became clear that participating in presidential debates is
expected by the U.S.A. public and failure to do so hurts the candidate’s prospects for the
presidency (Mehltretter Drury, 2019; Schroeder, 2016). That year, incumbent George H.
W. Bush tried to shirk participating in presidential debates, leading to the first debate being
cancelled (Schroeder, 2016). After increasing media coverage of his shirking and of people
protesting his absence, Bush agreed to debate Clinton (Schroeder, 2016).

Unsurprisingly, throughout the history of presidential debates in the U.S.A., the
parties have tried to control their organization, as they were seen as so consequential. In
1960, while the broadcasters took the lead in organizing the event after their successful
campaign to suspend Section 315 of the Communications Act (Sarnoff, 1968), the
candidates, via their campaign managers, demanded having a debate where questions were
posed by a panel of journalists, which limited how much candidates could interrogate each
other (Stanton, 1968). In 1976, the League of Women Voters became the neutral sponsor
of the event as Section 315 was only suspended for non-broadcaster organized events.

While the League tried to get more interaction between the candidates, the parties did

6



everything to prevent that (Mehltretter Drury, 2019). Over the years, the parties also
increasingly exerted control over the journalists included in the panels or invited as
moderator, and they determined more and more details of the format of the event
(Mehltretter Drury, 2019). Feeling that they could not organize debates that would benefit
the U.S.A. public, the League stopped sponsoring the debates in 1988 (Mehltretter Drury,
2019).

The end of the sponsorship of the debates by the League of Women Voters led to
the establishment of a new non-partisan organization, the Commission on Presidential
Debates (CPD). By releasing the specifics (time, place, format, moderator etc.) of the
presidential debates very early on in the election season, it was able to prevent the pre-
debate struggles with the parties and settle these specifics of the presidential debates itself
(Mehltretter Drury, 2019). As the CPD was able to keep control of the organization of the
debates, they were able to experiment with new formats, including ones where there is more
interaction between the candidates. Starting in 1992, the CPD tried out the Townhall
format, a conversational debate, and single-moderator debates. Since then, it has become
common to organize two single-moderator debates and one Townhall debate (Commission
on Presidential Debates, 2021). Each iteration, there are small differences in the duration
of the segments, and social media has started to play a bigger role since 2012, yet the format
has remained fairly consistent over the years (Commission on Presidential Debates, 2021).

In sum, presidential debates are tied to a culture of debating which is at the core of
U.S.A. conceptions of democracy (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988). In the early days of U.S.A.
society, debating was seen as “a means of social advancement and a bulwark for
independent thinking” (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988, p. 17) and central to the skills of

“citizens of a republic” (p. 19). While at first public debates focused on a specific
7



proposition, over time it developed to showcase more the skills of the candidate who was
running for office (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988). With the introduction of the mass media, it
became possible for debates between candidates to be shown to the whole country. Yet,
initially candidates were hesitant and the law made it complicated for broadcasters to
organize election debates (Mehltretter Drury, 2019). By 1976, the legal issues were
resolved. It took a little longer to prevent candidates from being able to shirk the debates.
However, today, the citizenry expects from presidential candidates that they will debate.
As the debates are integral to the election campaign, the candidates for the Presidency have
tried to manage their risks going in (Mehltretter Drury, 2019). This prevented having much
interaction between the candidates. Since the 1990s, with the Commission on Presidential
Debates taking over the organization of the debates, campaigns have had less influence
over the organization of the debates, and as a consequence the format has changed, and
more interaction and clash is happening between the contenders (Mehltretter Drury, 2019).

This historical overview has shown the cultural role presidential debates play in the
U.S.A. In addition, while these debates have grown out of a tradition of debating, they have
developed into a discursive arena with its own unique forms of doing debating (Jamieson
& Birdsell, 1988). In the next two sections, I continue the literature review, but I survey the
effects of U.S.A. presidential debates (section 1.3) and their discourse (section 1.4). In this
way, | can show what has been identified regarding U.S.A. presidential debates’ effects and

organization.



1.3 The Place of Presidential Debates in U.S.A. Society

Now, I move to a discussion of literature on presidential debates regarding their current
social importance. One sign of the importance of presidential debates is the sheer amount
of research which has been produced by academics. Ever since the first U.S.A. presidential
debate in 1960, scholars have produced a remarkable number of academic studies trying to
understand these debates as an event and identify their effects on U.S.A. society. On the
one hand, besides large amounts of journal articles, to understand presidential debates from
multiple perspectives comprehensively, scholars have published edited volumes regarding
the debates in 1960 (Kraus, 1968), 1976 (Bishop et al., 1978; Kraus, 1979) and 1992 (Carlin
& McKinney, 1994). Recently, an edited volume (7elevised Presidential Debates in a
Changing Media Environment by Hinck (2019a, 2019b)) was published to understand how
the debates have changed due to the changed media environment. On the other hand, studies
have focused on developing specific perspectives and theories on presidential debates in
depth. Scholars have worked to identify patterns (e.g., Benoit & Wells, 1996; Dailey et al.,
2008; Lemert et al., 1991) or develop new theories and challenge our received knowledge
on presidential debates (e.g., Hinck, 1993; Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988; Lanoue & Schrott,
1991; Schroeder, 2016).

In communication theory, this central cultural status of presidential debates has been
captured through the concept of media event (Coleman, 2013; Dayan & Katz, 1992). Media
events are “occasion[s]” (Dayan & Katz, 1992, p. viii) of central importance to a society,
and therefore they warrant being covered live by broadcast media. This means that it is not
clear what will exactly happen during the event, as while it is programmed, anticipated and
even scripted to some extent, the covered “occasion” is unfolding right in front of the

cameras (Dayan & Katz, 1992). In addition, live television comes off to the audience as
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capturing a real event, further contributing to the significance of the broadcasted “occasion”
(Schroeder, 2016; Vianello, 1985). Thus, this status as a media event ensures that
presidential debates have an impact on U.S.A. political society.

Presidential debates, as do media events in general, have an integrative function
(Dayan & Katz, 1992; Katz & Liebes, 2007). Presidential debates specifically integrate the
U.S.A. public into a community embracing democratic values (Greenberg, 2009). For
example, debates contribute to this as they symbolize that candidates have to seek consent
from the people (Herbeck, 1994; Kraus & Davis, 1981). This central cultural role played
by presidential debates is evidenced by the large audiences they draw, that broadcasters do
not interrupt candidates’ talk, and the massive media attention the event receives, both
before and after the event has taken place.

In this section, I show the various ways in which researchers have studied the effects
and role played by presidential debates in U.S.A. society. I have made use of summarizing
articles, in particular by McKinney and Carlin (2004) and Birdsell (2017), but I have
identified key themes which are relevant to this dissertation. Specifically, I discuss three
regions of effects which are particularly important regarding presidential debates: they
draw attention and set the agenda, they result in citizen learning, and they influence
citizens’ vote choice and participation. Last, I discuss the relevance of presidential debates

in U.S.A. society and what a qualitative study can contribute to this field of knowledge.

1.3.1 Attention and the Public Agenda
U.S.A. presidential debates continue to be one of the most well-watched television

programming with an audience in the tens of millions (Commission on Presidential
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Debates, 2021). With respect to the debates in 1960, Katz and Feldman (1968) found that
80% of the adult population of the U.S.A. was part of the audience of at least one of the
debates. Since then, television has evolved and we have moved to an era where the
television audience can choose which channel they watch. Certain demographics of the
general population can tune out of politics and news discourse in favor of entertainment
programming (Prior, 2005). U.S.A. presidential debates have also experienced such a drop
(Baum & Kernell, 2006). However, in contrast to other political programming, presidential
debates are better at still including these otherwise not-engaged citizens (McKinney &
Carlin, 2004). In the 2020 U.S.A. presidential election, the first presidential debate was the
best-watched program since the Super Bowl in February (Stelter, 2020).

Presidential debates do not just receive direct attention. Indirectly, they also reach
a large number of people. The debates consistently receive coverage from many other
televised programming (Kaid et al., 2000; Schroeder, 2016), including entertainment shows
(Pfau et al., 2001). They determine the political messages in other programs (Kaid et al.,
2000; Pfau et al., 2001; Schroeder, 2016). Kaid, McKinney and Tedesco (2000) have shown
that of all campaign events, presidential debates receive most media attention throughout
the election cycle. Due to all this attention presidential debates receive, they become focal
points for public political discourse (Carlin, 1992). They enable people to compare the two
candidates, as they are directly in conversation with each other. As such, the essence of the
campaign becomes summarized and digestible for the public (Carlin, 1992), subsequently
affecting the conversations people have with each other (Cho & Ha, 2012). Hence,
presidential debates have agenda-setting effects as they cause certain topics to be more

salient and discussed among the general population.
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This agenda-setting effect is strongly mediated by the subsequent media coverage.
The interpretation of news outlets can reshape the narrative and thus the agenda-setting
effects. For example, as Steeper (1978) and Sears and Chaffee (1979) have shown for the
second 1976 debate between Carter and Ford, while initially Ford’s gaffe regarding Eastern
Europe was not deemed important by the public, after continued media attention, this gaffe
became a salient topic for the electorate. Jamieson and Waldman (2003) have found similar
effects for negative coverage on Al Gore in the 2000 debates. Thus, while the debates have
an agenda-setting function, and the event itself has a clear influence, the exact coverage of
subsequent media is needed to consolidate this agenda.

These agenda-setting effects of U.S.A. presidential debates (both direct and indirect
effects) are important to consider as different participants in the debates would set different
agendas. Eveland and colleagues (1994), for example, found that journalists in a panel ask
different questions than citizens in a town hall. The questions by journalists are more
accusatory and leading (Eveland et al., 1994). Journalists are generally up to date with the
campaign and do not watch debates for general information, but for something
newsworthy (Lamoureux et al., 1994; Schroeder, 2016). Turcotte (2015) claims that
citizens’ questions are less informed by demands of infotainment as are the questions of
journalists. The questions of journalists and citizens also differ regarding the topic:
journalists are more interested in foreign affairs, while citizens are concerned with domestic
issues (Eveland et al., 1994). Kaid et al. (2000) have shown that citizens in town hall
debates ask questions which are more relevant to the general public than journalists.

This supports Jackson-Beeck and Meadow’s (1979) thesis that there are three
distinct agendas which can be pursued in presidential debates: the journalists’, the

candidates’ and the public’s (also see Benoit & Hansen, 2001). These distinct agendas do
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not mean that journalists should not be involved in questioning the candidates during the
debates. Stromer-Galley and Bryant (2011) suggest that journalists are better than ordinary
citizens in getting responses from politicians. Hence, this shows that different formats of
debates result in different agenda-setting effects with respect to public discourse. How the
interaction unfolds influences the effects presidential debates have in later (media)

interactions about the election.

1.3.2 Learning Effects

One important effect which presidential debates have is increasing the knowledge of the
public about the candidates (e.g., Benoit & Wells, 1996; Gottfried et al., 2017; Hellweg et
al., 1992; Jennings, Warner, et al., 2020; Miller & MacKuen, 1979; Turcotte & Goidel,
2014; van der Meer et al., 2016). Presidential debates lead to increased knowledge about
the candidates’ positions and the debates facilitate developing beliefs about the candidates’
qualifications and character among the electorate (Winneg & Jamieson, 2017). Early
studies using uses and gratifications theory confirmed that learning was one of the key
motivations of the audience to tune in for the debates: the audience wants to learn about
candidates’ issue positions and personalities and thus gather information to determine their
vote choice (Chaffee, 1978; Sears & Chaffee, 1979).

The fact that the electorate learns about issue positions from the debates is well-
established (see McKinney & Carlin, 2004, for a review of research); there have even been
comparative studies between years with debates and without, confirming that knowledge
of the citizenry about the positions of the candidates improves in years with debates (Miller

& MacKuen, 1979). Indeed, watching presidential debates improves people’s ability to
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correctly mention the positions of the candidates (Benoit et al., 2003; van der Meer et al.,
2016). However, as McLeod, Bybee and Durall (1979, also see Jennings et al., 2020) have
shown, this knowledge is not gained by all members of the audience equally. Political
sophisticates — people with more interest in and knowledge of politics — have been shown
to learn more from presidential debates (Jennings, Warner, et al., 2020). In addition, post-
debate discussions in other media programming can alter the audience’s learning from the
debates (Fridkin et al., 2007). Last, social media has also altered the learning effects.
Gottfried et al. (2017) argue that the learning effect is smaller today than it was before due
to the audience’s multitasking through social media.

The learning effects of presidential debates are complex. Since how much someone
learns (partially) depends on how much someone already knows, it is no surprise that earlier
debates have stronger learning effects (Holbrook, 1999; Sears & Chaffee, 1979). It has been
shown that the comparative element of the debates lets partisans learn, rather than being
selectively exposed to messages of their own side (Chaffee, 1978; Katz & Feldman, 1968).
However, according to Gottfried and colleagues (2014, 2017; also see Jarman, 2005), the
learning effect from debates is inflected by a partisan bias, and people remember more
congruent information for their preferred candidate. Learning effects are also affected by
debate format (McKinney et al., 2003; Turcotte & Goidel, 2014), where town halls and
debates with a lot of clash between the candidates cause the audience to focus more on
character than the issues (McKinney et al., 2003). While people with little knowledge can
learn a lot from the debates (e.g., Holbrook, 2002; Lemert, 1993), people with more
political knowledge can better situate the insights from the debates, and they are more likely
to remember the information long-term (Jennings, Warner, et al., 2020). Hence, learning

effects are influenced by a number of factors.
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The learning effects of debates may indicate that the debates are beneficial to
democratic decision-making. Some studies suggest that the audience can be persuaded
based on the arguments they heard in the debate (Fridkin et al., 2007). While voters still
make mistakes in connecting policy positions to the right candidate, in cases of learning,
people use what they learnt from the debates to make their vote choice (Kenski & Jamieson,
2006). Some people engage on Twitter in serious discussions while watching the debates
(Robertson et al., 2019). However, some scholars have suggested that learning does not
result in rational persuasion. Instead, people often adopt the standpoint of their preferred
candidate as their opinion rather than adjusting their vote choice on their opinions
(Abramowitz, 1978; Lenz, 2009). In addition, as politicians are interested in winning votes
rather than informing, people easily gain wrong knowledge (Maurer & Reinemann, 2006).

Hence, while debates seem to be able to have positive effects to support democratic
ideals, there are also various issues with how they contribute to a democratic society. The

learning effects do not directly translate to more rational decision-making.

1.3.3 Attitudes and Voting
As debates are partially about persuading people to vote for someone, a key effect is how
they affect the attitude of people towards the candidates, which in turn affects how people
vote (Lanoue & Schrott, 1991). Yet, there are also more general effects being studied
concerning whether debates simply increase people’s democratic participation.

One relevant attitude which is frequently studied is how people perceive the
presidential candidate’s character (McKinney & Carlin, 2004). On television, interpretation

of the candidates is done following the norms underlying interpersonal communication
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(Mutz, 2016) in antagonistic contexts like presidential debates. As visuals make people feel
physically closer to the speaker, and disagreement is undesirable in such contacts, the
audience easily experiences negative arousal (Mutz, 2016; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Once
candidates also start being uncivil, this effect is strengthened (Mutz, 2016). Regarding
election debates, uncivil discourse does not benefit the candidate (Hopmann et al., 2018).
For example, Obama was negatively evaluated in the first 2012 debate as acting
inappropriately, which was due to inappropriate facial expressions (Gong & Bucy, 2016).
Following these conversational norms is thus important to win over the audience. Through
expressing similarity, involvement and composure to the audience, candidates can improve
their appeal (Pfau & Kang, 1991). When attacking their opponent, candidates can employ
face-saving strategies to manage their own appearance and not seem uncivil to the audience
(Hinck & Hinck, 2002). The impression people have of the candidate is based on how
people reasonably engage with each other in real life, and how these norms are enacted by
the candidates during the debates affect how people ultimately decide to vote.

The common measure used to study the effects of presidential debates is vote
choice. However, studies generally find very little effects of presidential debates on vote
choice (Benoit & Hansen, 2004; Birdsell, 2017; McKinney & Carlin, 2004; McKinney &
Warner, 2013). On the one hand, whether debates can influence people’s vote choice
depends on which candidates are running. Research has shown that the effects of debates
on vote intention depend on whether the electorate knows the candidates well or whether
they have already made up their mind (Carlin & McKinney, 1994; Chaffee, 1978; Holbert,
2005; McKinney & Lamoureux, 1999; Schrott & Lanoue, 2013). On the other hand, the
lack of large effects of presidential debates on vote choice can also be explained by

considering the group which is most affected by the debates to change their vote choice.

16



Debates have the strongest effect on vote choice on politically interested people who have
not made up their minds yet (e.g., Benoit & Wells, 1996; Chaffee, 1978; McKinney &
Carlin, 2004; Pfau & Kang, 1991; Schill & Kirk, 2014). However, people who are
politically interested often already have a partisan preference (Mullinix, 2015). Thus, as the
group of voters who is politically interested and undecided is rather small (Benoit &
Hansen, 2004), this can explain the measured minimal effects.

Not measuring changes in vote preference does not mean that there are no (or
minimal) effects. Looking for change in preference leads to overlooking a key effect of
presidential debates: the crystallization of opinions (Benoit et al., 2001; Benoit & Hansen,
2004; Lang & Lang, 1961). Debates lead to a partisan reinforcement of attitudes and
opinions (Cho & Ha, 2012; Lubell, 1968; Payne et al., 1989; Sigelman & Sigelman, 1984;
Warner & McKinney, 2013). This effect is reinforced through post-debate conversation, as
when members of the audience engage in conversation about the debate, they usually do
this with people with similar opinions (Cho & Ha, 2012; Jennings, Bramlett, et al., 2020;
Kennamer, 1987).

Besides having found only minimal effects (and crystallization), some studies
suggest that the persuasive effects of presidential debates are short-lived. Both Miller and
MacKuen (1979) and Sears and Chaffee (Sears & Chaffee, 1979) found no impact of
presidential debates on candidate image lasting beyond a few days. Carlin and McKinney
(2004) support Geer’s (1988) hypothesis that the effects of presidential debates are short-
lived because they do not occur in a vacuum. People will continuously take into account
subsequent events (Lang & Lang, 1978; McKinney & Carlin, 2004), and these other events
may counterbalance the effects of the debates. In addition, the effects are also mediated

through post-debate coverage, decreasing the direct effects of the debate (e.g., Brubaker &
17



Hanson, 2009; Hwang et al., 2007; Lanoue & Schrott, 1991; Lowry et al., 1990; Winneg &
Jamieson, 2017).

The effects of debates on attitudes of the electorate also depend on the medium used
to receive the debates. Although as a media event, presidential debates are intertwined with
the mass medium used to broadcast it, not everyone watches them through the same
medium. Hence, there are differential effects based on the medium used by the audience.
Seeing the debates on television, rather than just hearing them through the radio, affects
how they are being evaluated (e.g., Druckman, 2003; Kraus, 1996; McKinnon et al., 1993).
Perhaps more relevant today, but also again showing the effects of the choice of medium
on the evaluation of the debates, it has been shown through an experiment that viewers of
the 2008 presidential debates in HD were more inclined to vote for Obama as McCain
looked very old (Bos et al., 2012). In addition, also the camera angle used (Birdsell, 2017;
Kepplinger & Donsbach, 1987; Maier et al., 2021) and whether a split-screen is used
(Birdsell, 2017; Cho, 2009; Mutz & Reeves, 2005; Scheufele et al., 2007) affect how the
audience ultimately votes. By watching the debate through split-screen, the audience is
more likely to evaluate the candidates based on character and party attachment (Cho, 2009),
leading to more extreme partisan evaluations (Scheufele et al., 2007). When the screen
switches between the candidates, the audience generally evaluates both candidates more
positively than in the split-screen style (Stewart et al., 2017).

Studies have also focused on reporting more general effects presidential debates
have on political participation. The debates lead to increased interest in the campaign
(Chaffee, 1978) and public affairs in general (Boyle, 2013), leading to people being more
likely to search for additional information and talk about politics with others (Cho & Choy,

2011; Cho & Ha, 2012; Greenberg, 2009; Lemert, 1993). The debates also increase the
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likelihood that people vote (Kaid et al., 2000; McKinney et al., 2014; McKinney & Carlin,
2004).

Presidential debates also reinforce citizens’ trust in the political system. After
watching the debates, people generally trust democratic institutions more and have an
increased sense of political efficacy (Chaffee, 1978; Kaid et al., 2000; Lucaites, 1989;
McKinney & Carlin, 2004) and political cynicism is lowered (Blais & Perrella, 2008;
Chaffee, 1978; Kaid et al., 2000; McKinney et al., 2014; McKinney & Carlin, 2004;
McKinney & Warner, 2013). People believe that they have sufficient knowledge to make
the right choice on election day (McKinney et al., 2014; McKinney & Chattopadhyay,
2007). However, while debates help people to find either candidate more acceptable
(Hinck, 1993; Katz & Feldman, 1968; Lubell, 1968), as debates fuel partisan voting, they
can indirectly also lead to people perceiving the vote count as inaccurate (Holbert et al.,
2009).

In sum, the debates can thus both have positive and negative effects for the political
organization of U.S.A. society. The debates support trust in the political system and engage
people. However, they do not affect much change in attitudes, as partisan preferences are
mostly reinforced and the chosen medium inserts biases. In addition, the brevity of the
effects could question the importance of these events themselves, although they are

continuously taken up through other media programming afterwards.

1.3.4 The Effects of Presidential Debates
In this section, I have introduced three key effects of presidential debates. Debates draw a

lot of attention, and as a consequence they determine the public agenda to a great extent.
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They also lead to learning, ensuring the audience knows more about the issues at stake.
Last, the debates have an effect on attitudes and voting behavior.

Each of these effects has shown that presidential debates have a great potential in
contributing to U.S.A. political discourse, but also that it can easily be derailed. With
respect to the agenda-setting effect, debates can integrate the citizenry efficiently into a
political community where particular issues are being discussed, but as each participant in
the debates prefers a different agenda, the agenda pursued can easily be problematic to the
audience. The learning effects show that debates can help politically less interested people
to learn as well, and therefore debates may be able to contributing to a decreased knowledge
gap between different segments of the population. Yet, there are questions as to whether
presidential debates lead to rational persuasion, as people may use information about the
positions of the candidates to adjust their own opinion.

Regarding differences in vote choice, only small changes have been recorded, as
most of the effects of presidential debates seem to be crystallization of already held
opinions. Yet, this is not a problem, as this small slice of voters which can be influenced,
is who campaigns are focused on anyways (something already stressed by Berelson et al.,
1954), as they can tip the balance in favor of one or the other candidate (McKinney &
Carlin, 2004). However, the brevity of the effects makes it harder to identify the exact
impact of the debates. The possible dissipation of the effects of the debates during the
campaign is, however, not a problem for their significance. Research points to various
direct effects which suggest that these debates are important to upholding democratic ideals
among the population. For this reason, U.S.A. presidential debates play an important role

in political discourse.
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However, qualitative research can further enhance our understanding of presidential
debates. In this dissertation, I focus on how presidential candidates structure their talk in
the arena of the presidential debate. This offers insight into how candidates attempt to
persuade the voters to vote for them within the institutional constraints of this arena. A
qualitative analysis clarifies how candidates inform the public on their perspective and
positions, and how they use this to make the case for their bid for the presidency.
Understanding the structure and contents of the U.S.A. presidential debates will enhance
our understanding of how the agenda is being set, what people can learn and how their vote
choice is being influenced. In the next section, I review qualitative and content analytic
studies which have focused on better understanding the talk which takes place during

presidential debates.

1.4 U.S.A. Presidential Debate Discourse

In this section, I present research which has studied presidential debate discourse itself
rather than the effects of this event on the audience. These are quantitative content analytic
and qualitative studies. I have distinguished four approaches to the analysis of presidential
debate discourse. First, there are studies which analyze the debates as debates, and focus
on how and whether the candidates engage with each other on their differences of opinion.
Second, studies have focused on the identity candidates project to persuade the audience.
Third, more recently, scholars have started to analyze presidential debates as dramatic
television shows. Fourth, scholars in conversation analysis have analyzed the candidates’
interactional rhetoric (Bilmes, 1999), meaning how they manage the conversational floor

between them and their opponent.
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1.4.1 Presidential Debates as Debates
In general, scholars working within this perspective are interested in how candidates share
their positions with the electorate and how they defend them. In the 1960s, this discussion
started with Auer (1968), who called the debates counterfeit debates and believed they
should develop into a practice of real debating. According to Auer (1968), presidential
debates had no contested proposition, nor enough time to discuss the matter at hand in
sufficient depth and therefore were not warranted to be called debates. Bitzer and Rueter
(1980) argued that due to their format, presidential debates only enabled argumentation in
a very minimal and limited sense. Given that until 1992 presidential debates were based on
a panel of journalists who asked questions to the politicians, scholars often characterized
the format of the debates as simultaneous interviews (e.g., Auer, 1968) or joint press
conferences (Lanoue & Schrott, 1991).

Not all scholars agreed with Auer that presidential debates were counterfeit debates.
In contrast, Carlin (1989) defended that these debates had the required features to be called
a debate: participants have opposing standpoints, adhere to a set of formal rules and a third
party is the addressee of their messages. In addition, Weiler (1989) claimed that the press
panel has as task to probe for elaborations on the candidates’ positions and thus to get the
candidates to provide argumentation. However, when the debates were still based on
interrogation of the candidates by a panel of journalists, journalists often tried to ask
“gotcha” questions, hindering the ideals of a debate (Lamoureux et al., 1994). The format
was thus not always conducive to getting the candidates to argue. However, it is important
to recognize, as Zarefsky (see McKinney & Carlin, 2004) stresses, that debates do not have
a set form. Debates can occur in many different ways, and just because the format does not

look like a traditional debate does not mean it is not a debate.
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Starting in the 1990s, instead of presuming the ideal of the traditional debate,
scholars started to look at persuasive moves in presidential debates. Carlin and colleagues
(Carlin et al., 2001; Carlin et al., 1991) conceptualized “real debate” as clash and concluded
that presidential debates do justice to being named debates, as the format stimulates clash.
Benoit and Wells (1996) proposed to focus on persuasive moves. They conceptualized
debates as extended instances of persuasive attack, defense and acclaims (Benoit, 2007).
Taking this lens to study presidential debates, they also found that presidential debates
function as debates.

Rowland (1986, 2013, 2018) found that candidates regularly provide evidence for
their claims. In studies on the debates in 1960, it was concluded that presidential candidates
provide more evidence for their positions than in other forms of campaign communication
(e.g., Ellsworth, 1965). Hart and Jarvis (1997) claimed that presidential debates, compared
to other forms of campaign communication, have a tone of sobriety as the direct contact
with their opponent encourages them to develop their argumentation in more depth.
Compared to other genres of communication used in political campaigns, presidential
debates seem more conducive of creating rational engagement among the candidates.

Scholars working within this perspective are also interested in how candidates can
make their discourse persuasive. While sometimes the use of evidence leads to winning the
debate (Rowland, 1986), providing too much evidence and reasoning can lead to losing the
debate in the eyes of the audience (Levasseur & Dean, 1996). Marietta (2009) argued that
candidates are more persuasive when they stress that they have certain unnegotiable values
rather compared to providing evidence and reasons for a particular course of action. He
referred to this way of arguing as sacred rhetoric (Marietta, 2009). Candidates can also

present a world view in their discourse, and the argumentation can then become persuasive
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to the audience if this worldview resonates with them (Boyd, 2013). While it is shown that
presidential debates are debates as they produce argumentative interactions, more research
should be done how the argumentation contributes to convincing the audience. Most
research has focused on clash, reason-giving and persuasion, but has not investigated the
larger structure in which arguments are embedded. This can also further clarify the starting

points which are presumed by the candidates.

1.4.2 Presidential Debates as Epideictic Discourse

Argumentation can only be effective if the speaker seems credible and thus, candidates
have to make sure they have sufficient ethos to be convincing to the electorate. The
relevance of ethos has been taken up in various studies on presidential debates. Sometimes,
candidates are explicitly asked to compare themselves (e.g., Leff, 2007). The study of self-
mentions can serve studying how speakers establish their ethos (Albalat-Mascarell &
Carri6-Pastor, 2019). Another way in which ethos is established is through using anecdotes
(Oldenburg, 2015). We should recognize that political image is central to deliberation
(Trevor Parry-Giles, 2010).

This focus on the candidates’ identities can be taken a step further. Besides arguing
for particular issues, candidates also present themselves as a suitable candidate for office.
According to Hinck (1993), presidential debates are not about choosing the best policies,
but who should govern. In that sense, presidential debates can be seen as epideictic
discourse, as candidates show through their speech their skills and qualities which would
make them a desirable President (Hinck, 1993). Through presidential debates, candidates

can show their leadership potential. Candidates, while presenting their ideas, project what
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kind of leader they will be, because, when talking about policy, candidates also project
cultural values (Hinck, 1993). “Arguments function to justify decisions, to legitimize
political order, to protect community values, and to solve political problems at a symbolic
rather than physical level of force” (Hinck, 1993, p. 6).

One key characteristic the audience is looking for is authenticity such that they can
establish that the candidate is trustworthy (Grebelsky-Lichtman, 2016). Therefore, verbal
and non-verbal behavior need to be aligned in order to be effective, as non-verbal behavior
seems to be more authentic to the audiences (Grebelsky-Lichtman, 2016; Shah et al., 2015,
2016). Nonverbal cues are thus highly important to making such epideictic determinations
as to whether the candidate is suitable to serve as president of the U.S.A. (Scholten &
McNabb, 2019).

A core aim for candidates within the perspective of presidential debates as epideictic
discourse is solving their rhetorical problems (Hinck, 1993). Voters may have concerns
regarding a candidate’s ability to serve the U.S.A. people, and these concerns have to be
addressed (Hinck, 1993). To deal with these concerns, candidates have to enact what the
electorate sees as a presidential character, compensating for what the audience perceives as
their weaknesses (Hinck, 1993). For example, in 1960, as Kennedy was seen as
inexperienced, he used the debates to position himself as a strong counterpart to
Khrushchev, the leader of the Soviet Union (Hinck, 1993). Additionally, candidates try to
frame the debate as a rhetorical problem which is advantageous to them but an issue for
their opponent.

Epideictic discourse is, however, not just about presenting one’s leadership
qualities. Candidates can also aim at persuading their audience by fostering a relational

connection (Scholten & McNabb, 2019). Rhetorical appeal improves by having stronger
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relational messages, for instance through using cues like similarity, involvement and
composure (Pfau & Kang, 1991). Also through the clash of their characters, debates enable
the public to feel emotional identification with a candidate (Scholten & McNabb, 2019). In
this regard, advocacy is often also evaluated based on the proper use of politeness (Dailey
et al., 2008).

Research in this area focuses on the importance of projecting and establishing ethos
during the debates. These researchers point to a core aspect of the presidential debates.
Being campaign events to select a president, the debates cannot be just about policies. Of
utmost importance is that the electorate selects the candidate who can best govern.
Inherently, the discourse is about this personal dimension. Ethos is thus an essential aspect

to acknowledge in an analysis of the debates.

1.4.3 Presidential Debates as Televised Drama

The third perspective on debates starts from the observation that debates are designed for
television, and not for democracy: people are not included as participants, but as spectators
(Zarefsky, 1992). Schroeder (2016) argues that presidential debates should be seen as
television shows. The discourse is not governed by the rules of politics, but by the needs of
the medium. “The values of debates are the values of television: celebrity, visuals, conflict
and hype” — albeit mixed with some civics (Schroeder, 2016, p. 9). People watch debates
as they show us human drama: both between the candidates on stage, but also between the
candidates and the audience through creating an emotional connection (Schroeder, 2016).
Following Greenberg (2009), debates are primarily an enjoyable spectacle — not anything

like a “debate,” “press conference” or “test” of character. Therefore, debates should be
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analyzed like live entertainment television. That is, the debates are not informative events;
they are approached by the participants as live events for which they need to minimize the
risks: candidates attempt to control the rules of the game, steer the expectations and spin
the interpretation (Schroeder, 2016).

This perspective stresses that the nature of this arena shapes the communication
advanced on it. Because it is a live spectacle and as participants try to control the rules of
the game to present themselves as well as possible, one can expect that there are certain
recurring patterns. The televised nature of this type of event is a shaping force regarding

the discourse advanced.

1.4.4 Presidential Debates and Interactional Rhetoric

One concern of studies in conversation analysis is floor management, which can be used to
clarify what participants do during presidential debates. The strategic management of the
floor and the topic of conversation is what Bilmes (1999) refers to as interactional rhetoric.
As the audience expects the candidates to engage in a discussion with each other, the
candidates are evaluated whether they engage reasonably with each other. This means that
they are bound by everyday conversational rules, but that also means that they can also
exploit these rules for their own benefit (Beck, 1996; Bilmes, 1999). Candidates use
metacommunication to invoke conversational norms which would grant them the floor
(Beck, 1996; Bilmes, 1999) and repeat themselves to signify that their turn is not yet over
(delayed completions, Beck, 1996). They can use questions to constrain their opponent’s
next turn (Beck, 1996; Bilmes, 2001) but can also claim that the opponent has asked a

question to gain the floor themselves and cutting their opponent’s turn short (Bilmes, 1999).
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Similar tactics are used to manage the floor and topic with the moderator, particularly when
the moderator attempts to move to a new segment and close the ongoing discussion (Green,
2021).

Another question pertains to candidates being able to evade questions, as this
provides them with more flexibility regarding what they can talk about. Clementson and
Eveland (2016), in a content analytic study, have shown that candidates dodge as much as
25% of the questions. To do this well is, however, a rather complicated task, as the audience
will have topic salience (Boydstun et al., 2013). Other research (e.g., Matera & Salwen,
1996) has shown that question length and complexity correlate with longer responses, and
also with candidates’ not responding to all dimensions of the question.

Researchers within the tradition of conversation analysis have studied how
candidates can manage their answer in light of the question. In the context of presidential
debates, the discourse marker well is generally avoided as it marks what follows as an
interactionally dispreferred answer (Halmari, 2008). Instead, Montiegel and Robinson
(2019) argue that candidates generally announce a preface to their response to a question
by marking this as a “first-matter.” By using the marker “first,” candidates make clear that
what follows is not a direct response to the question, but they also imply that they will come
back to the matter asked for (Montiegel & Robinson, 2019). Candidates can switch back to
the topic of the question at a later point, usually using the discourse marker now (Myers,
2008). According to Jacobsen (2016a), this shows that a question-answer exchange
between the moderator and the candidate is subjected to reinterpretation for the candidate’s
interests. More generally, this shows how candidates can manage the topic of their turn

while being constrained by a question.
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The disagreement between the candidates is also developed strategically. Following
Hutchby’s (1996) action-opposition sequence, Jacobsen (2016b) claims that the basic
structure of presidential debates is formed by candidates taking claims by their opponent
which they then contradict in their own turn. While candidates can contradict their
opponent right at the start of their turn, this also happens frequently by interrupting their
opponent — with interruptions defined as talk that is noise within a turn of the other party
and thereby counts as an attempt to change the direction of this turn (Bilmes, 1997;
Jacobsen, 2019).

Interactional rhetoric is guided by face concerns (Beck, 1996): candidates are
concerned with how they are being perceived through their discursive actions. A civil tone
is therefore generally pursued by candidates. While face-aggravation seems to be the norm
in debates, the threat is often mitigated (Dailey et al., 2008; Garcia-Pastor, 2002;
Grebelsky-Lichtman, 2016). Candidates commonly show, for example, a concern for
negative face — for their opponent’s autonomy to act (Galasinski, 1998). Still, aggressive
moves by the opponent should be addressed in a direct manner, rather than mitigated, if
one wants to be seen as an effective debater (Weger et al., 2010). Vasilyeva (2016), in her
study of presidential debates in Belarus, shows that face concerns can result in the use of a
number of strategies to navigate these challenges. Hence, conversational norms guide
presidential debate discourse throughout and can be strategically employed to appeal to the

audience.
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1.4.5 The Discourse of Presidential Debates

In this section, I introduced four perspectives to the analysis of the discourse of presidential
debates. First, scholars have studied the discourse as a debate and conceptualized the talk
as argumentative discourse to convince the audience of the acceptability of a particular
proposition. Particularly of interest to these scholars is clash between the candidates.
Second, scholars have studied the discourse as epideictic and conceptualized the talk as a
symbolic expression of their character as a leader. These studies have centered on
elucidating the role of ethos in debate discourse. Third, scholars have studied the discourse
as a televised drama and conceptualized the talk as formed by the event being unscripted,
unpredictable and live. Fourth, scholars have studied the discourse as interaction and
conceptualized the talk as being subjected to conversational constraints.

In this dissertation, I focus on the first direction of research. To understand how
presidential debates contribute to democratic decision making, something that media
effects research has suggested they can do, it is necessary to analyze how the disagreement
on the issues is presented to the audience. So far, in quantitative studies, research has not
suggested variables which are granular enough to understand this. Qualitative work remains
relatively scarce, and is limited to format critique. To better understand how presidential
debates provide the electorate with an insight in the political discussion at stake in the
election, in this study, I closely analyze how candidates make the case to vote for them
through their policy proposals if they are elected President. This will help to better
understand presidential debates as a kairotic event, as it shows how candidates employ
argumentative strategies within the constraints of this type of communication. This helps

to better understand how persuasion is structured through this discursive arena.

30



Still, this dissertation is meant to engage with the other research traditions
introduced. I will connect the findings of this dissertation to the research which stresses the
central role of ethos in this type of discourse. Similarly, I connect the results to the televised
nature of the debates, and how the typical debate structure can support analyses of the
interaction itself. In addition, by investigating the qualitative intricacies of the debate
discourse, this dissertation will help to better understand how the agenda can be affected,

what can be learned and how they can contribute to democratic decision-making.

1.5 Theoretical Framework
In this dissertation, to study presidential debates and how candidates argue within this
communicative activity, I employ a pragmatic perspective wherein I also recognize the
strategic and situational aspects of communication. Within the field of language and social
interaction, pragmatic research can be juxtaposed to research grounded in the ethnography
of communication (e.g., Carbaugh, 2007; Hymes, 1974) and ethnomethodology (Garfinkel,
1967). By juxtaposing these research traditions, I can clarify the differences between my
pragmatic and these other, related approaches. The ethnography of communication has
developed out of anthropology and sociolinguistics (Hymes, 1974). Ethnomethodology is
a framework which started in sociology (Garfinkel, 1967). Pragmatics has grown out of
both linguistics and ordinary language philosophy (Levinson, 1983). Based on these
origins, each framework has different aims.

On the one hand, pragmatics contrasts with research in the field of ethnography of
communication (e.g., Hymes, 1974). Scholars working in the ethnography of

communication follow Hymes’ (1974) observation that communicative practices differ
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across different communities. How communicative events are organized, and which
patterns of communication are employed within a specific speech community depends on
their organization of social life of which members have “shared knowledge and insight”
(Hymes, 1974, p. 8). Ethnographers of communication see it as their task to uncover this
knowledge competent speakers within a community have. Pragmatics, according to
Levinson (Levinson, 1983) is not concerned with the rules of appropriateness within a
particular context, but with inferences hearers can make based on the discourse. Rather than
focusing on communicative knowledge, pragmatics focuses on interpretative procedures
for which this knowledge studied by ethnographers of communication functions as the
background knowledge to reach specific interpretations of communicative utterances.

On the other hand, research in pragmatics also differs from ethnomethodological
studies. Ethnomethodology starts from the premise that any interaction is “a contingent
accomplishment of socially organized common practices” (Garfinkel, 1967). In social life,
people continuously interpret and anticipate other people’s behavior to try to understand
the social order which structures the interaction (Maynard, 2013). With regards to language,
this means that it is presumed that participants orient to talk by interpreting what the speaker
of that turn projected as the next action required from the listener (Heritage, 2005). The
focus is on the intersubjectivity accomplished by the participants in the interaction
(Heritage, 2005). Rather than stressing the coordinative “doing” of something by the
participants of an interaction, pragmatics investigates the communicative meaning of an
utterance itself.

According to Levinson (Levinson, 1983), research in pragmatics is focused on
understanding meaning of utterances in the context of their usage. The focus of pragmatic

research is on the ability of people to “compute” this meaning based on what has been said
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before (the co-text, Brown & Yule, 1983) and the background knowledge one has
(Levinson, 1983). This computed meaning concerns what the speaker supposedly has
meant, and is reconstructed based on the detailed inferences about the speaker’s
assumptions and purposes the listener has to make. This follows Grice’s (1957) call to study
speaker meaning.

In particular, I focus on speech act theory. This line of research in pragmatics started
with the work of Austin (1962), who noted that rather than conveying a description of the
world, language is a way of acting. As a consequence, utterances should not be judged as
right or wrong, but as being done correctly or incorrectly (Austin, 1962). On the one hand,
it is possible to incorrectly do a speech act by invoking a procedure which cannot be
invoked at that point or by making a mistake in the procedure (Austin, 1962). On the other
hand, speakers can abuse a speech act when they are insincere or do not follow up on their
commitments (Austin, 1962). Searle (1969) developed a systematic account to better study
ordinary speech acts like stating, promising and asking. According to him (1969), any
speech act has besides conditions regarding the propositional content and the
communicative purpose, also preparatory and sincerity conditions. The former concerns
preconditions, without which the speech act would be void (Searle, 1969). The latter
pertains to the intentions a speaker conventionally should have when uttering that speech
act, as otherwise the speech act would be abused (Searle, 1969). Habermas (1994),
similarly, proposes a set of validity conditions for speech acts, being the truth of the
proposition, the sincerity of the speaker and the appropriateness of the act within the context
at hand.

Speech act theory can be used in various ways to understand communication. First

of all, speech act theory helps determine in which way an utterance is arguable (Jackson &
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Jacobs, 1980; Jacobs & Jackson, 1989; Snoeck Henkemans, 2014) and consequently how
a speaker can make their communication more effective. Specifically, speech acts should
not be incomprehensible, insincere, unnecessary or pointless (Snoeck Henkemans, 2014;
van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989), and when this is the case is specified in each type of
speech act’s conditions. Thus, speech act theory specifies the ways in which an utterance
can be deemed problematic by the listener, which offers a way to explain why a turn is
expanded in particular ways (Jackson & Jacobs, 1980; Van Rees, 1992). When speakers
anticipate that their turn will not be effective or when the listener does not believe that the
turn was appropriate, speech act theory explains what the speaker could utter to keep up
the communicative exchange (Van Rees, 1992).

Second, the theory can also help explain the formulation of utterances. As speech
acts are used to externalize the speaker’s commitments, the speaker may want to formulate
their speech act as such that they only adopt the commitments they want to adopt. This has
been recognized by Searle (1979) as one of the dimensions along which speech acts differ:
speakers can change the strength of the speech act. In addition, based on Grice’s (1975)
cooperative principle, Searle (Searle, 1979) has developed a framework to analyze indirect
speech acts. Any speech act can be can be indirectly uttered by stating one of its speech act
conditions. As then the speech act becomes an implicature (Grice, 1975), the meaning of
the utterance becomes defeasible, lessening the strength of the commitment the speaker has
to adopt.

Third, speech act theory can also be used to investigate larger discursive structures.
Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992) coined the concept of complex speech act to move
away from the utterance level and describe speech acts which work on a textual level.

Complex speech acts often consist of multiple utterances which taken together serve a
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communicative and interactional aim (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984). Each utterance
which is part of the complex speech act also has an elementary speech act. When explaining
or arguing, the speaker typically makes use of various assertions (Van Eemeren &
Grootendorst, 1992). Through this framework, speech act theory can explain how various
elements in discourse work together to realize a particular aim.

In order to investigate how presidential candidates make use of presidential debates
as a kairotic moment and what kind of strategic and situational assumptions they employ
to structure their discourse, this pragmatic framework developed by speech act theorists
can help. It provides a framework to analyze the discursive choices speakers make and
which communicative aims are being realized. It enables to study the projected meaning of
utterances. In addition, scholars have worked to develop the connection of this framework
to its environment/context (e.g., Levinson, 1979) and to the strategic use of language (Van
Eemeren, 2010).

The situational element of speech is traditionally investigated within the
ethnography of communication, as the focus is on identifying the communicative
competence of language users within a specific context as members of a speech community
(Hymes, 1974). Yet, this is not just a question of social knowledge. Scholars working in
conversation analysis, a framework within ethnomethodology, have analyzed institutional
discourse (Heritage, 2005) and discovered that interaction is structured in specific ways in
order to uphold the activity at hand. Additionally, Levinson (1979) coined the term of
activity types and has shown the effects social activity has on meaning — particularly with
respect to the speech acts used and the implicatures realized.

While closely connected to Hymes’ (1974) theorizing of speech events, Levinson

(Levinson, 1979) studies context by focusing on the goal the participants are oriented to.
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The general assumption is that participants in interaction behave in rational ways
(Levinson, 1979). Thus, the activity constrains the verbal contributions the participants can
make and provide the participants with inferential schemata (Levinson, 1979). Namely,
Levinson (Levinson, 1979) suggests, for any context, if an expectation participants hold
within that activity is violated, they derive an inference which would preserve the
expectation. Similarly, based on these expectations regarding the activity at hand, speech
acts have speech act conditions specific to that activity. Hence, the knowledge studied by
ethnographers of communication — the communicative competence of participants — is used
to produce and compute the pragmatic meaning of utterances (Levinson, 1979). Based on
what is said explicitly and left implicit, the analyst can reveal the assumptions participants
make about the activity at hand and what sorts of inferences can and cannot be made. A
pragmatic analysis shows what was meant with various contributions to the interaction.
This pragmatic framework also offers a systematic way to analyze strategic
communication. Within the ethnography of communication, researchers have studied
ethnorhetoric, meaning the study of what is considered persuasive within a specific
community (e.g., Fitch, 2003; Philipsen, 1972, 1986; Reijven & Townsend, 2021).
Conversation analysts have also studied persuasive discourse. The study of conversational
argument has mostly looked at how argumentation is interactionally accomplished through
adjacency pairs (Jackson & Jacobs, 1980) or action-opposition sequences (Hutchby, 1996,
2013). That is, the focus is on how a particular move is treated as an arguable action
(Hutchby, 1996, 2013). In speech act theory, strategy is interwoven with the conception of
speech acts. Inherent to the analysis of a speech act is the interactional effect which is

sought by the speaker (the perlocution).
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In speech act theory, every move is presumed to have an interactional aim towards
the listener, which is a part of the interactional meaning being projected by the speaker.
Minimally, a speaker aims at the uptake of their speech act (Austin, 1962). The first aim of
a speaker is communicative efficacy, meaning that the listener understands what was said
(Searle, 1969). Yet, each speech act has also an inherent perlocutionary effect (Van
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984), meaning the acceptance of the speech act by the listener.
If one asserts something, one aims at getting the listener to accept that what was said. Thus,
in pragmatics, the focus is not just on meaning, but on getting meaning effectively across.

Work has also been done on understanding persuasive discourse itself. To
understand argumentation as a speech act, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (Van Eemeren,
2010; Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, 1992, 2004) have developed the pragma-
dialectical theory of argumentation, which is grounded in a speech act theoretical
perspective. Specifically, argumentation is conceptualized as a complex speech act aimed
at resolving a difference of opinion on the merits (Van Eemeren, 2010). As such, it is a
constellation of elementary speech acts which is meant to parry the (potential) critical
doubts of an antagonist. In addition, in recent years, the concept of prototypical
argumentative patterns has been developed (van Eemeren, 2016) which refers to patterns
of argumentation which are tied to an institutionalized context. Bringing together
pragmatic, situational and strategic concerns, this framework enables investigating
discourse in presidential debates, addressing the problem described above. Hence, my aim
is to elucidate the larger structure in which reasons and claims appear in this context and
how this structure is implied through the organization of the discourse in this arena.

In sum, in this dissertation I study speech acts in presidential debate discourse given

their strategic function within this context. I connect the explicit propositional content with
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implicit pragmatic meanings to better understand how candidates navigate this arena to
attempt to get the electorate to vote for them. Their discursive actions carry implications
based on the expectations they presume the audience holds regarding this type of
communication, and these expectations can thus be reconstructed based on what they
explicitly say and leave implicit. Shared with other work in communication, the grounding
assumption is that communication is constitutive of social life (Craig, 1999). Continuously,
participants are structuring their discourse based on their conception of the activity at hand
and the identities of the people involved. The analyses presented in this dissertation thus
show what it means to debate in U.S.A. presidential debates.

Ultimately, this dissertation contributes to better understanding presidential debates
as an arena for social interaction. It shows the pragmatic meaning of the discursive
contributions of the candidates within a specific context where the aim is to persuade
people. In addition, it offers theoretical contributions to speech act theory (and the notion
of complex speech acts in particular). It also contributes to scholarship in political
communication, as it clarifies how presidential candidates aim at informing the audience
about their perspective and issue positions, both are frequently measured in effect studies.
Most importantly, by elucidating the patterns of communication, I hope to reconcile the
different perspectives on the discourse of U.S.A. presidential debates and show how they

can engage with each other to offer more detailed insights into this arena.

1.6 Research Questions
Since debates are events in which candidates talk to an audience, trying to persuade that

audience to vote for them in the election, my general research question is: How do
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presidential candidates structure their discourse to convince the electorate to vote for them?
This is a qualitative research question, meant to address various elements in the talk of the
candidates during the debates and how they fit together within a persuasive appeal. In the
literature review of effects research on presidential debates it turned out that candidates
attempt to persuade the audience through sharing their perspective on the state of affairs of
the country and sharing their issue positions. Hence, in this dissertation I address three
aspects of presidential debate discourse: how the state of affairs is described, how they
commit themselves to a course of action, and how these elements are part of an
argumentative structure. These elements are addressed by posing three distinct subordinate
research questions.

Without making claims about the world, candidates cannot convince the electorate
to vote for them. To describe the state of affairs, candidates have to use the speech act of
asserting. According to Searle (1969), a precondition to asserting is that the speaker has
evidence for the truth of what is being claimed. As in the context of presidential debates,
candidates have to convince the audience to vote for them, claims cannot simply be taken
on face-value as persuasion rather than informing is the primary goal of the candidates.
Thus, given that this is the expectation, candidates have to provide evidence for their
claims. Moreover, what evidence they provide further shows when evidence is meaningful
in this context. Therefore, to better understand discourse in presidential debates, I pose the

following question:

RQ1: What kinds of evidence do presidential candidates advance for claims they

make during presidential debates?
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By answering this question, I present the starting points of the argumentation advanced in
this context. According to Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004), each type of
argumentative discourse has a set of starting points, which are the propositions both parties
accept as true and thus function as the premises upon which an argument can be built.
Secondly, in this dissertation, I take a closer look at candidates’ commissives —
meaning, speech acts through which they commit themselves to doing some future action
(Searle, 1979). As noted in the literature review above, many effects are realized based on
issue positions of the candidates which resonated with the audience. Yet, candidates can
commit themselves to future acting in various ways, each with a different strength. To
understand how candidates negotiate what they are committing themselves to, I pose the

following question:

RQ2: How do presidential candidates commit themselves to future actions?

By answering this question, I present the different ways in which candidates can commit
themselves and how this structures the debate discourse.

Third, being a persuasive discourse, these elements fit into a larger, argumentative
structure. Collectively, the utterances in a presidential debate contribute to the interactional
goal of convincing the audience to vote for the presidential candidate speaking. Hence, they
form a complex speech act of argumentation, defending this position. Given that
argumentation generally has a recurring structure in institutionalized contexts (van
Eemeren, 2016), I presume that argumentation also has a so-called prototypical pattern in

presidential debates. Therefore, I pose the following question:
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RQ3: What is the structure of the complex speech act of argumentation in

presidential debates?

By answering this question, I show which argumentative structure is implied in presidential
debate discourse. This is the persuasive appeal which is invoked throughout the interaction.
This pattern can be used to then better understand the interaction itself and the role of ethos.

In the conclusion, I go back to the overarching research question, using the answers
found for these smaller questions. Hence, in this dissertation, I elucidate how presidential
candidates make use of this rhetorical moment to attempt to gain votes, navigating the
unique constraints of this arena to effectively position themselves. In the conclusion I also
connect the analyses presented in this dissertation, and particularly the conclusions drawn
from these analyses, to the theories and frameworks discussed in this introductory chapter.
In this way, I connect the findings of this dissertation to the field of political communication

research on U.S.A. presidential debates at large.

1.7 Data and Methodology

My decision to study presidential debates stems from an interest in political and persuasive
discourse. As an event, it has a central role in the political discourse in the U.S.A. during
elections. In particular, starting my Ph.D. program in 2016 at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst, I immediately witnessed a presidential election and watched the
presidential debates with U.S.A. citizens. It is an interesting expression of democratic
sentiment in a society which is otherwise structured by republican principles. Yet, what

captivated me the most was the contrast between the speech of candidates Hillary Clinton
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and Donald Trump. This observation led to me being interested in how presidential
candidates navigate this genre of communication, having to convince the electorate while
also being directly compared with their opponent, within an institution that is grounded in
a tradition of debating.

The first step in the study was to read the extensive literature on U.S.A. presidential
debates, as reported upon in this chapter. News media, politicians and the public alike have
treated presidential debates as significant and important events during the presidential
campaign. Based on previous research, it became clear that the current format of the debates
was only consistently employed from 1996 onwards. Ever since, the Commission on
Presidential Debates schedules three debates, whereof two are led by a single moderator
and where the candidates have to answer a question and have some free discussion time.
The other debate has a town hall format. Due to having a different format, I have excluded
town hall debates from consideration.

I have also excluded vice-presidential and primary debates from consideration in
this project. Vice-presidential debates are characterized by a different dynamic (Benoit &
Airne, 2005) and function within the campaign (Carlin & Bicak, 1993). Specifically, while
vice presidential candidates also have to show that they would be able to serve as president,
just like their candidate for the presidency has in their debates, they also need to project the
role they anticipate playing in the upcoming administration, show that their candidate has
chosen a good vice president, and, first and foremost, defend their nominee’s ideas,
character and record, instead of their own (Carlin & Bicak, 1993). Moreover, they are not
expected to be as presidential as the nominee, resulting in generally more aggressive

interactions (Carlin & Bicak, 1993).
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In this dissertation, to limit its scope to enable more depth in the analyses while still
making claims about presidential debate discourse in general, I selected three debates from
different years. I decided to select the first debate in 2000, 2008 and 2016. First, the first
debates of a cycle typically revolve around similar subjects, and particularly include topics
like foreign affairs and the economy. Second, in these years, no incumbent was running for
the presidency, thereby eliminating that as a variable to account for (Benoit & Wells, 1996,
have shown that the discourse of incumbents and challengers is different).

The video recordings used for this study were taken from YouTube, as uploaded by
NBC. The video recordings of the presidential debates were used as data, as this is how the
event occurred. Initially, transcripts of the event were taken from the website of the
Commission on Presidential Debates (see www.debates.org), but these transcripts were
checked and made more detailed by adding missing words and phrases.

I analyzed the data by forming collections of particular phenomena. With regards
to this dissertation, I created collections of claims where the candidates provided evidence
and of utterances through which they committed themselves to some future action if elected
president. In addition, to determine the argumentative structure, I considered the use of
argumentative indicators (Van Eemeren et al., 2007) and the explication of the speech act
conditions in the co-text surrounding claims and commissives. This led to a collection of
the types of defenses each speech act receives in the context of presidential debates. After
this descriptive endeavor, I aimed to identify patterns for the usage of each of the types
identified. By considering the co-text of the utterance, I have described when these
strategies are used and what they thereby accomplish. This description helps to reconstruct

the aims of the speech acts within this activity type.
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These analyses are guided by discourse analytic methods. The starting point of
discourse analytic research is that meanings are socially constructed (Tracy, 2005). To
uncover these meanings as created in interaction, the discourse analyst works with
transcripts of the data studied rather than ethnographic field observations or interviews
(Tracy, 2005). Discourse analysts attempt to understand what people using language are
doing (Brown & Yule, 1983) and attempt to “describe regularities in the linguistic
realisations used by people to communicate those meanings and intentions” (Brown &
Yule, 1983, p. 26). Concepts like “reference, presupposition, implicature and inference”
(Brown & Yule, 1983, p. 27) are central to investigating what is being done by
conversationalists, and which can be investigated by references to the co-text and context
of an utterance. This discourse analysis grounded in pragmatics, rather than in an
interactional approach, is needed as presidential debates are a relatively monological
discursive context, as the electorate is not participating as a speaker in this communicative
event and they are being addressed through longer turns at talk. That is, the orientation and
assumptions of the participants are not as much shown in reaction to their conversational
partner, but in anticipation of possible shortcomings in the eyes of the listener. To study
and reconstruct the argumentation thus requires close attention to linguistic features within
a turn at talk.

Various discourse analytic approaches have developed procedures to engage with
the data critically, as is done by critical discourse analysts (e.g., Fairclough, 1995), cultural
discourse analysis (Carbaugh, 2007) or argumentative discourse analysis, like pragma-
dialectics (e.g., Van Eemeren, 2010). However, in this study, after descriptive and
interpretative analyses, [ offer where applicable also comparative analyses. Critical

analyses of the discourse have been left to be conducted in future research, as this has to be
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based on a foundation of descriptive, interpretative and comparative research (Carbaugh,
2007).

Overall, this dissertation investigates the structure of discourse on presidential
debates by examining which presumptions are made explicit at which moments. In this
way, the expectations which guide this activity type can be made explicit, clarifying how
pragmatically meaning is conveyed in this arena aimed at persuading the electorate. While
this offers insights regarding discourse on U.S.A. presidential debates, it also contributes

to better understanding persuasive discourse and the complex speech act of argumentation.

1.8 Summary of Chapters
In this section, I provide a brief preview of each of the following three substantial chapters.
In chapter 2, I investigate how presidential candidates support claims they make in the
debates. Candidates regularly defend their claims, and they have various strategies to do
so: they can point to evidence, the opinions of experts, the audience’s knowledge or employ
their own ethos. Each strategy utilizes a different epistemic resource. In addition, the
strategies are used to convey different implications to the right to claiming certainty for the
asserted content the candidate has. Hence, candidates project a very specific epistemic
domain for them as politicians and this epistemic domain requires them to make explicit
particular speech act conditions to the audience in order to successfully convey that the
claim they are making is trustworthy and acceptable.

Chapter 3 investigates how candidates manage the commitments regarding future
actions they adopt through their speech. Specifically, I look at the variation in how

candidates commit themselves by looking at how they alter the strength of commissive
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speech acts, and also at how they commit themselves only indirectly. Direct commissives
are used to more strongly commit themselves. Candidates also commit themselves more
strongly to general promises than specific ones. These direct commissives are used to stress
one’s position, whereas indirect commissives through stating a normative required action
are mostly used to criticize the opponent, as such actions should be done by either
candidate.

In chapter 4, I study the argumentative structure of U.S.A. presidential debates. 1
show that presidential candidates employ a pragmatic argument scheme to defend the
proposition that people should vote for them. These schemes are characterized by using a
statement of fact as a premise (Wagemans, 2016), in this case a commissive, to defend that
the listener should take a particular course of action (Wagemans, 2016), in this case voting
for the candidate. This argumentation is extended through critical questions — meaning
questions which test the acceptability of the argument scheme used — integral to this context
(van Eemeren, 2016). For this pragmatic argument scheme, there are in total six critical
questions which are identified to test the acceptability of three core premises: there is a
need for a policy, the candidate speaking will execute the policy and the opponent will not
execute the policy. In this chapter, I show which critical concerns presidential candidates
presume they have to address when partaking in a presidential debate. I also show that the
pragmatic argument in this discursive arena is supported by the evidentiary practices as
discussed in chapter 2, as is common in politics (Andone & Hernandez Lomeli, 2019).

In short, I argue that candidates on U.S.A. presidential debates advance a pragmatic
argument (chapter 4) structured through the speech act of proposing an action or a plan
(chapter 3) which they base on evidence in the form of four epistemic resources (chapter

2).
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CHAPTER 2:
“YOU CAN LOOK IT UP.”
HOW PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES INFORM THE ELECTORATE DURING

PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES

2.1 Introduction

Candidates assert information regarding the state of affairs with the public which they hope
helps to convince people to vote for them. While asserting information is important to make
a case for a particular course of action, and more generally that one is the right candidate
for the presidency, politicians are not just believed by the public. In public discourse, terms
like “fake news” and “alternative facts” are used to discuss the (mis/dis/)information shared
by politicians, showing that there is a distrust towards whether what politicians are saying
is true. This distrust of the electorate towards the discourse of politicians raises the question
how politicians try to convince their audience that what they tell them is warranted and
trustworthy information. Politicians, thus, employ strategies to increase the acceptability of
the information they share.

Many previous studies on how presidential debates inform the electorate have
focused on people learning the candidates’ policy positions and character. While being
informed in these respects may be an outcome of these events, candidates primarily aim at
persuading the audience to vote for them by adopting commitments regarding what they
would do if elected president. They use their issue positions to manage the public’s
expectations. Yet, to defend their proposals, candidates assert information which shows
that their proposals are relevant to be executed (Levasseur & Dean, 1996; Rowland, 2013).

Rather than the knowledge the audience has gained at the end of the debate regarding the
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candidates’ issue positions, it is this deliberate act of informing the audience about the state
of affairs in the world by the candidates which this chapter explores. In this chapter, I
elucidate the ways in which politicians support the information they assert to increase the

acceptability of their statements for the audience.

2.2 Presidential Debates and Informing

Ever since the first U.S.A. presidential debate in 1960, research has investigated how much
audiences learn from these events to make up their mind regarding whom to vote for in the
upcoming election. The focus of research on learning effects of presidential debates has
been on knowledge regarding candidates’ issue positions and their character (Benoit et al.,
2003; McKinney & Carlin, 2004). Up to the 2016 election, studies have found that
presidential debates lead to increased knowledge about the candidates’ positions and
developed beliefs about their qualifications and character among the electorate (e.g.,
Winneg & Jamieson, 2017). The problem of focusing on learning from debates regarding
a candidate’s positions and their character is that descriptive information about the state of
affairs used in the persuasive process is often overlooked. This oversight is particularly
relevant in a time when much misinformation is shared to defend a perspective.

Still, there have been some studies which have looked at the learning of facts in
presidential debates, rather than positions and character. Gottfried et al. (2014) looked at
how this information is remembered by the audience and found that factual uncontested
information is accepted and remembered by the audience. If the information is contested,
people generally believe what their preferred candidate is saying (Gottfried et al., 2014). In

an earlier study, Gottfried et al. (2013) conclude that if people are faced with fact-checking,
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people remember accurate information more than they otherwise would. Hence, the
presentation of information matters regarding whether it is accepted.

Research on presidential debates has also studied whether evidence which is
presented for claims is tied to being perceived as the stronger contender. In 1976,
Republican incumbent Gerald Ford’s use of evidence was weak and shallow compared to
his opponent’s, Democrat Jimmy Carter (Bitzer & Rueter, 1980). Similarly, scholars have
argued (e.g., Ritter & Henry, 1990; Rowland, 1986) that challenger Ronald Reagan, in the
1980 presidential debate, produced better evidence. Some studies have shown the opposite:
when candidates use more evidence, people become less likely to see them as a strong
debater. In 2012, after President Barack Obama and Republican challenger Mitt Romney
faced each other in the first debate, Romney was perceived to be the winner while Obama
produced better evidence for his claims (Rowland, 2013). This research is in line with
findings by Levasseur and Dean (1996), who claim that while using evidence is essential,
candidates should be careful to not overwhelm their audience and appear as
technocratically focused on details but rather should link their evidence to their claims in
order to be effective.

The studies reviewed do not separate between the asserted information and its
evidentiary basis. Hence, these studies do not specify how politicians present their
information as acceptable and true. The evidence for information asserted by the candidate
should enable the audience to evaluate the acceptability of the information, as this will help
them accept the information as correct. To understand how politicians structure their
discourse in this respect is important, as it shows how they attempt to overcome potential

doubt regarding their representation of the state of affairs in the world. This chapter is meant
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to address this gap: how do presidential candidates support their asserted information

during the debates in order to increase their acceptability to the audience?

2.3 Methodology: Framework and Analytical Procedures

Asserting information is an assertive speech act. According to Searle (1969), a preparatory
condition of asserting is that the speaker has “evidence (reasons, etc.) for the truth of p” (p.
66), the proposition entailed in the utterance. The evidentiary basis should thus be
conceptually separated from the asserting of information itself. This has also been argued
by De Haan (1999; also see Cornillie, 2009), who has a linguistic rather than philosophical
take on this issue. He suggested that there is a functional difference between the two
practices. On the one hand, speakers assert information using the epistemic modality.
Palmer (2001) has defined the epistemic modality as the modality through which “speakers
express their judgments about the factual status of the proposition” (p. 8). On the other
hand, the evidential modality (or evidentiality) concerns “indicating the evidence they have
for its factual status” (Palmer, 2001, p. 8). In sum, evidentiality concerns the providing of
the source of the information presented, while the epistemic modality is used to show the
speaker’s evaluation of this evidence by showing their commitment to the truth of what is
asserted (De Haan, 1999).

The two aspects of asserting information are closely connected (De Haan, 1999).
Sometimes these practices are even intertwined. For instance, Frajzyngier (1985) argues
that the more direct and visual the evidence is, the stronger is the implied commitment of
the speaker. Yet, although these processes sometimes occur simultaneously, they are

distinct processes (De Haan, 1999). In various languages, these practices are accomplished
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through distinct linguistic processes, supporting the claim raised in the previous paragraph
that evidentiality and epistemics should be kept analytically separate (Cornillie, 2009; De
Haan, 1999). De Haan (1999) concludes that the source of the information and the attitude
of the speaker towards the information are encoded differently into the discourse. There is
no identity between evidentiality and epistemic commitment. The dual function of
epistemic verbs sometimes observed is the result of besides encoding the speaker’s
commitment, these verbs can also conversationally implicate (Grice, 1975) evidence for
the claim (De Haan, 1999). Completely separating the study of these two aspects of
asserting information seems to be difficult, as in communication they often co-occur.
Moreover, the interplay between these two modalities (the epistemic and evidential
modality) is essential in communicative practice and essential to understand them. Within
a context, these two modalities come to shape a range of strategies politicians employ
(Simon-Vandenbergen, 1996). As argued by Heritage (2012), the use of evidentiality and
the epistemic modality shows what speakers presume about the context in which they
communicate. Coates (1987), for example, claims that evidentiality and epistemic modality
are used by speakers to negotiate interpersonal relationships. By weakening the epistemic
modality used, a speaker can avoid imposing the claim on the listener since it is made from
a personal point of view — a form of negative politeness (Coates, 1987). The acceptability
of the claim can still be implicitly stressed, by presenting appropriate and convincing
evidence (Coates, 1987). A successful assertion of information (i.e., the realization of the
inherent perlocutionary effect (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984) of accepting the
content of the assertion as true) in a context engages successfully with the expectations
participants have in this activity type (for a discussion of activity types, see Levinson,

1979). The two modalities thus work together to negotiate the interpersonal demands of a
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particular context in order to get the listener to accept the information shared — they
precisely show an understanding of the context itself regarding who has the right to make
claims to knowledge (Heritage, 2012). The use of the epistemic modality shows what
knowledge a speaker believes they can rightfully assert, while the evidential modality
shows which sources of the knowledge shared are presumed to be appropriate by the
speaker. The study of the use of these two modalities in discourse shows what is presumed
to be acceptable information within this context and elucidates the preconceptions the
speaker has about this particular activity type (see Simon-Vandenbergen, 1996, for an
analysis of such modal strategies in political interviews).

In the case of presidential debates, as it features the candidates for the presidency in
an antagonistic manner, practices of making the evidence for factual claims explicit are
relevant, as when the candidates disagree on the starting points of their discussion (Van
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004), a case has to be made as to why their perspective should
be preferred. According to Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992, p. 149) there are different
types of starting points, like facts, suppositions, truths, values, norms and value hierarchies.
The task at hand is to characterize the practices of providing evidence for information
shared during the debate in conjunction with characterizing the strength of the candidate’s
claim to knowing this. By looking at evidentiality of assertions during the debate, it
becomes clear when information is presumed to be presented in a manner that it becomes
acceptable, which can then function as a starting point in the discussion. As the evidence
the speaker has for an assertion is one precondition of the act of asserting, providing this
contributes to the successful communication of the information. The use of the epistemic
modality shows when candidates can assert their commitment to the truth of the information

and when they leave this judgment up to the audience. By studying both aspects of asserting
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information, I can clarify what is presumed to be an effective articulation of information in
presidential debates. I characterize which sources are acknowledged by presidential
candidates for their information as well as the epistemic certainty which is expressed
regarding the candidates’ explicit commitment for the acceptability of the information.
Taken together, this will specify the epistemic rights undergirding the practice of sharing
information on presidential debates.

To study the source of information (i.e., evidentiality) used by the candidates, I first
coded all instances in a collection of statements (i.e., assertions of information) for whether
their source was mentioned and whether the source or the candidate was the author of the
utterance. Second, considering the findings of De Haan (1999), I also coded whether
evidence is conversationally implicated (Grice, 1975) through epistemic verbs. Third, I
have identified different ways of using the epistemic modality in this context, similar to
Simon-Vandenbergen (1996) with respect to political interviews.

Epistemic commitment (i.e., the strength of the commitment to the knowledge
presented) can be investigated by studying linguistic markers used in the discourse. The
epistemic modality is strongly tied to various modal verbs, but not limited to it (Coates,
1987). According to Lyons (1977), when studying the epistemic modality of an utterance,
one has to look at all elements through which a speaker qualifies “his commitment to the
truth of the proposition expressed by the sentence he utters” (p. 797, as cited by Coates,
1987). A level of doubt can be introduced into a sentence through adverbs like “quite”
(Coates, 1987) or short qualifying phrases like “I think™ (Coates, 1987). While the exact
result of these qualifiers depends on stress and intonation (Coates, 1987; Paradis, 2003),
any use of a modal verb reduces epistemic commitment (Coates, 1987). In particular,

changing the epistemic modality of an utterance changes its truth conditions (Papafragou,
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2006). Hence, within the collection of statements from presidential debates, I look for
adverbs, verbs and phrases which change the speaker’s commitment to the truth of the
proposition expressed.

In the next sections, I discuss four different sources candidates present for their
information to understand their pragmatic role within the context of presidential debates.
First, I consider how candidates refer to “facts.” I briefly introduce sociological work on
this topic, whereafter I show how the qualification of “fact” is used in presidential debates.
Second, I look at how candidates invoke other’s expertise to make their point. Third,
candidates can also reference beliefs held by the audience. Fourth, candidates can also
simply employ their own ethos. At last, I compare Donald Trump’s practices of asserting

information with other candidates who appeared in my corpus.

2.4 The Use of Facts

The study of “facts” as a social construction has been of interest to sociologists since the
foundation of that discipline. In contrast to natural facts, social facts are seen, interpreted
and declared by social actors (Durkheim, 1982). When talking about social facts, Durkheim
(1982) refers to ways of acting and thinking which originate outside the actor. These facts
are social constructions, and given to people through their socialization (Durkheim, 1982).
As all members of a community would agree on the interpretation of the matter, this
interpretation becomes a social fact as it imposes specific constraints upon an individual
(Durkheim, 1982). Gilbert (1989) stresses that such social facts are thus shared knowledge
among a group of people. These facts affect people because they belong to a shared social

structure (Gilbert, 1989). Thus, facts such as whether someone behaves appropriately
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depend on social agreement and shared understanding. For something to be a fact, other
people should reach the same interpretation as the speaker (Gilbert, 1989).

Facts are not studied only by sociologists, but also constructed within the discourse
of members of a community. In discourse analytic studies, the study of facts and
descriptions has centered on what they accomplish in the interaction (Pomerantz, 1987,
Potter, 1996) and how they are presented persuasively (Potter & Edwards, 1990). Speakers
use their understanding of what it means for something to be a fact to qualify and organize
their speech (Potter & Edwards, 1990; Smith, 1978). Facts are about trying to be accurate
and objective, making the speaker accountable for the truth thereof (MacMillan & Edwards,
1998; Potter, 1996). Factual representations are characterized by being able to be
corroborated and that there is consensus among observers (Potter & Edwards, 1990; Smith,
1978). Presenting something as a fact is thus a strategic use of language (Demasi, 2019;
MacMillan & Edwards, 1998; Potter & Edwards, 1990), as presenting information as a fact
is an attempt to make it appear more believable. For this reason, facts and truth are
controversial matters in political discourse (Burke & Demasi, 2019; Demasi, 2019). For
example, Demasi (2019) has identified several ways to dispute facts in political discourse:
their relevance can be challenged, they can be recontextualized or they can be undermined
through hypothetical scenarios. However, the main interest of this section is how facts are
presented as rhetorical elements in the discourse of presidential debates. Specifically, I
focus on how candidates present their facts as real (Potter & Edwards, 1990). In this regard,
Potter and Edwards (1990) stress that it is especially important to look at consensus as a
rhetorical construction, as in this way, objectivity of the matter at hand can be discursively

constructed.
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Guiding the analysis was to look for words indicating factual discourse, in particular
when information was marked as “fact,” but also terms like “correct” and “true.” In the
following excerpt, McCain has just been comparing his tax plan with Obama’s when he
classifies his information as a “fact.” We observe a common way to defend information,
namely to provide evidence which can be checked by the audience themselves. This
checking manufactures objectivity as the audience is empowered to corroborate the claim.

2.1 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

1. JM >And so, again look at the record particularly
2. the energy bill. But again Ca- eh em

3. Senator O- Obama has shifted on a number of

4. occasions. He has voted in the United States

5. Senate to increase taxes on people who make as
6. >low as forty-two [thousand a year. ]

7. BO > [That’s not true John.]

8. >That’s [not true ]

9. JM > [And that’s] just a fact. Again, you can
10. >look it up.

McCain and Obama are debating who will implement the fairest tax reform, meaning not
raising taxes for people with lower incomes. McCain calls upon the audience to “look at
the record” (2.1:1). McCain suggests that the “record” (2.1:1), on what the candidates have
done in the past, is publicly accessible as people can “look at” it (2.1:1). In contrast to what
Obama claimed, that he will reform the tax system such that lower incomes will be better
off, McCain brings in that Obama voted “to increase taxes” (2.1:4-5) on people with lower
incomes in the “energy bill” (2.1:2). Appropriately for assertives, Obama objects to this
information by saying it is “not true” (2.1:7-8), disputing that the information corresponds
to reality. However, McCain reasserts that what he said is ”just a fact” (2.1:9) and that “you

can look it up” (2.1:9-10). The source of the information McCain brings forth rests in
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documentation which can be checked. Thus, anyone could look at the information, as
suggested by McCain when he says that the audience (“you,” 2.1:9) can look it up.

McCain also shows his attitude towards the correctness of the information — his
epistemic commitment. He uses repetition of this information and intensification. In the
beginning of the excerpt, McCain uses “again” (2.1:1). This is used to mark repetition. In
response to Obama’s objection (2.1:7-8), McCain also reiterates his point (again marked
with “again,” 2.1:9). Repetition is used as a form of repair in order to accomplish
resumption of one’s point (Wong, 2000). In addition, McCain strengthens his commitment
to the truth of this information. Rather than just saying that one can look it up, he designates
it as a “fact,” which is stronger than just raising a record. In addition, he stresses his
epistemic certainty by raising that it is “just a fact” (2.1:9, emphasis mine, Beeching, 2017).
McCain states that it is nothing more and nothing less than a fact. When ‘just’ is used to
mark that the stated issue is more precise than it seemed before, it functions as an intensifier
(Beeching, 2017).

Hence, inherent in the claim that people can “look it up” (2.1:9-10) is that the
information cannot be denied. The logic of “facts,” as implied by McCain, is that they are
documented and can be checked. Following the sociological debate on social facts (e.g.,
Durkheim, 1982; Gilbert, 1989; Potter & Edwards, 1990), McCain presumes that the truth
of the matter can be corroborated by the rest of the community — which is the evidentiality
of the statement. This physical evidence allows McCain to advance this information with
certainty. As the evidence is publicly available to anyone, everyone could check the truth-
value of the statement. It is not necessary to believe McCain on his word alone. McCain
has exploited the social nature of factuality, accepting accountability for the truth of his

statement, and expresses a strong epistemic modality.
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This practice of sharing information strongly presumes certainty as can be seen by
its recurrent use to defy challenges. When information is challenged, candidates claim that
the information is not secretive, but public. In addition, candidates also keep stressing their
epistemic commitment, showing the connection of calling facts with claimed certainty. The
next excerpt follows Trump’s claim that he has better political judgment than Clinton as he
was one of the few who did not support the war in Iraq. In response, Clinton utilizes the
publicity of facts, which she brings in after being challenged by Trump, to reinforce her
claim that Trump, just like herself, backed the war in Iraq at the time.

2.2 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

1. HC >Well I hope the fact-checkers are turned upping
2. >turning up the volume and really working hard.
3. >Donald supported the invasion of Iraqg.

4, DT Wrong

5. HC That is absolutel[ly ] proved over and

6. DT [Wrong]

7. HC over again.

8. DT Wrong.

In contradiction to Trump, Clinton claims that “Donald supported the invasion of Iraq”
(2.2:3). Clinton stresses the objectivity of this claim, as she hopes that “fact-checkers are
(...) really working hard” (2.2:1-2). She employs the shared accessibility of facts to call
upon others to look at the records and establish the correct information themselves. After
Trump asserts that this information is “wrong” (2.2:4), treating it as an assertive, Clinton
claims that this has been “absolutely proved over and over again” (2.2:4). Hence, implicit
is that multiple people have checked this information and found the same. The information
can be put to the test by anyone. Again, Trump claims that the information is “wrong,” still

treating this as an assertive (2.2:6; 2.2:8).
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Clinton, just like McCain, shows strong epistemic commitment. By using

2 <6

“absolutely,” “proved” and “over and over again,” Clinton raises her commitment to
epistemic certainty. She is “absolutely” certain, and her evidence concerns “proof,” which
has been produced multiple times. Thus, a candidate can express high epistemic confidence
as the record for the information is publicly accessible and anyone can check the truth of
the proposition at stake. Yet, Clinton only stresses her commitment after being challenged
by Trump (2.2:4). Before, Clinton presumed this information to be self-evident. She
“hope[s]” (2.2:1) that others will do research, and trusts that people will find the same
truths. Her explicit call for people to check her claim shows her confidence in the
information.

As in the two excerpts above, candidates mark their claims as “facts” when they
refer to publicly accessible records which can be checked by anyone. Still, even if not raised
explicitly, they can make similar evidentiary claims implying that what is labelled as “fact”
is publicly accessible evidence and due to that, the candidate can express epistemic
certainty, just like the two cases already discussed. In the next excerpt, after Donald Trump
defended his law-and-order approach, and proposed to implement Stop-and-Frisk to keep
the inner cities safe, Clinton presents her policy, “community policing.” She provides
information marked as “fact,” but without explicitly raising its publicness.

2.3 (Hillary Clinton, 2016)

HC >Now I believe in community policing. And in
>fact, violent crime i1s one-half of what it
>was in nineteen nine-one. Property crime is down
forty percent. We just don’t want to see it
creep back up. We’ve had tenty-five
years of very good cooperation, but there
were some problems some unintended

O J oy U b WD

consequences. Too many young African-American
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9. and Latino men ended up in jail for nonviolent
10. >offenses, and it’s just a fact that if

11. >you’re a young African-American man and you

12. >do the same thing as a young white man, you are
13. >more likely to be arrested, charged, convicted,
14. >and incarcerated.

Reacting to Trump, Clinton claims that she “believe[s] in community policing” (2.3:1).
That is, she starts with offering her position regarding what she “believe[s]” would be a
good policy to implement to reduce gun violence and crime in the U.S.A. She follows up
with some statistics (2.3:1-4), which she marks as facts (“in fact,” 2.3:1-2, see Schwenter
& Traugott, 2000). While not said explicitly, these “facts” are based on records. These
“facts” contrast with the more subjective “I believe” (2.3:1) and the subsequent evaluative
utterances “we just don’t want to see it creep back up” (2.3:4-5) and this is the result of
“very good cooperation” (2.3:6). With these utterances, Clinton offers an interpretation. In
contrast, statistics depict a state of affairs succinctly and meant to do this objectively as
they are only meant to describe (Peters, 2001). Thus, Clinton brings in facts, which she
presents as objective and checkable.

Next, Clinton provides a contrastive marker “but,” to undermine something
previously asserted (Fraser & Malamud-Makowski, 1996), and starts talking about “some
problems” (2.3:7) and “some unintended consequences” (2.3:7-8) of community policing.
Her elaboration (2.3:8-10) is, however, another evaluation of the policy, as Clinton marks
her subjective position by claiming that “too many” (2.3:8) People of Color have been
incarcerated for “nonviolent offenses” (2.3:9-10). The addition of “too” signifies her
personal negative judgment as it implies that more have been imprisoned than should have
been the case. It is not presented as an objective fact. However, Clinton follows up with

“And it’s just a fact that” (2.3:10), and then shares more statistics. Rather than talking about
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“too many” (2.3:8), this time Clinton invokes “more likely” (2.3:13). While “too many”
suggests a normative judgment, talking about likelihood is an attempt to describe the world
as it is a statistical claim. Besides stressing that this information is objective, she also
stresses her epistemic certainty through the marker “just” (2.3:10): this marker intensifies
the observation that this information is a fact by suggesting it is nothing more or less than
being a fact (Beeching, 2017).

Clinton also does not explicitly assert her commitment to this information. Yet, she
does presuppose it in her evaluations, showing that she does not question the information
at all. Clinton’s facts are presumed when she talks about “very good cooperation” and when
saying that “too many” ended up in jail. These judgments only hold if she believes in the
facts she has raised.

In the next excerpt, Gore does the same as Clinton and McCain. After having gone
back-and-forth about who is going to produce the best tax cuts, Gore challenges Bush’s
“facts” and presumes that the evidence for “the real facts” is publicly available, while
stressing his own epistemic commitment. “Facts” as invoked in presidential debates are
thus, again, what Durkheim called ‘social facts,” meaning what counts as a fact is governed
by social rules. In this case, Gore uses these social conceptions of what constitutes a fact to
constrain Bush’s discursive space. Sharing these social facts shows that Gore and Bush are
oriented similarly to the institution of presidential debates given the fact that they share an
understanding of how to share facts (Gilbert, 1989).

2.4 (Al Gore, George Bush, 2000)

AG Let me just say, Jim, you haven’t heard the
governor deny these numbers. He’s called them
phony, he’s called them fuzzy. But the fact remains

almost thirty percent of his proposed tax cut goes
to — only to Americans that make more than one
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million dollars per year.
[Let’s
[More money goes to th— can I have a rebuttal here?
Sure but I just want to see if he if if he buys
that
>You know hear let me just tell you what the facts
>are. The facts are after my plan the wealthiest
of Americans pay more taxes than the of the
percentage of the whole than they do today.
Secondly, if you’re a family of four making fifty
thousand dollars in Massachusetts, you get a
fifty percent tax cut. Let me give you one
example. The Strunk family in Allentown,
Pennsylvania, I campaigned with them the other
day. They make fifty- one thousand dollars,
combined income they pay about thirty-eight
hundred dollars in taxes. And u- thirty-five
hundred dollars in taxes. Under my plan, they get
a eighteen hundred dollars of tax relief. Under
Vice President Gore’s plan, they get a hundred
and forty-five dollars of tax relief. Now you
tell me who stands on the side of the [rich.
[Wait he he
You ask the Strunks, [You ask You ask the Strunks
[Le—- le-
[whose plan it makes more sense. And there’s a
[If I can get my
difference of opinion. He would rather spend the
Strunks eighteen hundred dollars and I would
rather the Strunks spend their own money.
You see it that way, [Vice-President?
[No, I don’t and I’'m not going
>to go to to to calling names on his facts. I'm
>just gonna tell you what the real facts are. The
analysis that he’s talking about leaves out more
>than half of the tax cuts that I have proposed.
>And if you just add the numbers up, he still
hasn’t denied it, he spends more money on a tax
cut for the wealthiest one percent than all his
new proposals for prescription drugs, healthcare,
education, and national defense combined.

In this segment, Bush and Gore debate what the facts are and offer an insight into what

“facts” are according to the participants in presidential debates, as they have to construct
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an opposition between what one is saying in juxtaposition to the other. At first, Gore reacts
to an attack by Bush on his earlier accusation that Bush will basically hand out money to
the wealthy. Gore recalls that Bush has referred to his “numbers” (2.4:2) as “phony [and]
fuzzy” (2.4:3), qualifying them as wrong and subjective, but most importantly as
misleading and uncheckable. In response, Gore notices that “the governor [Bush didn’t]
deny these numbers” (2.4:1-2). Then, after Gore claims that Bush has accused him of
presenting “phony [and] fuzzy” facts, Gore continues to claim that “the fact [he presents]
remains” (2.4:3). Gore makes clear that Bush has not met the threshold to invalidate his
facts: Bush has not been able to deny them and thus “the fact remains.” As it is presumed
that facts are the result of records which will lead observers to the same conclusions, by
construing a lack of disagreement, Gore advances his perspective as based on (real) facts.
This construction of what counts as a fact is a joint effort, as is clear from the
moderator’s, Jim Lehrer’s, question. Lehrer turns towards Bush, asking “if he buys that”
(2.4:9-10), asking him to respond to the fact raised (and maintained) by Gore. Bush
responds by “tell[ing Gore] what the facts are” (2.4:11-12). By also referring to “facts,”
Bush attempts to replace Gore’s characterization of the state of affairs. Bush counters
Gore’s presentation by claiming that “the wealthiest of Americans pay more taxes” (2.4:12-
13) compared to the current situation if his plan is executed, contradicting what Gore just
said, ultimately implying it is Gore who supports the rich (2.4:24-27). Bush supports his
fact in two steps. Regarding tax increases for the wealthy, Bush does not offer a record
which can be checked, and in his subsequent turn, Gore still claims that Bush “hasn’t
denied” (2.4:43) the facts brought in by Gore. Bush leaves this fact regarding the wealthy
vague. The second point Bush is making (2.4:15-17), that his plan will benefit ordinary

citizens financially, is defended by providing an example. Given that he talks about * facts,”
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plural, and provides a two-part list, his example makes clear that checkable evidence is
required to claim the status of facts. Although he does not present evidence for the first
element, he does so for the second.

Then, the social construction of the facts continues, as Jim Lehrer asks Gore “you
see it that way, Vice President” (2.4:36). In contrast to Bush, Gore explicitly asserts his
disagreement (2.4:37, “no, I don’t”). Then, Gore offers a moral evaluation of what Bush
did in his prior turn (2.4:11-27) and before this excerpt where he referred to Gore’s analysis
as “phony [and] fuzzy” (2.4:3). Gore makes a distinction between “his [Bush’s] facts” and
“the real facts” (2.4:38-39). This statement implies that what Bush has asserted are not real
facts (i.e., falsehoods). He specifically promises to not be “calling names” (2.4:38) on
Bush’s “facts,” through which he implies that Bush has done so (for ascriptions through
negation, see Roitman, 2015). Thus, while Gore criticizes Bush regarding ‘“his facts”
(2.4:38), he stresses that these facts lack objective and publicly available evidence.
Therefore, these “facts” remain subjective and therefore not real. Real facts are based on
evidence, while subjective “facts,” as Bush presents, are some expression of frustration.

This practice of simply attacking facts without evidence is contrasted to Gore’s
practice of sharing “real facts” (2.4:39). Gore suggests that Bush “leaves out” information
in his analysis of Gore’s plans (2.4:39-41), stressing once again that Bush’s position is
subjective while he can back up his claims. In addition, Gore claims that when he talks
about Bush’s plans, he simply “add[s] the numbers up” (2.4:42). This suggests that
everyone can look at the proposals the candidates have made and judge the claims they are
making: these numbers are publicly available. Gore shows that he presumes that this

foundation is shared with everyone as he emphasizes that even Bush “hasn’t denied it”
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(2.4:43). Facts are, according to Gore, undeniably true. Clearly, Gore is oriented here to
numbers and evidence when determining whether positions can be categorized as factual.

Besides claiming the evidentiality of public records, Gore also asserts epistemic
certainty. By calling his facts “real” (2.4:39), Gore commits himself to believing them. This
is then reinforced by saying that he is “just gonna tell” (2.4:39) the audience about these
“real facts,” implying that he has no doubts regarding this issue (Beeching, 2017).
Similarly, Gore also claims that he “just adds the numbers up” (2.4:42), nothing more and
nothing less. There is no further hedging or qualification needed when talking about facts.
Bush also used “just” when he started to talk about his “facts” (2.4:11). Yet, with the
addition of disqualifying Bush’s facts as even “calling names,” Gore builds up to proclaim
more epistemic certainty than Bush did.

So far, I have looked at cases in which candidates explicitly raised they were sharing
facts. I have shown that an orientation towards facts means that candidates expect
observable evidence and thereby they can claim epistemic certainty. Frequently, they do
this more implicitly, stressing that they are “correct” (an attribute of “facts,” as we have
seen above with the use of “true” and “proven”), as Gore does in the following excerpt,
rather than marking their facts explicitly as fact. As seen in the previous excerpt, throughout
the debate, Gore keeps raising his calculations regarding Bush’s plans. Earlier in the debate,
Gore brought in the same point, but without explicitly marking his claims as facts.

2.5 (Al Gore, 2000)

. AG The governor used the phrase phony numbers, but if
>you if you look at the plan and add the numbers
>up, these numbers are correct. He spends more
money for tax cuts for the wealthiest one percent
than all of his new spending proposals for health
care, prescription drugs, education and national
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7. defense all combined.

Gore quotes Bush’s phrase “phony numbers” to raise the issue of the calculations regarding
Bush’s tax plans. Gore continues with a contrastive marker (“but,” 2.5:1, Fraser &
Malamud-Makowski, 1996) and offers a conditional which should lead to the conclusion
that “these numbers [Gore’s calculations] are correct” (2.5:2-3). Through the use of “but,”
Gore marks Bush’s disqualification as “wrong” and subjective as you would only have to
“look at the plan” (2.5:2). Hence, the evidentiary basis of this information are public
records, just as observed in the previous excerpts. Similar to Clinton calling upon “fact-
checkers” to do their work, and as McCain suggested to just “look at the record,” Gore
stresses that everyone will reach the same conclusion “if you look at the plan and add the
numbers up” (2.5:1-3). In addition, by claiming the numbers are “correct,” Gore commits
to epistemic certainty. He also, next, projects a strong claim, without hedges, that Bush will
“[spend] more money” (2.5:3-4) on his proposed tax cuts than on what he proposes for
“health care, prescription drugs, education and national defense all combined” (2.5:5-7).
His presentation of this information functions the same way as earlier instances which were
marked by the candidates as facts.

Candidates can also provide the status of facts to their information by employing a
directive, asking the audience to look up the evidence themselves. In this way, they employ
the publicness of the evidence for their claim. This is exactly what McCain is doing in the
next excerpt.

2.6 (John McCain, 2008)

. JM Now Senator Obama, you wanted to know one of our
differences. He has asked for nine-hundred and
thirty-two million dollars of earmarked pork-.

barrel spending. Nearly a million dollars for every
>day that he’s been in the United States Senate. I

g dh wN -
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6. >suggest that people go up on the web site of

7. Sadise- Citizens Against Government Waste, and

8. they’11 look at those projects.
In the discourse leading up to this fragment, Obama and McCain have been discussing their
differences in being fiscally responsible. McCain brought up that the next president needs
to show more fiscal responsibility. Obama reacted that he agrees, but that he believes that
McCain adheres the economic ideology which has led to the then-current 2008 financial
crisis. Next, McCain, as shown in the excerpt, returns the attack. He addresses Obama
directly, and delves deeper into the differences they have regarding fiscal responsibility.
He claims that “you [Obama] wanted to know one of the differences [between us two on
the matter of excessive spending]” (2.6:1-2). By answering this question, McCain claims,
with epistemic commitment, that Obama has asked for millions of dollars “of earmarked
pork-barrel spending” (2.6:3-4). Here, McCain presumes a higher epistemic status than
Obama. Obama “wanted to know” (2.6:1) something according to McCain and this
knowledge is provided by McCain. This further stresses McCain’s epistemic commitment
as he positions his response as based on a difference in knowledge.

This information is also publicly accessible. This fact can be checked, as McCain
explicitly “suggest[s]” (2.6:5-6) that the audience “go up on the website of Citizens Against
Government Waste” (2.6:6-7) and check the record themselves. The evidentiary basis for
McCain’s claim can be checked by looking at the website, which has surveyed the
government projects and show which politicians in Washington waste taxpayer money.
They have specifically “look[ed]” (2.6:8) at these projects, and thus deal with observable
records.

The ability to check records oneself which support claims made is recurrently used

in combination with assertions of epistemic certainty. “Facts™ is the term given to this

67



evidentiary practice, but this word does not have to be said explicitly. In the next excerpt,
while Obama does not mark his contribution as a “fact,” he focuses on the two core
elements of factual information: it is ‘true’ and can be ‘corrected,” both effects of the public
accessibility of records underlying facts but also stressing epistemic certainty.

2.7 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. JM And Senator Obama says he’s for nuclear, but he’s
against reprocessing and he’s against storing.

So [it’s hard to get there from there.

. BO > [That’s that’s just not true, John. John, I'm
>sorry, but that’s not true.

g dh wbdh -

(lines omitted)

6. BO >I I just have to respond very quickly, just to
7. >correct — just to correct the record.

(lines omitted)
8. BO >I — I just have to correct the record here. I have
9. >never said that I object to nuclear waste. What
10. I’'ve said is that we have to store it safely.
In his prior turn, Obama claimed that he wants to increase the amount of clean energy the
U.S.A. is using, including nuclear energy. He also attacked McCain for always voting
against any proposal which seeks to increase the amount of clean energy in the U.S.A.
When it is his turn, McCain attacks Obama instead, claiming that Obama is effectively not
in favor of nuclear power. When McCain claims that Obama is “for nuclear, but [that] he’s
against reprocessing and he’s against storing [nuclear waste]” (2.7:1-2), Obama interrupts
him to claim that “that’s not true” (2.7:4), pushing back against McCain’s attack. While
McCain continues his turn (during the omitted lines), Obama does not accept the issue as

being resolved and adds that he “just [has] to respond very quickly, just to correct the

record” (2.7:6-7). Obama knows that he is not supposed to say more, as moderator Jim
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Lehrer already wanted to move on to the next segment but had to grant McCain a short
response to Obama’s accusation. Hence, Obama shows that he knows that there is not any
time for a full response to McCain, and thus, this utterance shows Obama’s sense of
urgency to correct the record.

This act of “correct[ing]” McCain is an example of Obama expressing epistemic
certainty. Namely, someone who corrects someone else claims a higher epistemic status
than the person who is corrected. In the context of interjecting this while one knows that
this is not an ideal moment, showing that this contribution is urgent, also suggests a high
degree of commitment. The act of “correct[ing]” is also tied to things being right and wrong
in an objective, checkable sense.

Obama is focused on “the record” (2.7:7), but not as resource to establish the facts.
Instead, “the record” is something that is maintained during the debates. As “the record”
(2.7:7) s a basis for facts, then “correct[ing]” discourse for “the record” is a claim to sharing
facts as it concerns claims which are deemed objective and checkable. Obama stresses this
fact the next time he gains the floor (2.7:8). Finally, he gets the opportunity to “correct the
record here” (2.7:8) and claims that he “[has] never said that [he] object[s] to nuclear waste”
(2.7:8-9). He references his record, as the claim that he “[has] never said” something is a
falsifiable claim — anyone can just go through the records and find counterevidence.
Clearly, were Obama not to “correct” McCain, he would have been on record as tacitly
agreeing to having said what McCain attributed to him. In sum, as in excerpt 2.4 where
Gore challenged facts raised by Bush, here it also becomes clear that in order to establish
the facts in interaction, candidates call upon the qualities of facts as certain and checkable

to falsify the claim of their opponent.
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Talk about facts is tied to claims of epistemic certainty and reference to publicly
accessible sources. Facts can be “looked up,” “checked,” “proven,” cannot be “denied” and
are “just” true. When candidates raise “facts,” they bring in information about the world,
which varies from statistics to claims, reports and quotes. Implicitly, and at times explicitly,
the candidate presumes that there is an accessible record for their facts to be checked.
Importantly, candidates do not have to mark their contribution as facts to provide their
information this status. By stressing their epistemic certainty in conjunction with reference
to publicly available evidence, candidates can realize this status for their information. These
qualities are also used to negotiate the facts of the matter: candidates assert with epistemic
commitment that their opponent is wrong, and that their conclusion can be checked by the
public.

The reason why candidates can express strong epistemic commitment results from
the public accessibility of the evidence. Anyone who “looks at the record” can verify the
claim. The claim would be agreed upon by anyone who would access the evidence;
everyone would interpret the evidence in the same way. As the audience does not have to
accept this information as true just because the candidate says so, but can independently
check it, the candidates can assert epistemic certainty. That this presumption is made by
the candidates is clear when looking at the cases (excerpt 2.1; 2.2) where after a challenge
to the truth of their “facts” candidates strengthen their commitment to the fact’s objectivity
(“you can “look it up,” 2.1:7, and “proved over and over again,” 2.2:5) and their epistemic
commitment (“it is just a fact,” 2.1:7, and “absolutely,” 2.2:5) in conjunction with talking
about the fact’s accessibility. In excerpt 2.7, this presumption is also foregrounded as
Obama works hard to make sure that his evidence for his objection is heard, even as the

candidates are supposed to wrap up this disagreement. He presumes that without the
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evidence his objection does not carry the epistemic strength it should have. This strength
of epistemic certainty and type of evidentiality are tightly connected with each other in the

discourse of presidential debates.

2.5 The Use of Expertise
Regarding facts, the grounds on which they are claimed — the evidence — are publicly
accessible and unchanging. They must thus be based on observations in the past. The fact
that something has happened contributes to the certainty that something is the case, as one
does not have to hypothesize. However, in politics, much of the discourse is also concerned
with the future. Claims about the future are less certain, being predictions which may not
come true. To substantiate such claims in presidential debate discourse, candidates need to
employ a different evidentiary strategy. They cannot call upon records and truths. To make
a claim about the future more acceptable to the public, candidates can bring in as epistemic
source a third party — voices of experts they believe the audience trusts to back some of the
information they share. Their advice (or simply their prediction) can function as a
persuasive resource to take a particular course of action. In this section, I am interested in
how candidates present the epistemic source of their message if this source is an expert
whose claims, advice or predictions should be believed.

The next excerpt showcases an instance where a third party is introduced by
Governor Bush to strengthen the credibility of the information he has shared, but who is
not accepted by his opponent, Gore. This challenge clarifies when someone is seen as

trustworthy authority to be invoked as an epistemic source.
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2.8 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. GB Secondly. The surest way to bust this economy is
to increase the role and size of the federal.
>government. The Senate Budget Committee did a
>study of the vice president’s expenditures. They
>have projected i- it could conceivably bust the
>budget by nine hundred billion dollars.

o U b w N

(lines omitted)

7. AG But, if I could respond, Jim. What he’s quoting is
8. >not the Senate Budget Committee, it is a partisan
9. >press release by the Republicans on the Senate
10. >Budget Committee that’s not worth the government—
11. the taxpayer-paid paper that it’s printed on.

Bush shares information with the audience that the economy will bust if “the role and size
of the federal budget” (2.8:2) is increased as much as Gore proposes. Of course, as Bush
and Gore are in an adversarial relationship, his word cannot be trusted that this is the most
likely prediction. Subsequently, Bush invokes the “Senate Budget Committee™ (2.8:3) as
authority for his claim that Gore will massively increase the federal budget. Thus, the
grounds Bush presents for his prediction is some publicly available communication by this
committee. According to Bush, this committee is an appropriate source for this claim, since
it is a bipartisan committee. In addition, they came to these findings through “a study”
(2.8:3-4), a word which signifies the relevance of this body to support this prediction as
they have carefully examined the issue at hand. The authority of this committee turns their
prediction into the evidence for Bush’s prediction. Hence, to increase the epistemic
certainty candidates can express regarding information, someone with relevant expertise
and no stakes in the election can be invoked.

Bush seems to assert epistemic commitment regarding his claim. He calls Gore’s

plan “the surest way to bust this economy” (2.8:1). However, the certainty expressed by
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Bush is weaker than seen in instances where candidates raise facts. When quoting the study
by the Senate Committee, Bush inserts mitigations into his claims: “they have projected”
(2.8:4-5) and “could conceivably” (2.8:5, emphases mine). Hence, claiming that Gore’s
policy is “the surest way” (2.8:1) to realize these undesirable consequences is not a
commitment to that these consequences will actually happen, but that this plan has the
highest risk of resulting in this undesirable state of affairs. The study lends itself for claims
which are less epistemically strong than seen regarding “facts” as identified in the previous
section. Yet, while Bush cannot claim absolute certainty, he can still be fairly certain. The
authority of the commission is used to present this as the most applicable or likely
prediction available as they are an epistemic resource for the information which is presented
as objective.

In the case of invoking an authority, it is necessary that this authority is acceptable
to both candidates. This becomes clear when Gore challenges Bush’s claim by undermining
the invoked authority. Gore attacks the information as biased, and therefore not capable of
providing trustworthy information which can validate the claim Bush has presented. He
explains that rather than being the full, bipartisan committee which projects this, the study
invoked is simply a “partisan press release,” just from the “Republicans on the committee”
(2.8:8-10) who have an interest in Bush winning the election. Gore claims that this press
release does not provide an unbiased judgment regarding Bush’s prediction, given that it
was not sharing the position of the committee as a whole but just of those members who
are biased against him. This shows that in the case of making predictions about the future,
a candidate attempts to bring forth a trustworthy source or present their source as such. As
it is about trusting the referenced authoritative source, the audience cannot directly observe

the truth of the claim made as there are no records available. This is a completely different
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type of support which is used to substantiate the claim than in the case of facts: it is about
making the source of the information appear trustworthy.

Candidates can also invoke authorities without articulating their specific identity,
but still framing them as unbiased, as is shown in the next excerpt. Here, Clinton challenges
Trump’s proposal to implement trickle-down economics.

2.9 (Hillary Clinton, 2016)

s
@]

>Independent experts have looked at what I’ve
>proposed and looked at what Donald’s proposed and
>basically they’ve said this, that if his tax plan
which would blow up the debt by over five trillion
dollars and would in some instances disadvantage
middle-class families compared to the wealthy were
to go into effect, we would lose three and a half
and million jobs maybe have another recession.

O J o U b WD

Clinton shares information which should help make the case why her proposal is better than
Trump’s. She claims that Trump’s plan will “blow up the debt” (2.9:4), “disadvantage
middle-class families” (2.9:5-6), lose many jobs (2.9:7-8) and end up in a “recession”
(2.9:8). This negative assessment of Trump’s plans is not believable just because Clinton
says it, as she is in an antagonistic relationship with Trump. Again, it also concerns a
prediction regarding the future, and thus there are no facts which can show the truth of this
claim. Instead, she paraphrases (“basically, they’ve said this,” 2.9:3) the words of
“independent experts” (2.9:1) who have looked at the plans of both candidates. Stressing
that the “experts” are “independent” is an attempt to overcome the inherent distrust of
receiving a partisan presentation of the state of affairs. Their words are presented as
sufficient grounds to make this prediction acceptable. The information should be accepted

as the source of the utterance is trustworthy.
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In the presentation of the prediction, Clinton does not claim full epistemic
commitment. Instead, she qualifies her prediction, as quoted from these “independent
experts,” through “basically” (2.9:3), which suggests that she presents a simplified version
of what these experts have explained. She leaves out all the nuances the experts have
potentially included in their analysis. In addition, she does not commit to this happening
with certainty as what she presents is only a simplified version of the prediction. Clinton
claims that these consequences are a likely outcome of Trump’s policies, and that therefore,
voters should turn away from these proposals given these risks.

In the following excerpt, McCain employs a similar strategy. He invokes both
“experts” and relevant “leaders” to defend the claim that Obama’s plans are going to be
disastrous. Presumably, Obama also accepts these people’s expertise.

2.10 (John McCain, 2008)

o
=

The consequences of defeat, which would result from
his plan of withdrawal and according to date certain
>regardless of conditions according to our military
>leaders, according to every expert, would lead to
>defea— possible defeat, loss of all the fragile
sacrifice that we’ve made of American blood and
treasure, which grieves us all. All of that would
be lost if we followed Senator Obama’s plan to have
9. specific dates with withdrawal, regardless of
10. conditions on the ground.

O Jo Ul wdh

McCain claims that Obama’s plans “to have specific dates with withdrawal [from Iraq],
regardless of conditions on the ground” (2.10:9-10) are going to be disastrous. This plan
“would result” (2.10:1) in “defeat” (2.10:1), which seems “certain” (2.10:2). However,
McCain marks the fact that “defeat” seems certain by ‘“according to date” (2.10:2),
connecting this conclusion to current insights into the matter. In addition, when McCain

claims that Obama’s plans “would lead to defeat” (2.10:4-5), he corrects himself and
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stresses that it is “possible defeat” (2.10:5). This claim regarding the future effects of
Obama’s plan are thus presented as likely, but McCain shows awareness that these effects
are not certain.

To make this claim acceptable, McCain invokes the voices of people he considers
authorities on this matter, and also people he presumes Obama would accept. First, McCain
raises that this is believed by “our military leaders” (2.10:3-4). “Military leaders” are
considered experts on the matter of national defense, and that this is a shared authority is
emphasized by McCain by using “our,” a general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014), stressing that
these leaders are McCain’s, Obama’s and all U.S.A. citizens’ leaders. He adds another set
of authorities to his point — perhaps as not everyone is convinced by the country’s “military
leaders” — and claims that this is also believed by “every expert” (2.10:4). By using “every”
McCain accomplishes the same as Clinton did above with “independent:” if it concerns a//
experts, the experts by definition run across partisan lines. There is an ‘extreme case
formulation’ (Pomerantz, 1986) to strengthen the argument. This time, McCain does not
stress the desirable qualities of one single source of his message, but that all possible
sources of this message are actually the source of this.

In the following excerpt, Clinton wants to defend information which is opposed to
what Trump would accept. In this case, she qualifies the people she invokes as “smart,”
implicitly juxtaposing them to Trump and wealthy people like him, who advocate for
trickle-down economics.

2.11 (Hillary Clinton, 2016)

. HC Trickle-down did not work. It got us into the mess
we were in, in two-thousand eight and nine. Slashing
>taxes on the wealthy hasn’t worked. And a lot of
>really smart, wealthy people know that. And they
are saying, hey, we need to do more to make the

g wbN
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6. contributions we should be making to rebuild the
7. middle class.

As Clinton explains that “trickle down did not work™ (2.11:1) because it led to the financial
crisis which faced the U.S.A. starting in 2008. In contrast to Trump, who wants to lower
taxes on the rich, Clinton claims that “slashing taxes on the wealthy hasn’t worked” (2.11:2-
3). As this information is thus contested (i.e., whether “slashing taxes” works to improve
the economy), Clinton has to advance some grounds to substantiate her claim. Clinton uses
it to suggest what policy to pursue as president. Rather than being a fact, this is again an
advice. It points to the positive consequences of implementing (“need,” 2.11:5, and
“should,” 2.11:6) this policy.

Consequently, rather than pointing to records, Clinton suggests that “a lot of really
smart wealthy people” agree with her (2.11:3-4). Rather than claiming that all wealthy
people believe this — which is not true, as at least Donald Trump disagrees with her — she
claims that the people who agree with her are “really smart” and, while not all of them, at
least “a lot” of them (2.11:3) share her position. Here, we see the use of “really smart” and
“alot” (2.11:3-4) as ‘extreme case formulations’ (Pomerantz, 1986) to enhance the strength
of the argumentation as they make the invoked experts appear more valuable. Hence, rather
than assessing the authority based on their neutral position as was done in the previous
excerpts, Clinton addresses their epistemic status to present them as viable authorities.

In this excerpt, Clinton does not make her epistemic commitment explicit regarding
the prediction she implies regarding implementing trickle-down economics. Rather than
asserting her position, she cites what these “really smart, wealthy people know” (2.11:3-4),
marked through the use of “hey” (2.11:5). In addition, Clinton keeps this prediction rather

vague (“we need to do more,” 2.11:5) and stresses what “should” (2.11:6) be done rather
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than what has to be done. She stresses that this direction for political action “need[s]”
(2.11:5) to be taken for moral reasons. Also, by clearly stating which conviction she shared
with these “really smart, wealthy people” — knowing that “trickle-down did not work”
(2.11:1) — she commits herself to drawing a similar conclusion. Thus, while not absolute,
Clinton has a strong epistemic commitment to the claim that there is this “need” (2.11:5).

Hence, candidates need to overcome doubts regarding the acceptability of their
chosen authority and clarify that person is mutually (i.e., to all participants involved)
acceptable. A committee can be presumed to be bipartisan, people can be seen as
independent, it can be about every expert or really smart people. In each instance, the
speaker projects that the authority invoked has desirable qualities which should make them
a mutually acceptable source of advice. An utterance is acceptable as the source is
trustworthy. The speaker can separate their message from their identity: when there is a
trustworthy source for the utterance, the speaker distances themselves from the utterance
(they shift footing, Goffman, 1981).

Before, we saw that candidates can attack their opponent by challenging the expert
invoked. However, it can be that the expert is acceptable. Then, another strategy is needed
to attack the argumentation of the opponent. Prior to the next excerpt, McCain attacks
Obama’s willingness to meet with the Iranian President Ahmadinejad without
preconditions. Obama counters this by stating that his perspective is shared by someone
closely connected to McCain, his adviser Henry Kissinger. This mentioning bridges the
inherent doubts grounded in McCain’s and Obama’s partisan interests; if Obama brings in
the voice of someone who works for McCain, both candidates should be ready to accept

this person’s view.
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2.12 (Barack Obama, John McCain, 2008)

1. BO >Senator McCain mentioned Henry Kissinger who is
2. >one of his advisers, who along with five recent
3. >secretaries of state, just said that we should meet
4. with Iran guess what without precondition. This
5. >is one of your own advisers.

(lines omitted)
6. JM >Look, doctor Kissinger did not say that he would
7. approve of face-to-face meetings between the
8. president of the United States and the pres—
9. >and Ahmadinejad. He did not say that.
10.BO Of course not.
11.JM He said that there could be Secretary-level and
12. lower-level meetings. I have always encouraged
13. them. The Iranians have met with ambassador
14. Crocker in Baghdad.

In reaction to McCain’s challenge, Obama shares that his claim that “we should meet with
Iran (...) without precondition” (2.12:3-4) is affirmed by people who are authorities on the
matter of foreign affairs: “Secretaries of State” (2.12:2-3). Not only is this claimed by
multiple “Secretaries of State” (“five,” 2.12:2), this also includes Henry Kissinger, who is
an “adviser” (2.12:2-5) for McCain, who has even been “mentioned” (2.12:1) by McCain
earlier in the debate, showing that this authority is accepted by both candidates. According
to Obama, Henry Kissinger claimed that there should be talks with Iran without
preconditions.

A bit later, when he receives a turn to respond to Obama, McCain attempts to deal
with Obama’s defense. McCain does not challenge Henry Kissinger as a relevant expert.
Instead, McCain challenges the accuracy of what (he suggests) Obama ascribed to
Kissinger — “he did not say that” (2.12:6; 2.12:9). However, McCain suggests that Obama
has said that Kissinger (and thus Obama) believes that there should be face-to-face

meetings between the U.S.A. President and Iran while Obama simply claimed that there
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should be contacts between the two governments. That this is not what Kissinger has said,
and not what Obama has said, is confirmed by Obama affirming McCain’s observation (‘“of
course not,” 2.12:10). Then, McCain invokes that Kissinger (and he himself) have
encouraged lower-level contacts (2.12:11-14), which is what Obama proposed as well when
talking about having to interact with Iran without preconditions.

Regarding evidentiality in discourse, several interesting things happen. First, the
acceptance of an authority depends on trust. Obama stressed that this is someone who is
trusted by McCain. If an authority is trusted, their prediction or advice will be taken for
granted. Second, to challenge the opponent in such cases, one has to treat what was said by
the authority as a fact which can be checked by going through the records. Thus, the content
of the advice becomes then at stake. For example, when invoking Henry Kissinger as an
authority, Obama cited him (“said,” 2.12:3) to make his case regarding how the president
should act in office. Then, McCain ascribed paraphrased Obama’s position incorrectly, but
did offer again a reference to what Henry Kissinger has “said” (2.12:6-11). In each case, it
can be checked what Kissinger has exactly said.

Obama asserts some epistemic commitment. He uses the phrase “guess what”
(2.12:4) to stress that he was right when he claimed this before. He stresses that this support
for his position does not come as a surprise. While Obama assumes high epistemic
commitment towards the appropriateness of his proposed course of action given Kissinger’s
advice, he is not committed that this strategy will certainly result in a good outcome. Given
that Kissinger is an “adviser” (2.12:2-5), he provides advice rather than facts, and this is
reflected in Obama not stressing the necessity of meeting without preconditions, but using

“should” (2.12:3) instead. The authority is again used to present this course of action as the
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most reasonable and moral one, not as the necessary one in some deterministic sense. This
is all based on the trustworthiness of the source of this utterance, Henry Kissinger.

In sum, candidates use external authorities to function as source for information
which are not “facts.” Often, it is about “projections,” studies, or advice. Candidates want
to inform the audience about expectations about the future or moral principles to be
followed. Hence, there are no publicly accessible records to be checked by the public, and
therefore, candidates have limited epistemic rights and cannot express the same degree of
certainty as in the case of reporting facts. Yet, by showing that the source of the information
is someone without stakes in the interaction (people who are “independent” or uncontested
among the candidates as relevant authorities) and who is knowledgeable regarding these
matters (“military leaders” and “really smart (...) people”), candidates can at least
emphasize that their epistemic claims are highly probable and that their information is the
most reasonable to accept. Thus, candidates shift footing and stress the source of their
message, who, they suggest, is trustworthy and knowledgeable enough to just take their
word. Once candidates agree upon the experts, they can debate what the candidates have
said as facts, as this evidence was produced in the past and may have been recorded one
way or another — that is, there are ways to check whether the citations are correct. This is
in line with research on argumentation from expert opinion, where determining whether
someone is a relevant expert and whether the expert has said what is claimed they said are

seen as central critical considerations to evaluate the reasoning (Wagemans, 2015).
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2.6 The Audience as Resource

As presidential candidates are elected by the U.S.A. voter, they have to propose policies
which are deemed relevant by the electorate. This is then based on information they got
from, or is possessed by, members of the electorate. In some instances, the candidate shares
information which they declare people can reason themselves. Then, they invite the
audience to validate the information without having to take recourse to any documentation
as was the case for facts. The epistemic certainty expressed in these cases is lower than in
the case of facts and when using expertise.

The following excerpt shows an instance where Gore uses such an instance. He
responds to the question what he would do if President Milosevic, who just lost the
presidential election in Yugoslavia, refuses to leave his office.

2.13 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. AG Now eh we have to take measured steps because the
>sentiment within Serbia is, for understandable
>reasons, still eh against the United States because
their nationalism has led even if they don’t like

Milosevic, they still have some feelings lingering
from eh the NATO action there.

oY U W DN

In response to Milosevic’s potential refusal to leave office, Gore claims that “measured
steps” (2.13:1) are needed. To support taking measured steps, he shares with the audience
that the “sentiment within Serbia is (...) against the United States” (2.13:2-3). Gore
explains that this is the case “for understandable reasons” (2.13:2-3). On the one hand, in
this way, Gore avoids blaming the Serbian people for mistrusting the U.S.A. If it were
presented as a fact or an assertion by an authority, people may believe that the Serbian
people are unreasonable. However, Gore stresses that they cannot be blamed, as their

sentiment is “understandable” (2.13:2). On the other hand, by marking this stance to be
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“understandable” (2.13:2), Gore also implies that his audience is able to infer this
information and that he does not have to provide further defense. He thus invites the
audience to consider why the Serbian people hold this negative stance towards the United
States rather than justifying it himself, pointing to evidence or providing an expert opinion.
Yet, to enable this inference, Gore provides more information. He claims that there are still
“some feelings lingering from the NATO action there” (2.13:4-5). The verification of the
information shared happens by the audience members themselves, as they are invited to
reason along with the candidate.

Using this move, candidates cannot claim much epistemic certainty, as they leave
up to the audience to fill in the justification of the information. Gore does not use any
certainty markers. He trusts that the audience will reach a similar conclusion to his. In the
process of arguing, the candidate does not fully defend their position, and provides an active
role to their audience. To accomplish a practice of co-reasoning, he does not make explicit
his own epistemic commitment and fully leaves it up to the audience to determine the
validity of the reasoning shared. Practices of co-reasoning have been argued to be a key
phenomenon in democratic societies (Richardson, 2012). This observation can contribute
to better understanding the co-construction of utterances, and more specifically, the co-
construction of meaning (Haugh, 2010).

Another way in which candidates can enable the audience to verify the information
is by explicitly instructing the audience to reason themselves and subsequently accept the
information shared by the candidate. Gore’s opponent, Bush, asked the audience to
“imagine” the consequences of Gore’s tax plans. Thus, he asks the audience to verify the
information by thinking for themselves, rather than believing someone or looking up

records.
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2.14 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

@
oY)

Under Vice President Gore’s plan, he is going to
grow the federal government in the largest
increase since Lyndon Baines Johnson in nineteen
sixty-five. We’re talking about a massive
>government, folks. We’re talking about adding to
or increasing two-hundred new programs, two-
>hundred programs, twenty-thousand new
bureaucrats. Imagine how many IRS agents it is
>going to take to be able to figure out his
targeted tax cut for the middle class that
excludes fifty million Americans.
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To criticize Gore’s tax plans, Bush brings in that if this plan were implemented, the “federal
government [would grow] in the largest increase since Lyndon Baines Johnson” (2.14:2-
3). Next, Bush elaborates upon this claim, which he marks by saying “we’re talking about”
(2.14:5). According to Bush, Gore’s plans will lead to having “a massive government
(2.14:4-5) where “two-hundred programs” will be added (2.14:6-7) and “twenty-thousand
new bureaucrats” will be hired (2.14:7-8). Rather than pointing to available records or insert
voices of experts, Bush instructs the audience to “imagine how many IRS agents it is going
to take” (2.14:8-9) to implement Gore’s plans. Bush prepared the ground for these
instructions by addressing the audience through an informal register (“folks,” 2.14:5),
turning the orientation of the interaction towards them. In addition, like Gore in the excerpt
above, Bush guides the audience in their reasoning towards his position. He asks the
audience to verify this information themselves and arrive at this through their own
reasoning.

Bush does not include words to strengthen his epistemic commitment as observed
in the case of facts. However, in contrast to the previous case, Bush shows some explicit

commitment to these claims: he uses the pronoun we when clarifying what he is exactly
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talking about (2.14:4-5), aligning himself with the audience to whom he just referred to as
‘folks.” Thus, in order to accomplish guiding the audience towards one’s conclusion, Bush
creates a shared group for himself and the audience via the ‘folks’ followed by the ‘we,’
which creates his epistemic commitment.

Encouraging the audience to reason can also be expressed more indirectly. In the
next excerpt, Clinton encourages people to reason so they reach her conclusion, too. This
excerpt illustrates that these forms of support lead to the candidate expressing less epistemic
commitment than in the cases discussed in the previous two sections.

2.15 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. HC But I certainly will support the outcome of this
election. And I know Donald’s trying very hard to

>plant doubts about it, but I hope the people out

>there understand: This election’s really up to
you. It’s not about us so much as it is about you
and your families and the kind of country and
future you want.

~N o 0w N

In response to the last question of the debate, whether the candidates will accept the
outcome of the election, Clinton answers that she “certainly will support the outcome”
(2.15:1). She raises that Trump has been trying “to plant doubts about it” (2.15:2-3),
suggesting that the election is rigged against him. Next, after uttering the contrastive marker
“but” (2.15:3, Fraser & Malamud-Makowski, 1996), Clinton invites the audience to think
about this themselves (she “hope[s] the people out there understand,” 2.15:3-4). She
stresses that people should go out and vote “because [she] think[s]” “your future depend]s]
on it” (2.15:8-9). Rather than sharing evidence or invoking authoritative voices, Clinton
leaves it up to the audience to think about it themselves.

Clinton refrains from asserting epistemic commitment. She raises that she “hope[s]”

that people “understand” (2.15:3-4). By simply expressing her hopes, she leaves the
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audience with full epistemic authority to determine their opinion. The verb “hoping”
expresses a less influential position of the speaker, as the speaker implies they cannot make
the hearer to do something. In addition, Clinton shares with the audience what she
“think[s]” (2.15:9) rather than what she knows. By virtue of being part of a scale from the
epistemically weak verb of ‘thinking’ to the stronger verb of ‘knowing,” she invokes a
scalar implicature that she is not certain about this matter. In these two ways, Clinton avoid
asserting her epistemic commitment to this being undeniably true — instead, she leaves her
own commitment out of the persuasive process and chooses, like Bush and Gore, to express
a moderate epistemic commitment.

The candidates also use their audience in other ways than co-reasoning to make
their information acceptable. The candidates can move beyond employing the audience’s
reasoning capacities and engage in the practice of co-remembering to enhance the
persuasiveness of their utterance (Bolden & Mandelbaum, 2017). According to Bolden and
Mandelbaum (2017), memory formulations can serve as evidence to deal with the doubts
of an interlocutor. In the next excerpt, invoking a past event, Clinton calls upon the audience
to “remember” what happened “eight years ago.” Thus, she presents information and calls
upon the audience members to verify that information by invoking an event they (Clinton
and the audience) have all experienced. Hence, no records are needed as this experience is
readily available to the audience.

2.16 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. HC >Well, let’s stop for a second and remember where
>we were eight years ago. We had the worst
financial crisis, the Great Recession, the worst
since the nineteen thirties. That was in large
part because of tax policies that slashed taxes
on the wealthy, failed to invest in the middle

o U1 D w N
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7. class, took their eyes off of Wall Street, and
8. created a perfect storm.

Just after Trump has been defending implementing tax cuts for the wealthy, Clinton reacts
to counter this proposal. This is announced through the discourse marker “well” (which
suggests a dispreferred response, Schegloff & Lerner, 2009). She asks the audience, using
an open general ‘we’ (Dori-Hacohen, 2014) referring to both herself and U.S.A. society, to
“remember where we were eight years ago” (2.16:1-2), referring to the 2008 financial
crisis. Next, she describes this “financial crisis” (2.16:3) as “the worst since the nineteen
thirties” (2.16:3-4). The fact that this was such a bad crisis is thus evidenced not by looking
this up, but by remembering. The members of the audience have themselves experienced
the gravity and impact of the crisis, and as first-hand witnesses can verify this information.
Next, Clinton connects this to Trump’s current proposal as she explains that the crisis was
caused as politicians “slashed taxes on the wealthy” (2.16:5-6) and did not “invest in the
middle class” (2.16:6-7). While this information may not be what the audience would
remember, and thus Clinton reminds or explains them this, the request to remember the
2008 financial crisis does function to increase the acceptability of the claim, as the audience
can use their experiences to assess the validity of this information. After bringing in this
information, supported through a practice of co-remembering, Clinton urges never to return
to these policies.

Particularly interesting is the fact that in contrast to the first three excerpts
showcasing practices of co-reasoning, in this case of co-remembering, Clinton uses
evaluative discourse throughout this excerpt, to strongly qualify the 2008 financial crisis as

bad. She also references the policies taken together as “a perfect storm” (2.16:8). However,
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this expressed certainty concerns what she remembers rather than the claim she is defending
through this: the point that trickle-down economics does not work is left implicit.

This strategy of co-remembering was also used by Bush in 2000 to criticize Gore.
He let the audience remember that Gore, as running mate of Bill Clinton, has promised
before that he would provide a tax cut for the middle class. This excerpt also shows that in
a practice of co-remembering during presidential debates, the speaker plays a central role.
In this excerpt, Bush centers on himself remembering, presuming that his memories are the
same as the audience’s.
2.17 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. GB >One, a lot of folks are still waiting for that

> nineteen ninety-two middle-class tax cut. I I
remember vice president saying, just give us a
chance to get up there, we’re going to make sure
>you get tax cuts. It didn’t happen. Like, and now
he’s having to say that again. It’s just, they’ve
had their chance to deliver a tax cut to you.

~N o 0w N

Bush starts his reasoning here with raising that “a lot of folks are still waiting” (2.17:1) to
receive the tax cut which was promised by Clinton and Gore in 1992. By using “folks”
(2.17:1), a way of addressing the audience in an informal register, Bush turns the focus of
the discourse to the audience themselves. He invokes an experience the audience
supposedly has. Next, however, Bush raises what he himself “remember[s]” (2.17:2-3), and
thereafter citing Vice-President Gore from back then, he elaborates on this “waiting” of “a
lot of folks” (2.17:1).

The memory Bush shares becomes a shared memory, and thus a form of co-
remembering. Through the informal register (“folks”), Bush aligns with the audience, and
thus, as he shares his memories, he constructs them as shared memories. The audience can

therefore remember along that Gore has kept repeating this message that he will ensure a
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tax cut for people, as Bush mentions that this year, “he’s having to say that again” (2.17:6)
as “it didn’t happen” (2.17:5). This practice of co-remembering is used to ground the claim
that Gore’s planned tax cuts for the middle class are also not going to happen if he would
become president. In this case, he does not even explicitly assert his information, but fully
trust that based on this process of remembering, the audience will reach the same
conclusion. Moreover, Bush ends with claiming that this tax cut should have been delivered
“to you” (2.17:7), the public, reiterating the central role of the audience. Hence, Bush does
not assert epistemic commitment to this information, but leaves it fully up to the audience
to determine the acceptability of the claim.

Candidates can also bring in everyday experiences of ordinary people. Politicians
must have learnt about these experiences from the people themselves, which they then need
to acknowledge in their talk. That is, they do not have a right to be the epistemic source of
other people’s experiences. The next excerpt showcases such an instance. Clinton responds
to the question of how she plans to make sure that U.S.A. workers will see their incomes
rise. In doing that, she raises some information which, she reports, originated with some
members of the audience, whom she talked with while travelling around for the campaign.
2.18 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. HC And I want us to do more to support people who are
>struggling to balance family and work. I’ve heard
>from so many of you about the difficult choices
>you face and the stresses that you’re under. So
let’s have paid family leave, earned sick days.
Let’s be sure we have affordable child care and
debt-free college.

~N o O b w N

Clinton first explains what she hopes to accomplish if she is elected president: she wants to
“support people who are struggling to balance family and work™ (2.18:1-2). This

commitment presupposes that people are actually having these struggles and need help. She
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offers this information explicitly in her next utterance, as she mentions that many people
have “difficult choices” and various “stresses” (2.18:3-4). The epistemic authority she
presents for this information are people themselves, who have experienced this themselves
and reported this to her: she has “heard from so many of you” (2.18:2-3). This time, Clinton
does not ask the audience to actively partake, but she brings in the voices of (some of) the
people watching. Yet, Clinton is not simply bringing in the voices of a third party. She
shows that she is aware that people face these hardships, and is thus engaged in a practice
of making people realize who have not told her this, that she knows. People accept this
statement as true, not because “so many of you” (2.18:3) have said this, but because they
can identify with this experience, and are thus also a source for this information, just like
the people Clinton talked with. Namely, her use of “you” refers to the people who are
watching the debate. Throughout, Clinton only presumes the claim’s truth, she does not
assert it.

In sum, presidential candidates sometimes use their audience as source of
information to make information become acceptable. In this section, I have shown that this
can be done in at least three ways. First, candidates can call upon their audience to reason
themselves through a practice of co-reasoning. Second, candidates can engage in co-
remembering (Bolden & Mandelbaum, 2017) with the audience. Third, candidates can raise
information they have received from members of the electorate and let other members of
the audience identify with this. In these cases, candidates do not assert strong epistemic
commitments, but trust that the audience will reach the same conclusion through similar

reasoning, similar memories or similar experiences.
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2.7 Candidate Ethos and Hedging
The last resource candidates can use to get their information accepted I discuss here, is their
ethos. They can position themselves as the source of the information they share and provide
that as grounds for the acceptability of their claim. Yet, there is always a problem with
believing candidates on their word, as it is clear that the candidates do not aim at informing
the audience, but getting them to vote for them. When they stress their ethos regarding these
matters, they express strong epistemic commitment. Alternatively, they weaken their
epistemic commitment when not stressing their ethos.

In the next excerpt, Bush and Gore debate reforming U.S.A. public education. Bush
explains how he knows that testing “is the cornerstone of reform,” and thus explains why
he can be seen as an epistemic authority for what information he brings in.

2.19 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

@
oY)

>Testing is the cornerstone of reform. You know
>how I know? Because it’s the cornerstone of
reform in the State of Texas. Republicans and
Democrats came together and asked the question
what can we do to make our public education the
best in the country? And we’ve done a long way
working together to do so. And the cornerstone is
to have strong accountability in return for money
and in return for flexibility.
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Bush makes the claim that “testing is the cornerstone of [educational] reform” (2.19:1), and
presents himself as the epistemic authority on the matter: “you know how I know?”’ (2.19:1-
2). Bush explains that as governor of Texas, he used testing as “the cornerstone of reform”
(2.19:2-3) himself. He emphasizes that he has first-hand experience. Then, he explains that
it was not just him, or his party, but “Republicans and Democrats” (2.19:3-4) who decided
to “[work] together” (2.19:7). Hence, in addition to positioning himself as an authority to

the truth of this statement, Bush shows this position is shared across party lines. He realizes
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a shared vision for U.S.A. public education, suggesting that he can work towards reform
desired by both Republicans and Democrats. This clarification is needed as while he can
claim that he has worked to improve education, Bush also needs to convince the audience
that he aims at realizing ideals similar to theirs. He commits to having high epistemic
certainty, since he claims that this “cornerstone” should have led to Texas’ education being
“the best in the country” (2.19:5) besides having explicitly claimed that this is something
he knows.

Candidates often defend their record when using themselves as an authority for
claims they are making. Candidates need to show that they are the right authority for the
audience to make this information acceptable. They could also do that, theoretically, in the
case of facts and simply explain how they have learnt what they know. Yet, they generally
invoke their own ethos when it concerns things they also would need to know to effectively
pursue their political agenda. They stress their own ethos to articulate their own skills as a
politician. This is what McCain does in the following excerpt, where McCain positions
himself as someone who knows how to employ the military in contrast to Obama. He
explains how he got his projected expertise.

2.20 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. JM But the important thing is — the important thing is
I t visited Afghanistan and I traveled to Waziristan
and I traveled to these places and I know what our

security requirements are. I know what our needs
are.

g wbN

Here, McCain claims that “[he] know[s] what our security requirements are” and that “[he]
know[s] what our needs are” (2.20:3-4). By stressing what he knows, McCain expresses
high epistemic commitment, particularly as he marks having his experience as “important”

to settle this disagreement with Obama (2.20:1). He also implies that he himself should be
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taken as the source of the information. Before sharing this information, McCain shared
reasons for why he believes he is the right authority on this matter: “[he] visited to
Afghanistan and (...) Waziristan” and all those other place (2.20:2-3) where the U.S.A.
army is active. Therefore, he has seen first-hand what the situation is on the ground, and
thus, he is a relevant authority for this matter. He has made an argument for why one should
believe him, rather than his opponent, Obama.

Candidates can also position themselves more epistemically deferent and leave it
up to the audience to decide upon the acceptability of the claim. Thus, while they still are
the source of the information, they reduce their epistemic commitment. Candidates can
make space for doubt and thereby invite the audience to assess the information as well. The
candidate does in this case not predicate knowing the information for certain, in contrast to
the three examples shared above.

In the next excerpt, McCain responds to Obama, who just claimed that dealing with
climate change and becoming energy independent are essential for the U.S.A. In contrast,
McCain argues that the U.S.A. should drill more oil within its own territory.

2.21 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. JM And off-shore drilling is also something that is
very important and it is a bridge. And we know
that if we drill off-shore and exploit a lot of
these reserves, it will help, at least temporarily
relieve our energy requirements. And it will have

I think, an important effect on the price of a
barrel of oil.

~N o O W N

McCain first claims that “off-shore drilling [for oil]” (2.21:1) is something “very
important” (2.21:1-2). After presenting this positive assessment, he adds that this helps to
“relieve our energy requirements” (2.21:5), making the U.S.A. less dependent on foreign

sources of oil. This information, expressed epistemically strong, is marked through “we
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know that” (2.21:2-3). This suggests that McCain does not claim sole epistemic ownership
of this information as the ‘we’ he uses (2.21:2) is an inclusive reference — an open general
‘we’ (Dori-Hacohen, 2014). This shared ownership of this knowledge is tied to a stronger
expression of epistemic commitment.

Next, we can observe another discursive move used when the speaker is the source
of information. Here, McCain presents more information: “off-shore drilling” is not only
important to become less dependent on other countries’ supplying oil to the U.S.A, but also
reduces “the price of a barrel of 0il” (2.21:6-7). Yet, this information is marked through the
discourse marker “I think” (2.21:6). The discourse marker “I think” indicates that McCain
recognizes that this is not a claim for which he can assert epistemic certainty (Fetzer, 2008;
Kaérkkiinen, 2003). While McCain uses himself as the source of this information, he avoids
claiming that it becomes acceptable just by him saying so.

McCain does not use knowledge he should uniquely have as a politician — meaning,
information for which he should be the expert. Instead, it concerns information which rests
more on commonsense. Both pieces of information shared by McCain are claims which
can be reasoned only needing basic knowledge. There is no need for the candidate to present
themselves as an expert. They can simply say what they know, and presume that the public
knows (or is able to get to know) it too.

In the following excerpt, Obama does the same as McCain in the previous excerpt.
He moves out of his own epistemic domain as a politician, and therefore makes sure that
he reduces his epistemic commitment.

2.22 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)
. BO And although we’ve heard a lot about Wall Street,

>those of you on Main Street I think have been
struggling for a while, and you recognize that

w N -
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this could have an impact on all sectors of the
5. economy.

Here, Obama claims that “those of you on Main Street” (2.22:2) are “struggling” (2.22:3)
and he explains what they “recognize” (2.22:3). That they are threatened economically
makes ordinary people aware that not just the financial sector will be hurt in this 2008-
financial crisis, but everyone. However, Obama speaks here for other people — the U.S.A.
citizenry. Yet, their feelings, experiences and thoughts are their epistemic domain, and are
not information of which other people, like Obama, can be the source. However, unlike the
cases discussed when the audience is the source, this is not necessary here. The struggles
of ordinary people during the financial crisis can be reasoned based on commonsense
thinking. Appropriate with saying something outside his epistemic domain (he does not
explain how he knows), Obama reduces his epistemic commitment (‘I think,” 2.22:2), just
as McCain did in the previous excerpt.

Candidates use this strategy as well when they want to ascribe ideas or a position to
their opponent. As they cannot speak for them, it is outside of their epistemic domain.
Instead, they can share their suspicion and theories about the matter at hand. This is
exemplified in the next excerpt of Clinton, where she hypothesizes about Trump’s position.

2.23 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

jay
Q

I think we come at it from somewhat different
perspectives. Eh I understand that. You know, Donald
eh was very fortunate in his life, and that’s all
to his benefit. He started his business with
fourteen million dollars, borrowed from his father,
and he really believes that the more you help
wealthy people, the better off we’ll be and that
everything will work out from there.

O J o Ul wdh

Through using “I think” (2.23:1), Clinton can stress the subjective nature of her observation

that she and Trump “come at it from somewhat different perspectives” (2.23:1-2). She
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reiterates this by stressing that she understands that (2.23:2). Next, she uses an interpersonal
discourse marker (“you know,” 2.23:2) to find common ground with the audience and
explain her position. She provides an elaboration regarding why she understands that
Trump and she have different perspectives. She suggests that Trump believes that money
will trickle down from the rich (2.23:6-8) just because he “was very fortunate in his life”
(2.23:2-3). This elaboration can make the position she just presented logical.

The marker “I think™ (2.23:1) is central here as Clinton moves out of her epistemic
domain — that is, she starts talking about Trump’s psychological state (“perspectives,”
2.23:2). However, the phrase “really believes” (2.23:6) seems to suggest the opposite: as if
she expresses epistemic certainty about Trump’s state of mind. Yet, Clinton reiterates
Trump’s earlier verbally shared perspective (that providing tax cuts to wealthy people helps
everyone) and stresses that Trump is sincere in thinking this (“really,” 2.23:6). Hence,
Clinton makes one psychological claim about Trump, which concerns the fact that he
“really believes” that trickle-down economics has worked, which he has asserted just
before. Clinton argues that they both have a “different [perspective]” (2.23:1-2). And only
that assumption is marked through “I think.”

To make these claims more powerful, candidates can elaborate on their right to
comment on the other’s subjective states, as McCain does in the following excerpt. Then,
while making claims about someone else, as the candidate defines themselves as an
authoritative voice regarding such matters, they have granted themselves the epistemic
right to do so following the strategies identified in the first few examples discussed in this

section.
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2.24 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

o
=

I've been involved as I mentioned to you before in
virtually every major national security challenge
we’ve faced in the last twenty-some years. There
>are some advantages to experience, and knowledge,
>and judgment. And I and I honestly don’t believe
that Senator Obama has the knowledge or experience
and has made the wrong judgments in a number of
areas, including his initial reaction to Russian
invasion.
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Here, McCain claims that Obama does not have “the knowledge or experience” (2.24:6) or
ability to make the right judgments needed to be president. He talks about Obama’s
preparedness for the presidency, which would belong to Obama’s epistemic domain,
especially considering that the candidates cannot be trusted on their word as they are
running against each other. However, McCain crafts a position in which he provides
himself with this needed epistemic authority to comment on Obama “experience,
knowledge and judgment” (2.24:4-5). McCain explains that he has “been involved”
(2.24:1) for about 20 years in “every major national security challenge” (2.24:2) and claims
that he has the required “experience, and knowledge, and judgment” (2.24:4-5). This puts
McCain in a position to assess whether Obama has these. Still, McCain keeps his judgment
as his personal one: “I honestly don’t believe” (2.24:5). Yet, through the use of “honestly,”
McCain expresses his epistemic commitment to his perspective (Maschler & Estlein, 2008).
He, as an expert, has shared his honest opinion on the matter, which then should be
sufficient to make his point acceptable. McCain employs his political expertise to make a
claim about Obama’s fitness to serve, just like the strategy used in the first three excerpts
shown in this section.

In sum, candidates also bring in information of which they are themselves the

source. The expression of epistemic certainty is tied to an understanding of one’s role
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within a context (Heritage, 2012). I have shown that candidates express strong epistemic
commitment when they ground claims in their ethos if their claim belongs to their political
expertise. When it does not, they minimize their epistemic commitment and stress that it is
just their individual perspective. In this way, presidential candidates show what they
believe is their epistemic domain and make sure to express epistemic certainty when

appropriate.

2.8 Donald Trump and His Political Discourse

Candidates thus adhere to communicating within a specific and delineated epistemic
domain. Information can be called a fact if it can be independently checked and the possible
public scrutiny makes it acceptable for them to share such information. If something is a
specialized domain of knowledge, an expert can be referenced. They do this if the
information is uncertain or can be contested, as is the case for predictions and moral rules.
Experts, whose epistemic domain this information pertains to, can make the information
more acceptable. If the discourse concerns information regarding the knowledge and
experiences of the audience, they can be taken as a resource. Politicians cannot stress
epistemic certainty, as they cannot speak for the audience. They have to leave the judgment
of the information up to the members of the audience. And if politicians use their own ethos
to substantiate their information, they can only express epistemic certainty if the
information belongs to their epistemic domain. They can, of course, assert their epistemic
status to define the boundaries of this domain. Overall, politicians limit their own epistemic

domain to political matters.
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However, Trump has been generally recognized as a different type of politician; and
this can also be observed in how he supports his claims. By and large, he adheres to the
conventions outlined above. There are, however, a couple of interesting deviations, which
I discuss here, as they indicate his differential understanding of the political epistemic
domain.

With respect to authorities, Trump does not always seek to introduce people who
are acceptable to both sides. Consider the following excerpt, where Trump introduces an
authority whereof he stresses his connection to him, rather than his objective epistemic
authority on the matter.

2.25 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

)
=

So we’re losing our good jobs, so many of them.
When you look at what’s happening in Mexico, a
>friend of mine who builds plants said it’s the
eighth wonder of the world. They’re building some
of the biggest plants anywhere in the world, some
of the most sophisticated, some of the best
>plants. With the United States, as he said, not
so much.
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Trump argues that the United States is “losing [its] good jobs” (2.25:1). Next, he provides
information in line with this view. He shares that in Mexico, it is possible to build incredible
plants — “the eighth wonder of the world” (2.25:3-4). This is not possible in the U.S.A.
(2.25:7-8). The authority introduced is someone with some epistemic status relevant to the
matter, as it is someone “who builds plants” (2.25:3). However, Trump also designates his
authority as “a friend of mine” (2.25:2-3). This designation makes this authority less
trustworthy as the authority is aligned with and on Trump’s side. The ethos of Trump’s

“friend” is not epistemic, but based on their social connection.
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In addition, when relying on his ethos, Trump moves beyond the domain of policy
and politics. Next, Trump uses the epistemic marker “believe me,” which in contrast to
markers used by other politicians, requests an acceptance of his epistemic claims. Namely,
he requests people to “believe [him],” showing strong epistemic commitment to what he is
saying and this being offered as the grounds on which people should accept his claims.
2.26 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. DT Now look, we have the worst revival of an economy

>since the Great Depression. And believe me, we're
in a bubble right now. And the only thing that
looks good is the stock market, but if you raise
interest rates even a little bit, that's going to

come crashing down. We are in a big, fat, ugly
bubble. And we better be awfully careful.

~N o O b W N

Just before this excerpt, Clinton praised the progress made by the Obama Administration.
Trump counters this by claiming that this is “the worst revival” (2.26:1), that “we’re in a
bubble” (2.26:3) and that although the stock market “looks good” (2.26:3-4), it is fragile
(2.26:4-6). Trump ends with the policy position that “we better be awfully careful” (2.26:7)
and not simply start implementing expensive social programs.

In this excerpt, Trump uses an ethotic appeal (“believe me,” 2.26:2). The marker
“believe me” is not used by the other candidates. He uses this in support of the claim that
“we’re in a bubble right now” (2.26:2-3), which is a rephrasing of his claim that “we have
the worst revival of an economy” (2.26:1). He implies having a higher epistemic status than
his audience and opponent, and suggests that he has the relevant ethos to make these claims
regarding economics without having to justify his expertise any further. This claim should
solely be accepted based on him saying so even as this is not a claim within the political

domain. Trump was deliberately not running as a politician, but as a businessman. This
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would explain why Trump did not state his epistemic rights regarding economic matters:
his role relevant to this epistemic domain is already clear to the audience.

In sum, these excerpts suggest that Trump includes some discursive moves with
respect to claiming epistemic authority in his talk which are different than the other
candidates analyzed. Then, Trump does not act like a politician but like a businessman or
someone who is well-connected. This is of course also explicitly asserted by him
throughout the debate, claiming that Clinton is a “typical politician,” and thus that he, in

contrast, is not.

2.9 Conclusion: Information, Epistemic Commitment and Epistemic Rights

The goal of this chapter is to understand how information is asserted by presidential
candidates during U.S.A. presidential debates. The specific focus was on the epistemic
certainty expressed by the politician and who was presented as the source of the message.
This shows politicians’ understanding of their epistemic domain within the context of
presidential debates. The above analyses have shown that candidates can invoke facts,
experts, the audience and themselves as source of their information to provide support, each
being tied to a distinct level of expressed certainty. With facts, politicians express most
certainty and claim that this information originates from anyone who checks the publicly
available evidence. When they bring in the expertise of others, politicians can claim being
fairly certain. In the various cases of using the audience as source, the politician has a
reduced right to claim epistemic certainty. They cannot make claims about the world for
the audience — they are just one other member of the population with their own experiences.

Last, when they rely on their own ethos, candidates can claim high certainty if it is about
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politics and policy, while other issues should be shared with expressing some epistemic
caution, enabling the audience to assess the value of these claims themselves. These

findings are summarized in table 2.1 and figure 2.1.

TYPE RIGHT TO | PRINCIPAL
CERTAINTY

Facts High Fact-checkers

Independent Experts Probable Third parties/Experts

Co-reasoning, Medium Audience

Co-remembering,

Audience referencing

Ethos High Politician

Hedged Low

Table 2.1: overview of the types of support/epistemic sources and strength of commitment.

No commitment Neutral commitment strong commitment

Hedged Audience Experts/ethos Facts
Figure 2.1: each type of support and the strength of epistemic commitment

These practices to support claims made in presidential debates show candidates’
understanding of how they can assert information during the debates. The epistemic domain
where candidates can use their ethos and talk with strong explicit epistemic commitment is
narrow. This is limited to political matters, in line with their political career and duties.
Otherwise, candidates limit their claim to epistemic certainty, and project more freedom
for their audience to make up their mind. The audience is also granted a role as the

checkability of information which is asserted is often invoked, enabling citizens to
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scrutinize the candidates if they wish to do so. Practices of co-reasoning are also giving
such a role to the audience. These practices show that presidential candidates project a
particular role for members of the electorate in the election process, where they are enabled
to rationally evaluate the argumentation. In addition, candidates invoke the voices of
independent experts, contributing to the projected rationality of the discourse, and also a
sign that they, as leader, will work with people who can deliver them the best advice to
govern. In sum, the practices through which candidates substantiate their claims show a
particular understanding of doing democracy.

Differences between Trump and other candidates were not found regarding the
discursive logic in general. Like the other candidates in debates, Trump asserts information
and creates an epistemic position towards this information, as I have shown in this chapter.
However, Trump sometimes uses different resources than the other candidates discussed to
assert his information using his ethos or someone’s expertise. This enables to understand
how Trump in 2016 was a deviation compared to earlier years. First, he employs his ethos
beyond the domain of politics. This can be explained by the fact that he ran as a
businessman, and therefore, he has to presume that epistemic authority. Second, some of
his experts were not independent — instead, he emphasized his close connection to them.
He ran as someone who is not a politician, who is fighting a political “swamp” of
corruption, and attributing ulterior motives is an essential move in that regard. He criticized
experts in this way as well, and therefore stressing the connection he has to experts such
that he knows they can be trusted is essential.

Overall, this study contributes to discourse analytic approaches to the study of
modality in interaction (e.g., Simon-Vandenbergen, 1996). While Simon-Vandenbergen

(1996) has identified some categories similar to the ones identified above (e.g., facts,
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commonsense, hearsay), she split her analysis between cases in which evidence is
mentioned and those where it is not. I have shown that the categories of evidence can be
extended across cases whether they are explicitly shared or not. As a consequence, these
types could have been characterized in more detail regarding their general characteristics.
Bringing in information is one element of what candidates do, and the next chapter

discusses another element, that of discussing the candidate’s plans.
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CHAPTER 3:
“AND WHEN I’M PRESIDENT, ...”

MANAGING COMMITMENTS IN PRESIDENTIAL DEBATE DISCOURSE

3.1 Introduction

At various points during a political campaign, candidates for elected office say things which
can be taken by their audiences as utterances which commit them to doing particular things
once elected in office. Election debates are one context in which such promises/pledges are
made. Namely, during election debates, candidates running for the U.S.A. presidency
commit or recommit themselves to pursuing various policies or accomplishing various
outcomes if elected in office in order to persuade the electorate to vote for them. This is
next to the sharing of information about the state of affairs another key component of
discourse on U.S.A. presidential debates.

Candidates mostly do not utter explicit promises and often they even do this
indirectly. The phenomenon of indirect speech acts is well documented. According to
Searle (1979), speakers are able to communicate a particular communicative force of an
utterance indirectly by stating a precondition. In the case of promises, this can pertain to
the speaker’s willingness or ability to do something, but the speaker can also state that the
listener wants something to happen. Hence, there is quite some possible variation regarding
how candidates can make campaign pledges, and detailed qualitative analysis is lacking in
this area. Most of the studies have been quantitative experiments instead.

In this chapter, I survey different ways in which candidates advance their campaign
pledges. I assess their distinct interactional function as well. Namely, through the different

ways in which a pledge can be made, candidates can manage the strength of their
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commitments to actually follow through on that promise. Rather than seeing all utterances
through which candidates adopt commitments as promises, it is important to survey the
breath of speech acts used by candidates to strategically adopt commitments and manage
carefully for what they can be held accountable. Thus, I consider the various ways in which
candidates advance their campaign pledges and I show how candidates can manage their

accountability through each of these strategies.

3.2 Campaign Pledges

Most important to this question is research on campaign pledges or promises. Such pledges
and promises are seen as essential to the rhetoric of candidates in competitive democracies
(e.g., Naurin, 2011). By promising specific things to specific groups of voters, candidates
can persuade people to vote for them (e.g., Lindgren & Naurin, 2017; Lippert-Rasmussen,
2011). A key outcome of presidential debates is that the audience becomes informed about
the policy positions of the candidates, and most analyses on presidential debates also focus
centrally on the issue standpoints (e.g., Benoit & Wells, 1996) candidates advance. If the
audience remembers issue positions, and if they use this knowledge to determine their
voice, then they justifiably have expectations regarding how the candidate will act as
president, if elected (Naurin, 2011).

Much research on democratic systems is interested in ‘promissory representation,’
meaning whether candidates actually follow up on their promises (e.g., Naurin, 2011;
Thomson & Brandenburg, 2019). The fulfillment of campaign pledges is tied to the
democratic system of a country. If there are often single-party governments, pledge-

fulfillment tends to be higher (Mansergh & Thomson, 2007). For politicians, following up
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on their campaign promises is essential for their political future. Pledge fulfillment is an
important determinant for parties to be re-elected during the next election (Matthiel3, 2020),
and this evaluation is both used for retrospective and prospective voting (Born et al., 2018).

Interestingly, compared to many other political effects, the evaluation of fulfillment
of campaign promises is not affected by partisan bias. Political knowledge and importance
of the pledge play the most important role in arriving at accurate evaluations (Duval &
Pétry, 2020; Thomson, 2011). After all, assessing the government based on fulfilling their
campaign promises is more of a knowledge task, so partisan affiliation plays less of a role
(Naurin & Oscarsson, 2017; Thomson, 2011). While the accuracy of the evaluation depends
on political knowledge, the ultimate subjective judgment on the government, which is
inferred from this evaluation, is heavily affected by party identification and political trust
(Dupont et al., 2019; Duval & Pétry, 2020; Thomson, 2011; Thomson & Brandenburg,
2019).

In addition to these general effect studies, there have been quantitative,
experimental studies looking at the effects of discursive variation of campaign promises.
Studies have shown that the strength of the formulation of pledges is tied to the use of
binding language (Dupont et al., 2019). In addition, research has confirmed that very large
promises (which according to Speech Act Theory are not promises as it is clear that they
cannot be fulfilled) are not taken as promises by voters (Born et al., 2018). It has also been
shown that the formulation of the promise matters regarding who is persuaded by the
promise. For example, Lindgren and Naurin (2017) claim that if a campaign pledge is made
with broad appeal, voters in the ideological center are attracted to it, while voters on the far
edges of the spectrum are not persuaded. Other studies which investigate the persuasive

effects of campaign promises focus on the topics of the promises which make them
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appealing. Kostadinova (2017) suggests that the media mostly report on contrasting
promises between the frontrunners and also prefer to report on economic promises.
Lindgren (2018) claims that the use of value-laden words can draw voters, irrespective of
the actual promise made. All these researchers assume they know what a ‘promise’ is and
do not look at the different linguistic and interactional ways to accomplish commitments
towards the future. There are no studies having investigated the different types of speech
acts which are used to commit the speaker to doing certain actions if elected. That is what

I am concerned with in this chapter.

3.3 Methodology: Framework and Analytical Procedures

Of interest is the general category of speech acts which Searle (1979) referred to as
commissives. This pertains to any utterance through which the speaker adopts
commitments regarding them doing some action in the future. In this section, I first survey
some of the variation which has been observed by scholars regarding commissives.

A first observation is that commissives in discourse are subject to some variation
(Kissine, 2008). Kissine (2008) argues that regarding commissives, a commitment is often
attributed to the speaker based on whether the listener believes that the speaker will do the
action which is predicated in their utterance. Key to being able to make this inference is
determining whether the speaker or some other actor will bring about the projected state of
affairs. The identification of a commissive is thus first and foremost a pragmatic task, where
the listener has to use their background knowledge and the context to determine whether a

commitment can be attributed to the speaker.
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The simplest way in which a commissive can be presented is through using an
explicit commissive formulation. Then, the speaker, often using “I,” binds themselves to a
future course of action (Searle, 1979). Yet, there are many more ways in which a speaker
can commit themselves, which are literally taken not commissives, but function indirectly
in this way. According to Searle (1979), within a particular context, the preconditions of a
speech act can be sufficient to implicate that speech act. For example, if a speaker stresses
that something has to or should happen, and if the hearer presumes that the speaker can do
this, they interpret the utterance as a commissive (this is like the reasoning of Kissine (2008)
discussed in the previous paragraph). Similarly, if a speaker simply says that they can do
something or are willing to do something, presuming the relevance of that contribution, the
listener would presume that the speaker commits themselves to do what was predicated.

One way in which this variation can be studied is by looking at modality. To study
commissive speech acts, I am interested in the larger category of event modality (Palmer,
2001, 2012) which are modalities which concern talking about “events that are not
actualized” (Palmer, 2001, p. 70). Palmer (2001, 2012) argues that this category brings
together both the deontic modality and the dynamic modality, as they both point towards
the potential realization of the event referenced in the utterance. He claims that the deontic
modality concerns aspects external to the subject (like obligation and permission), while
dynamic modality concerns internal ones (like a person’s ability or willingness). In this
chapter, I specifically discuss the deontic modality, as utterances within this modality most
clearly commit a speaker to following a particular course of action.

Second, commissives can vary according to their propositional content (Searle,
1979). For example, a candidate can commit themselves to doing something very specific

or something more general (e.g., “I will implement policy X” vs. “I will make your life
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better”). As promises and threats are closely connected speech acts (Salgueiro, 2010),
whether the future act committed to is desired by the recipient is also relevant. In order to
understand the different commitments adopted by candidates, the type of action or result
sought should be specified.

Third, speakers can also vary their commitment from weak to strong (e.g., “I may
come” vs. "l solemny swear that I come," see Searle, 1979). Stanage (1970) argues that
there are three basic levels of commissives, ranging from simply consenting to an opinion,
to showing an intention, to committing oneself to act in a particular way. While simply
agreeing on some need to act only weakly commits the speaker, projecting that one will do
something provides way less leeway. By uttering the speech act indirectly, one can also
adopt less strong commitments as the pragmatic inference is inherently defeasible.

When looking at modality, we can utilize differences in strength of verbs and
phrases regarding that modality. Modality is often on a scale from possible to probable to
certainly (Chilton, 2004; Salkie, 2009). For example, the term must entails ought/should,
which in turn entails may (Suikkanen, 2018). Ought and should function as weaker modal
verbs than must because they presume a default state of affairs which makes something
likely rather than certain — it points to possibility (Yalcin, 2016). In addition, the strength
of the commitment of the speaker can also be changed by altering the pronoun used.
Vukovic Stamatovic (2016) has found that in parliamentary discourse the deontic modality
is often used in conjunction with the first-person plural in order to reduce the speaker’s
individual responsibility for making the predicated act happen.

Fourth, one has to determine who is responsible for executing the future action
(Couper-Kuhlen, 2014). For example, as argued by Couper-Kuhlen (2014), in contrast to

Searle’s (1979) distinction between commissives (i.e., the speaker commits themselves)
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and directives (i.e., the speaker attempts to get the listener to do something), there are
examples where these two actors are combined. Simultaneously, the speaker may commit
themselves to doing something and attempt to get the addressee along as well. A similar
argument was made by Hancher (1979) regarding what he called cooperative speech acts.
According to him, commissive directives give rise to a cooperative situation — a situation
where a commissive by the other party is sought after. Moreover, he argued that it is
possible that when using a first-person plural, a person can commit themselves as well as
someone else to something, thereby being a directive towards the other. There is thus
variation in the distribution of commitments as a result of a commissive. In addition,
Bilbow (2002) analyzes commissives based on whether they are initiated by the speaker
(“promises”) or not (“offers”). In the latter case, the speaker will have to be granted
permission. Then, the speaker’s responsibility to follow up on his adopted commitment
becomes conditional upon the acceptance of the listener. This is another way in which the
responsibility resulting from a commissive can differ.

Thus, I have presented the following preliminary issues. First, commissive speech
acts are often pragmatically inferred within a context and with knowledge of the speaker.
For this reason, they can be uttered having various grammatical forms. Specifically,
commissives can be communicated through the use of various instances of both the deontic
and the dynamic modality. Second, commissives can vary regarding their propositional
content, as they can be specific or general, and desirable or undesirable. Third, the adopted
commitment can vary based on what exactly the speaker has committed themselves to: an
opinion, an intention or an action. Fourth, there can be differences in who is made
responsible for executing the predicated action, as Searle’s difference between

commissives and directives is not always clear-cut. The speaker can solely be responsible
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to execute the commissive, but also a listener or a third party can potentially be made
responsible. In the case of offers, this responsibility is only adopted if the offer is accepted
by the listener: the commissive can be initiated by either the speaker or the listener. These
points are summarized in table 3.1. This provides a more comprehensive overview than
used in the conversation analytic study of deontics, where the main focus is on the
dimensions of necessity, desirability and the speaker’s entitlement to initiate (see

Stevanovic & Svennevig, 2015).

Modality Deontic or dynamic (i.e., event modality)

Propositional content Specific or general; desirable or undesirable

Strength of commitment | Opinion, intention, action

Responsibility Speaker, Speaker and Listener, Speaker and Third-Party
Initiation Speaker, listener

Table 3.1: Overview of characteristics of commissive speech acts.

In this study, I use the discussed dimensions along which commissives can differ to
identify the different ways in which candidates utter campaign promises during U.S.A.
presidential debates. First, I marked all utterances concerned with realizing a future action
or state of affairs. I noted the modality used, characterized the predicated action, defined
the strength of the commitment and determined who was suggested to be responsible for
the execution of this act. By considering the content and the co-text of the utterance, the
precise pragmatic inference can be established. Importantly, I not only considered modal
verbs, but also other modal expressions like adjectives (see Van Linden & Verstraete,
2011).

Next, I present different ways in which candidates commit themselves to future
actions if elected. In section 3.4, I discuss the use of explicit commissives. When discussing
modality, Palmer (2001) identified commissives as belonging to the deontic modality as it

is characterized by the speaker putting oneself under an obligation or creating an
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expectation that one will do something (I + future tense + future action). In this section, |
thus study expressions through which candidates explicitly put themselves under an
obligation (or create an expectation) to act.

Next, in section 3.5, [ analyze indirect commissives. Just like section 3.4, the deontic
modality is often used as an obligation or possibility of some sort is presented, but in section
3.5, the obligation or possibility is not predicated of the candidate. Instead, candidates talk
about what has to happen, should happen or can happen in general, often combined with a
first-person plural. This is relevant for a study on commissives, as one can be held
committed on the basis of having particular moral beliefs (Nuyts, 2014). If something has
to happen, and one is able to make it happen, a reasonable inference is that one is committed

to make it happen (Kissine, 2008).

3.4 The Use of Explicit Commissives and Their Preconditions
The most straightforward way to commit oneself is to use a first-person singular pronoun,
a future tense and an action verb. Then, the speaker commits themselves to some course of
action in the future. Besides this construction, there are also other words, like ‘promise’
(Searle, 1979), which can explicitly communicate such a commitment. The deontic
modality and other commitment-invoking words appear in U.S.A. presidential debates in
two ways, based on a different propositional content. In this section, I focus on direct
commissives and uses of preconditions of this speech act.

In this section, I discuss two common characteristics of explicit commissives in
U.S.A. presidential debates. First (see section 3.4.1), I show that they are recurringly

accompanied by expressions stressing that their plans are only proposals, rather than

113



promises. That is, they are conditional in nature. In addition, candidates stress that what
they predicate will only be done by them and not by anyone else. This shows that these
commissives are individual proposals. Second (see section 3.4.2), stronger commissives
generally concern less specific actions, while specific actions are expressed through weaker

commissives. I argue that this is a way in which candidates manage their accountability.

3.4.1 Proposals rather than Promises

The first characteristic of explicit commissives is that they are often presented as

conditional. Then, they can best be called a proposal because the candidates utter a

commissive-directive speech act: they ask the electorate to affirm their proposed course of

action by voting for them for president. They promise to do something, but on the condition
of being elected. This condition is routinely made explicit.

The following excerpt shows how commissives are sometimes explicitly presented
as dependent upon being elected. Just before, Bush suggested that the military power of the
U.S.A. has been decreasing, and committed to rebuilding it. Then, Gore receives the floor
to respond to the question. Gore uses an explicit commissive formula, but as part of a
conditional statement.

3.1 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

AG Let me tell you what I’1ll do. First of all, I I
want to make it clear, eh our military is the
strongest, best-trained, best-equipped, best-led
fighting force in the world and in the history of
the world. Nobody should have any doubt about that,
least of all our adversaries or potential

>adversaries. I If you entrust me with the

>presidency, I will do whatever is necessary in
>order to make sure our forces stay the strongest

in the world. In fact, in my ten-year budget
>proposal I have set aside more than twice as much

P P OO Jo 0l wNE
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12. for this purpose as Governor Bush has in his
13. proposal.

Right from the start of his turn, Gore announces that he will present his commitment if
elected president. He uses a first person singular, the future tense and the verb to do (“T’ll
do,” 3.1:1), which is a linguistic construction typically associated with commissives. Yet,
before elucidating his commitment, he presents a “first-matter” (Montiegel & Robinson,
2019) as he first corrects a presupposition made by Bush in his turn. While Bush suggested
that the strength and reputation of the U.S.A. military has decreased during President
Clinton’s time in office, under whom Gore served as Vice-President, Gore “want[s] to make
it clear” (3.1:1-2) that this is not the case.

Next, Gore commits himself here to “do whatever is necessary” (3.1:8) to keep the
U.S.A. military forces “the strongest in the world” (3.1:9-10). As he commits himself (“I,”
3.1:8) to a future (“will,” 3.1:8) action (“do,” 3.1:8), the typical construction for a
commissive, this move belongs to this category of speech acts. Gore prefaces this
commissive with “if you entrust me with the presidency” (3.1:7-8). Only if the audience
grants Gore the presidency, he is committed to this action, which is indicative of the act of
proposing.

Gore proclaims to do “whatever is necessary” (3.1:8) and to “make sure” (3.1:9)
that the U.S.A. military stays the strongest. Gore assumes full responsibility to make sure
that this outcome is achieved, and he alone. This is further elucidated in the next few lines,
marked through “in fact.” As discussed in the previous chapter (section 2.4), this phrase is
used to mark that empirical evidence is presented. Here, Gore raises his “proposal” (3.1:11)
to claim that he has “set aside more than twice” (3.1:11-12) than his opponent, Governor

Bush. Gore shows that he truly has the commitment to realize his promise. In addition,
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Gore talks about “our forces” (3.1:9), using an open-general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014),
including himself as part of the collective he is talking about. However, he presents himself
as going to act for the collective (Grimshaw & Reijven, 2021). He projects full
responsibility for realizing this outcome if elected president and shows that he uniquely
holds this commitment as Bush did not present the appropriate proposals to accomplish this
outcome as well.

These two characteristics — making the commissive conditional upon being elected
and ensuring that it is clear that the speaker alone is advancing this proposal — are recurring.
In the next excerpt, we can see that Obama stresses that he is uniquely able to accomplish
what is promised. Obama explicitly aligns his position with his opponent, McCain, but next
stresses why he is the better choice to actually uphold their commitments to spend money
wisely.

3.2 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

vy)
O

But let’s go back to the original point. John,
nobody is denying that eighteen billion dollars is
>important. And absolutely, we need earmark reform.
>And when I'm president, I will go line by line to
>make sure that we are not spending money unwisely.
But the fact is that eliminating earmarks alone is
not a recipe for how we’re going to get the middle
class back on track.

O Jo Ul wdh

In this segment, Obama directs the discussion to an issue just raised by McCain: he attacked
Obama by suggesting that Obama does not believe that “eighteen billion dollars” is a lot of
money, which is worth being saved. Here, Obama aligns with McCain, and agrees that “we
need earmark reform” (3.2:3) as “nobody is denying” (3.2:2) that dealing with this problem
is important. Next, Obama makes his commitment explicit by uttering the conditional

commissive that “when [he’s] President, [he] will go line by line” (3.2:4). If he is elected
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president, Obama suggests to the audience that he is going to follow up and deal with this
problem of wasteful government spending.

The projected beneficiaries of the proposal are the U.S.A. people, while Obama
presents himself as the agent who can accomplish the proposed change, again through a
hierarchical use of the open general we. He is also stressing strong commitment by saying
that his actions are meant to “make sure” (3.2:5) that money is not spent unwisely. In
addition, Obama stresses that his commitment is different from McCain’s. Namely, he does
not believe that “earmark reform” is sufficient to accomplish “spending money wisely”
(3.2:6-8), while McCain presented this as his main priority to improve wasting tax money.
Like in the previous excerpt, Obama’s commissive is conditional upon being elected
president and he alone is committed to this proposal.

The fact that these commissives are proposals is not always expressed through a
conditional if-then statement. Candidates also often refer to their “plans” and “proposals”
to share with the audience what they commit themselves to do if elected. As “plans” and
“proposals” require the person to be in a position to implement them, and as for the office
of the U.S.A. presidency this depends on being elected, these words also mark the
conditional nature of the commissive, and thus that it is a proposal. The following excerpt
shows the end of a turn by Gore. Before the start of this excerpt, he just shared a story about
a man he has spoken to who has difficulties paying for his prescription drugs, and has to
go to Canada.

3.3 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. AG >Under my plan, half of their costs would be paid
right away. Under Governor Bush’s plan, they
would get not one penny for four to five years
and then they would be f- eh forced to go into an

DSw N
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HMO o-or to an insurance company and ask them for
coverage, but there would be no limit on the
premiums or the deductibles or any of the terms
and conditions.

o J o U1

After sharing the anecdote, Gore shifts attention to his plan (3.3:1). By using the world
“plan,” Gore shares with the audience what he proposes to do if he would be elected. Gore
would make sure that “half of their [that man’s family] costs would be paid right away”
(3.3:1-2). His use of “would” shows that this plan is conditional: this only will happen if
Gore can implement these plans. Then, Gore reinforces this interpretation by raising
“Governor Bush’s plan” (3.3:2), showing that his ideas are not necessarily implemented.
Bush wants to force people into a system where there is “no limit on the premiums or the
deductibles or any of the terms and conditions™ (3.3:6-8).

This excerpt shows that by using a word like “plan,” a candidate can show what
they intend to do if elected. The use of “my” to mark the plan as his idea, ties Gore to the
predicated future action. The warning Gore offers for Bush’s plan, if it were implemented,
shows his commitment to executing his own proposed plan. The presented contrast with
Bush also shows that only if he is elected, this idea will be executed. The commissive has
thus the same features as identified in the cases with if-then statements discussed above. It
is a conditional commissive and only Gore is projected as going to execute it.

In the previous excerpt, Gore presented the audience with an opposition: it is either
“my plan” or “Governor Bush’s plan.” Also in the first two excerpts such a contrast was
shown. Another marker for the conditional nature of commissives on presidential debates
is that they are presented as part of a “difference of opinion” between the candidates or as
a “choice” for the U.S.A. people. The following excerpt shows how McCain uses the word

“choice” to mark his commissives as proposals, reinforcing the use of the word “proposal.”
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3.4 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

JM Who’s the person who has believed that the best
thing for America is is to have a tax system that
is fundamentally fair? And I’ve fought to simplify

>it, and I have proposals to simplify it. Let’s give
>every American a choice: two tax brackets, generous
>dividends, and eh e two — and eh let Americans

>choose whether they want the the existing tax code

8. or they want a new tax code.

~N oy O W N

McCain claims that he is the person who has been fighting for a “tax system that is
fundamentally fair” (3.4:2-3) by fighting “to simplify it” (3.4:3). Then, McCain marks his
proposal by saying “I have proposals” (3.4:4). The word “proposal” projects the
conditionality of the plans. If the candidate is not elected, these plans will not be executed.
McCain connects his proposal to “giv[ing] every American a choice” (3.4:4-5), making
explicit this implication of the act of “proposing” during presidential debates: if the
candidate is not elected, the policy is not implemented.

The word “choice” by itself also works as a marker for what is being said as being
a proposal. Namely, rather than committing himself to a course of action, he raises that he
would like to know what U.S.A. people “want” (3.4:7). This “choice” (3.4:5) therefore
turns this commissive into a conditional one, as only by being chosen, the policy will be
executed. The electorate needs to provide a mandate. The U.S.A. people have to “choose”
(3.4:6) between “the existing tax code” (3.4:7) which Obama presumably favors, or “a new
tax code” (3.4:8), with only “two tax brackets [and] generous dividends” (3.4:5-6) as
proposed by McCain. The presented “choice” puts Obama and McCain in opposition of
each other, gives the U.S.A. voter an active role in deciding what should happen next, and

connects clearly to McCain’s position of “simplify[ing]” (3.4:4) the tax code.
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In the following excerpt, such a choice is made explicit by Gore, again showing that
this word functions as an indicator for commissives in U.S.A. presidential debates.
3.5 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. AG >And in this election, America has to make e an
>important choice. Will we use our prosperity to
enrich not just the few, but all of our families?
>I believe we have to make the right and responsible
>choices. If I'm entrusted with the presidency, here
>are the choices that I will make.

oY U b W N

Gore raises that he and Bush are debating as “America has to make an important choice”
(3.5:1-2). He clarifies what this choice is about by raising a question. This question has as
predicate a future action: “us[ing] our prosperity” (3.5:2). This question is rhetorical, as it
implies its own answer. Gore uses the word “enrich” (3.5:3) and “just the few” (3.5:3),
which indicate a negative evaluation towards this option. More importantly, in the second
part of the question, Gore talks about making sure “our prosperity” (3.5:2) goes to “all of
our families” (3.5:3). The implied answer is thus to believe that U.S.A. people should keep
their own money, and not give it to “the few.”

Gore continues with the idea that “[he] believe[s]” (3.5:4) that U.S.A. people have
to “make the right and responsible choices” (3.5:4-5) and Gore commits (“I will,” 3.5:6),
given that he is elected (“if I’'m entrusted with the presidency,” 3.5:5), to make these
choices. Namely, as Chilton (2004) explains, it is presumed that what is considered good
in talk is presumed to be connected to the speaker. Gore will make these “right and
responsible choices” of giving “our prosperity” to “all of our families.” Next, Gore lists a
number of his proposed policies which would accomplish benefiting middle class U.S.A.
people the most. Again, presenting a choice is a way to present one’s commitments as an

individual’s proposal.
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Generally, these two features appear in the discourse unmarked, but they can still
be identified. Consider the following excerpt, showing a part of Trump’s discourse.
3.6 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. DT You have requlations on top of regulations and new
companies cannot form and old companies are going
out of business. And you want to increase the
regulations and make them even worse. I’m going to
cut regulations. I'm going to cut taxes big league
and you’re going to raise taxes big league, end of
story.

<~ o 0w N

In this excerpt, Trump attacks Clinton by saying that she will add “regulations on top of
regulations” (3.6:1) and that will lead to “companies (...) going out of business” (3.6:2-3).
Then, Trump presents some commissives for himself. He claims that he will “cut
regulations” and will “cut taxes big league” (3.6:4-5). Then, besides accusing Clinton of
increasing “regulations,” Trump also claims that Clinton will “raise taxes big league”
(3.6:6).

In this excerpt, Trump juxtaposes his plans to Clinton’s, without marking them as
plans. But by opposing their future acts, he clearly shows that he alone will enact what he
predicates to do. Trump does not explicitly mark this commissive as conditional upon being
elected. However, by being part of a juxtaposition between Trump’s plans and Clinton’s
plans, which are mutually exclusive, this conditional element is present again. Only one of
these options can be executed, and which one depends on who is going to be elected.

In sum, commissives advanced in U.S.A. presidential debates can best be described
as individual proposals. They are proposals as the candidate only commits to this course of
action if given a mandate by the electorate. They are individual as their opponent is
presented as not willing or not able to act upon this commitment and thus, that they are the

only one who will realize this predicated act. Recurring markers which are used are if-then
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statements to mark the conditional nature of the commissive and the words “plan,”
“proposal,” and “choice.” In this way, candidates can manage their commitment: if they

are not elected, they cannot be held accountable to executing their proposal.

3.4.2 The Strength and Scope of Proposals

In this subsection, I discuss a second aspect of commissives in U.S.A. presidential debates.
These individual proposals vary in terms of their strength (i.e., how strongly the candidate
commits themselves to the predicated act) and scope (i.e., whether the predicated act is
specific or general). The strength of the commitment is analyzed based on variations on the
basic linguistic formula for commissives: I + future tense + action. Candidates can

2 ¢

strengthen their commitment through words like “ensure,” “guarantee,” and explicitly
marking their commissive as a “promise.” It can be weakened by using “would” or reduce
their agency and simply talk about their “plan” or “proposal.” The scope of the predicated
action can be studied based on whether the candidate has indicated one precise act (e.g.,
invest x amount of dollars in education) or a more general outcome (e.g., make sure we are
better off). Both elements are ways to manage commitments: a weaker strength or a broader
scope provides the candidate with more leeway to act if elected president. Their future
acting is then less constrained.

There is a typical connection between the chosen strength and scope of the proposals
on U.S.A. presidential debates. Generally, stronger proposals have a wider scope, while
weaker proposals have a narrower scope. This would mean that candidates do not adopt

fully constraining commitments, but rather if they share specific plans, they make sure to

allow for uncertainty, and if they share strong commitments, they make sure there are
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multiple ways in which that can be done. This variation is shown in the following excerpt.
Gore adopts a number of commitments, varying in strength and scope.

3.7 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

>
(]

>If I'm entrusted with the presidency, I will help
parents and strengthen families because, you know
if we have prosperity that grows and grows, we
still won’t be successful unless we strengthen
>families by, for example, ensuring that children
can always go to schools that are safe. By giving
>parents the tools to protect their children
>against cultural pollution. I will make sure that
9. we invest in our country and our families. And I
10. mean investing in education, health care, the
11. environment, and middle-class tax cuts and
12. retirement security.

O J o U b w N

This excerpt shows the end of Gore’s openings turn. Gore stresses that if he is elected, he
is committed to “help parents and strengthen families” (3.7:1-2). He uses an unmarked
commissive, simply using a first person plural and a predicated future act. These acts are
not very specific, as “help” and “strengthen” can be realized through a number of policies.
Subsequently, Gore offers further explanation as to why he wants to do this. He raises the
necessity that the next President has to “strengthen families” (3.7:4-5), letting his just
presented commitment resonate, and offers a more specific position: “ensuring that our
children can always go to schools that are safe” (3.7:5-6). This is a constraining
commitment, as “ensuring” and “always” provide little room for alternative outcomes.
Additionally, using “our,” Gore also focuses on the children of all U.S.A. citizens. Yet, he
marks this narrow commitment as an “example” (3.7:5), thereby reducing his commitment
to actually realizing it, as it is only an example, and not guaranteed. He weakens his

commitment to his proposal as it became more specific and constraining.
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We can compare this to the next commitment Gore advances. He next says “I will
make sure that we invest in our country and our families” (3.7:8-9). He strengthens his
commitment by inserting the words “make sure.” The predicated action, however, is broad
and general. He simply commits to “invest in our country and our families.” The act of
“invest[ing]” is open-ended. Gore does not constrain himself to a particular outcome or a
particular act. His subsequent specification of what he means (3.7:9-12) provides some
insight into areas where he wants to invest, but it does not become clear what he will do
and what the outcome should be. Hence, even as Gore commits strongly to this, he does
not constrain himself if elected president as the predicated act is very open-ended.

In the remainder of this subsection, I analyze a number of examples of these strong
and weak commissives. In the following excerpt, Clinton strongly commits to some
unspecified, general outcome which does not really constrain her future acting. This excerpt
follows a presentation by Clinton on her plans on the U.S.A. becoming a clean-energy
superpower.

3.8 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. HC So I've tried to be very specific about what we can
and should do, and I am determined that we’re going
to get the economy really moving again, building on
the progress we’ve made over the last eight years,

but never going back to what got us in trouble in
the first place.

o U WIN

Clinton commits herself “to get the economy really moving again” (3.8:2-3). However, she
does not use an explicit commissive formula as did Gore. While she does use a future tense,
she claims that “we’re going to get the economy really moving again™ (3.8:2-3) — using a
first-person plural rather than singular. The future action entailed in the commissive is

predicated of the U.S.A. people, as Clinton uses an open general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014).
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She keeps using this referent in her next uses of we: “the progress we’ve made” (3.8:4) and
“what got us in trouble” (3.8:5). However, the use of this we is hierarchical (Grimshaw &
Reijven, 2021): she is positioning herself as the one who will act on behalf of the group.
She suggests this through her preface to this commissive when she says “I am determined”
(3.8:2). Hence, Clinton takes agency for this commissive. In addition, she also expresses a
strong commitment: being determined to do something implies that one would do whatever
one is able to do to realize those results. The predicated act, “get the economy really moving
again,” is very open-ended.

At the beginning of the excerpt, we see a similar move. Clinton summarizes the
policies she has discussed by saying that she has “tried to be very specific about what we
can and should do” (3.8:1-2). While she uses an open general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014),
this time, her use of first-person singular does not create a hierarchical relationship between
herself and the audience (Grimshaw & Reijven, 2021). Clinton offers a suggestion for the
U.S.A. public to consider. Namely, Clinton requests U.S.A. citizens to support her plans as
she has presented what “we can and should do” (3.8:1-2). Rather than stating what she will
do (as she did before), she now leaves it up to the U.S.A. public. Thereby, Clinton reduces
the importance of her specific policies, as she simply summarizes her plans to “what we
can and should do” (3.8:1-2). Consequently, she redirects the focus to the general
commitment to improve the economy and presents the audience with the task to decide on
which candidate they want to provide a mandate. This prepares for the just discussed
commissive.

This excerpt is also in line with the findings in the previous subsection. The general
state of affairs which is predicated in the commissive is presumed by Clinton to only be

realized by her. The question posed by Holt in this segment of the debate was even “why
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are you a better choice than your opponent to create the kinds of jobs that will put more
money into the pockets of American workers?” Clinton has also been claiming that Trump
wants to return to “trickle-down economics,” which is “going back to what got is in trouble
in the first place” (3.8:5-6). Clinton also presents a conditional commitment. First, her use
of “I am determined” (3.8:2) implies that she can only realize results if she is granted a
context in which she can meaningfully influence social life. Second, it is presented in
conjunction with an appeal to the public.

The next excerpt illustrates in a different way the strengthened commitment of
candidates in the case of general proposals. This excerpt took place shortly after Gore
argued what was shown in excerpt 3.1. Bush reacts to Gore and claims that he alone will
realize military success.

3.9 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

()
oY)

The other day I was honored to be flanked by Colin
Powell and General Norman Schwartzkopf who stood by
my side and agreed with me. They said we can even
though we are the strongest military that if we
don’t do something quickly we don’t have a clear
vision of the military, if we don’t stop extending
our troops all around the world and nation building
missions, then we’re going to have a serious problem
coming down the road, and I'm going to prevent that.
I'm going to rebuild our military power. It’s one
of the major priorities of my administration.

R P WOWooJo Uld Wb
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This excerpt starts with the introduction of two authorities who support Bush’s plans (3.9:1-
3), just like discussed in the previous chapter (section 2.5). Bush uses their support (i.e.,
what they advise should happen) show that his plans are preferrable over Gore’s. The
excerpt ends with a pair of commissives, articulated through the use of a first-person

singular subject, simple future tense and an action (3.9:9-10). The predicated act is again
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done for the U.S.A. people while Bush is the sole actor, another use of an hierarchical
(Grimshaw & Reijven, 2021) open general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014).

Bush is “going to prevent” (3.9:9) that the U.S.A. is going to face “a serious problem
coming down the road” (3.9:8-9) regarding the military by “stop[ping to extend] our troops
all around the world” (3.9:6-7). He is also “going to rebuild our military power” (3.9:10).
These commissives Bush utters are general, as no specific act is predicated (“prevent that”
and “rebuild our military power,” 3.9:9-10). While Bush does explain what the result of his
presidency should be, he does not clarify how this is going to be accomplished. He does
not say what he will do to not have U.S.A. troops being all over the world or what he will
do to rebuild the U.S.A. military power. He talks about priorities (3.9:11) rather than
specific policies. In this way, however, Bush is expressing strong commitment to realizing
these outcomes: they are marked by him as “one of the major priorities of my
administration” (3.9:10-11).

This commissive shown in excerpt 3.9 is also a conditional proposal, even as this is
largely left implicit. Here, Bush criticizes Gore’s perspective and offers an alternative
(“even though,” 3.9:3-4). Bush believes that “a clear vision” (3.9:5-6) is needed to ensure
the U.S.A. military is successful. Without that, the U.S.A. is going to run into some
problems. Through these if-then statements and by critiquing Gore’s position, this
commitment of Bush is defined through this opposition between the candidates. Raising
the fact that this is a priority of Ais administration stands in contrast to a potential Gore
administration. Rebuilding the U.S.A. military is what will be done by him, and not by
Gore. The binary choice offered to the U.S.A. citizenry in a presidential race means that
the promise is conditional. Hence, Bush also makes this commissive conditional: this can

be done if not Gore, but Bush is elected.
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In the previous excerpt, we saw that Bush talked about “preventing” something from
happening and shared with the audience what he would not do. In line with the argument
so far, negative commitments are shared as strong commissives when they do not constrain
the speaker much. The following excerpt is another example thereof. McCain has been
criticizing Obama for being willing to attack Pakistan if they do not cooperate in the war
against terrorism. According to McCain, the military mission in the Middle-East cannot
succeed by just adding troops, but requires working with Pakistan.

3.10 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. JM So i1it’s not just the addition of troops that
matters. It’s a strategy that will succeed. And
Pakistan is a very important element in this. And

>I know how to work with them. And I guarantee you

>I would not publicly state that I’'m going to
attack them.

o U D w N

McCain suggests here that the U.S.A. cannot win the war against terrorism in the Middle
East just by the “addition of troops™ (3.10:1), but it requires a comprehensive “strategy”
(3.10:2), in which Pakistan is a “very important element” (3.10:3). Then, McCain advances
a strong commitment, as he “guarantee[s]” (3.10:4) the electorate that he “would not
publicly state that [he’s] going to attack them” (3.10:5-6). This commitment does not really
constrain him much, as it is only about “publicly stat[ing]” something, meaning he could
still do so in private and thus could still attack them. In sum, McCain does not say anything
about what he is going to do to win the war.

There are a number of strong commitments which are constraining the candidate if
elected. However, all of these commitments concern maintaining the status quo. Thus, as

maintaining the status quo does not require passing laws through congress, this constraint
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may be less problematic for a candidate to adopt. Next, I show an example of this as
advanced by Gore.
3.11 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. AG I think it [Social Security and Medicare] needs to
>be moved out of the budget and protected. I’1ll
>veto anything that takes money out of Social
Security or Medicare for anything other than

g b w N

Social Security or Medicare.

Gore constrains himself a lot by this commissive: he proclaims to “veto anything” (3.11:3).

Yet, the act of vetoing does not make the President dependent upon Congress. This is

something the President can fully control. Therefore, maintaining the status quo can be

uttered through a constraining commissive, as they only vow to protect the current system.

Other specific commitments are, however, uttered as part of weaker commissives.

As a first example, consider the next excerpt, where Obama is proposing to do something

specific. McCain has just criticized Obama’s plan to deal with Iraq, and Obama has

received the floor from moderator Jim Lehrer, to counter this criticism.

3.12 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. BO And we cannot separate Afghanistan from Iraqg,
because what our commanders have said is we don’t

>have the troops right now to deal with Afghanistan.

>So I would send two to three additional brigades
to Afghanistan.

g wbN -

Obama commits himself here to “send[ing] two to three additional brigades to Afghanistan”
(3.12:4-5). Obama uses here the modal verb “would” (3.12:4), which weakens his
commitment. The marker “so” can be used to draw an inference from a previous utterance
(Schiffrin, 1987), and this is what Obama is doing: given certain advice from “our
commanders” (3.12:2), Obama “would send two to three additional brigades” (3.12:4). This

use of “would” indicates tentativeness and uncertainty (Palmer, 2001), which results from
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being dependent upon the advice from “our commanders” (3.12:2). That is, Obama is less
strongly committed to executing this precise action, since if the advice changes, he can
change his position.

Just before Obama said what is shown in excerpt 3.12, McCain warned the U.S.A.
public against implementing Obama’s plans as they would be disastrous. Instead, McCain
wants to continue the current U.S.A. strategy in the Middle East, since it has worked. Thus,
in this turn, Obama articulates an action which is opposed to McCain: he wants to change
the foreign policy and send more troops to Afghanistan. Hence, Obama articulates what he
specifically wants to do in contrast to his opponent, in line with being an individual’s
proposal.

Just before the next excerpt, Obama listed his priorities, and claimed that “we’ve
got to deal with Pakistan™ without getting into any specifics. A little into his turn, following
Obama’s, McCain picks up on this issue, but takes on very specific negative commitments
(compared to excerpt 3.10, the commitments are more constraining). This excerpt shows
how candidates disagree on the predicated future action, and that the specific commissive
is also used to present an opposition which clearly juxtaposes the candidates, not in their
ability but in their plans for the country.

3.13 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

o
=

Now on this issue of aiding Pakistan if you’re going
to aim a gun at somebody, George Shultz, our great
secretary of state, told me once, you’d better be
prepared to pull the trigger. I'm not prepared at
this time to cut off aid to Pakistan. So I’m not
prepared to threaten it, as Senator Obama apparently
wants to do, as he has said that he would announce
military strikes into Pakistan. We’ve got to get
the support of the people of of Pakistan.

O O J oy Ul WN
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McCain commits himself here to two specific acts, being not “cut[ting] off aid to Pakistan”
nor “threaten it” (3.13:5-6). However, he does not say that using a typical commissive
formulation (first-person singular, future tense and action verb), as he only announces that
he is “not prepared” (3.13:4-6) to do so. Yet, the addressee can reasonably expect McCain
to suggest that he will indeed not do these things. First, McCain offers a contrast with
Obama, whose commissive he cites (“he would announce,” 3.13:7), suggesting he shares
his counterproposal. Second, “not being prepared” implies that the following action will
not be done. This inference is made explicit by McCain just before he declares this through
an if-then statement. Hence, McCain claims that he is not “going to aim a gun” (3.13:1-2,
using a modus tollens), as Obama is. This expression, however, ensures that McCain is not
as strongly committed as in the case discussed in the previous section, just like Obama in
excerpt 3.6. McCain does not commit to never “cut off aid to” or “threaten” Pakistan
(3.13:5-6). McCain leaves it open to become “prepared” to do so. This specific commissive
has a weakened commitment.

The action of this commissive is a point of disagreement between the candidates.
The predicated action is not agreed upon by the candidates that it should happen. In
addition, this action is juxtaposed to a commissive by the opponent, creating a direct
contrast between the candidates. McCain starts this segment with connecting his speech to
Obama’s, invoking a topic Obama has raised (3.13:1). McCain claims that Obama has the
opposite intention, as according to McCain, “Senator Obama apparently wants to” cut off
aid to Pakistan and threaten it (3.13:6). Here, McCain only justifies the fact that Obama
“apparently” plans on doing this, by referencing that Obama has previously “said that he
would announce military strikes into Pakistan™ (3.13:7-8). By this opposition, McCain

projects a disagreement between him and Obama regarding this commissive. Moreover,
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McCain predicates to act for the community. At the end of the segment, he references a
collective need (“we’ve got to get,” 3.13:8), suggesting that this is an outcome desired by
the U.S.A. citizenry and thus, he advises the electorate to go along with his plan. Hence,
again, the commissive is an individual proposal.

In the following excerpt, Clinton discusses her proposals in detail, and thereby
adopts a number of commitments if she would be elected President. We see the same
characteristics as above: she attempts to limit her potential responsibility. Specifically,
Clinton claims a psychological state in her discourse, which reduces her commitment. In
the following excerpt Clinton invokes her plans. After some discussion about NAFTA,
Clinton returns to talking about these plans.

3.14 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

1. HC They’ve [independent experts] looked at my plans
2. >and they’ve said, OK, if we can do this, and I
3. intend to get it done, we will have ten million
4, more new Jjobs, because we will be making
5. >investments where we can grow the economy.

(lines omitted)
6. Because what I have proposed would not
7. add a penny to the debt, and your plans would add
8. >five trillion dollars to the debt. What I have
9. >proposed would cut regulations and streamline
10. >them for small businesses. What I have proposed
11. would be paid for by raising taxes on the
12. wealthy, because they have made all the gains in
13. the economy. And I think it’s time that the
14. wealthy and corporations paid their fair share to
15. support this country.

In this segment, Clinton cites independent experts’ (“they,” 3.14:1) opinion on “[her] plans”
(3.14:1). When she invokes the phrase “I have proposed” (3.14:6-10), she refers to specific
ideas which have been written down and presented to these experts. Hence, Clinton
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recommits herself to plans she has advanced and mentioned throughout the debate, and she
commits to these plans having specific results, being more jobs (3.14:4), no new debt
(3.14:6-7), streamlined regulations (3.14:9-10) and raising taxes on the wealthy (3.14:11-
12). In addition, Clinton also mentions that with her plans, she will achieve the very specific
action of “making investments where we can grow the economy” (3.14:4-5).

Clinton also makes her commitment explicit by saying that she “intend[s] to get it
done” (3.14:2-3). Claiming that one has an intention is a weak commitment. Rather than
asserting that it will get done, she leaves open some space to maneuver and implement an
alternative course of action. Namely, she leaves open that there could be factors which
complicate matters (“if we can do this,” 3.14:2). Regarding her later proposals, Clinton also
uses the modal verb “would” (3.14:6-11) showing a lesser degree of commitment that these
results will actually be realized, but marks that these effects are predicted instead. She does
not fully commit to the specific plans which the experts have used to come to these
predictions.

This specific proposal of Clinton is embedded in a specific disagreement between
Clinton and Trump. Clinton makes an explicit comparison between the results from her
plans and Trump’s (3.14:7-8). This comparison suggests that Clinton and Trump have a
different set of plans, and thus commitments, and that these commitments are part of the
difference of opinion between them, as they claim the commitments can be compared.
Again, we are dealing with an individual’s proposal.

In sum, in this subsection, I have shown a second characteristic of commissives in
U.S.A. presidential debates. Generally, the strength and the scope of the commissive are
inversely correlated. Strong commissives often have an open-ended scope which does not

constrain the candidate much. Weak commissives often regard a specific idea, to which the
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candidate is not binding themselves completely. We also saw the characteristics from the
previous subsection recur in these cases: commissives are conditional upon the candidate
being elected and only commitments of the speaking candidates. They are thus best

described as an individual’s proposals.

3.5 Indirect Commissives by Invoking a Shared Obligation

A second way through which a speaker commits to a future course of action in U.S.A.
presidential debates is using the deontic modality without themselves as subject (instead,
they use a first-person plural). When the deontic modality is used like this, the speaker
suggests that a particular course of action is necessary, and not just for them, to pursue. In
this section, I discuss the use of strong deontic verbs like “have to” and “must” and some
slightly weaker ones, like “need,” “ought” and “should” (see Palmer, 2001). They state
what has to be done by someone. Candidates only indirectly commit themselves to this
predicated action, as whoever ends up being elected president, will be in a position to follow
through on these directives. Hence, would the speaker be elected, they become constrained
by their own claims. In addition, I also look at other phrases which indicate a shared
obligation or shared suggested course of action.

The deontic modality has been frequently studied with regards to political discourse.
Vukovic Stamatovic (2016) has claimed that the deontic modality is frequently used in
political (parliamentary) debates. It is also usually combined with a first-person plural in
order to minimize responsibility for the predicated action, while still remaining committed
oneself (Vukovic Stamatovic, 2016). By marking how the world should look like, the

speaker can distinguish themselves from their opponents (Chilton, 2004) and make their
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own political agenda seem necessary or desirable (Dunmire, 2005). As the deontic modality
is intertwined with conceptions of morality (Chilton, 2004), it is used to express one’s
vision to be pursued (Dunmire, 2005). Cheng (2016, 2019) has suggested that in
presidential debates in Taiwan, medium-strength modal verbs are most effective. This
leaves most space open for political discussion, while still using this modality effectively
as a persuasive resource to positively portray one’s own proposals.

In this section, however, I focus on an area of research which has been called
‘deontics’ by scholars in conversation analysis (e.g., Clifton et al., 2018; Rossi & Zinken,
2016; Stevanovic, 2011, 2015; Stevanovic & Perédkyléd, 2012; Stevanovic & Svennevig,
2015). The focus is on the construction of deontic authority and deontic relevance by the
speaker. By uttering a directive, a speaker claims deontic authority (Clifton et al., 2018;
Stevanovic & Perdkyld, 2012), which may be made explicit. The expressed deontic
authority is tied to the directive being advanced (Stevanovic, 2011). In this section, |
analyze general deontic statements, which through an open-general we reference a group
including both candidates. I present two characteristic dimensions of deontic utterances.
First, I discuss the connection between deontic statements to commissives. Second, I

discuss the connection between deontic authority and the strength of the deontic statement.

3.5.1 Deontic Utterances and Commissive Speech Acts in U.S.A. Presidential
Debates

The first characteristic of deontic utterances on U.S.A. presidential debates I discuss
pertains to their relationship to commissive speech acts. Deontic utterances express a

rationale for why a particular action it to be pursued: it can be suggested that a course of
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action is obligatory or necessary. Recurringly, candidates offer besides this deontic
utterance also their own commitment.

One of the discussions between Bush and Gore concerned education reform.
Criticizing Gore, Bush lists some of his concerns. After Gore has emphasized that more
money is needed to improve U.S.A. public education, Bush reacts as follows.

3.15 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. GB >Secondly, one of the things that we have to be
careful about in politics is throwing money at a
>system that has not yet been reformed. More money
>is needed and I spend more money, but step one 1is

to make sure we reform the system to have the
system in place that leaves no child behind.

oY U b W DN

Bush starts this criticism of Gore by claiming that “we have to be careful” (3.15:1-2) to not
throw “money at a system that has not yet been reformed” (3.15:2-3). Bush suggests that
spending money too early would be a waste of money. He uses the deontic modality (“have
to,” 3.15:1) to warn against doing this. This could suggest that Bush is against spending
more money. However, next, he explicitly states that “more money is needed” (3.15:3-4),
counteracting a potential implication of his earlier criticism towards Gore. Then, he
immediately makes explicit his commitment. Bush commits to “spend[ing] more money”
(3.15:4) as well. Last, he invokes a contrast (“but,” 3.15:4) clarifying his earlier warning:
the system first has to be reformed.

What can be observed is that the deontic utterance and the commissive work in
conjunction. Bush offers general statements of what has to and needs to happen (i.e., he
uses an open general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014)). Bush immediately accepts the associated
commitment that he has budgeted more money for education when he concluded that this

is needed. Next, through offering a contrast, he offers a qualification, stressing that this can
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only happen once “step one” (3.15:4) has been taken. His commitment is thus conditional
upon this first step. Consequently, Bush has offered a commitment in line with his first
deontic utterance, that he will be “careful” (3.15:2) spending money if he is elected
President.

The next excerpt also shows the adjacent explication of the commitment after
sharing a deontic utterance. Here, Obama draws a conclusion from the war in Iraq on what
the U.S.A. should have learned. He has been criticizing McCain for being highly supportive
of the war, and also presents a reason to criticize him.

3.16 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. BO >S50 I think the lesson to be drawn is that we should

>never hesitate to use military force, and I will
not, as president, in order to keep the American
people safe. But we have to use our military
wisely. And we did not use our military wisely in
Iraqg.

oY U b W DN

Obama asserts that “the lesson” (3.16:1) from Iraq is that “we should never hesitate to use
military force” (3.16:1-2). This deontic claim is, however, seemingly contradictory to his
position, as Obama has just been criticizing McCain for supporting the war in Iraq.
Consequently, Obama adds an explicit commissive that, indeed, he “will not, as president”
(3.16:2-3) “hesitate to use military force” (3.16:2). Then, like in the previous excerpt,
Obama presents a contrast (“but,” 3.16:4), in which he then explains the difference between
his position and McCain’s. Obama does agree on the principle that one should not hesitate
to use force, but always on the condition that the military is used “wisely” (3.16:5), which,
Obama claims, did not happen in Iraq.

There can be more of a distance between the deontic expressions and the

commissive uttered. In the following excerpt, Bush offers a number of utterances with the
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deontic modality and concludes with a commissive. The commissive is in line with the
previous deontic expressions, and shows again the coordination between these two types
of utterances.

3.17 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

@
oY)

That is going to be a big difference between my
opponent and me. I believe that I believe that the
judges ought not to take the place of the
legislating branch of government. That they’re
appointed for life and that they ought to look at
the Constitution as sacred. They they shouldn’t
misuse their bench. I don’t believe in liberal
activist judges. I believe in I believe in strict
constructionists. And those are the kind of judges
I will appoint.

= O 0 J o U W DN -
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We see that Bush starts off with stressing “a big difference between my opponent and me”
(3.17:1-2). Next, he stresses a couple of his beliefs (“I believe,” 3.17:2), using the deontic
modality to articulate what he considers to be an obligation. He uses this modality not in
its full strength, but stresses a normative principle from which people could deviate
(“ought,” 3.17:3-5; “shouldn’t,” 3.17:6). Bush presents very specific principles which
would guide the president in office. Towards the end of the excerpt, Bush clarifies again
that this is projected to be a difference of opinion between the candidates, saying “I don’t
believe in liberal activist judges. (...) I believe in strict constructionists” (3.17:7-9). Using
a negation here, he ascribes the position that he believes in liberal activist judges to his
opponent, Gore (see Roitman, 2015). Through using syntactic resonance, which refers to
syntactic parallelisms to accomplish stance taking (Du Bois, 2014), Bush puts his own
preference of appointing “strict constructionists” as opposing position to Gore’s. He ends

with a concrete commitment: “those are the kind of judges I will appoint” (3.17:9-10).
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At first, Bush leaves his commitment to this course of action implicit. He simply
reports on his beliefs (“believe,” 3.17:2) and what should happen rather than using a
stronger modal verb like “must.” Yet, it is clear that Bush ascribes to Gore that he prefers
justices who “misuse their bench” (3.17:7). He suggests that Gore wants to appoint “liberal
activist judges” (3.17:7-8). He presents these judges as not only political appointees, but as
people pursuing a political project (they are “liberal” and “activist”), and thus as people
who would “take the place of the legislating branch” (3.17:3-4). Bush then makes explicit
who he would appoint instead. His preferred type of judge is described as “strict.” This
suggests that they follow the laws and procedures as he believes they should. His
commitments are aligned with these convictions. Bush presents both his own and his
opponent’s position, clearly indicating that he believes that Gore’s position is unreasonable.

In the following excerpt, a similar situation is shown. Trump uses deontic
expressions to point to necessary actions as there is a pressing problem. He shows that this
is why his proposed plan is relevant. The two elements reinforce each other: a problem is a
call for action and a proposal has to be relevant.

3.18 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

1. DT >But we have to stop our jobs from being stolen from
2. >us. We have to stop our companies from leaving the
3. United States and, with it, firing all of their
4. people. All you have to do is take a look at Carrier
5. air conditioning in Indianapolis. They left fired
6. fourteen hundred people. They’re going to Mexico.
7. So many hundreds and hundreds of companies are

8. >doing this. We cannot let it happen. Under my plan,
9. I’'11 be reducing taxes tremendously, from thirty-
10. five percent to fifteen percent for companies,

11. small and big businesses. That’s going to be a job
12. creator like we haven’t seen since Ronald Reagan.
13. It’s going to be a beautiful thing to watch.

14. Companies will come. They will build. They will
15. expand. New companies will start.
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Trump advances the deontic claim that “we have to stop our jobs from being stolen from
us” (3.18:1-2) and “our companies from leaving” (3.18:2). Trump has a negative stance
towards this, as he talks about “stealing” and “firing,” both marking acts which are
undesirable. Trump then suggests that this problem which has to be dealt with is obvious
as “all you have to do is take a look at” (3.18:4) a concrete example: Carrier Air
Conditioning. They are, according to Trump, illustrative of the general tendency in the
U.S.A. (3.18:7-8).

Then, Trump states that “we cannot let it happen” (3.18:8). This is not an abilitive
modality, as what Trump describes can very realistically happen. It does happen, and it has
to stop. This utterance thus functions as another deontic expression, again claiming that we
have to do whatever we can to stop companies from leaving. Next, Trump introduces his
plan (“under my plan,” 3.18:8-9) and states that “[he]’ll be reducing taxes tremendously”
(3.18:9). Trump claims that this policy, when implemented, is “going to be a job creator”
(3.18:11-12) and that “companies will come (...) build (...) [and] expand” (3.18:14-15)
besides that “new companies will start” (3:18:15). His policy will accomplish exactly what
he earlier on claimed should happen: stop companies from leaving and stop our jobs from
being stolen.

In sum, deontic utterances have a close connection with commissives, and are often
mentioned in conjunction. These deontic statements imply a commitment by the speaker.
In the above excerpts, we observed that when needed, candidates make this explicit. In the
first two excerpts, when the candidate uttered a deontic statement which seemed to go
against their agenda, they made explicit their commitment to follow through. In the last two
excerpts, the speaker follows up with their commitment, showing that they can solve the

problem at hand. As I will show in the next section, the connection to commitments can be
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left implicit as well. Yet, within this context, candidates still commit themselves to a course
of action consistent with the deontic statement. This suggests candidates do not pick and
choose which deontic utterance they want to use to define their commitments, but that this

is by itself a form of adopting commitments.

3.5.2 Establishing Deontic Authority (or Not)

In order to effectively advance deontic utterances, candidates have to appropriately project
their deontic authority to do so. Looking at the relevant deontic authority used by
candidates, we can observe a difference between weaker forms of the deontic modality,
like ‘need,” ‘should’ and ‘ought’ (which all indicate that there is no absolute necessity), and
stronger forms, like ‘have to’ and ‘must’. In the latter case, a candidate projects why they
can make a strong deontic claim which suggests that there is no alternative at all, presuming
the opponent has no legitimate space to maneuver. In contrast, the weaker form inherently
leaves open some opportunity to voice an alternative course of action, and is used without
stressing one’s deontic authority.

I will first discuss cases with a weak deontic modality. Candidates do generally not
stress their deontic authority in these cases, and even emphasize that they are in
disagreement with their opponent. Hence, they show that apparently they cannot use a
deontic expression as strong as possible. There are two positions, and the candidate cannot
claim the deontic authority to claim their position more strongly, and thus have to leave it
up to the audience to determine whether they agree that something should or needs to

happen.
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In the case of weak deontic expressions, the candidates recurringly claim that there
is a disagreement. Candidates often present a normative judgment on the other’s proposed
course of action. The deontic expressions are then used as a form of criticism, as they
suggest that their opponent is wrong. Consider the following excerpt, where Obama
positions himself by sharing his opinion on what should happen, rather than explicitly
committing himself to a future course of action. In contrast to commissives, the weak
deontic utterances are used to criticize the opponent.

3.19 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

. BO Nobody talked about attacking Pakistan. Here’s what
I said. And if John wants to disagree with this, he
can let me know, that, if the United States has Al
Qaida, bin Laden, top-level lieutenants in our
sights, and Pakistan is unable or unwilling to act,

then we should take them out. Now, I think that’s
the right strategy; I think that’s the right policy.

~N o O b W N

After McCain accused him of wanting to attack Pakistan, Obama emphasizes that he did
not propose this (“nobody talked about,” 3.19:1) and revises what McCain has said to
introduce his actual position (“here’s what I said,” 3.19:1-2). Then, Obama shares his
opinion (“I think,” 3.19:6-7) on what should happen regarding Pakistan (“should,” 3.19:6;
“right,” 3.19:7). The action which is referenced at the end (“that’s,” 3.19:6; 3.19:7), which
Obama explicitly includes as his belief (3.19:6-7), is that “if the United States has Al Qaida,
bin Laden, top-level lieutenants in our sights, and Pakistan is unable or unwilling to act,
then we should take them out” (3.19:3-6).

Using “should” and “right,” he presumes a moral obligation to act in a certain way,
but these are weaker than “must” (Chilton, 2004). He presents an “if [...] then” (3.19:3-6)
statement. Obama leaves open the possibility of another course of action, when

circumstances change. In addition, Obama uses the phrase “I think™ (3.19:6-7) which is a
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weak epistemic modal expression, suggesting that something is possible rather than
necessary. This leaves open the possibility that Obama would amend his conviction. The
expressed obligation is thus weakened in various ways.

Obama presumes that McCain should share this position, as disagreement with
something that “should” happen would require to reject the presumed moral system.
However, Obama also presumes that McCain is likely not to. Obama expresses a potential
disagreement. He starts off with “if John wants to disagree with this” (3.19:2) and that
McCain should “let [him] know” (3.19:2-3) if he disagrees. Hence, Obama presumes that
either candidate should act upon this position — either candidate should act in this way, if
elected into office, but also recognizes that the other may have another position they are
advocating for. Obama presumes that this deontic rule cannot be fully imposed upon his
opponent.

By claiming that something “should” (3.19:6) happen and sharing what he believes
is “the right strategy [and] policy” (3.19:6-7), Obama projects what he believes the next
president has to do. Moreover, Obama formulates the action which he says is right as a
normative rule, an if-then statement utilizing the verb ‘should.’ It is implied that Obama
commits to acting in this way if elected president as not acting upon what you think is right
would be pragmatically inconsistent. The U.S.A. presidency is an influential social
position, whose holder can act upon many of those convictions. This is also reinforced
through the presented disagreement. If McCain is committed to not follow through in this
regard, given that Obama does hold these beliefs, it is reasonable to expect he will do so if
elected.

The use of sharing normative beliefs to criticize the other party is recurrent. It can

help make the case that the other candidate is doing something wrong, without having to
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position oneself as having deontic authority. In the following excerpt, Obama responds to
a proposal made by McCain, that politicians should be held more accountable. Obama
rephrases the proposal to a presumed normative principle, which he then uses to critique
McCain.

3.20 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

o
=

As president of the United States, people are going
>to be held accountable in my administration. And I
>promise you that will happen.

Do you have something directly to say Senator Obama,
to Senator McCain about what he just said?

Well, I think Senator McCain’s absolutely right
>that we need more responsibility, but we need it

not just when there’s a crisis. I mean, we’ve had

O J o U W N
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9. years 1in which the reigning economic ideology has
10. been what’s good for Wall Street, but not what’s
11. good for Main Street. And there are folks out

12. there who’ve been struggling before this crisis
13. >took place. And that’s why it’s so important, as
14. we solve this short-term problem, that we look at
15. some of the underlying issues that have led to
16. wages and incomes for ordinary Americans to go
17. down, the th- the a health care system that is
18. broken, energy policies that are not working,

19. because, eh ten days ago, John said that the

20. fundamentals of the economy are sound.

McCain ends his turn at talk by explicitly committing himself to something if elected
president. He wants “people (...) to be held accountable” (3.20:1-2), which he promises
“will happen” (3.20:3). The moderator, Jim Lehrer, then invites Obama to comment on
what McCain just said (3.20:4-5). Obama responds that “Senator McCain’s absolutely
right” (3.20:6), but that this should be a general rule beyond these times of crisis (as this
debate took place during the 2008 Financial Crisis). Obama uses the deontic modality to
express which course of action should be followed. Obama uses “we need” (3.20:7), which

indicates necessity of this course of action. While Obama and McCain support the same
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normative principle that politicians should be responsible and be held responsible, Obama
accuses McCain of not having done that himself. Obama changes the meaning of the right
course of action by means of dissociation (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1973): he
distinguishes between McCain’s interpretation and his own of a culture of “responsibility.”
Thus, Obama presumes a disagreement (“but,” 3.20:7) between himself and McCain.

Next, Obama explains that Republicans (as they were in power for the 8§ years
leading up to this debate) acted based on an economic ideology focused on “what’s good
for Wall Street” (3.20:10) rather than “Main Street” (3.20:11), referring to normal U.S.A.
citizens. And Obama notes that already before the financial crisis came up, “folks” have
been struggling (3.20:11-12). Here, Obama shows the opposition between himself and
McCain and shows why McCain is not living up to the agreed upon normative rule. He
explicitly presents what McCain has supported in juxtaposition with his own priority.
Obama shows why McCain should be expected to disagree with his position. Yet, being
about different ideologies, and thus different perspectives on the matter, Obama leaves
open what the final judgment should be and uses a weaker modal verb (“need”) rather than
one of the strongest ones (“must” or “have to”).

Then, Obama presents his ideas regarding a specific course of action which is
needed: “look at some of the underlying issues” (3.20:14-15). He uses the adjective
“important” (3.20:13) to express that this future action is desirable. Stressing that
something is important is a weaker form of the deontic modality (Van Linden & Verstraete,
2011), as it does not suggest that a course of action is necessary, as would be suggested by
using “have to” or “must.” Instead, like “should” and “ought,” calling this course of action

important implies that one may not follow suit.
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The deontic expressions are thus directed towards accusing McCain for his position,
rather than making explicit Obama’s own agenda, and show that McCain’s course of action
is not just different from Obama’s but the wrong one to choose. As Obama reacts to an
explicit commitment by McCain (3.20:2-3), and creates an opposition between what
McCain presumes should happen and what Obama presumes should happen, Obama
implies that he will enact this better course of action. However, he leaves the exact
commitment implicit, using the deontic expression mostly to criticize McCain’s
commitment.

Regarding deontic expressions, there are a number of ways candidates advance
strong ones. Candidates can stress that they have relevant knowledge to make the deontic
claim. Then, candidates can also advance such utterances without presenting an explicit
disagreement with their opponent. A strong deontic utterance is recurringly not placed in a
co-text of disagreement. The candidate uses it to focus on their own agenda, and mark the
urgency.

3.21 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

s
@]

The central question in this election is really what
kind of country we want to be and what kind of
future we’ll build together. Today is my
granddaughter’s second birthday, so I think about
this a lot. First, we have to build an economy that
works for everyone, not just those at the top. That
means we need new Jjobs, good jobs, with rising
incomes.

O J oy U b WD

Starting her argument in response to moderator Holt’s question on how she plans to put
more money in the pockets of American workers, Clinton shares her vision for the future
of the country. She projects a general principle which bases her political agenda she is about

to present to the audience: “we have to build an economy [that works] for everyone”
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(3.21:5-6). Here, she uses the strong modal verb “have to.” Her choice of a strong modality
is reinforced by other linguistic choices. She raises that she is going to address what she
sees as “the central question in this election” (3.21:1), which also indicates the urgency of
dealing with this matter. In addition, she stresses that she “think[s] about this a lot” (3.21:4-
5), further reiterating the importance of these ideas. Next, Clinton presents the audience
with some detail on what this means (“that means,” 3.21:6-7). As President, she hopes to
provide people in the U.S.A. with “new jobs, good jobs, with rising incomes” (3.21:7-8),
stressed with another (albeit weaker) deontic modal verb, “need” (3.21:7), invoking the
necessity of her proposed course of action, similar to the previously discussed cases that
disagreement (i.e., about policies) is often marked in this way. The relevance of her
proposals is emphasized through the earlier strong modality. The strong modality
accomplished a shift in focus towards her policies.

The obligation presented is based on being able to realize what people want. Clinton
uses an open-general we (Dori-Hacohen, 2014) to invoke the wants and desires of the
people who constitute the “country” (3.21:2-3) together with her. And this desired, future
country is “built together” (3.21:3). As she also stresses that this concerns the central
question in the election, this shows that here, she builds her argument on some sort of
democratic necessity: what people want has to be executed and everyone has to benefit
from the system. She presents her deontic authority concerning why she believes she has
the right to do so: she “think[s] about this a lot” (3.21:4-5). She has spent time to figure out
what has to happen and shares that with deontic strength.

Candidates can also combine establishing their relevant deontic authority and

pointing to the lack of authority of their opponent. This strategy also makes it relevant for
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a candidate to express what has to happen without weakening the deontic force. Consider
how McCain does that in the following excerpt.

3.22 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

o
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Now the new president of Pakistan, Kardari, has got
his hands full. And this area on the border is e
not been governed since the days of Alexander the
Great. I’'ve been to Waziristan. I can see how tough
that terrain is. It’s ruled by a handful of tribes.
And yes Senator Obama calls for more troops but what
he doesn’t understand it’s got to be a new strategy,
the same strategy that he condemned in Irag. It’s
going to have to be employed in Afghanistan. And
we’re going to have to help the Pakistanis go into
these areas and obtain the allegiance of the people.

P P ©OOooJoy 0w
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The discussion between McCain and Obama concerns whether the U.S.A. should increase
pressure on Pakistan to help deal with Al Qaida in Afghanistan. McCain describes the
current situation in Pakistan (3.22:1-4), and stresses that Pakistan has many issues to deal
with and cannot just do whatever the U.S.A. asks from them. He follows up with
mentioning that he has “been to Waziristan” (3.22:4), and that this area is difficult to rule
and thus that Pakistan cannot instantaneously solve the problems which that region gives
to the U.S.A. military actions in Afghanistan.

McCain positions himself as a person relevant to talk about this matter and
recommend a course of action. He claims that he himself has been to Waziristan, the region
he claims is troubled (3.22:4-5). Next, he reacts to Obama’s proposal to get “more troops”
(3.22:6) to Afghanistan to solve the problems there. McCain disagrees with this, as he
believes the same strategy as was employed in Iraq should be employed, and that given the
situation in this neighboring region simply sending more troops is not going to work.
McCain stresses what has to happen with a strong deontic modality. He claims that “it’s

got to be a new strategy” (3.22:7) and that the strategy used in Iraq “[has] to be employed
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in Afghanistan” (3.22:9) and that the U.S.A. “has to help the Pakistanis” (3.22:10) to
control Waziristan. In addition to having presented his own relevant authority regarding
this issue, he also stresses that Obama has a lack of authority to speak on this issue, as this
is something Obama “doesn’t understand” (3.22:7). Hence, a strategy to enhance relevant
deontic authority is to posit oneself as a relevant one, while positioning the opponent as
someone without any relevant knowledge to make a call. As discussed in the previous
chapter, a candidate can present their ethos to get their input accepted. This holds for both
evidence as for deontic claims.

This suggests that candidates can use their ethos — and construct their ethos — to be
able to make stronger deontic claims. A second way in which candidates can pursue strong
deontic claims is by presenting their perspective as obvious or generally agreed upon. Next,
we can see how Gore stresses the importance of a particular issue and then uses a strong
deontic modality to stress the urgency to act.

3.23 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. AG We’re in an information age when learning is more
important than ever. Ninety percent of our kids go
to public schools. We have to make it the number
one priority. Modernize our schools, reduce the
class size, recruit new teachers, give every child
a chance to learn with one-on-one time in a
quality— high-quality, safe school.

~N o 0w N

Gore explains that the topic of learning is very important. He claims that in the current age,
“learning is more important than ever” (3.23:1-2) and adds that “ninety percent of our kids
go to public schools” (3.23:2-3). Then, he makes a strong deontic claim: “we have to make
it the number one priority,” and lists a number of general, desirable outcomes (3.23:4-7).

Hence, the strong modality is used for a course of action which may seem rather obvious.
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The topic is highly important, it affects many U.S.A. citizens, and the course of action is
formulated in a very general way. Gore can presume an absence of disagreement.

In the next excerpt, we see Gore using a strong deontic modality. In a response to a
question asking about the difference between the candidates regarding oil policies, Gore
brings in his beliefs to critique Bush’s proposal of opening up national parks for oil
production. Gore presents two major differences, at first, when fleshing out the difference
of opinion, he uses weaker modal verbs about specific ideas. Then, when turning towards
his agenda, he uses a strong modal verb and a general description of his plans.

3.24 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)
1. JL How would you contrast your approach to preventing

2. future future oil price and supply problems like
3. we have now to the approach of Governor Bush?

(lines omitted)

4. AG Now, another big difference is Governor Bush is

5. proposing to open up our some of our most precious
6. environmental treasures, like the Arctic National
7. Wildlife Refuge to the big o0il companies to go in
8. and start producing oil there. I think that is the
9. wrong choice. It would only give us a few months’
10. worth of oil and the oil wouldn’t start flowing
11. for many years into the future. I don’t think it’s
12. a fair price to pay to destroy precious parts of
13. America’s environment. We have to bet on the

14. future and move beyond the current technologies to
15. have a whole new generation of more efficient,

16. cleaner, energy technologies.

Lehrer, the moderator, explicitly asks them to “contrast [their] approach™ (3.24:1). Gore
explains why he disagrees with Bush. Specifically, he “think[s that] that [Bush’s proposal]
is the wrong choice” (3.24:8-9) and that it is not “a fair price to pay” (3.24:11-12), both

phrases stressing that the act talked about is bad (“wrong” and “not fair”). The fact that
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these opinions are raised in response to Bush’s policy shows that this is an attempt to reject
and disqualify Bush’s proposals. The use of “wrong choice” and “not fair” invoke morality,
marking the course of action as a weak obligation. Gore leaves his precise commitment
ambiguous, centering this move as an attack on Bush. Yet, thereby, Gore commits himself
to not doing what Bush plans to do.

Next, Gore describes more precisely what commitments he is actually willing to
adopt. He claims that “we have to bet on the future” (3.24:13), using the strong modal verb
“have to.” His plans do not get more specific than having to “move beyond the current
technologies” (3.24:14), which does not clarify what Gore would specifically commit
himself to. He is also not claiming that this transition should be towards renewable and
sustainable energy sources. He simply calls for energy technologies which are more
efficient and cleaner, which is something that is not too constraining on his opponent either.

Overall, the strong deontic modality is used by candidates to shift orientation
towards their own priorities. The general commitment in the previous excerpt, tied with
strong deontic modality, is used by Gore to signal a change in orientation to talk about his
own plans for the country, rather than to criticize Bush. The criticism was done through
employing the weak deontic modality. The disagreement moves to the background, as both
candidates would agree that “we have to bet on the future.” Thus, the two strengths of the
deontic modality (should vs. have to) differ in function during presidential debates. The
stronger of the two is used to focus on the candidate’s agenda, whereas the weaker one is
used to advance criticism and mark the disagreement between the two candidates.

In the next excerpt, we see another example of invoking an obligation to switch to
emphasizing one’s proposals. This time, Obama also adds a weak epistemic expression (“I

think”). Hereby, Obama points to the fact that his strong deontic expression is his personal
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perspective. Yet, it is tied to being opposite to an ideology which is shown by Obama to be
problematic. His position is thus presumed to be reasonable enough to be expressed through
a strong modality, but McCain explicitly still adheres to this policy. Hence, there is a
disagreement which Obama has to recognize. Yet, as we can see, Obama does not want to
criticize his opponent’s position, but primarily pursues his own agenda, in line with the
previous excerpts.

3.25 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

vy)
O

Now, we also have to recognize that this is a final
verdict on eight years of failed economic policies
promoted by George Bush supported by Senator McCain,
a theory that basically says that we can shred
regulations and consumer protections and give more
and more to the most, and somehow prosperity will
trickle down. It hasn’t worked. And I think that
the fundamentals of the economy have to be measured
9. by whether or not the middle class is getting a fair
10. shake. That’s why I'm running for president, and
11. that’s what I hope we’re going to be talking about
12. tonight.

O Jo Ul Wb

Obama argues that policies “supported by Senator McCain” (3.25:3) have “failed” (3.25:2)
and received through the 2008 Financial Crisis “a final verdict” (3.25:1-2), concluding “it
hasn’t worked” (3.25:7). Here, Obama claims that these policies should not be
implemented, and thus projects a weak obligation to do so. However, he still recognizes
that McCain and many of his fellow Republicans may want to do so.

Next, Obama shifts towards talking about his ideas. He suggests a general principle
to evaluate policy (“have to be measured,” 3.25:8). This is presented as an obligation, as a
strong deontic modality (“have to”) is used in a sentence with a passive construction. Thus,
implied is that politicians need to act accordingly. The governing principles of economic

life as established through policy have to be assessed based on whether the middle class is
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treated fairly. For Obama, this is so fundamental and important, it is the reason (“that’s
why,” 3.25:10) why he is running. Therefore, it is what he hopes to “[talk] about tonight”
(3.25:11-12), and thus, he acknowledges that this is a fundamental underlying principle for
all of his talk. This shows that Obama has changed his orientation from criticizing his
opponent to talking about his own agenda. And thus, this also suggests that he is strongly
committed to realizing the implicated future actions. Presumed is some disagreement, as
Obama stresses this within the context of McCain not planning to do so, and thus, an
epistemic weakening of the position is warranted and indeed used (“I think,” 3.25:7).

In the next excerpt, Gore switches between different modalities. This enables us to
study the interaction between different uses of modal words. We can observe the use of a
strong deontic modality linked to the speaker’s agenda, while the weak epistemic
expression “I think” recognizing a disagreement, and the use of weaker deontic expressions
to explicitly focus on a disagreement between the candidates.

3.26 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

1. AG Almost half of all the tax cut benefits as I said
2. under Governor Bush’s plan go to the wealthiest one
3. percent. I think we have to make the right and

4. responsible choices. I think we have to invest in
5. education, protecting the environment, health care,
6. A prescription drug benefit that goes to all seniors
7. not just to the poor, under Medicare not relying on
8. HMOs and insurance companies. I think that we have
9. to help parents and strengthen families by dealing
10. with the kind of inappropriate entertainment

11. material that families are just heart sick that
12. their children are exposed to. I think we have got
13. to have welfare reform taken to the next stage. I
14. think that we have got to balance the budget every
15. single year, pay down the national debt and, in
l6. fact, under my proposal the national debt will be
17. completely eliminated by the year twenty-twelve. I
18. think we need to put Medicare and Social Security
19. in a lockbox. The governor will not put Medicare in
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20. a lockbox. I don’t think it should be used as a

21. piggy bank for other programs. I think it needs to
22. be moved out of the budget and protected. I’1ll veto
23. anything that takes money out of Social Security or
24. Medicare for anything other than Social Security or
25. Medicare.

This excerpt starts with Gore raising that Bush plans to give “tax cuts benefits” “to the
wealthiest one percent” (3.26:1-2) and thus construing a difference of opinion. According
to Gore, handing out money to the wealthy is wrong. He also reiterates that perspective
here by saying that he “think[s] we have to make the right and responsible choices” (3.26:3-
4). He implies that Bush is not planning to do so. Here, Gore uses a strong modal verb
(“have to”) and positive concepts (“right and responsible”). Hence, Gore stresses some
general positive element he wants to accomplish, and uses a strong deontic verb to
communicate this. The use of “I think™ connects this utterance to the disagreement with
Bush which he referenced before: this is his perspective, and contrasts with what Bush
believes.

Through syntactic resonance (Du Bois, 2014), Gore shows what he thinks the “right
and responsible choices” are. Each time, he reiterates “I think that we have to” (3.26:4;
3.26:8). In both cases, Gore talks raises unspecified actions (like “invest in,” 3.26:4, and
“help parents,” 3.26:8-9), as each action does not point to a specific course of action. Next,
he uses “I think we have got to” (3.26:12-14), which is a similar expression, and which is
also connected to general actions (“taking to the next stage,” 3.26:13) or outcomes
(“balance the budget,” 3.26:14). Gore does not specify what he would exactly do to
accomplish all of this. Instead, next, he refers to his proposal. In line with the discussion in
the previous chapter, he uses the marker “in fact” to announce that he provides evidence:

his “proposal” (3.26:16) offers more detailed insight.
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At the end of the excerpt, Gore first uses the modal expression “we need” (3.26:18),
again connected to a general description of what has to happen: “put Medicare and Social
Security in a lockbox™ (3.26:18-19). This metaphorical expression leaves it open as to how
Gore exactly plans to accomplish this. Then, Gore introduces that Bush does not commit
to this, and uses a weaker deontic modality (“should,” 3.26:20) to state that what Bush
plans to do, use Medicare and Social Security “as a piggy bank™ (3.26:20-21), is wrong.
Then, Gore again uses another weaker instance of the deontic modality (“it needs,” 3.26:21)
to talk about what he wants to do in contrast to Bush, without raising a specific course of
action: that money has to be “moved out of the budget and protected” (3.26:22). He does
not yet clarify what the right course of action is. Next, he uses an explicit commissive to
do so: Gore commits to “veto” (3.26:22) anything that would take money out of these
programs.

In sum, in this section I have shown some characteristics of deontic utterances in
the context of U.S.A. presidential debates. First, I showed that deontic expressions are used
in conjunction with commissives. When candidates are not expected to follow up on a
deontic expression, this commitment was made explicit. This suggests that a deontic
expression is tightly connected to a commitment if one is elected president. Second, there
is a difference in use between weaker forms of the deontic modality (should, ought, need)
and stronger ones (have to, must). The weaker forms focus on the disagreement at hand.
The stronger forms are used to redirect the discussion towards the agenda of the speaker.
In the weaker case, a candidate does not need to project their deontic authority, as they do
not impose a course of action onto their opponent. In the case of strong deontic expressions,
this is needed. Candidates can explain that they have relevant ethos or that their proposed

course of action is obvious or uncontroversial. Alternatively, they can indicate their
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subjective position and add a weak epistemic marker like “I think” to their utterance to

provide a space for their opponent to have their position.

3.6 Conclusion: Campaign pledges in Presidential Debates

These analyses enable us now to draw some conclusions about how presidential candidates
commit themselves to future actions if elected president. I have studied two basic
constructions recurringly used: commissives (I + future tense + action verb, and their
preconditions) and inclusive deontic utterances (we + deontic modality). [ have shown that
they are employed to define the disagreement at hand and carefully position the speaking
candidate.

The commissive utterances are best described as individual proposals. The
candidate only presumes themselves as the actor, and advances the commissive as being
conditional on approval from the electorate. The strength and the scope of this type of
utterances also varies. When the commitment expressed is stronger, candidates broaden the
content of their commissive, which reduces their future accountability. When the content
is specific, candidates reduce their expressed commitment. Thus, in the case of
commissives, candidates manage the responsibility they assume by making their
commitments conditional upon being elected and only making strong commitments if the
content of that commitment is not too constraining.

Deontic expressions are closely connected to commissive utterances. They often
occur in conjunction with each other. They are, for example, both made explicit if the
inference from deontic rule to commitment is potentially unclear. This shows that these two

types are closely related and that a commitment to a deontic rule implies a commitment to
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a future action if elected president. The strength of the deontic utterance varied based on
its interactional function. A weaker deontic utterance is presented without the speaker’s
advancing their deontic authority, but instead, by raising a disagreement with the opponent.
Hence, the deontic utterance is used to criticize the opponent. In contrast, a strong deontic
utterance is used to focus on the candidate’s position. Recurringly, a speaker asserts their
deontic authority or that their deontic rule is reasonable. There is no focus on a
disagreement with their opponent. If they cannot project their deontic authority, candidates
can add a weak epistemic phrase, like “I think,” to their utterance.

Overall, we can conclude that through their linguistic choices, candidates can
manage their commitments. The presentation of their explicit commissives is adapted to
minimize being constrained. The presentation of deontic expressions is managed such that
disagreement is accounted for. When candidates present their plans and commit to them,
they also project whether their plans are part of a difference of opinion or whether it is

simply the one right course of action. For a summary of these findings, see table 3.2.

Co-text Strength
Commissive utterances Conditional, require | Stronger proposals have a
support by the electorate. broader scope; weaker
proposals have a narrower
scope.
Deontic utterances Tied to the candidate’s | Stronger  modality s
commissive position. supported by explicated
deontic authority. Weaker
modality is shown to be part
of a difference of opinion.

Table 3.2: overview of findings.
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CHAPTER 4:
“SO I KNOW HOW TO DO THIS.”

THE ARGUMENTATIVE PATTERN OF PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES

4.1 Introduction

Research in language and social interaction has focused on interactions as larger structures.
In conversation analysis, institutional interactions have been shown to have a unique overall
structural organization which is formed by the institutional context (Heritage, 2005). Yet,
talk is not only structured in terms of turns and topic. In recent years, pragma-dialecticians
(van Eemeren, 2017) have started to investigate how argumentative structures are tied to
their institutionalized context. These patterns are referred to as prototypical argumentative
patterns. Elucidating the prototypical argumentative pattern enables the study of how
candidates attempt to persuade their audience given the institutional constraints and
expectations. It shows how the disagreement is pursued and created within a particular
context.

Ever since the first presidential debates in 1960, scholars have argued whether
presidential debates are truly a form of debating, as I described in section 1.4. At first,
scholars suggested that presidential debates are not debates, but ought to be developed into
a practice of debating following the U.S.A. debate tradition. Starting in the 1980s, research
suggested that there are good reasons to call presidential debates ‘debates’, even though
they do not strictly conform to a traditional debate format. For example, there is a lot of
clash between the candidates who debate each other (Carlin et al., 2001), and candidates
attack each other and defend themselves against their opponent’s attacks (Benoit & Wells,

1996). It has also been shown that claims are routinely defended by reasons (Neagu, 2015;
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Rowland, 2013) and through different types of strategies (Budzynska-Daca & Botwina,
2015; Hinton & Budzynska-Daca, 2019). However, while disagreement is shown to be a
key feature of U.S.A. presidential debates and argumentation is shown to be recurringly
used to convince the audience of one’s bid for the presidency, research has not studied in
detail how these reasons used in this argumentative discourse fit together into a larger
argumentative structure (however, Budzynska-Daca & Botwina, 2015, have identified a
very general structure of running from pathos through logos to ethos). In this chapter, I
elucidate this prototypical argumentative structure in U.S.A. presidential debates and
thereby contribute to understanding of how the institutionalization of this communicative

activity type affects the discourse produced in it.

4.2 The Pragma-Dialectical Theory of Argumentation

To study the structure of argumentative discourse on U.S.A. presidential debates, I employ
the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation (Van Eemeren, 2010; Van Eemeren &
Grootendorst, 1984, 1992, 2004) as a theoretical framework. Based in the tradition of
speech act theory, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984) have conceptualized
argumentation as a speech act complex. The speech act of argumentation always consists
of multiple utterances. It is thus a speech act on a higher, the textual, level which was not
recognized in traditional speech act theory as devised by Searle (1969). A complex speech
act is a discursive structure which brings together various utterances into a unified, coherent
structure. Specifically regarding argumentation, Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984)
claim that it is a constellation of utterances which collectively stand in a justificatory

relationship towards another utterance, the standpoint.
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The pragma-dialectical framework is built upon four metatheoretical principles
(Van Eemeren, 2010; Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). First, it takes a functional
perspective upon argumentation, as argumentation is seen as a purposeful activity. Rather
than seeing it as a set of premises in support of a conclusion, it is seen as an attempt to
manage a specific disagreement within a specific context with specific participants. Second,
the theory also prescribes a social perspective. Rather than focusing on reasoning, which is
an individual’s thought process, argumentation is seen as an attempt to convince one’s
interlocutor, and is thus inherently social. There is always a protagonist defending their
standpoint and an antagonist who accepts that same position or not. Third, the theory
focuses on externalized commitments, rather than attitudes, thoughts and beliefs. Only
through externalized commitments, a disagreement can become resolved for the
participants in the interaction. Fourth, Van Eemeren (2010) calls upon the dialectification
of discourse, which he characterizes as a difference with, for example, conversation
analysis. Inherent to understanding argumentative discourse is to understand how it ought
to occur, such that critical reactions by the antagonist towards the argumentation of the
protagonist can be integrated into the analysis.

Thus, argumentation is conceptualized a discursive structure used to manage
disagreement with someone else, where both parties commit themselves to various
premises through the course of the argumentative interaction to accomplish a rational
resolution of the difference of opinion in a reasonable way (Van Eemeren et al., 1993). In
reaction to or in anticipation of critical responses of the antagonist to their position, the
protagonist offers further argumentation until the antagonist has no further objections (Van
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). This process of argumentation starts when the protagonist

presents a claim which is not accepted by the antagonist, but can continue if the reasons
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offered to defend this claim are also not accepted, and thus themselves needing further
justification. This continues until the interaction reaches the so-called starting points of the
participants (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004)
have used these insights into argumentation to formulate an ideal model of a critical
discussion, which specifies the steps discussants have to go through and thereby shows the
communicative moves which are productive to “[resolve] a difference of opinion” (p. 57).

Generally, the process of argumentation does not run as neatly as conceptualized
within the theory (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). That is why it is referred to as an
ideal model. The protagonist may leave argumentative connections implicit, and they can
anticipate criticisms by the antagonist and extend their argumentation without having faced
any explicit objection. The ideal model is developed as a heuristic and analytical tool which
helps to identify all communicative moves which are contributing to resolving a difference
of opinion (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). To analyze argumentation, pragma-
dialecticians reconstruct the actual discourse in terms of the ideal model and perform a
number of dialectical transformations (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004): deletion,
addition, permutation and substitution. Deletion means that in a reconstruction of the
discourse, all elements not relevant to resolving a difference of opinion are left out.
Addition means that elements that have remained implicit are made explicit. The
transformation of permutation means that the order of the elements is changed based on
each element’s functional role in the discussion. Substitution means that elements are
reformulated to present the precise premise which is used by the protagonist (see Van
Eemeren, 2010, p. 14).

These transformations result in an argumentative reconstruction of the discourse.

The analyst has to identify the standpoint of the protagonist, the premises which have been
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advanced to support it, and how these elements are connected to realize this defense of the
standpoint. According to Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992), argumentation can be
multiple (i.e., reasons provide independently support for the standpoint, marked with
different numbers like 1.1 and 1.2), coordinative (i.e., the reasons only provide support for
the standpoint if taken together, marked with the same numbers but different letters like
I.1a and 1.1b) and subordinative (i.e., the standpoint is defended by a premise, which is
then defended by another premise, marked by an additional number like 1.1 and 1.1.1).
Often left implicit in argumentation is the justificatory force (or logical connection)
of the argument made. Whenever a protagonist presents a reason for a particular standpoint,
a premise is left unexpressed: if the reason is true, then the standpoint follows (Van
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992). For example, if a candidate claims that one should vote
for them (standpoint) because they lower taxes (premise), the implicit logical connection
the protagonist is committed to is ‘if I lower taxes, then you should vote for me.” Rather
than presenting this logical minimum, the analyst has to identify the pragmatic optimum
(Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992). In this case, that would be ‘you should vote for the
candidate who lowers your taxes.” In the reconstruction, this justificatory force is shown
with an apostrophe (e.g., 1.1’). In addition, if an element is left implicit, in the
reconstruction, this element is shown between brackets. In figure 4.1, the reconstruction for
each of these structures of argumentation is shown, including the justificatory force (which

is shown as being left implicit — that is, put between brackets).
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Multiple argumentation
Standpoint, because Reason 1, and Standpoint, because Reason 2

1. Standpoint You should vote for me
1.1 Reason 1 because: I lower taxes
(1.1’ If Reason 1, then Standpoint) you should vote for the candidate
who lowers taxes
1.2 Reason 2 because: I improve public education
(1.2’ If Reason 2, then Standpoint) you should vote for the candidate

who improves public education

Coordinative argumentation
Standpoint, because Reason 1 and Reason 2

1. Standpoint You should vote for me
1.1a Reason 1 because: I raise taxes on the rich
1.1b Reason 2 and: the rich should pay more taxes

(1.1a-b’ If Reason 1 and 2, then Standpoint)you should vote for the candidate
who does what should happen.

Subordinative argumentation
Standpoint, because Reason 1, and Reason 1 because Reason 2

1. Standpoint You should vote for me
1.1 Reason 1 because: I lower taxes
(1.1’ If Reason 1 then Standpoint) You should vote for the candidate
who lowers taxes
1.1.1 Reason 2 because: there is a budget surplus
(1.1.1° If Reason 2, then Reason 1) I lower taxes when that is possible

Table 4.1. Overview of different argumentation structures

The inferences from a reason to a standpoint are either justified by applying logical
reasoning or by employing an argument scheme (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992).
Argument schemes are defined by the justificatory force which connects the premise to the
conclusion (Van Eemeren & Kruiger, 2015). According to Van Eemeren and Kruiger
(2015), all argument schemes can be reduced to three basic types: symptomatic, analogy
and causal argumentation. The justificatory force of an argument can be reduced to ‘X is
symptomatic of Y,” ‘X is analogous to Y, or ‘X causes Y’ (Van Eemeren & Kruiger, 2015).
All specific argument schemes are variations on one of these types: as a scheme utilizes

more specific reasons, the justificatory force can be formulated more narrowly.
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As I explained above, the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation is based on
the ideal model of a critical discussion, which conceptualizes argumentation as an exchange
between a protagonist and an antagonist. As each premise can be criticized as unacceptable
and the scheme as a whole as irrelevant to support the conclusion, subtypes of the three
main types of argument schemes can be identified not only by their unique set of premises,
but also a unique set of critical questions, which correspond to the reasons and the
justificatory force. This means that by looking at how the protagonist provides support for
their standpoint, as they respond to anticipated or actual critical questions by the antagonist,
the argument scheme used can be reconstructed. If this argument scheme is typical for the
context in which the argumentation takes place, this argument scheme enables to specify
the prototypical argumentative pattern of that context (van Eemeren, 2017). In this chapter,
I show the prototypical argumentative pattern for U.S.A. presidential debates by analyzing
which critical questions are recurringly implicitly answered by the candidates and thereby,

I determine which argument scheme is recurringly used.

4.3 Methodology

In U.S.A. presidential debates, the standpoint the candidates defend is “you should vote for
me” (Budzynska-Daca & Botwina, 2015; Neagu, 2015). The candidates are trying to
convince the electorate to cast their vote for them to become elected president. This
standpoint is a request — it is a call for action. According to Wagemans (2020), within the
terminology of theorizing about argument schemes, this is a statement of policy. Such
statements are defined as “a directive statement that expresses an advice, an incitement, or

an imperative” (Wagemans, 2020, p. 11). The candidate aims at convincing the audience
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to do something. These directive standpoints are defended by campaign pledges, which
were discussed in chapter 3. With these pledges, candidates inform the audience about what
they plan to do if elected president. These pledges are a statement of fact. Wagemans (2020)
describes this type of statement as “a description of a particular state of affairs that is or can
be empirically observed in reality or that is or can be imagined to exist” (p. 11). The
inference from a statement of fact to a statement of policy is typical for pragmatic
argumentation (Wagemans, 2016).

Within the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation, pragmatic argumentation is
generally seen as a subtype of causal argumentation (Hitchcock & Wagemans, 2011). In
political discourse, a common variation of the pragmatic argument scheme is complex
problem-solving argumentation, which centers on a policy which solves a problem

(Garssen, 2017). These types of causal argumentation are shown in figure 4.2.

Causal Pragmatic Argumentation Complex Problem-Solving
Argumentation Argumentation
1. You should do A 1. We should adopt policy P
1. B is the case 1.1 A leads to desirable result | 1.1a There is a problem Y
1.1 A is the case B 1.1b P solves problem Y
1.1’ Aleads to B 1.1° Actions that bring about | 1.1a-b’ Legislation that solves
B should be carried out problem Y should be adopted.

Table 4.2. Types of causal argumentation

These different argument schemes have to be distinguished from each other as they
have different critical questions which are needed to critically test the reasonable
application of the argument scheme. In the case of causal argumentation, the critical
questions aim at testing the causal relationship: does A always lead to B? and can B be
caused by something else? A pragmatic argument needs additional critical questions.
Besides asking whether A actually leads to B, the antagonist can also ask whether B is

really desirable or whether action A has any negative side-effects (van Eemeren, 2017).
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When the complex problem-solving argument scheme is employed, there are five relevant
critical questions (Garssen, 2017): the antagonist can ask whether there is a problem at all,
whether the proposal will solve the problem, whether the proposal is feasible, whether the
proposal has disadvantages and whether there are better, alternative proposals. These
examples illustrate how subtypes of a particular argument scheme have additional critical
questions and may have additional premises.

Determining the critical questions is essential as the protagonist can use these to
expand their argumentation. These are the criticisms which they can anticipate to be raised
by the antagonist. The argument schemes and the associated critical questions, then, clarify
which reasons may be advanced to further defend the argument. For example, in the case
of complex problem-solving argumentation, the protagonist may defend that there is a
problem or that the proposal has no disadvantages.

The precise argument scheme, and thus the argumentative pattern, differs based on
the institutionalized context in which the argumentation takes place (van Eemeren, 2017).
The complex problem-solving scheme is, for instance, typical for parliamentary discourse,
as policy proposals are being evaluated to be adopted. The task at hand is to determine what
argument scheme is typical for debate discourse. After all, voters do not vote to get a policy
adopted, but to elect someone for office (Budzynska-Daca & Botwina, 2015; Neagu, 2015).
We can thus expect a different typical scheme. By looking at the defenses candidates give
for their pragmatic argument that people should vote for them, the critical questions and
their associated premises can be reconstructed, resulting in characterizing the prototypical
argumentative pattern for this context.

In this chapter, I assess how the directive “You should vote for me” (Budzynska-

Daca & Botwina, 2015; Neagu, 2015) is defended by candidates during presidential debates
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by examining how the argumentation is expanded, and thus, which critical questions are
addressed. To do this, I look at argumentative indicators: relevant discourse markers and
other elements of the co-text (Tseronis, 2011; Van Eemeren et al., 2007) which indicate a
justificatory relationship between two utterances (Snoeck Henkemans, 2001). In this way,
I reconstruct the prototypical argument scheme used in presidential debates.

Van Eemeren, Houtlosser and Snoeck Henkemans (2007) identified a number

2 66

indicators for subordinative argumentation, including “because,” “for,” “therefore,”

99 6

“since,” “after all,” “thus,” “so” and “as” (p. 197). One frequently used argumentative
marker is ‘so,” which is also used for a wide variety of other interactional uses (Buysse,
2012; Fraser, 1990; Taboada, 2006). A closer discussion of these argumentative indicators
is thus needed to be able to apply them to spoken discourse. Most importantly, these words
function as an argumentative indicator if they indicate a justificatory connection between
two utterances (Van Eemeren et al., 2007). According to Redeker (1990) and Schiffrin
(1987; 2005), markers like ‘so’ can have an ideational function if they specify a semantic
relation between two utterances or a pragmatic use when it is not based on a sematic
relation. I focus on the ideational function.

Thus, in the analysis of discourse markers which function as argumentative
indicators, it needs to be shown that the marked utterance is closely tied to another utterance
in the co-text, and that this connection is a justificatory one. When ‘so’ is used as an
argumentative indicator, it connects two utterances semantically into the complex speech
act of argumentation. Then, it can be discriminated from other uses of this discourse

marker, like allowing the other party to continue the topic (Raymond, 2004) or a topical

shift emerging from incipiency (Bolden, 2008, 2009). In these functions, the discourse
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marker ‘so’ is recipient-oriented (Bolden, 2006). In general, to analyze a discourse marker
as argumentative, it should connect two propositions and not initiate a change of topic.

In sum, in this chapter I reconstruct the prototypical argumentative structure used
by candidates on U.S.A. presidential debates. To do this, I use argumentative indicators,
including discourse markers which indicate argumentative connections between utterances.
In this way, subordinative sequences of argumentation can be identified, which indicate the
premises candidates use to defend their pragmatic argument in support of requesting the
audience to vote for them in the election (Budzynska-Daca & Botwina, 2015; Neagu,
2015). I conclude this chapter by providing an overview of the prototypical argumentative

structure and the associated critical questions relevant to U.S.A. presidential debates.

4.4 Pragmatic Argumentation in U.S.A. Presidential Debates
The task in this section is to identify the exact pragmatic argument scheme used in U.S.A.
presidential debates as well as the critical questions which are deemed relevant by the
protagonist. This section is organized by first discussing each critical question I have
identified which is addressed by candidates in U.S.A. presidential debates. Each critical
question is in the conclusion connected to a premise, enabling to reconstruct the
prototypical argumentative pattern. In the next subsections, I discuss the following critical
questions which characterize the different types of argumentative expansions in U.S.A.
presidential debate discourse:

1. Is the proposal needed to solve a problem?

2. Will the proposal have desirable effects?

3. Does the candidate intend to execute the proposed policy?
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4. Can the candidate execute the policy?

5. Is the candidate the only one to propose the desired policy?

6. Is the candidate the only one the execute the desired policy?
For each question, I show that they are relevant to explain particular argumentative
expansions of the main pragmatic argument. Only in the next section, I discuss the

prototypical reconstruction.

4.4.1 Critical Question 1: Is the Proposal Needed to Solve a Problem?
A first question which is relevant in presidential debate discourse is ‘is the proposal needed
to solve a problem?’ In order to make a persuasive argument, the candidate has to clarify
what they proclaim they will do if elected is not superfluous. If the policy proposal is not
going to solve something that needs to be solved, it is unnecessary to implement it, then it
is not relevant as an argumentative move as it cannot contribute to convincing the audience
to vote for the candidate.

The next excerpt shows that candidates defend their argumentation in this way.
Clinton explains why she believes her policies are worthwhile to pursue.
4.1 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. HC And I want us to do more to support people who are
struggling to balance family and work. I’ve heard
from so many of you about the difficult choices
you face and the stresses that you’re under. So
let’s have paid family leave, earned sick days.
Let’s be sure we have affordable child care and
debt-free college.

~N o U1 W DN

Using the volitive modality (“want,” 4.1:1), Clinton expresses what she hopes to achieve if
elected President. She hopes to “support people who are struggling to balance family and

work™ (4.1:2). The presupposition in this utterance is that there are people who are
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struggling to do this. The truth of this presupposition is affirmed in the next utterance,
including an authority — the audience — to support it (see section 2.6). Clinton claims that
she has “heard from so many of you” (4.1:2-3), her addressees, that they face “difficult
choices” (4.1:3) and are under “stresses” (4.1:4). Next, Clinton uses the discourse marker
“s0” (4.1:4), and lists four of her proposals: she wants to make sure people “have paid
family leave, earned sick days (...) affordable child care and debt-free college” (4.1:5-7).
The specific proposals are introduced through “let’s” (4.1:4-5), used to present a proposal
as it suggests a coordinative action.

The marker “so” (4.1:4) indicates here that a conclusion is drawn. The specific
proposals listed at the end of the excerpt can be seen as an instantiation of her desire to
“support people” (4.1:1). Clinton first presents a general aim she has if elected, then
provides a relevant authority to justify that what she presupposes to be the case is the case,
whereafter she concludes which policies should be implemented. In this excerpt, the
discourse marker “so” connects the first part, which concerns the problems people face,
and the last part, which concerns her specific policies together. These elements are topically
connected, and the first lines offer a reason for why the policies should be pursued. Thus,
the marker “so” marks here a justificatory relationship between the different utterances.

Hence, the conclusion drawn by Clinton is that policies like “paid family leave,
earned sick days (...) affordable child care and debt-free college” (4.1:5-7) should be
implemented. This conclusion is therefore the premise/reason she offers in this excerpt to
her audience to vote for her, as she commits to doing this. The basic pragmatic argument
is thus that people are requested to vote for Clinton because she proposes to pursue these

policies. In this excerpt, Clinton defends this premise by raising that she has “heard from
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so many of you™ (4.1:2-3) that they face “difficult choices” (4.1:3) and are under “stresses”
(4.1:4).

She presumes that her policy is relevant because there is a problem. Clinton says
that she “want[s] (...) to do more to support people who are struggling to balance family
and work” (4.1:1-2). By using the verb “struggling” (4.1:2), Clinton brings up an
undesirable situation as this verb points to having hardships. In the next utterance, by
sharing that she has “heard from so many of you [the audience]” (4.1:2-3) and their
“difficult choices” and “stresses” (4.1:3-4), she provides two negative assessments of the
state of affairs, in line with her previous use of struggling. In addition, however, as she
raises an authority to support her claim regarding the present, she shows that this is a
representation of the current state of affairs. Her pragmatic argument is thus defended by
elucidating the problem it is meant to address.

The critical question Clinton addresses is whether the policy is relevant. Her main
argument for why people should vote for her is because of what she proposes (“let’s,” 4.1:4-
6). This premise expresses the need to implement those policies. She addresses that there
is a problem which has to be solved. Thus, she justifies that it is worthwhile to pursue these
policies. The existence of the problem is supported by citing what people have told her.
The phrase “let’s” has a double function. As a proposal, it implies that what follows is
desirable for the addressee, which was dealt with with the identification of the problem to
be solved, but it also implies that the speaker is committed to that course of action. She
suggests she can deliver these outcomes.

The argumentation advances thus consists of two main premises for the conclusion
to vote for Clinton. First, a particular proposal is needed or desirable. Second, this proposal

is advocated for by a candidate. The first premise is defended by raising a problem to be
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solved, which in turn is defended by raising that people who have experiential authority
have told her. The second premise is defended by Clinton’s expression that she wants to
help people. Clinton presents one utterance on her intention and one commitment on the
state of affairs experienced by the public. The expression “let’s” includes both dimensions:
both Clinton and the public are made relevant by this expression. Being a proposal, it
presupposes that both Clinton and the public want it to happen. Hence, the expression raises
two lines of argumentation, which are closely connected, i.e. coordinative argumentation.
This argumentation is pragmatic as Clinton’s shared premise is that people should vote for
her as her actions will lead to good consequences. She will do what has to be done. This
reconstruction is shown in reconstruction 4.1 and figure 4.1.
Reconstruction 4.1
(1) (You should vote for Clinton.)
(1).1a Paid family leave, earned sick days, affordable child care and debt free
college are needed.
(1).1a.1 People are struggling to balance family and work.
(1).1a.1.1 People have told Clinton about the difficult choices they
face and the stresses that they are under.
(1).1b Clinton proposes to implement paid family leave, earned sick days,
affordable child care and debt-free college.

(1).1b.1 Clinton wants to do more for people who are struggling to balance
family and work.
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Pragmatic Argument

You should vote for Clinton

college are needed.

Paid family leave, earned sick days,
affordable child care and debt free

Clinton proposes to implement paid
family leave, earned sick days,
affordable child care and debt-free

|

college.

|

CQ: is there a problem?
People are struggling to balance family
and work.

|

Clinton wants to do more for people
who are struggling to balance family
and work.

CQ: how do you know?
People have told Clinton about the
difficult choices they face and the

stresses that they are under.

Figure 4.1: Reconstruction 1

Next, consider the following argument made by Barack Obama, who also stresses

that what he wants to do if elected is relevant. Obama connects needing various policies

and a problem explicitly. This excerpt also shows the connection between the identification

of a problem to a premise articulating the necessity of a particular course of action.

4.2 (Barack Obama, 2008)

o
O

QO J o Ul wdh

And there are folks out there who’ve been struggling
before this crisis took place. And that’s why it’s
so important, as we solve this short-term problem,
that we look at some of the underlying issues that
have led to wages and incomes for ordinary Americans
to go down, the the a health care system that is

broken energy policies that are not working because
eh ten days ago, John said eh that the fundamentals
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9. of the economy are sound.

Obama discusses here the impact and significance of the 2008 Financial Crisis on
U.S.A. policy. He starts here describing the state of affairs (“there are,” 4.2:1) as one where
people “[ha]ve been struggling before this crisis took place” (4.2:1-2). He uses the verb
“struggling” (4.2:1), which signifies a negative stance towards this situation. He identifies
a problem. Then, Obama shares what he thinks should happen. He presumes that “this
short-term problem” (4.2:3), the 2008 financial crisis, has to be solved, but that
simultaneously (“as,” 4.2:3), the “underlying issues” (4.2:4) which have led to the just-
identified problem of people struggling, should be “look[ed] at” (4.2:4). Obama thus
commits to “look[ing] at some of the underlying issues” (4.2:4) that have undermined
U.S.A. society. Here, Obama uses a weak deontic expression (“important,” 4.2:3), and in
line with the discussion in the previous chapter (see section 3.5.2), he juxtaposes his belief
to his opponent’s (4.2:8-9), implying that he is the only candidate to do something about
this problem (this is discussed in more detail in section 4.4.5). The two parts are closely
connected, as first (4.2:1-2) Obama raises problems (“struggling”) ordinary people (he uses
the colloquial “folks,” 4.2:1) face, which is repeated in the latter part, when he refers to
“ordinary Americans” (4.2:5) and predicates that their “wages and incomes (...) [have
gone] down” (4.2:5-6).

The expression “that’s why” (4.2:2) is an argumentative indicator. It connects the
utterances together based on their close, content-based connection. Obama talks about a
problem and about what has to be done to solve this problem with the reference to “ordinary
Americans” (4.2:5) and their “struggling” (4.2:1) being repeated in both utterances. The
phrase “that’s why” (4.2:2) is thus an argumentative indicator, as the word suggests that

the preceding utterance is a response to an anticipated critical question. Obama responds to
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the possible criticism of why it is necessary to “look at some of the underlying issues”
(4.2:4).

Obama, thus, uses the same basic pragmatic argument which Clinton used. Obama
stresses a course of action which has to be taken, in this case, “look[ing] at some of the
underlying issues” (4.2:4) and he commits himself to pursuing this action. The
argumentation is, however, more extended in this instance, as Obama also presents a
comparison with his opponent, McCain. He uses the marker “because” (4.2:7). In this case,
the marker also indicates an argumentative connection. McCain is presented as believing
the opposite of what was just presented as reasonable. Obama claims that McCain thinks
that the “fundamentals of the economy are sound” (4.2:8-9) while Obama explained that
people “have been struggling” (4.2:1) and that the system has “underlying issues” (4.2:4).
Hence, Obama shows the relevance of him saying this, as he is the only one between them
two who believes that this is a necessary course of action. The word “because” is used to
provide a reason in support of the overall pragmatic argument. Yet, as the two defenses
(i.e., what McCain said and the fact that people are struggling) are themselves not
connected, they are separate lines of defense. In section 4.4.5, I discuss this comparative
defense in more detail.

The critical question addressed by the first part of the excerpt is again whether the
policy is relevant. Obama explains why it is necessary to take a closer look at the
fundamentals of the U.S.A. economy. He states which problem has to be solved: the fact
that people have been struggling way before the 2008 Financial Crisis came up. The course
of action which he identifies as necessary is relatively weak, as he just proposes to “look
at” the issues at hand. However, Obama also suggests that he is the only one to do so, as

McCain reportedly holds beliefs inconsistent with this way of acting. The problems,
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according to Obama, are more substantial and systematic than presumed by McCain and
warrant thorough and systematic treatment.

Thus, to defend that people should vote for him, Obama offers the premise that it is
important to look at the underlying issues of the current system. Implicit are additional
premises (which are discussed in detail in a later section) that Obama commits to this course
of action and that his opponent, McCain, did not. In this excerpt, Obama offered two
reasons to defend this pragmatic argument. First, defending that the current system has to
be checked out carefully, Obama raises that there are major problems. Second, defending
that he is the only candidate to commit to this course of action, he refers to what “John has
said” (4.2:8), which is inconsistent with this course of action. Obama offers even that
McCain has said this “ten days ago” (4.2:8), providing a concrete instance for the audience
to check. This argumentation is shown in reconstruction 4.2 and figure 4.2.
Reconstruction 4.2
(1) (You should vote for Obama.)

(1).1a It is important to look at the underlying issues of U.S.A. society.

(1).1a.1 Folks have been struggling before this crisis took place.

((1).1b) (Obama will look at the underlying issues of U.S.A. society.)

((1).1c) (McCain will not look at the underlying issues of U.S.A. society.)

((1).1¢).1 McCain says the fundamentals of the economy are sound.
((1).1c).1.1 McCain has said so only 10 days ago.
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Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Obama
A
[ \
It is important to look Obama will look at McCain will not look
at the wunderlying the underlying issues at the wunderlying
issues of U.S.A. of U.S.A. society. issues of U.S.A.
society. society.
% & & -
CQ: is there a problem? McCain says the fundamentals of the
Folks have been struggling before this economy are sound.

crisis took place.

McCain has said so only 10 days ago.

Figure 4.2: Reconstruction 2

Next, [ present another fragment from Obama. Here, Obama does not raise what has
to be done, but commits himself to a particular attitude if elected president in light of a
specific problem the next president will face. In that respect, this excerpt is similar to the
previous ones. In this excerpt, Obama is also talking about the effects of the 2008 Financial
Crisis for the next U.S.A. presidential term.
4.3 (Barack Obama, 2008)

. BO And because of the economy’s slowing down, I think
we can also expect less tax revenue so there’s no
doubt that as president I'm going to have to make
some tough decisions. The only point I want to
make is this, that in order to make those tough

g b w N
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6. decisions we have to know what our values are and
7. who we’re fighting for and what our priorities are

(4 lines omitted)

12. and I want to make sure we’re not shortchanging
13. our long term priorities.

Obama claims here that “the economy’s slowing down” (4.3:1) and that that leads to having
to “expect less tax revenue” (4.3:2). This presents the next president with a problem, as
Obama claims that “there’s no doubt” that the next president is “going to have to make
some tough decisions” (4.3:2-4). This is presented as a problem as it is a negative
characterization of the state of affairs. As discussed in section 2.6, Obama uses a claim of
this being obvious as support that this is a valid inference. Then, Obama shifts to “the only
point [he] want[s] to make” (4.3:4-5), and raises that “in order to make those tough
decisions” (4.3:5=6), the next President should “know what our values are and who we’re
fighting for and what our priorities are” (4.3:6-7). This is the main orientation of the
excerpt, as this is reiterated at the end of the turn (also the end of the excerpt): Obama
“want[s] to make sure we’re not shortchanging our long term priorities” (4.3:12-13). (In
the omitted lines, Obama discusses what bad decisions would look like, and this type of
utterance is further discussed in section 4.4.5.)

In this excerpt, there are two markers which can potentially indicate argumentation:
“because” (4.3:1) and “so” (4.3:2). Obama starts in this excerpt referencing the effects of
the ongoing Financial Crisis: “the economy is slowing down” (4.3:1). The “because”
(4.3:1) Obama uses is argumentative. Namely, the subsequent utterance is a conclusion
drawn from the first sentence. Obama “think[s]” (4.3:1) that one should count on having
“less tax revenue” (4.3:2) as there is this “slowing down” of the economy (4.3:1). There is

a close connection in content between the two utterances. He provides evidence, which can
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be checked by the audience, which justifies his perspective. The use of “so” (4.3:2) in this
excerpt is also argumentative. Obama claims that he will “have to make some tough
decision” (4.3:3-4), if elected. The decisions will be tough, as he cannot do everything he
would want to do. The utterance before shows why this is the case: there is “less revenue”
available for Obama. As this justifies why he will have to make “tough decision[s]” (4.3:4),
and that he cannot execute everything he originally suggested, “so” indicates that a
conclusion is drawn.

Yet, these argumentative indicators are not constituting the central pragmatic
argument defending why people should vote for Obama. The primary reason Obama offers
for people to vote for him is that he “want[s] to make sure we’re not shortchanging our long
term priorities” (4.3:12-13), which indicates that he commits to stay focused on his
priorities. The connection between the “tough decisions” (4.3:5-6) and the necessity of
knowing “our priorities” (4.3:7) is marked by “in order to” (4.3:5): as we have to make
tough decisions, the president should know our priorities. Thus, there is a logical
connection between the first utterance (4.3:1-4) and “the only point” Obama wants to make
(4.3:4): the first leads to the latter. This indicates an argumentative relationship between
these two elements.

This excerpt thus again showcases a pragmatic argument. Obama calls upon the
electorate to vote for him because “we have to know (...) what our priorities are” (4.3:5-7)
and that he “make[s] sure we’re not shortchanging our priorities” (4.3:12-13). People are
asked to vote for Obama as it leads to a good consequence. That is, keeping up our priorities
is cast as essential as there are tough decisions to be made. These tough decisions are
presumed to be a problematic situation. The decisions are marked as “tough” and are further

defended by the fact that there will be less tax revenue (which is negative, as that means
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the President is able to do less), which is then defended by the observation that the economy
is slowing down. Hence, Obama deals here with the relevance of his attitude to be focused
on his priorities and ability to make sure that the most important policies for the U.S.A. are
still going to be executed. Without this attitude, a president will not be able to deliver a
good recovery from the crisis. This discussion is summarized in reconstruction 4.3 and

figure 4.3.

Pragmatic Argument

Y ou should vote for Obama.

A

We have to know what our values are
and who we’re fighting for and what
our priorities are (and use that to make
the right decisions).

Obama will make sure the most
important priorities will still be

|

executed.

|

|

CQ: is there a problem?
The next President will to have to
make some tough decisions.

Obama wants to make sure we’re not
shortchanging our long-term
priorities.

CQ: how do you know?
We can expect less tax revenue.

4

CQ: how do you know?
The economy is slowing down.

Figure 4.3: Reconstruction 3
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Reconstruction 4.3

(1) (You should vote for Obama.)

(1).1a We have to know what our values are and who we’re fighting for and what

our priorities are (and use that to make the right decisions).
(1).1a.1 The next President will to have to make some tough decisions.

(1).1a.1.1 We can expect less tax revenue.
(1).1a.1.1.1 The economy is slowing down.

((1).1b) (Obama will make sure the most important priorities will still be executed.)
((1).1b).1 Obama wants to make sure we’re not shortchanging our long-term
priorities.

Regarding the argumentative structure of the discourse in U.S.A. presidential
debates, Trump’s discourse is similar to other candidates’ structures. Consider the
following excerpt, where Clinton and Trump have been discussing the threat of
cyberattacks on U.S.A. targets, including from ISIS.

4.4 (Donald Trump, 2016)

. DT We came up with the Internet and I think Secretary
Clinton and myself would agree very much, when you
look at what ISIS is doing with the Internet,
they’re beating us at our own game. ISIS. So we
have to get very, very tough on cyber and cyber
warfare. Eh It is a it is a huge problem.

o U W N

Trump raises that the U.S.A. “came up with the Internet” (4.4:1) and that ISIS is “beating
us at our own game” (4.4:4). Here, Trump suggests that the fact that ISIS is doing so well
on the Internet is a problem, and that the people who came up with the Internet should be
able to be the best at using it. Yet, that is not the case. This factual observation, that ISIS is
beating the U.S.A. on the Internet is, according to Trump, also believed by Clinton, his
opponent, as he believes they “would agree very much” (4.4:2). Then, Trump commits
himself to dealing with “cyber warfare” (4.4:5-6) through using the deontic modality in
conjunction with ‘we’ (see section 3.5). He claims that “we have to get very, very tough”

on that (4.4:4-5). In addition, Trump comments that “it is a huge problem” (4.4:6), with it
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referring to the problem he just identified: ISIS beating the U.S.A. at its own game. Thus,
he suggests that “getting tough” is a highly relevant course of action, as it is necessitated
by a pressing problem.

The discourse marker “so” (4.4:4) functions again as a conclusion marker. What
follows is a commissive expressed through the deontic modality with the first-person plural
(see e.g., ch. 3.5). Before this marker, Trump explains what, according to him, the problem
exactly is (and explicitly marks the situation as a problem at the end of the segment). He
believes that toughness on cyber warfare is needed because ISIS is “beating us at our own
game” (4.4:4). Moreover, according to Trump, this is a problem which is recognized by
both himself and his opponent, Clinton (4.4:2). The utterances before and after the marker
“s0” are topically closely connected. This problem, of ISIS dominating the Internet, should
be resolved, as Trump presumes that if “we [U.S.A.] came up with the Internet” (4.4:1-2),
the U.S.A. should be able to control it. This problem is central to both premise and
conclusion.

Again, there is a basic pragmatic argument being made by Trump. People should
vote for him as “we have to get very, very tough” (4.4:5) and Trump implies that he will
do so (see section 3.5). The necessity of this course of action is concluded (“so,” 4.4:4)
from the state of affairs that ISIS is “beating us at our own game” (4.4:4), which Trump
characterizes as a “huge problem” (4.4:6). Trump then deals with two further critical
questions. First, he responds to the potential criticism whether ISIS is really beating the
U.S.A. online. He defends against this criticism by raising that Clinton agrees with him.
Second, he responds to the potential criticism that this is not a problem, by raising that “we
came up with the Internet” (4.4:1), implying that the U.S.A. by having invented it should

still be the best at using the Internet. Thus, Trump presumes that if you came up with
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something, you should remain the best in handing it. This defends the separate premise that
what is happening is a problem, as he made explicit in the last utterance shown in the
excerpt. This analysis is summarized in reconstruction 4.4 and shown in figure 4.4.
Reconstruction 4.4

(1) (You should vote for Donald Trump.)
(1).1a We have to get very, very tough on cyber and cyber warfare.
(1).1a.1 ISIS is beating us at our own game.
(1).1a.1.1 Both Clinton and Trump believe this.
(1).1a.1’ (We should be better than ISIS on the Internet).
(1).1a.1’.1 We came up with the Internet.
((1).1b) (Trump will be tough on cyber and cyber warfare.)

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Trump.

A

We have to get very, very tough on
cyber and cyber warfare.

Trump will be tough on cyber and
cyber warfare.

CQ: is there a problem?
ISIS is beating us at our own game.

CQ: how do you know?
Both Clinton and Trump believe this.

Figure 4.4: Reconstruction 4

We should be better than ISIS on the
Internet.

We came up with the Internet.

Hence, in all excerpts shown, the candidate defends a premise concerning what has
to be done by elaborating on the relevance of this prescription by raising a problem that

needs to be solved. Sometimes, as was the case with Trump, the candidate can explicitly
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raise the justificatory force that the described state of affairs is problematic (i.e., call it a
problem), something the other candidates left implicit. Thus, the pragmatic argumentation
is based on a premise regarding what has to be done, which has as critical question whether
there is a problem at all which needs to be solved. The candidate can then defend that the
state of affairs which is presupposed actually exists and they can defend that this state of

affairs really is a problem.

4.4.2 Critical Question 2: Will the Proposal have Desirable Effects?

Candidates do not have to raise a problem which has to be solved to defend their proposal
which constitutes their pragmatic argument. They have other options as well. They can also
point to the desirable effects of a policy. After all, the fact that we should do something is
not just dependent on what is the case, but also on what should be the case (or should not
be the case).

In the following excerpt, Gore explains that he commits himself to a future action
because of a normative goal. Rather than stressing that there is a situation which should be
resolved, he simply stresses that a particular desirable outcome should be realized. Instead
of offering a description, he defends his proposal by raising a principle for determining the
right course of action through an if-then statement.

4.5 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

. AG If I'm entrusted with the presidency, I will help
parents and strengthen families because, you know,
if we have prosperity that grows and grows, we
still won’t be successful unless we strengthen

families by, for example, ensuring that children
can always go to schools that are safe.

o U W N
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Gore starts with a conditional commissive as discussed in the previous chapter. The first
part of his conditional commissive stresses that he would do what he is proposing if he is
“entrusted with the presidency” (4.5:1), whereafter he adds his commitment to “help
parents and strengthen families” (4.5:1-2). Next, he states an argumentative indicator
(“because,” 4.5:2) and provides the reasons for why he wants to do this. Specifically, he
believes that even if “prosperity (...) grows and grows” (4.5:3), the U.S.A. will only do
well if “children can always go to schools that are safe” (4.5:6). He presents what has to be
done to help families, and thus, the connective ‘because’ links two semantically connected
elements which stand in a justificatory relationship.

This reason offered in defense of his position points to a potential problem
(“unless,” 4.5:4). Gore explains that having increasing prosperity (4.5:3), success is still
not guaranteed, except when families are being strengthened (4.5:4-5). His proposal is thus
presented as a precondition for success and being able to increase the U.S.A.’s prosperity.
Hence, Gore offers a premise that we need to strengthen families, with this need being
expressed by “unless.” The potential problem to be avoided he identifies, “we still won’t
be successful unless we strengthen families” (4.5:3-5), is further subordinative
argumentation. “Strengthening families” is the outcome which has to be achieved by
implementing this policy. The policy should be implemented as it has the desirable effect
of realizing success when our “prosperity (...) grows and grows” (4.5:3). In this case, Gore
articulates the relevance of this course of action not by raising a problem to be solved, but
by sharing the positive outcomes he projects and avoiding a future problem.

In sum, Gore offers a pragmatic argument for why people should vote for him. He
“will help parents and strengthen families” (4.5:1-2). This statement is used to defend the

standpoint that people should vote for Gore. The pragmatic argument is then further
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defended by articulating what this policy would realize (i.e., avoid). Gore raises a principle
of why this policy is desirable. He is thus not defending that this policy is needed to change
a current state of affairs, but to avoid a future one. Gore thus defends the pragmatic
argument by responding to a different critical question. Like in the previous section he does
not defend that he is committed to executing this policy, but rather argues that the policy is
needed. He defends that we need to help parents and strengthen families, rather than that
he will do this (which he simply states). Gore attempts to convince the audience that this is
a good thing to do, as it will lead to good outcomes. See reconstruction 4.5 and figure 4.5
for a representation of this analysis.
Reconstruction 4.5
(1) (You should vote for Al Gore.)

((1).1a) (We need to help parents and strengthen families.)

((1).1a).1 We will only be successful if we strengthen families.
(1).1b I will help parents and strengthen families.

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Gore.

A
We need to help parents and Gore will help parents and strengthen
strengthen families families.

|

CQ: does it lead to positive effects?
We will only be successful if we
strengthen families.

Figure 4.5: Reconstruction 5
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In the following excerpt, for another claim, Gore also provides an elaboration to
show that the course of action for which he advocates has desirable outcomes. He does not
describe the current state of affairs, but stresses a principle which shows that his idea can
accomplish change for the better. This excerpt shows the use of the same critical question,
but within a more extensive pattern.

4.6 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

1. AG And in the long term we have to give new incentives
2 for the development of domestic resources like

3 deep gas in the western Gulf, like stripper wells
4. for oil but also renewable sources of energy. And
5 domestic sources that are cleaner and better. And
6 I’m proposing a plan that will give tax credits

7 and tax incentives for the rapid development of

8 new kinds of cars and trucks and buses and

9. factories and boilers and furnaces that don’t have
10. as much pollution, that don’t burn as much energy,
11. and that help us get out on the cutting edge of
12. the new technologies that will create millions of
13. new jobs. Because, when we sell these new products
14. here, we’ll then be able to sell them overseas and
15. there is a ravenous demand for them overseas.

After being asked how he would control future oil prices and oil supply, Gore shares his
long-term vision. He claims that “we have to give new incentives” (4.6:1) to develop
domestic sources of oil. He adds that this can, however, not be the sole focus of the U.S.A.
energy policy. The focus should also be on “renewable sources of energy” (4.6:4) and
“domestic sources that are cleaner and better” (4.6:5). After having used the deontic
modality with a first-person plural (see Chapter 3.5), Gore commits himself to doing this
(“I’'m proposing a plan,” 4.6:6). He will give these “tax credits and tax incentives” (4.6:6-

7), responding to this need. Hence, he presents the audience with his pragmatic argument:
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he commits to a course of action, which he stresses is necessary, and thereby he makes the
case to the audience as to why they should vote for him.

When raising his commitment, Gore also stresses the effects of this plan. He
presents a list of six items (for a discussion of the long list, see Dori-Hacohen, 2020) and
then a list of three items, to point at what his plan should accomplish, as marked by the
word “for” (4.6:7). The tax incentives are meant to realize all of this. It has the desirable
effect of leading to less “pollution,” are more energy efficient, and making the U.S.A.
“cutting edge” (4.6:8-12). This can deliver “millions of new jobs” (4.6:12-13). Rather than
defending that he will actually implement the policy, he talks about the desirable effects of
the policy.

Gore presumes that these anticipated results of his policy are desirable, particularly
the fact that they lead to millions of new jobs. Then, Gore offers a defense for this
(“because,” 4.6:13). Gore explains why he believes the policy will be able to create more
jobs. According to him, it simply is because if the U.S. has “cutting edge” (4.6:11)
technology, “then” (4.6:14) they can be sold overseas. This fact that there is a market
overseas is defended by the claim that there is “ravenous demand for them overseas”
(4.6:15). Thus, one of the anticipated positive effects of the proposed policy is being
defended.

In sum, Gore advances a pragmatic argument. People should vote for him as he
commits to executing a particular policy. This policy, Gore stresses, is needed. What Gore
proposes battles two problems, of pollution and wasting energy, and indicates that his
policy will result in solutions to this problem. He also claims that his plan is desirable. His
plan does not just help to secure the U.S.A.’s energy independence, it also helps to create

jobs. It has additional positive effects which according to Gore should be taken into
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consideration. Gore advances an economic argument for these investments, in addition to
the environmental one, to convince the public. This discussion is summarized in
reconstruction 4.6 and figure 4.6.

Reconstruction 4.6

(1) (You should vote for Al Gore)
(1).1a We have to give new incentives for renewable sources of energy.
(1).1a.1a This will lead to less pollution and less burning of energy.
(1).1a.1b This will create millions of new jobs.
(1).1a.1b.1 These products can be sold overseas.
(1).1a.1b.1.1 There is ravenous demand for them overseas.
(1).1b Gore will implement tax credits and tax incentives for renewable energy.

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Gore.
2
We have to give new incentives for Gore will implement tax credits and
renewable sources of energy. tax incentives for renewable sources
of energy.
1"

CQ: does it lead to positive effects? CQ: does it lead to positive effects?
This will lead to less pollution and less This will create millions of new jobs.
burning of energy. &

CQ: how do you know?
These products can be sold overseas.

CQ: how do you know?
There is ravenous demand for them
overseas.

Figure 4.6: Reconstruction 6
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The next excerpt shows how Clinton stresses the desirable outcomes of her policy
proposal. These outcomes will help solving the problem at hand, that of “homegrown”
terrorism.

4.7 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

s
@]

Donald has consistently insulted Muslims abroad,
Muslims at home, when we need to be cooperating with
Muslim nations and with the American Muslim
community. They’re on the front lines. They can
provide information to us that we might not get to
anywhere else. They need have close working in
cooperation with law enforcement these communities,
not be alienated and pushed away as some of Donald’s
rhetoric, unfortunately, has led to.

O 00 J oy U W N

Clinton opens here with a contrast between what Trump has been doing (he “insulted
Muslims abroad [and] Muslims at home,” 4.7:1-2) and what should be done: “we need to
be cooperating with Muslim nations and with the American Muslim community” (4.7:2-4).
This contrast constitutes the central pragmatic argument, as it also implies that Clinton will
act according to what is necessary. Next, Clinton expands on why it is necessary to
cooperate with Muslim nations and the American Muslim community. Clinton continues
with the same referents: she refers to them when talking about Muslim communities and
nations, and us, when referring to the U.S.A.

She clarifies why it is necessary to work with them. Through a three-part list
(Atkinson, 1984), Clinton structures her argument. They are “on the front lines” (4.7:4) and
thus, “they can provide information” (4.7:4-5) which the U.S.A. may otherwise not get.
Therefore, “they need to have close working cooperation with law enforcement” (4.7:6-7),
which is a reiteration of what Clinton earlier claimed to be necessary: cooperation between
the U.S.A. and Muslim communities and nations. Clinton uses the list to build up towards

her conclusion, which is a premise of her pragmatic argument.
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Last, Clinton reiterates that “Donald’s rhetoric” (4.7:8-9) amounts to exactly the
opposite. She presents a causal relation (“led to,” 4.7:9), showing that Trump’s discourse
towards Muslims has caused them to “be alienated” and “pushed away” (4.7:8). This again
indicates that he is not going to act as is needed, as indicated by the contrast Clinton has
introduced.

In sum, this leads to the invocation of three premises of the pragmatic argument (the
accusatory premise, in which the opponent is accused, is discussed later). First, Clinton
claims a need to cooperate, as Muslim communities and nations can provide information
because they are on the front lines. Second, Clinton implies that she is going to act upon
this need. Her commitment is not further defended. Third, Clinton suggests that Trump is
not going to act as needed, and offers as evidence that Trump alienates and pushes away
Muslim communities, as he keeps insulting Muslims in the U.S.A. and abroad. This
argument is summarized in reconstruction 4.7 and figure 4.7.

Reconstruction 4.7
(1) (You should vote for Clinton.)

(1).1a We need to be cooperating with Muslim nations and with the American

Muslim community.

(1).1a.1 They can provide information to us that we might not get anywhere
else.
(1).1a.1.1 They’re on the front lines.

((1).1b) (Clinton will cooperate with Muslim nations and with the American

Muslim community.)

((1).1¢) (Trump will not cooperate with Muslim nations and with the American

Muslim community.)

((1).1¢).1 Trump alienates and pushes away these communities.

((1).1c).1.1 Trump has consistently insulted Muslims abroad and
Muslims at home.
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Pragmatic Argument

You should vote for Clinton

|

= &

\
{ \
We need to be Clinton will coope- Trump  will not
cooperating with rate  with Muslim cooperate with Mus-
Muslim nations and nations and with the lim nations and with
with the American American  Muslim the American Mus-
Muslim community. | | community. % lim community.

CQ: does it lead to positive effects?
They can provide information to us
that we might not get anywhere else.

CQ: how do you know?
They’re on the front lines

Figure 4.7: Reconstruction 7

In conclusion, the premise in the pragmatic argument that there is a need to act in a

Trump alienates and pushes away
these communities.

Trump has consistently insulted
Muslims abroad and Muslims at
home.

particular way is not just defended by explaining the problem. It is also defended by

explaining what the policy will accomplish. The policy is relevant because it has desirable

consequences. Thus, in the pragmatic argumentation used in U.S.A. presidential debates,

there are two relevant questions to criticize the premise that something should be done by

the next president. A policy can be relevant because there is a problem and/or because it

has desirable consequences. Further defenses of the reaction to the critical question concern

explaining how one knows the answer.

192



4.4.3 Critical Question 3: Does the Candidate Intend to Execute the Proposed
Policy?
As a commissive speech act is central to the pragmatic arguments the candidates are
making, a relevant critical question is whether they are sincere in advancing their proposal
and thus whether they intend to execute the proposed policy. This critical question thus
pertains to a different premise of the pragmatic argument. The argumentation which results
from this critical question defends the claim that the candidate will do what they claim they
will do. This responds to the sincerity condition of a speech act (Searle, 1969) or
Habermas’s validity test of whether the speaker has the right intention with respect to their
speech act (Habermas, 1994).

In the following excerpt, Clinton anticipates such a potential criticism. She affirms
that she has the intention to follow up on her commissive.
4.8 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)
. HC They’ve looked at my plans and they’ve said, OK,
if we can do this, and I intend to get it done, we
will have ten million more new jobs, because we

will be making investments where we can grow the
economy.

g w N

Clinton stresses here that her plans have been evaluated positively by independent experts
(“they,” 4.8:1), and this reacts to just having raised that these experts have concluded that
Trump’s proposals are bad for the country. Referring to these ideas as her “plans” (4.8:1),
Clinton commits to executing them. She then also affirms that she “intend([s] to get it done”
(4.8:2). Next, Clinton raises what effects her plans are predicted to have. She explains that
her plans are expected to lead to “ten million more new jobs” (4.8:3), which is a desirable
outcome, in line with the second critical question discussed above. This claim is then

further defended (“because,” 4.8:3) as through her plans Clinton “will be making
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investments where we can grow the economy” (4.8:4-5). Here, she has defended the
desirability of her plans through the expertise of these experts.

Clinton’s stressing that she “intend[s] to get it done” (4.8:2) is a response to doubts
as to where intention to follow up on her commitment. She talks separately about the plan,
and whether it is being implemented: the if-then sentence (4.8:1-3) suggests two separate
components. The experts, by uttering this conditional statement, only defend the policy (the
then-statement) and leave it open as to whether Clinton can or will implement it. Only if
both components are true, it is worthwhile for the audience to vote for Clinton. Clinton, by
raising her intention, defends the if-statement, defending that she will make sure that her
plan becomes implemented. Thus, the audience is presented with a proposal which has
desirable effects, but it is also stressed that it only warrants being a motivation for their vote
if it can be executed. This is stressed through the if-then statement and acknowledged by
Clinton’s confirmation. This discussion is represented in reconstruction 4.8 and figure 4.8.
Reconstruction 4.8
(1) (You should vote for Hillary Clinton.)

((1).1a) (The plans referred to are good ones to implement.)

((1).1a).1 These plans will lead to gaining ten million jobs.
((1).1a).1.1 Investments are made where the economy can grow.
((1).1a).1.1.1 Independent experts say so.

(1).1b Clinton will implement this plan which is being talked about.
(1).1b.1 Clinton intends to get this done.
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Pragmatic Argument

Y ou should vote for Clinton.

The plans referred to are good ones to
implement.

Clinton will implement this plan
which is being talked about.

T } T
| |

CQ: does it lead to positive effects? CQ: does she intend to do this?
These plan will lead to gaining ten Clinton intends to get this done.
million jobs.

CQ: how do you know?
Investments are made where the
economy can grow.

CQ: how do you know?
Independent experts say so.

Figure 4.8: Reconstruction 8

Candidates also often refer to their record to make this point. By referring to their
record, they can show that they have acted in a particular way and can be expected to
continue to do so. This is thus another way of affirming their intention to do so.
4.9 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)
. GB I also want to go to Washington to get some positive
things done. It’s going to require a new spirit. A
spirit of cooperation. It’s gonna require the

ability of a Republican president to reach out
across the partisan divide and to say to Democrats,

g wbdh
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let’s come together to do what is right for America.
It’s been my record as Governor of Texas, it’1ll be
how I conduct myself if I'm fortunate enough to earn
your vote as President of the United States.

O 00 J O

Bush posits here that he “want[s] to go to Washington to get some positive things done”
(4.9:1-2). These things, being discussed by Bush and Gore before this excerpt, was mostly
regarding getting medication to seniors. Gore had not been able to deliver on that during
his time as vice-president in the Clinton Administration. Bush claims that to get this need
of getting prescription drugs to seniors fulfilled, “a new spirit” (4.9:2) is required, one of

99 ¢6.

“cooperation” (4.9:3). This “spirit of cooperation” requires a particular “ability” “to reach
out across the partisan divide” (4.9:4-5), which Bush predicates of “a Republican president”
(4.9:4), suggesting that he is the only one who is going to be able to work with Congress in
a bipartisan manner. Yet, the ability is low-stakes. According to Bush, it requires “to reach
out” and “say to Democrats, let’s come together” (4.9:5-6). What is first and foremost
required of the president is thus a willingness to say this. This is what Bush affirms in his
next utterance. He claims that he has done so “as Governor of Texas” (4.9:7) and then he
commits himself to doing so if elected president (4.9:7-9).

Again, there is a pragmatic argument. Bush asks people to vote for him as some
course of action (“a spirit of cooperation”) is needed, and that he will provide this if elected
president. The need for this spirit is articulated through claiming that positive things can be
accomplished. The verb “require” (4.9:2) invokes an argument as it signals that this policy
follows from the desire to get some positive things done. Bush defends that he is going to
act in this way by invoking his record. Bush shifts orientation from the required policy to

what he as a person has done and will do. This shift marks a change in focus to his

commitment to do this from what should be done. He confirms that he has the abilities and
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willingness he just outlined before, thereby defending that he is, indeed, the right person to
be elected as the next president of the U.S.A. This discussion is summarized in
reconstruction 4.9 and figure 4.9.

Reconstruction 4.9

(1) (You should vote for Bush)
(1).1a We need a spirit of cooperation.
(1).1a.1 Through cooperation we can get some positive things done.
(1).1b Bush will conduct himself in that way.
((1).1b.1) (Bush is willing to do so.)
((1).1b.1).1 It’s been Bush’s record as Governor of Texas.

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Bush.

A

We need a spirit of cooperation. Bush will conduct himself in that
way.

| ) T
I

CQ: does it lead to positive effects? CQ: does he intend to do this?
Through cooperation we can get some Bush is willing to do so.
positive things done.

CQ: how do you know?
It’s been Bush’s record as Governor
of Texas.

Figure 4.9: Reconstruction 9

In the following excerpt, Trump also declares that he can be trusted to execute his
proposed policy. Rather than simply stating that he intends to do so or by pointing to his
past achievements, Trump stresses that he looks forward to executing his plan.
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4.10 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

g
=

Under my plan, I’"11 be reducing taxes tremendously,
from thirty-five percent to fifteen percent for
companies, small and big businesses. That’s going
to be a job creator like we haven’t seen since
Ronald Reagan. It’s going to be a beautiful thing
to watch. Companies will come. They will build. They
will expand. New companies will start. And I look
very, very much forward to doing it.

O Jo Ul wbdh

In this excerpt, Trump first shares his plan to “[reduce] taxes tremendously”
(4.10:1). Then, after Trump specifies his plans (4.10:2-3), he points towards the positive
consequences of his plan, as referenced through “that” (4.10:3). He claims that his plan will
function as a “job creator” (4.10:4) and he stresses this as being desirable by claiming that
it will be “a beautiful thing to watch” (4.10:5-6). He then also adds that this means that
there will be more companies, which explains why his plan will be a job creator (4.10:6-
7). Last, Trump adds that he “look[s] very, very much forward to doing it” (4.10:7-8),
explicitly describing his own attitude towards the policy he is proposing.

Again, we can observe the same type of pragmatic argument: the candidate commits
to a course of action if elected to defend the position that people should vote for them. First,
Trump defends the propositional content of his commitment, just as discussed in the
previous section. He points to the positive consequences of implementing this plan. Second,
Trump also adds a defense of his intention, as he assures the audience that he will actually
implement his plan if elected. Here, Trump assures the audience that he “look[s] very, very
much forward to doing it” (4.10:7-8). Given he shows excitement to doing this, Trump
shows his intention to do so. This argument is reconstructed in reconstruction 4.10 and

figure 4.10.
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Reconstruction 4.10

(1) (You should vote for Trump)
((1).1a) (We need to reduce taxes tremendously, from thirty-five to fifteen percent.)
((1).1a).1 That’s going to be a job creator we haven’t seen since Ronald
Reagan.
((1).1a).1.1 Companies will come, build and expand, and new
companies will start.
((1).1a).1” That’s going to be a beautiful thing to watch.
(1).1b Trump will reduce taxes tremendously, from thirty-five to fifteen percent.
(1).1b.1 Trump looks very, very much forward to doing this.

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Trump.
A

We need to reduce @ taxes Trump will reduce taxes
tremendously, from thirty-five to tremendously, from thirty-five to
fifteen percent. fifteen percent.

- ]
CQ: does it lead to That’s going to be a CQ: does he intend
positive effects? beautiful thing to to do this?
That’s going to be a watch. Trump looks very,
job creator we haven’t very much forward
seen since Ronald to doing this.
Reagan.

&

CQ: how do you know?
Companies will come, build and
expand, and new companies will start.

Figure 4.10: Reconstruction 10
In sum, candidates reassure their commitment to a particular course of action by
asserting that they have the intention, a past record, or some attitude which illustrates their

commitment to following up on their proposal if elected president. As they are part of the
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sincerity condition for proposing (Searle, 1969), candidates use them to reassure the
audience of their commitment and thus attempt to convince them that they will indeed
execute the policy, rather than explain why the policy is needed. Similarly to Habermas
(1994), during the debates, candidates separate their intention from defending the
propositional content of their proposal. They separately defend that what they propose

should happen and that they themselves will ensure it will happen.

4.4.4 Critical Question 4: Can the Candidate Execute the Policy?
A fourth question concerns the ability of the candidate to execute the policy, which
concerns a preparatory condition of proposing (Searle, 1969). If a candidate cannot execute
a policy, there still will not be a meaningful difference of opinion between the candidates
as if this policy cannot be executed, it is not relevant to consider when determining who is
the better candidate. This is thus another way in which candidates may have to defend that
they will execute a particular policy.

In the next excerpt, McCain elaborates on why he can effectively control
government spending.

4.11 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

o
=

We need to have fixed-cost contracts. We need
very badly to understand that defense spending is
very important and vital, particularly in the new
challenges we face in the world, but we have to
get a lot of the cost overruns under control. I
know how to do that. I saved the taxpayers six
point eight billion dollars by fighting a contract
that was negotiated between Boeing and DOD that
was completely wrong. And we fixed it and we
killed it and people ended up in federal prison so
I know how to do this because I’ve been involved
these issues for many, many years.

O Jo U1 Wb
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After an explanation that the current system of awarding defense contracts costs the U.S.A.
government too much money, McCain concludes that it needs “fixed-cost contracts”
(4.11:1). In this way, defense is recognized as “very important and vital” (4.11:3), while
still helping to “get a lot of the cost overruns under control” (4.11:5). McCain stresses the
necessity of undertaking a certain course of action using the deontic modality. Thereby, he
indirectly commits himself to pursuing this course of action.

Next, McCain deals with the question of whether he is the candidate who can
accomplish this move and asserts he “know[s] how to do that” (4.11:5-6). He can
accomplish this because he has “been involved in these issues for many, many years”
(4.11:11-12). He also provides a specific example, showing that his actions resulted in
“people end[ing] up in federal prison” (4.11:10). Thereby, he “saved the taxpayers six point
eight billion dollars” (4.11:6-7). Given this record of fighting for the proper spending of
tax revenue by the government, McCain reiterates his central claim: “I know how to do
this” (4.11:11). This is preceded by the discourse marker “so” (4.11:10), which is used here
to indicate that a conclusion is drawn.

Thus, McCain offers a short narrative within his argumentative discourse (see
Hacohen, 2007) to support that he will follow up on his commitment. The story about his
past actions is meant to show that he has the ability to do what he proposes. This inference
is emphasized next, as McCain summarizes the central point he made through his story
(“I’ve been involved in these issues for many, many years,” 4.11:11-12) and connects his
claim and this summary through the argumentative marker “because” (4.11:11). This time,
McCain uses his record not to show his commitment, but his “knowledge” and thereby his

ability to do so.
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In sum, there is the basic pragmatic argument calling upon people to vote for
McCain because he will get government spending under control. This argument has two
parts. First, there is the proposition that this spending needs to be gotten under control. This
proposition is not further defended. Yet, this premise implies that McCain will do so, which
is the second premise used in the pragmatic argument. This premise is then defended by
raising that McCain knows how government spending can be controlled, which is supported
by the fact that McCain has been involved in doing this for many years. This premise is
further validated by raising a specific example. This discussion is summarized in
reconstruction 4.11 and figure 4.11.

Reconstruction 4.11
(1) (You should vote for McCain)
(1).1a We have to get a lot of the government’s cost overruns under control
((1).1b) (McCain will get government spending under control)
((1).1b).1 McCain knows how to do this
((1).1b).1.1 McCain has been involved in these issues for many years

((1).1b).1.1.1 For example, he once saved taxpayers $6.8
billion
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Pragmatic Argument

You should vote for McCain.
A

We have to get a lot of the McCain  will get government
government’s cost overruns under spending under control.
control.

j ]

|

CQ: is he able to do this?
McCain knows how to do this.

CQ: how do you know?
McCain has been involved in these
issues for many years.

CQ: how do you know?
For example, he once saved
taxpayers $6.8 billion.

Figure 4.11: Reconstruction 11

Clinton, in the 2016 debates, argued in a similar way. When saying what is shown
in the next excerpt, she was just accused by Trump that she cannot bring back jobs. While
Clinton had outlined her plans before, Trump claimed that given her record as a politician
she will not be able to execute them. In response, Clinton claims that she has the ability to
successfully execute her plans and realize the outcomes she has committed herself to (i.e.,
creating more jobs).
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4.12 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

1. DT I will bring excuse me. I will bring back jobs.
2. You can’t bring back jobs.

(lines omitted)

. HC When I was secretary of state, we actually
increased American exports globally thirty
percent. We increased them to China fifty percent.
So I know how to really work to get new jobs and
to get exports that helped to create more new
jobs.

O J o U1 > W

Clinton claims that she “know[s] how to really work to get new jobs and to get
exports that [help] to create more new jobs” (4.12:6-8). She asserts her ability to do so after
Trump, as antagonist of her argumentation, has raised the critical question of whether she
is able to accomplish this at all (4.12:1-2). This claim is preceded by the discourse marker
“s0” (4.12:6). Clinton, just like McCain, shares what she did before, and uses that to support
this claim regarding her ability to successfully do what she has committed herself to.
Clinton explains that as “secretary of state” (4.12:3) she acted effectively to “[increase]
American exports” (4.12:4).

By responding to Trump’s criticism, Clinton engages with the pragmatic argument
that people should vote for her because she will make sure there are more jobs. This is
suggested by the contrast offered by Trump, as Trump suggested that he is the only one
who can bring back jobs as Clinton “can’t bring back jobs™ (4.12:2). He directly attacked
her position by questioning her ability to successfully act upon her commitment to do so.
Clinton supports her pragmatic argument by engaging with Trump’s criticism, thereby also
implying that creating more jobs is an important task for the next president. She shares with

the audience that she does have the knowledge and skill to “create more new jobs” (4.12:7-
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8). To fully engage with Trump’s criticism, she shares evidence for this claim, although it
could be considered fallacious as being secretary of state does not mean that one is the in
charge of creating jobs. This leads to the following reconstruction 4.12 and figure 4.12.

Reconstruction 4.12

(1) (You should vote for Hillary Clinton)
((1).1a) (More jobs should be created)
((1).1b) (Clinton will create more jobs)
((1).1b).1 Clinton knows how to create more jobs
((1).1b).1.1 Clinton did so as secretary of state

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Clinton.
A
The next President should create more Clinton will create more jobs.
jobs.

j T
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CQ: is she able to do this?
Clinton knows how to create more
jobs.

CQ: how do you know?
Clinton did so as secretary of state.

Figure 4.12: Reconstruction 12
In the following excerpt, Trump is shown to use this strategy as well, being able to
use his past as businessman to defend his claims that he will be able to keep up his campaign

promises.
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4.13 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. DT But we’re opening the 0ld Post Office. Under
budget, ahead of schedule, saved tremendous money.
I'm a year ahead of schedule. And that’s what this
country should be doing.

Sw N -

((lines omitted))

When we look at the budget, the budget is bad to a
large extent because we have people that have no
idea as to what to do and how to buy. The Trump
International is way under budget and way ahead of
schedule. And we should be able to do that for our
0. country.
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In this excerpt, Trump shares what should be done. He explains that he is “opening the Old
Post Office” (4.13:1), but has been able to do that “under budget, ahead of schedule, [and
he] saved tremendous money” (4.13:1-2). According to him, “that’s what this country
should be doing” (4.13:3-4). Thereby he expresses a general need, and indirectly, he
commits himself to pursuing policy which will accomplish this.

After discussing the problems with contracting in the U.S.A. by the federal
government (not shown), Trump claims that “the budget is bad to a large extent because
we have people that have no idea as to what to do” (4.13:5-7). This is, according to Trump,
a pervasive problem in Washington politics. He contrasts this with his ability. He raises
that his “Trump International” is, just like his criterion, “under budget” and “ahead of
schedule” (4.13:7-9). He believes he “should be able to do that for our country [too]”
(4.13:9-10). In this way, Trump defends that he is able to do better than any current
Washington politician. He has an ability and experience his opponent do not have. He can

accomplish better deals for the U.S.A., and this is evidenced by his past as a businessman.
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This results in a pragmatic argument, where people are called upon to vote for
Trump as he can deliver projects under budget and ahead of schedule, also noticing that
this is what should be happening. He defends this by stressing his ability to do so, backed
by his past experience. I have summarized this argumentative structure in reconstruction
4.13 and figure 4.13.

Reconstruction 4.13

(1) (You should vote for Donald Trump)
(1).1a The country should have projects done under budget and moving ahead of
schedule
((1).1b) (Trump will make sure that developments are under budget and ahead of
schedule)
((1).1b).1 Trump should be able to do this
((1).1b).1.1 Trump has done that with the Trump International

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Trump.
A
The country should have projects done Trump will make sure that
under budget and moving ahead of developments are under budget and
schedule. ahead of schedule.
) !

|

CQ: is he able to do this?
Trump should be able to do this.

CQ: how do you know?
Trump has done that with the Trump
International.

Figure 4.13: Reconstruction 13
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Besides raising his past, Trump also often raised that he has exceptional intelligence
which he could employ to serve the country, as is shown in the next excerpt. This is another
way in which candidates can stress their ability to achieve what they have committed
themselves to.

4.14 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

. DT Well, for one thing and before we start on that my
father gave me a very small loan in 1975, and I
built it into a company that’s worth many, many
billions of dollars, with some of the greatest
assets in the world, and I say that only because
that’s the kind of thinking that our country
needs.

~N o O W DN

Here, Trump responds to Clinton’s argumentation that he cannot be trusted to implement
the right economic policies. She claimed that Trump was lucky to get a loan from his father,
but has never worked hard. He does not understand the world like normal people do. Trump
counters this by telling what kind of person he is: he got “a very small loan” (4.14:2) which
was “built (...) into a company that’s worth many, many billions of dollars” (4.14:3-4).
Hereby, Trump claims that he has relevant experience. He did not just get a loan. He only
got a small one, and had to use his “kind of thinking” (4.14:6) to become successful. He
was able to turn this small amount of money into “many, many billions of dollars” (4.14:3-
4). In other words, Trump claims he knows how the economy works and how to benefit
from it.

By claiming that the thinking which made him successful in business is “the kind
of thinking that our country needs” (4.14:6-7), Trump turns this into a pragmatic argument
defending why people should vote for him. Trump stresses here something that the U.S.A.
needs in order to be better off. He suggests given that he stresses that he has this kind of

thinking and his opponent not, that he will use it to benefit the country. He will deliver

208



meaningful change for the U.S.A. citizenry using “this kind of thinking,” which has been
demonstrated to be effective through the story about his past. This results in the
reconstruction 4.14 and figure 4.14.

Reconstruction 4.14

(1) (You should vote for Donald Trump)
(1).1a The country needs a different way of thinking
((1).1b) (Trump will handle U.S.A. government differently by thinking differently)
(((1).1b).1) Trump has used that kind of thinking before.
(((1).1b).1).1 Trump has used a small loan to form a company worth
many, many billions of dollars.

Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Trump.
2
The country needs a different way of Trump  will  handle U.S.A.
thinking. government differently by thinking
differently.

) T
I

CQ: is he able to do this?
Trump has used that kind of thinking
before.

A

CQ: how do you know?

Trump has used a small loan to form
a company worth many, many
billions of dollars.

Figure 4.14: Reconstruction 14
In sum, candidates can defend that they will accomplish what they have committed

themselves to by pointing to their past record or by showcasing their ability. In both ways,
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they stress that they can, rather than intend to, fulfill their commitment. This is another
precondition for commissives as the one who commits oneself needs to be both willing and
able to follow up on what they commit themselves to. Both conditions are used in U.S.A.
presidential debates to expand the argumentation.

This shows why ethos is important to presidential debate discourse. Candidates need
to present their skills and expertise to make their case to be the right person for the
presidency for this moment. This connects with the insights developed by Hinck (1993),
who claimed that a key element of presidential debates is that candidates present themselves
as the right person to govern. This shows how these insights integrate within an

argumentative structure.

4.4.5 Critical Question 5: Is the Candidate the Only One to Propose the Desired
Policy?

Candidates frequently compare themselves to their opponent, as happened in some of the
previous excerpts. Let’s take a closer look at this possible line of argumentation. In the
following excerpt, after Gore presents his plan, he claims that Bush will not put Medicare
in a lockbox. This criticism is an inherent part of defending his request to people to vote
for him.

4.15 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

B
(]

Under my plan I will put Medicare in an iron clad
lockbox and prevent the money from being used for
anything other than Medicare. The governor has
declined to endorse that idea even though the
Republican as well as Democratic leaders of
Congress have endorsed it. I would be interested
to see if he would say this evening he would put
Medicare in a lockbox. I don’t think he will

O J o U W DN
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9. because under his plan if you work out the numbers
10. a hundred billion dollar comes out of Medicare

11. just for the wealthiest one percent in the tax
12. cut.

Gore commits himself to “put[ting] Medicare in an iron clad lockbox” (4.15:1-2).
He does so explicitly, by using the phrase “I will” and announcing that this predicated
action is part of his “plan” (4.15:1). Next, Gore talks about his opponent, Governor Bush,
who he claims “declined to endorse that idea” (4.15:4) which is accepted across partisan
lines (4.15:5-6). This also implies that putting “Medicare in an iron clad lockbox™ (4.15:1-
2) is something that needs to be done as it receives broad support. Then, Gore elucidates
the relevance of him critiquing Bush, by saying he does not “think he [Bush] will [commit
to putting Medicare in a lockbox™ (4.15:8). He presents a contrast between himself and his
opponent. Gore defends this claim (“because,” 4.15:9) by referencing Bush’s plans
(4.15:9). In contrast to Gore, Bush proposes to spend money taken from Medicare to give
tax cuts to the wealthy.

Argumentatively, Gore provides this criticism of Bush as an argument to vote for
him. Gore explicitly juxtaposes his plan to the fact that Bush will not implement it,
suggesting that people should vote for Gore as he is the only one to propose this course of
action, which is widely approved. This means that Gore presents a pragmatic argument for
people to vote for him, with two additional premises: the predicated course of action is
necessary and not pursued by Bush. This allows the conclusion that people should vote for
Gore based on this commitment. Only if just one of the candidates proposes a particular
course of action, it is a meaningful point to mention in order to weigh whether one can
better vote for one or the other candidate. The fact that Bush will not implement this policy

is defended by citing his plans. Thereby, Gore also provides some evidence for the fact that
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Bush will choose an alternate course of action. Hence, Gore responds to implicit criticism

to the premise that Bush will not execute this policy by showing that Bush has committed

himself to something else, that is mutually exclusive with what he hopes to do. This is

summarized in reconstruction 4.15 and figure 4.15.

Reconstruction 4.15

(1)

(You should vote for Gore)
((1).1a) (Medicare needs to be put in a lockbox)
(1).1b Gore will put Medicare in a lockbox
(1).1c Bush will not put Medicare in a lockbox

(1).1c.1 Bush has committed to spending Medicare money on tax cuts for

\

the wealthy
(1).1c.1.1 Bush has written that in his plans
Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Gore
A

(

Medicare needs to be Gore  will  put Bush will not put

put in a lockbox. Medicare in a Medicare in a

lockbox. lockbox.
& A

wealthy.

CQ: is Gore the only one to
propose this policy?

Bush has committed to spending
Medicare money on tax cuts for the

CQ: how do you know?
Bush has written that in his plans.

Figure 4.15: Reconstruction 15
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In the next excerpt, McCain invokes his ability to curb spending in Washington, and
also stresses that Obama is not going to do this.

4.16 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

1. JM It’s a system that’s got to be cleaned up. I have
2. fought against it my career. I have fought against
3. it. I was called the sheriff, by the one of the

4., senior members of the Appropriations Committee. I
5. didn’t win Miss Congeniality in the United States
6. Senate. Now, Senator Obama didn’t mention that

7. along with his tax cuts he is also proposing some
8. eight hundred billion dollars in new spendings on
9. new programs. Now, that’s a fundamental difference
10. between myself and Senator Obama. I want to cut
11. spending. I want to keep taxes low. The worst

12. thing we could do in this economic climate is to
13. raise people’s taxes.

McCain commits himself to cleaning up the spending culture in Washington by advancing
the normative claim that “it’s a system that’s got to be cleaned up” (4.16:1). He stresses
that the cleaning up of the system is required, and thereby, he commits himself to doing so
if elected president. McCain supports this by invoking his record in fighting this, as
described for expansions following critical question 3: he will execute the policy. McCain
has “fought against it [excessive government spending]” (4.16:2-3), resulting in being
called “the Sheriff” by other members of the Appropriations Committee. He shows he has
a different attitude from his fellow senators, resulting in this nickname and not winning
“Miss Congeniality” (4.16:5) in the eyes of his colleagues.

Additionally, McCain argues that Obama is not going to accomplish this. McCain
shifts orientation (“now,” 4.16:6) and claims that Obama proposes “tax cuts” and a lot of
money “in new spending on new programs” (4.16:8-9). This opposition is characterized by

McCain as “a fundamental difference” (4.16:9) between himself and his opponent. In
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contrast to what Obama is “proposing” (4.16:7), McCain “want[s] to cut spending”
(4.16:10-11) and “want[s] to keep taxes low” (4.16:11). Hereby, he implies that Obama
will not be able to keep taxes low, which is also indicated by the last normative maxim
shared by McCain (4.16:11-12). This shows that Obama is not the candidate who has the
plans to curb government spending. Obama and McCain have a difference of opinion
regarding the right plans for the country.

Hence, McCain invokes three core premises for his pragmatic argument. Most
explicitly, he claims that there is a principle to be followed by anyone: “the system has to
be cleared up.” He then implies that there is a fundamental difference between himself and
Obama, in that he will clean up the system, as required by this normative rule, while Obama
will not. To substantiate his commitment that he will clean up the system, McCain shares
that he has fought against it for a long time, even being called The Sheriff by his colleagues.
He also expresses that he wants to pursue these policies. He defends that Obama will not
execute this policy by sharing with the audience what Obama has proposed: lower taxes
and more government spending, showing that Obama has no interest in curbing spending
by the Federal Government. McCain even implies that Obama will therefore have to raise
taxes (4.16:12). This discussion is summarized in reconstruction 4.16 and figure 4.16.
Reconstruction 4.16
(1) (You should vote for McCain)

(1).1a The system has to be cleaned up

((1).1b) (McCain will clean up the system)

((1).1b).1a McCain has fought against that
((1).1b).1.1 He was called The Sheriff by members of the
Appropriations Committee

((1).1b).1b McCain wants to keep taxes low and cut spending

((I).1c) (Obama will not clean up the system)

((1).1¢).1 Obama is proposing an increase in government spending

(((1).1¢).1.1) (Obama cannot pay for all of this without increasing
taxes)
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Pragmatic Argument You should vote for McCain.
A
{ |
The system has to be McCain will clean up Obama will not clean
cleaned up. the system. up the system.
& &
z ¥
CQ: is McCain the
CQ: does he intend CQ: does he only one to propose
to do this? intend to do this? this policy?
McCain has fought McCain wants to Obama is proposing
against that. keep taxes low and an  increase  in
p3 cut spending government spending.
CQ: how do you know? CQ: how do you know?
He was called The Sheriff by members Obama cannot pay for all of this
of the Appropriations Committee. without increasing taxes.

Figure 4.16

A comparison between the candidates is recurringly used in presidential debates,
even if the argumentation primarily deals with the relevance of the policy. This comparison
is a relevant criticism the candidates have to address, since if both candidates want to
accomplish the same policy, it cannot be a deciding issue for the voter. In the following
excerpt, Clinton explicitly adds this comparison to her argument, even as she otherwise

focuses on defending the other premises of her pragmatic argument.
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4.17 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

s
@]

I spent a year-and-a-half putting together a
coalition that included Russia and China to impose
the toughest sanctions on Iran. And we did drive
them to the negotiating table. And my successor
John Kerry and President Obama got a deal that put
a 1lid on Iran’s nuclear program without firing a
single shot. That’s diplomacy. That’s coalition-
building. That’s working with other nations. The
other day I saw Donald saying that there were some
Iranian sailors on a ship in the waters off of
Iran, and they were taunting American sailors who
were on a nearby ship. He said, you know, if they
taunted our sailors I’'d blow them out of the water
and start another war. That’s not good Jjudgment.
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In this excerpt, Clinton defends her commitment that she can keep the U.S.A. safe
and out of war. Trump has criticized Clinton for making a bad deal with Iran, and thus
challenges her ability to keep the world safe, and particularly keeping U.S.A. citizens safe.
In response, Clinton claims that she has worked on building “a coalition” (4.17:1-2) which
includes fellow world powers Russia and China. In this way, she has been able to “put the
toughest sanctions on Iran” (4.17:3). She claims that through “diplomacy” (4.17:7), she has
been able to get Iran to negotiate without starting a war. Hence, Clinton shares her ability
to deal with such problems competently, which she defends with her past record. She has
the experience, with effective results, necessary to accomplish her commitment to keeping
U.S.A. citizens safe. She has addressed Trump’s criticism.

In addition to defending her own ability to keep U.S.A. citizens safe, she makes sure
to also mention that Trump is not going to act in a way which will guarantee this. She
references what she “saw Donald saying” (4.17:9): he would “blow them [Iranian sailors
who were taunting the U.S.A. navy] out of the water” and thereby “start another war”

(4.17:13-14). According to Clinton, Trump does not intend to keep U.S.A. citizens safe as
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he is not planning to engage in a diplomatic manner with the U.S.A.’s adversaries. Trump
has said what he plans on doing, and that plan runs counter to what Trump should
accomplish — according to Clinton. This discussion is summarized in reconstruction 4.17
and figure 4.17.

Reconstruction 4.17

(1) (You should vote for Clinton)
((1).1a) (The U.S.A. President should keep U.S.A. citizens safe)
((1).1b) (Clinton will keep U.S.A. citizens safe)
((1).1b).1 Clinton is able to do so
((1).1b).1.1 She has an extensive record regarding dealing with Iran
((1).1¢) (Trump will endanger U.S.A. citizens)
((1).1c).1 Trump will unnecessarily start a war with his plans and ideas.
((1).1¢).1.1 He said so on television.

Pragmatic Argument Y ou should vote for Clinton
\

( \
The U.S.A. President Clinton will keep Trump will endanger
should keep U.S.A. U.S.A. citizens safe. U.S.A. citizens.
citizens safe.

& . 4 & A
CQ: can Clinton execute the policy? CQ: is Clinton the only one to act
Clinton is able to do so. in this way?

Trump will unnecessarily start a war
with his plans and ideas.

| |

CQ: how do you know? CQ: how do you know?
She has an extensive record regarding He said so on television.
dealing with Iran.

Figure 4.17: Reconstruction 17
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In sum, inherent in the argumentation on U.S.A. presidential debates is a
comparative argument to show that the commitment advanced by the speaker is a relevant
reason to vote for them. If both candidates will achieve that result, it is not a discriminating
characteristic. One way candidates can do that is by focusing on what the opponent is
committed to. If the opponent plans to do things which are opposed to what according to
the pragmatic argument of the speaker has to happen, they have shown a relevant difference
which can help the audience decide who to vote for. Yet, this does not help them if their

opponent proposes to enact exactly the same plans.

4.4.6 Critical Question 6: Will the Opponent be Able to Execute this Policy?
The last critical question I discuss also pertains to the premise where the candidate claims
that their opponent is not going to realize a particular policy. Besides showing that the
opponent is not planning on acting in the required way, candidates can also show that their
opponent is not going to be able to act in that way. This may be a necessary argumentative
route to follow when both candidates aim to pursue the same policy. Namely, if one can
make the case that the opponent is not going to be able to fulfill their pledge, there is a
meaningful difference for the audience to decide to choose between the candidates even as
both commit to a particular course of action. Then, it is argued that the opponent is not able
to realize the desired positive effects (as good as the speaker), even if they would want to.
In the following excerpt, both Clinton and Trump have committed to keeping the
world safe from a nuclear war. Clinton stresses that there is a meaningful difference: she
will be successful, while her opponent, Trump, will not. The following excerpt only focuses

on this accusation.
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4.18 (Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, 2016)

s
@]

And, in fact, his cavalier attitude about nuclear
weapons 1is so deeply troubling. That is the number
one threat we face in the world. And it becomes
particularly threatening if terrorists ever get
their hands on any nuclear material. So a man who
can be provoked by a tweet should not have his
fingers anywhere near the nuclear codes, as far as
I think anyone with any sense about this should be
concerned.

O 0 J o U b W N

Rather than describing Trump’s commitments, Clinton evaluates Trump’s “cavalier
attitude about nuclear weapons” (4.18:1-2). Namely, she believes that this is “so deeply
troubling” (4.18:2). And Trump’s attitude is dangerous as nuclear weapons become
“particularly threatening” (4.18:4) if terrorists gain access to it. Hence, Clinton explains
why she believes that Trump’s attitude is so troubling. Thereby, she implies a normative
principle: The U.S.A. president should contain the nuclear threat in the world.

Clinton shifts then to claiming (“so,” 4.18:5) that Trump (“a man who can be
provoked by a tweet,” 4.18:5-6) should not be elected president as he is unable to keep the
world safe from nuclear war. Clinton reasserts the normative principle that the president
should be able to rationally, rather than emotionally, decide to prevent any nuclear war.
Clinton also claims that Trump should not be elected (“should not have his fingers
anywhere near the nuclear codes,” 4.18:6-7) given that Trump is easily provoked. Hence,
Clinton argues that Trump is not going to be able to do the right thing.

In this excerpt, Clinton advances an extensive argument to defend her case and
disqualify her opponent. Again, the basis is a pragmatic argument with three premises.
Clinton clearly presumes a required task for any president: keep the U.S.A. people safe
from nuclear threats. She suggests as well that Trump is not going to do that, while she is.

Thus, she has the standpoint that people should vote for her, and not for Trump. The
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proposition contained in her commitment (i.e., that the U.S.A. president should keep U.S.A.
citizens safe from nuclear threats) is defended by the fact that nuclear weapons are “the
number one threat,” which is illustrated by giving an example of terrorists getting access to
these weapons. The premise that Trump is not going to keep the U.S.A. people safe is
defended in two ways. First, Clinton claims that Trump has a “cavalier attitude” and second,
she suggests that Trump can be easily provoked by a Tweet, which combined with the
justificatory force “a man who can be easily provoked by a Tweet should not have his
fingers anywhere close to the nuclear codes” makes the case that Trump will not keep
U.S.A. people safe. This is defended by pointing out that anyone who is reasonable would
believe this. This is shown in reconstruction 4.18 and figure 4.18.
Reconstruction 4.18
(1) (You should vote for Hillary Clinton.)
((1).1a) (The President should keep U.S.A. citizens safe from nuclear threats.)
((1).1a).1 Nuclear weapons are the number one threat we face in the world.
((1).1a).1.1 It is particularly threatening if terrorists get their hands
on it.
((1).1b) (Clinton will keep U.S.A. citizens safe from nuclear threats.)
((1).1c) (Donald Trump will not keep U.S.A. citizens safe from nuclear threats.)
((1).1¢).1 Trump has a cavalier attitude regarding nuclear weapons.
(((1).1¢).2) Trump is easily provoked by Tweet.)
((1).1¢).2 A man who can be provoked by a Tweet should not have his

fingers anywhere close to the nuclear codes.
((1).1¢).2’.1 Anyone with any sense would think this.
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Pragmatic Argument

Y ou should vote for Clinton.

|

\

The President should
keep U.S.A. citizens
safe from nuclear
threats.

Clinton will keep
U.S.A. citizens safe not
from nuclear threats.

Donald Trump will
keep U.S.A.
citizens safe from
nuclear threats.

CQ: is the
proposal needed to
solve a problem?
Nuclear  weapons
are the number one
threat we face in the
world.

CQ: is Trump
not able to carry
this out?

Trump has a
cavalier attitude
regarding nuclear
weapons.

CQ: is Trump
not able to carry
this out?

Trump is easily
provoked by
Tweet.

A man who can
be provoked by a
Tweet should not
have his fingers
anywhere close to
the nuclear codes.

Figure 4.18: Reconstruction 18

Anyone with any sense would think
this.

During campaigns, there are many topics upon which the candidates agree. Then,

this strategy is the only option to differentiate between each other’s positions in order to

convince voting for you. In the following excerpt, Bush argues that Gore will not be able

to succeed.

4.19 (George Bush, Al Gore, 2000)

SN

221

. GB I’'ve said that eight years ago they campaigned on
prescription drugs for seniors. And four years ago
they campaigned on getting prescription drugs for
seniors. And now they’re campaigning on getting




5. prescription drugs for seniors. It seems like they
6. can’t get it done. Now, they may blame other folks
7. but it’s time to get somebody in Washington who is
8. going to work with both Republicans and Democrats
9. to get some positive things done when it comes to
10. our seniors. And so what I’'ve said is that there’s
11. been some missed opportunities. They’ve had a

12. chance. They’ve had a chance to form consensus.

Bush and Gore ended up in the 2000 debates discussing providing “prescription drugs for
seniors” (4.19:2). They both committed to doing this. Then, just claiming that there is a
problem and that one commits to acting upon that is not sufficient. There is no meaningful
difference between the candidates. Hence, the candidates are confined to discussing
whether they are able to accomplish this ideal. According to Bush, Gore has campaigned
previously on this issue as well (4.19:1), meaning both times he campaigned with Clinton
(4.19:1-2), and thus, “it seems like they can’t get it done” (4.19:5-6). Bush argues that Gore
will not get this done, as he has demonstrated that he cannot get it done, and therefore Bush
should become president.

Bush suggests that “it’s time to get somebody in Washington who is going to work
with both Republicans and Democrats™ (4.19:7-8). This is a normative statement, given the
phrase “it’s time”. Gore is clearly not going to be the right person, as Bush says that he
“may blame other folks” (4.19:6) further showing that Gore is not going to reach across the
aisle or own up to his own failure to get prescription drugs to U.S.A. seniors. Gore is
divisive, whereas Bush is cooperative. Only Bush is able to “get some positive things done
when it comes to our seniors” (4.19:9-10). Then, he draws a conclusion from this discussion
(“s0,” 4.19:10). Gore has missed opportunities and has missed his chance to have

accomplished this through forming consensus. This failure makes explicit the reasoning

222



which has remained implicit until here. Gore cannot enact the cooperative attitude needed
to make things better and form consensus.

Bush constructs here a pragmatic argument, with three premises. He claims that the
President should be able to reach across the partisan aisle. He also claims that Gore is not
able to do that, while he suggests that he will be able to find these bridges to finally get
prescription drugs to “our seniors.” The requirement for a president to be able to seek
cooperation is defended by the fact that Bush claims that cooperation is needed to “get
some positive things done.” He defends that Gore is not going to accomplish reaching
consensus because Gore has not been able to do so until now. Bush invoked the fact that
Gore and Clinton promised to do this both eight years ago and four years ago. This
discussion is summarized in reconstruction 4.19 and figure 4.19.

Reconstruction 4.19
(1) (You should vote for Bush.)

(1).1a The President should be able to reach across the aisle to get prescription drugs

to our seniors.

(1).1a.1 Without consensus, no positive things can be done for our seniors.

((1).1b) (Bush will reach across the aisle to get prescription drugs to seniors.)

((1).1c) (Gore will not find consensus to get prescription drugs to seniors.)

((1).1¢).1 Gore has not been able to find consensus so far.

((1).1¢).1.1 Gore has first promised this eight years ago and also
promised it four years ago.
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Pragmatic Argument You should vote for Bush.
A
[ |
The president should Bush will reach Gore will not find
be able to reach across the aisle to get consensus to get
across the aisle to get prescription drugs to prescription drugs to
prescription drugs to seniors. seniors.
our seniors. S— S—
& & .
CQ: will the proposal have positive CQ: is Gore not able to act upon
effects? this commitment?
Without consensus, no positive things Gore has not been able to find
can be done for our seniors. consensus so far.

CQ: how do you know?

Gore has first promised this eight
years ago and also promised it four
years ago.

Figure 4.19: Reconstruction 19

Another way in which candidates can defend that their opponent is not going to able
to act in the right way is to claim that they do not have the required knowledge. In the
following excerpt, McCain attempts to disqualify Obama by raising that Obama does not
understand what is going on and how to deal with that. He uses that to strengthen his
argument that Obama has the wrong plans.
4.20 (John McCain, Barack Obama, 2008)

1. JM So the point is that we will prevail in Afghanistan,
2. but we need the new strategy and we need it to
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succeed. But the important thing is, if we suffer
defeat in Irag, which General Petraeus predicts we
will, i1f we adopted Senator Obama’s set date for
withdrawal, then that will have a calamitous effect
on Afghanistan and American national security
interests in the region. Senator Obama doesn’t seem
to understand there is a connection between the two.
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McCain argues here that in order for the U.S.A. to “prevail in Afghanistan” (4.20:1), the
U.S.A. needs to employ a “new strategy” which needs “to succeed” (4.20:2-3). Then,
McCain continues to claim that “defeat in Iraq” (4.20:4) is predicted “if we adopted Senator
Obama’s set date for withdrawal” (4.20:5-6). And “defeat in Iraq” (4.20:4) “will have a
calamitous effect in Afghanistan” (4.20:6-7). Thus, McCain talks here about what Obama
has proposed in the Senate and what Obama also still proposes as a candidate, and remarks
that that is a bad idea. Obama does not just have a bad proposal, according to McCain, but
he also “doesn’t seem to understand” (4.20:8-9) the situation itself. Thus, McCain suggests
that Obama cannot be expected to adjust his position based on military advice.

McCain advances the following pragmatic argument. He defends the standpoint that
people should vote for him by claiming that a new strategy is needed to succeed in the
Middle East. He suggests that he will adopt this strategy, while Obama will not. McCain
defends that this new strategy is good by claiming that through this strategy, the U.S.A.
will prevail in Afghanistan. McCain also defends that Obama will not adopt a strategy
which will enable him to succeed. He offers two arguments. First, he has a different plan,
which will have calamitous effects, and this is claimed by General Petraeus. Second,
Obama just doesn’t seem to understand the nature of the conflict to make good judgments.

Reconstruction 4.20

(1) (You should vote for McCain.)
(1).1a We need a new strategy in the Middle East to succeed.
(1).1a.1 With this strategy, we will prevail in Afghanistan.
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((1).1b) (McCain will adopt this new strategy which succeeds.)
((1).1¢) (Obama will not adopt a new strategy which succeeds.)
((1).1c).1a Obama wants a set date for withdrawal.
((1).1¢).1a.1 This strategy will have a calamitous effect on
Afghanistan.
((1).1¢).1a.1.1 General Petraeus says this will have a

calamitous effect on Afghanistan.

((1).1¢).1b Obama does not understand that Iraq and Afghanistan are

connected.
Pragmatic Argument You should vote for McCain.
\

[ |
We need a new McCain will adopt Obama will not adopt
strategy in the Middle this new strategy a new strategy which
East to succeed. ——+ which succeeds. & succeeds.

CQ: does the policy
have positive effects?
With this strategy, we
will prevail in
Afghanistan.

CQ: is McCain the
only one to propose
this?

Obama wants a set date
for withdrawal.

&!

CQ: is Obama able to
implement this policy?
Obama does not understand
that Iraq and Afghanistan
are connected.

CQ: How do you know this strategy
does not lead to success?
This strategy will have a calamitous
effect on Afghanistan.

CQ: how do you know?
General Petraeus says this will have
a calamitous effect on Afghanistan.

Figure 4.20: Reconstruction 20
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In sum, candidates also attack each other based on whether they could implement the
desired policy. Sometimes, this is used to discriminate the candidates from each other,
particularly when they propose the same policy. It can also be used to strengthen the

argument, as the candidate cannot even be expected to adjust their position based on advice.

4.5 The Prototypical Argumentative Pattern of U.S.A. Presidential Debates
The last task left in this chapter is to define the general prototypical argumentative pattern
used by candidates on U.S.A. presidential debates. We can characterize three standard
premises which are being used, and they can be named as follows:

1. The necessity premise

2. The commitment premise

3. The comparison premise

The first premise in the pragmatic argument used by the candidates points to a need

which has to be fulfilled by the next president. Candidates often use the deontic modality
combined with a first-person plural to articulate a shared responsibility to act in a particular
way. In the analysis, we saw that two critical questions were recurringly used by the
candidates to defend this premise. First, candidates defend the necessity of a particular
course of action by stressing that there is a problem. Second candidates defend this course
of action by pointing to its desirable consequences. If these given answers, which expand
the pragmatic argument, need further justification, the candidate offers some
epistemological basis, as discussed in chapter 2. This analysis a politician does regarding
what has to be done and what will follow in order to determine what ought to be done was

also identified by Neagu (2015), albeit not described in terms of critical questions.
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The second premise which was identified in this chapter can be called the
commitment premise, as the candidate states what they commit themselves to doing if
elected president (see section 3.4). This premise is defended in two different ways. First,
candidates stress that they have the appropriate intention for a commissive. They stress that
they intend to, can be expected to or would like to do what they have proposed. Second,
candidates can defend this premise by stating that they are able to do what they have
proposed to do. Similar to the previous premise and its critical questions, candidates can
present evidence which supports their claim following the epistemic practices identified in
chapter 2.

The third premise used in this pragmatic argument is the comparison premise. In
order to attempt to convince the audience to vote for them, a candidate recurringly claims
that they are the only candidate who will achieve the desired results. Their opponent is
presented as someone who will not accomplish that. We have seen two relevant critical
questions. First, candidates raise that their opponent simply has proposed some other plan
which is then proof that they will not do what is required. Second, candidates often raise
that their opponent is unable to execute the require course of action, even if they would
want to. Again, this can be further defended by providing evidence.

The two critical questions for each of these premises are connected as coordinative
argumentation. The critical questions can both be answered regarding the same issue and
can reinforce each other’s strength. Thus, candidates can point to both the problem (e.g.,
there is too much pollution) and to desirable consequences (e.g., the plan will reduce
pollution). As the questions investigate two aspects of a policy which are tightly related,
this is best reconstructed as a coordinative argument. Similarly, regarding the commitment

premise, a commitment will only be acted upon if the candidate both intends to and is able
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to do so. Last, as seen in the last excerpt (4.21), the policy proposed by the opponent can
be combined with them not being able to change their opinion. Only if the candidate
proposes the wrong policy and is not going to switch, the speaker has defended that their
opponent will not do what is required of the next president. Again, this is coordinative
argumentation. This leads to the following argumentative pattern, which, I will argue next,
is prototypical and thus generic — it is inherent to this context of communication.
Reconstruction 4.22. Prototypical Argumentative Structure in Presidential Debates
1 You should vote for Candidate X
1.1a A should be done
1.1a.1a A resolves problem P
1.1a.1b A results in desirable effects E
1.1b Candidate X commits to doing A
1.1b.1a Candidate X intends to do A
1.1b.1b Candidate X is able to do A
1.1c Opponent Y will not do A
1.1c.1a Opponent Y has not committed to doing A
1.1c.1b Opponent Y is not able to do A
This argumentative structure can first of all be connected to general insights about
the pragmatic use of language. This pattern of argumentation justifies several of Grice’s
communicative maxims. Grice (1975) argued that if people want to communicate, both
parties need to adhere to the cooperative principle. Both sides need to presume that they
are both cooperative and do their best to understand the speaker’s meaning of an utterance
(see Grice, 1957, on speaker’s meaning). In order to communicate, participants need to
presume that the speaker is adhering to four distinct maxims: quality (they tell the truth),
quantity (they provide enough information), relevance (they provide relevant information),
and manner (they provide the information in a clear way). The necessity premise explicates

that the action is contextually relevant: it solves a problem or contributes positive effects

to U.S.A. society. Similarly, the comparison premise also responds to this maxim, as it
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shows that it is a relevant criterion to use to determine one’s vote. The commitment premise
responds to the maxim of quality, as it responds to potential doubts regarding whether the
candidate will follow through on their commitment. This connects to the context of a
campaign, where voters need to consider whether they trust the candidate and whether their
proposals will make a difference.

Habermas’ (1994) theory on speech acts also offers insights into this structure. He
argues that every speech act can be criticized as invalid in three distinct ways (p. 60). It can
be untrue regarding the proposition which is entailed. It can be incorrect within a particular
normative context. Last, it can be judged as insincere, as the speaker does not have the right
intention. As the pragmatic argument is based on the commitment of the speaker, the
proposition entailed is reiterated as the necessity premise. The critique given to this premise
is regarding the fact whether it is or is not a need which needs a response. The commitment
premise deals with the sincerity of the speaker as it checks whether the speaker will be able
to execute what they propose. The comparison premise responds to the fact whether the
commitment is sufficient reason to support the speaker’s bid for the presidency, by
elucidating that their opponent will not achieve the same results. Thereby, it checks whether
it is a real/correct point of comparison. Thus, the argumentative structure is tied to the
nature of speech acts, within the normative context of presidential debates, which are
designed to help people choose between two candidates.

Like the speech act conditions proposed by Habermas, we can also look at the use
of speech act conditions as proposed by Searle (1969). He offered an extensive analysis of
the speech act of promising, and as another type of commissive, there is some overlap
between the conditions for a promise and a proposal as advanced in U.S.A. presidential

debates. Relevant for the investigation of proposals is to look at the preparatory and
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sincerity condition of the speech act of proposing. The preparatory condition is that the
predicated act is desired by the audience, which is checked by critical questions 1 and 2.
Another preparatory question is that it is expected that the predicated act is not going to
happen without the speaker’s commitment. This condition is defended through critical
questions 5 and 6, as these show that it is conceivable that what is predicated will not
happen. Then there is also a sincerity condition, which concerns the fact that the speaker
intends to do what they propose and that they believe that they can actually do this. This
condition is checked by critical question 3 and 4. These preparatory conditions are tied to
the context of U.S.A. presidential debates, as determining what is relevant for the audience
and the conditions for some action not happening in the future are tied to the practice of
proposing in the debates (see chapter 3).

The argumentative pattern is thus tied to the context at hand. The relevance of a
problem is connected to U.S.A. presidential debates being campaign communication.
Similarly, the comparison premise is inherent to the need to choose between two contenders
for the Presidency. The argumentative pattern identified is also a new type of pragmatic
argumentation. It shares the basis of pragmatic arguments — that is, a statement of fact (here,
an expressed commitment) leads to a statement of policy (here, a request to act in a
particular way). People are requested to vote for a candidate for anticipated positive
consequences. Yet, the structure is more complex and responds to the unique demands of
this context.

The closest subtype of pragmatic argumentation to this type is the complex
problem-solving argument (Garssen, 2017). In parliamentary discourse, pragmatic
argumentation concerns whether a particular proposal should be adopted. This argument is

then based on there being a problem to be resolved. This is typical of legislative discourse.
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Yet, presidential debates are not legislative discourse, and inherent to the structure is the
need to debate the candidates’ ethos. Hence, the pragmatic argument in U.S.A. presidential
debates is not structured around a problem, but around candidates’ commitments and
abilities. The structure identified shows how this is all coherently integrated.

Thus, the central premise is the commitment of the speaking candidate. Supportive,
but coordinative, premises concern the desirability of the propositional content (the
necessity premise) and the relevance to utter the commissive (the comparison premise).
The argument structure identified is thus the prototypical way of justifying the proposals
candidates advance to convince the audience to vote for them. The structure is tied to the

speech act conditions of proposing on U.S.A. presidential debates.

4.6 Conclusion: Arguing about Proposals

In this chapter, I have shown the prototypical argumentative pattern used by candidates in
U.S.A. presidential debates. This pattern is tied to the speech act conditions of proposing
on these debates. The critical questions are needed to check whether the commitment
adopted is good enough a reason to vote for the candidate who has advanced this proposal.
It checks whether the predicated act is indeed desirable by investigating whether there is a
problem or whether the proposal yields positive effects. It checks whether the candidate is
sincere by investigating whether the candidate intends and is able to carry out the proposal.
It also checks whether the proposal is not superfluous, by checking whether there is a real
chance that the proposal will not be carried out if their opponent is elected. This pattern

shows how ethos is a central component of presidential debates. They use it to advance

232



their argumentation, but they also have to establish it to convince the audience to vote for
them (Budzynska-Daca & Botwina, 2015; Neagu, 2015).

Due to this close connection to the context of U.S.A. presidential campaigns, this is
a prototypical argumentative pattern. This pattern can characterize and elucidate the
practice of debating between U.S.A. presidential candidates. In addition, this chapter has
presented a new subtype of pragmatic argumentation. This can perhaps best be referred to

as ‘campaign proposal checking argumentation.’
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CHAPTER 5:

CONCLUSION

5.1 Introduction
As a way of introducing my conclusion, let me articulate the contribution of this dissertation
to the understanding of U.S.A. presidential debates. In this dissertation, I set the goal of
better understanding U.S.A. presidential debates as a form of debating. So far, a fine-
grained overview of argumentative structures in this communicative activity type was
lacking. Thus, in this dissertation, I have offered an overview of the building blocks and
the overall structure of the argumentation. The answers to the questions developed in the
preceding chapters enable me to answer the research question posed in this dissertation:
How do presidential candidates structure their discourse to convince the electorate to vote
for them? In short, they advance a pragmatic argument (chapter 4) structured through the
speech act of proposing an action or a plan (chapter 3) which they base on evidence in the
form of four epistemic resources (chapter 2). Thus, in chapters 2 and 3, I looked at two of
the core building blocks of the discourse, describing the state of affairs and offering
evidence for that perspective, and committing oneself to a course of action. In chapter 4, 1
focused on the overall structure of the argumentation, and I showed that proposals are the
center-piece of the prototypical argumentative pattern, and that the practices of sharing
information offer the foundational support for the argumentation.

In this dissertation, I took a pragmatic perspective, particularly being interested in
the meaning of utterances in interaction. Specifically, this study is informed by the pragma-
dialectical theory of argumentation (Van Eemeren, 2010; Van Eemeren & Grootendorst,

1984, 1992, 2004). Consequently, I took a functional perspective as I assessed discursive
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elements given their role in the debate. I took a social perspective as I looked at utterances
as directed towards someone. I also took a commitment perspective as I considered how the
commitments adopted by the candidates changed through an utterance. These interactional
functions and displayed speaker intentions have shown the interconnection between an
individual speech act and its context.

In this chapter, I first provide a summary of the findings of the dissertation chapters
and then a clear answer to my research questions. Next, I address the implications of these
studies. Last, I offer suggestions for next steps in better understanding the discourse

produced on presidential debates.

5.2 Summary of the Chapters
For this dissertation, I posed the question of how U.S.A. presidential candidates structure
their discourse to convince the electorate to vote for them. To answer this question, I posed
three more specific questions, each corresponding to one of the chapters of this dissertation.
In this section, I provide a recap of each of these findings, to further substantiate the answer
to the overall research question. First, I asked what kinds of evidence U.S.A. presidential
candidates advance for claims they make during presidential debates. This is a relevant
question to ask given that presidential debates are an antagonistic context where the
audience has to choose between the two candidates, meaning that they cannot just be trusted
on their word. To overcome this, candidates have to provide evidence or reasons for claims
they make, being an appropriate authority or resource.

Second, I wanted to understand how presidential candidates commit themselves to

future actions. presidential debates, part of a political campaign, contribute to people’s
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expectations regarding a candidate’s actions in office if elected. Hence, candidates commit
themselves to various courses of action. As fulfilling one’s campaign promises is a criterion
based on which politicians are evaluated, it is worthwhile to study how candidates use
statements which would commit them to a future course of action. These utterances are
central to the candidates’ persuasive attempts as these commitments are reasons for the
electorate to vote for them.

Third, I aimed to elucidate the structure of the complex speech act of argumentation.
Each utterance is part of a larger structure which is the attempt to convince people to vote
for the speaking candidate. Within the institution, given its contextual expectations, certain
expansions of the argumentation are typical as they engage with these demands. By
reconstructing the recurring patterns of argumentation, a better understanding of these
expectations can be formulated.

To describe the context I am working with, the first chapter — the introduction —
sketched the background of presidential debates. I argued that it is a kairotic event, meaning
that it is a moment of rhetorical significance for U.S.A. presidential candidates (for a
description of kairos, see Trapani & Maldonado, 2018). The effective use of speech is not
just determined by the reach of this event, but is intertwined with the protagonist’s thorough
contextual understanding of which demands have to be met through the argumentation.
Previous research on U.S.A. presidential debates has shown that it is heavily grounded in
the U.S.A. debating culture, which started in early U.S.A. democratic society and was
focused on debating propositions (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988). Yet, having developed into
an event where two candidates can directly be compared, displaying and comparing the
candidates’ ethos becomes important (Hinck, 1993). Candidates need to present themselves

as a capable leader (Hinck, 1993). Particularly as debates can have large effects on society,
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I argued that it is important to better understand how this persuasive discourse is
constructed in the discourse of the U.S.A. presidential debates. To understand how
persuasion is accomplished through presidential debates, I argued, it is necessary to
elucidate the argumentative structure — the debate character — of this type of communicative
activity.

A core element of debating is offering evidence for claims one makes, and this was
the focus of chapter 2. As linguists have identified evidentiary practices and epistemic
strength being two separate, but always relevant, dimensions of making claims (e.g., De
Haan, 1999), these two dimensions were my focus. In chapter 2, I have shown that
politicians share information in four different ways. First, they share facts. In this case,
anyone, including the doubtful voter, can check the claim by themselves. Second, they
invoke the expertise of a third party. In the interaction, the candidates negotiate what the
expert has exactly said and whether the expert is truly an independent and knowledgeable
source for the information (see Wagemans, 2015, for different critical questions for the
argument from expert opinion). Third, the audience can also be invoked as source for the
information they present. In these cases, the politician defers the underlying authority for
the truth of the information to others. These types range from enabling the candidate to
express strong commitment to their information to weaker commitment. Fourth, candidates
can assert information based on their own ethos. If they have evidence for their expertise,
they claim high certainty. If they do not, they weaken their epistemic commitment.

This chapter provided an answer to the first sub-question posed in this dissertation.
It clarified the different types of evidence candidates use to defend their information. This
is important to answer the overall question, as common ground is the foundation of the

argumentative exchange. They function as starting points upon which the protagonist and
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antagonist agree (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). This chapter thus elucidates which
common ground is presumed and used by candidates to introduce information into the
argumentative exchange and shows the variation. After all, in political discourse,
statements of fact (which all these types of ‘evidence’/reasons are) are used to defend
claims regarding values and policy (Plug & Wagemans, 2020) and thus, can be seen as the
basis of the argumentative structure.

A second core element I considered was commissive utterances. As recognized by
previous research on presidential debates, the sharing of one’s policy positions is a central,
argumentative element to convince the public. In chapter 3, I focused on two ways in which
candidates commit themselves. I studied explicit commissives (constituted through I +
future tense + action verb) and indirect commissives (constituted through we + deontic
modality + action verb). In the case of explicit commissives, I concluded that they are
proposals rather than promises, as they are structurally tied to the condition of the speaking
candidate having to be elected for the proposal to become a commitment by the candidate.
Candidates also managed their accountability through these commissives. If the
commissive was stronger, the propositional content was having a broad scope. If the
propositional content is specific, the commissive has a weaker force. In addition, there was
also another recurring way to commit oneself, which was done through using the deontic
modality with an inclusive we. Systematically, these expressions were tied to either explicit
or implicit connections to the speaker’s committing themselves to the predicated course of
action as well. Weaker forms of the deontic modality were often advanced in a co-text of
disagreement between the candidates. Stronger forms are sued to redirect the discussion

towards the candidate’s own agenda.
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This chapter dealt with the second subquestion posed in this dissertation. It showed
how candidates commit themselves to some future course of action. This is an important
element to consider in order to be able to answer the overall question, as campaign pledges
are a central persuasive tool for candidates to garner votes. They show what candidates are
going to do but also indicate what the candidates value. This chapter has shown that explicit
commissives are focused on the candidates’ agenda, while most indirect commissives are
tied to a disagreement. The different formulations thus contribute to other interactional
goals within the argumentation. Through these types of utterances, the candidates can
manage the disagreement at hand.

In chapter 4, I studied the debates as an extended argumentative structure. The
sharing of information and the adopting of commitments are part of a coherent and
coordinated persuasive attempt to get the audience to vote for the candidate speaking.
Following the pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation (Van Eemeren, 2010; Van
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, 1992, 2004), I identified how the complex speech act of
argumentation is prototypically realized in U.S.A. presidential debates, thereby providing
an insight in how participants presume persuasion should happen within this
communicative activity type. This also showed the role the two earlier analyzed building
blocks — the sharing of information and proposals — play within the persuasive attempts by
the U.S.A. presidential candidates.

In this chapter, [ showed that the argumentative structure consists of three premises,
constituting a type of pragmatic argument shaped by this context. I argued that candidates
use three premises, which are coordinatively defending the standpoint of requesting the
audience to vote for the speaking candidate. First, they present a necessity premise,

suggesting that their proposed course of action is needed. The two critical questions tied to
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this premise make it relevant to defend the argumentation by pointing out that there is a
problem or that there are desirable consequences.

Second, they introduce a commitment premise, ensuring the audience that they will
follow up on what they commit themselves to. The two critical questions tied to this premise
make it relevant for the candidates to defend their commitment to a particular course of
action by proving their intention and ability to do so. Last, there is a comparison premise,
used by the speaker to show that their opponent is not a viable alternative. This is expressed
by raising that one’s opponent will not execute the desired course of action. The relevant
critical questions pertain to whether the opponent intends to not doing the desired course
of action and whether the opponent is unable to enact the desired course of action.

The three premises central to this argument scheme are expected in this context, as
they deal with rhetorical problems tied to this context: an election campaign event in a
democracy. Policies should be relevant to voters (as otherwise it is not a relevant reason to
vote for someone), and thus, candidates need to assert the relevance of their policy. Policies
should then be executed (as otherwise it is not a relevant reason to vote for someone), and
thus, candidates need to ensure the audience is convinced that they can and will enact the
proposed policies. Last, policies should enable the voter to distinguish between the
candidates, as if there is no difference, it is not a good reason to vote for someone. The
argumentative pattern of debates is tightly linked to the function of this type of
communication in a democratic society. I defined this pattern as the ‘campaign proposal
checking argumentation,” which is a context-specific subtype of pragmatic argumentation.

This argumentative structure shows how the different components identified in
chapters 2 and 3 are embedded in a larger discursive structure. The answers given to the

critical questions of the pragmatic argument in this context can be further defended by
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information backed by one of the four introduced practices. The structure also explains the
different use between the two types of commissives identified (i.e., the explicit
commissives and deontic utterances). The main premise of the structure is the explicit
commissive as shown by the fact that the prototypical structure tests the preconditions of
the speech act of proposing. Yet, inherent to the structure is that the predicated act is not
going to be accomplished by the opponent. As the explicit commissive has the speaker (I)
as subject, this disagreement can more easily be stressed by the inclusive deontic
expression, stressing that the opponent ought also to act in this particular way.

In sum, through these three chapters, I have clarified presidential debates as a
practice of debating. Information is shared in four different ways. Commitments are
adopted in strategic ways as to further one’s own agenda. The argumentation is presented
in a way to enable the audience to sensibly make a choice between the two candidates, and
uses information and its evidence as starting points, while commitments are expressed
within the basic pragmatic argument. Thus, candidates attempt to convince the electorate
by shaping a common ground by using four different types of sharing information to defend
their commitment to executing a particular policy as a sufficient reason to vote for them.
Overall, this is a structure which is related to the practice of making pledges during
campaigns, where the candidates anticipate contextually relevant criticisms to their shared
commissives.

In addition, through the argumentative structure, this dissertation has not only
clarified how the debate is structured. It also shows how the practice of debating is an
inherent part through the comparison premise. In addition, it shows how ethos plays an
important role in U.S.A. presidential debate discourse. Ethos is used to assert some of the

information shared, but also to defend their commitment. Candidates use their ethos to
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present themselves as trustworthy and skilled. Similarly, they also attempt to undermine
the ethos of their opponent through the comparison premise. The prototypical
argumentative pattern thus elucidates how various dimensions of presidential debate

discourse are coherently integrated into a single structure.

5.3 Implications and Contributions of this Research

This study contributes to better understanding presidential debates as a context of debating
and argumentation. In the introduction, I showed how the practice of debating is closely
intertwined with U.S.A. political culture. It was central to the conception of democracy and
an engaged citizenry (Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988). Since the first debates, it has become a
central element of U.S.A. presidential campaigns for candidates to debate each other on
television (Schroeder, 2016). In addition, quantitative research has shown that U.S.A.
presidential debates can have important effects, particularly regarding the public’s agenda,
learning about political positions, determining one’s vote and engaging with a democratic
structure. Therefore, qualitative research is needed to acquire in-depth understanding of
this arena of communication.

In research on the content and structure of communication advanced on U.S.A.
presidential debates, various perspectives have been used. Some scholars have analyzed
U.S.A. presidential debates as type of debating. At first, it was questioned whether this type
of communication really constitutes debating, but today, scholars conceptualize the
interaction as a form of debating where the two sides argue for opposite positions in a way
that should be seen as debating. Yet, scholars have advanced alternative perspectives on

debates, like seeing them as epideictic discourse, televised drama or interactional rhetoric.
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Recognizing that U.S.A. presidential debates are a form of persuasive discourse, this
dissertation set as aim to put these perspectives in conversation.

In this dissertation, I have shown that the discourse advanced by candidates on
U.S.A. presidential debates is an extended argumentative structure which is recurring and
shaped by the context in which it takes place. Thereby, I engage with the first type of
research which studies this arena as a place of debating. The candidates debate mutually
exclusive propositions (i.e., who one should vote for) and use statements of facts and
statements of value to defend a request to the public to vote for them. In a systematic and
structured way, the candidates address potential doubts the public may have. Previous
research did not investigate the discourse as an extended argumentative structure, and thus,
did not clarify how different elements of the persuasive structure were connected.

Second, I have also connected the argumentative structure to research on debates as
epideictic interactions. The standpoint identified in this study, that the public is requested
to vote for the speaking candidate, shows how indeed U.S.A. Presidential debate discourse
is about voting for the most qualified person. In addition, I have shown that such concerns
about the candidate’s qualifications are an inherent part of the debate. Talk about which
policy is best is only one part of the debate, namely when the necessity-premise is being
discussed and defended. In addition, the candidate has to defend that they are willing and
able to execute the policy, and they have to argue that their opponent is neither willing nor
able to do this. Thus, like Hinck (1993) argued, candidates have to shape the rhetorical
problem which lies ahead in such a way that they look like the right candidate to be elected.

Third, this dissertation offers an important qualification to the observation that
U.S.A. presidential debates mainly function as televised drama. I have shown that a key

component of the debates is argumentation. Information and positions are being shared and
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defended. The entertainment is thus being created through exploiting this prototypical
argumentative structure. Future studies should thus take a closer look at the forms of
strategic maneuvering (Van Eemeren, 2010) the candidates are employing within this
arena. This study, however, has shown that Dayan and Katz’ (1992) rightfully claimed that
U.S.A. presidential debates are media events and thus that they are not just a televised
drama and entertainment but deeply meaningful engagements. They are ritual conflict, at
the core of a democratic society, which requires candidates to engage with the identified
prototypical structure.

Fourth, I raised that research, especially in conversation analysis, has looked at the
interactional rhetoric of the candidates during the U.S.A. presidential debates. The interest
of these studies was to understand how candidates manage the topic and the floor through
their talk. Having shown the prototypical argumentative pattern, this study enables to
analyze these moves also as argumentative moves. Attempts at floor and topic management
are used in order to direct the argumentative exchange in a more desirable direction by
claiming more time for the protagonist to develop all the necessary defenses sufficiently or
forcing the opponent to talk about the topic which is central to one’s own argumentation.
In addition, questions used to let the opponent talk about the topic raised in the speaker’s
argumentation can also be shown to contribute to indirectly develop a defense for the
comparison premise. If the opponent cannot raise a counterplan or point to relevant
qualifications, this would support the argument of a candidate as it shows that the opponent
is indeed not able to act upon the same commitment. Thus, knowing the prototypical
argumentative structure enables to analyze the interactional rhetoric with more detail

regarding the interactional function each element plays.
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The findings of this dissertation do not just contribute to research on U.S.A.
presidential debates, but also offer some theoretical contributions to pragma-dialectics (Van
Eemeren, 2010; Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, 1992, 2004). First of all, this study
has shown how the conversation analytic research fields of epistemics (e.g., Heritage, 2012)
and deontics (e.g., Stevanovic, 2011) can be integrated within a pragma-dialectical study.
Research from these fields can help identify different formulations and different types of
justification. They can help determine the precise argumentative structure which has been
developed. As in this study, and particularly chapter 2, I have shown the typical starting
points for the argumentation in debates, I can contribute to the discussion of presumptive
reasoning in pre-election debates (Komlosi & Tarrésy, 2010), and have shown how the
studies of epistemics and deontics fit into this. Vice versa, this thus shows how conversation
analysis could benefit from knowing larger argumentative structures in debates.

Second, this study participates in the attempt to better understand argumentative
relations in everyday life, as embedded in their context (van Eemeren, 2017). This study
has shown how debating in a U.S.A. presidential debate is shaped by its institutional
constraints and expectations. The prototypical argumentative pattern is formed through the
act of proposing, the display of ethos, the negotiation of ethos, and the appropriate
presentation of the problems facing the nation. The argumentation is intimately connected
to the typical speech act (i.e., in this case, that was making political proposals campaign
proposals) within a particular context.

Third, this study contributes to a better understanding of pragma-dialectical
argument schemes by identifying a new type, inherent to this arena of communication.
Within the pragma-dialectical theory, argument schemes are divided into three main types

(causal, analogy, and symptomatic argumentation, see Van Eemeren & Grootendorst,
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1992) which have different types of justificatory forces. These three main types can be
further divided into subtypes, like pragmatic argumentation as a subtype for causal
argumentation (van Eemeren, 2017). In the case of pragmatic argumentation, it is proposed
to do something because of it having good consequences (van Eemeren, 2017). This type
of argumentation is often employed in politics, in various variations as required by the
interactional goals of the context. In addition to Garssen’s (2017) complex problem-solving
argumentation, I have identified campaign proposal checking argumentation in chapter 4
as another subtype of pragmatic argumentation used in political discourse. This enables to
get a better understanding of the different ways in which pragmatic reasoning is actualized
and employed in a variety of contexts (for medical consultations, see Akkermans et al.,
2018; for legal argumentation, see Feteris, 2002, 2016; for over-the-counter medicine
advertisements, see Snoeck Henkemans, 2016; for health brochures, see van Poppel, 2012).

Then, this study also engages with the field of pragmatics more generally and
specifically the study of speech acts. First, the concept of a speech act complex, as devised
by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984), is shown to be a relevant concept which should
receive more attention. Rather than simply having a function as an utterance, what can be
referred to as a simple speech act, in talk and discourse, the speech acts in U.S.A.
presidential debates also have been shown to have a function on a larger, textual scale.
Identifying this discursive function is essential to understand the pragmatic meaning of an
utterance and thereby determine how they contribute to realizing the overall goal of the
interaction. These utterances are part of a constellation of speech acts which only taken
together can successfully accomplish a discursive goal.

This study can also be related to work on singular speech acts. After Searle (1969,

1979) developed his speech act theory, other scholars have criticized parts of his account
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and further developed our knowledge on speech acts. For example, Rosaldo (1990) stressed
that Searle’s philosophical project of mapping out the philosophical dimensions of speech
acts moves our attention away to the local details and uses of speech. Similarly, Levinson
(1979) stressed that the exact pragmatic meaning of a speech act is intertwined with the
context of the talk, something that was already stressed by Hymes earlier (Hymes, 1974).
Van Eemeren (2010) used Levinson’s concept of activity types (Levinson, 1979) and
Hymes’ SPEAKING-mnemonic (Hymes, 1974) to develop the idea of the argumentative
characterization of a communicative activity type, and ultimately the focus of the theory to
look at argumentative patterns intertwined with the organization of their local context.

However, by identifying the prototypical argumentative pattern, and by
investigating the practices of sharing information and calling for future action, I have also
provided a detailed account of the act of proposing on presidential debates. Namely, the
prototypical argumentative pattern critically questions the validity-conditions of this
speech act as employed within the context of U.S.A. presidential debates and thus enables
to reconstruct this context-dependent speech act of proposing. This reconstructed speech
act enables us to draw a number of conclusions related to theory on speech acts, and
particularly on theory on commissives and directives.

The findings of this dissertation show in particular the relevance of the category of
commissive-directives as proposed by Couper-Kuhlen (2014) or cooperative speech acts as
proposed by Hancher (1979). The campaign proposal was shown to inherently be
conditional upon support by the electorate, and contained the request to vote for them, given
that it continuously is the implied standpoint when a proposal is advanced in this context.
In this context, the commissives are automatically also functioning as a request.

Importantly, while the policy action functions like other examples of proposals as advanced
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by Couper-Kuhlen (2014), as the action is only going to be executed as a result of a
collaboration. However, there are also differences. The voter is requested to do a whole
additional action and can only do this for the whole set of proposals and the one who has
proposed to execute them. The examples of Couper-Kuhlen (2014) are independent
commissive-directives, while the cases used in U.S.A. presidential debates are
interdependent commissive-directives.

This dissertation contributed to clarifying the use of directives by U.S.A.
presidential candidates on presidential debates. Candidates advance two types of directives.
First, they implicitly advance the directive (a request) to the audience that they should vote
for them. The proposal advanced functions as an offer in exchange for a vote. As Vine
(2009) stresses, directives are unique to their environment, and are often mitigated (in the
case of this dissertation, advanced indirectly) when there is a high level of imposition. I
have shown that in this context such moves are made indirectly. Second, they use the
deontic modality with the first-person plural ‘we’ to invoke a something both candidates —
the speaker and their opponent — should adhere to. The strength of the directive was shown
to be connected to the imposition of the utterance. Specifically, the weaker versions of these
directives are used when the disagreement is highlighted. In this context, candidates often
advance a directive to criticize, knowing that it will not be executed by the opponent. Such
accusatory directives are a key part of presidential debate discourse. In both cases, I have
shown that understanding the underlying argumentative structure can help to identify these
characteristics of the speech act used. Interestingly, this type of directives takes into account
the recipient’s willingness to comply, in contrast to findings by Craven and Potter (2010).

This study has also provided insights into the speech act category of assertives,

given the analyses in chapter 2. Like Sbisa (2014), I have shown that the strength of a
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speaker’s commitment to an assertive is connected to the type of evidence provided. As the
evidential features are a precondition of the assertive speech act, the evidence used can be
informative in characterizing the precise speech act used. My study has shown that this is
an important line of research which has to be continued. The insights developed in
linguistics and conversation analysis can be beneficial to analyzing different speech acts in
context, as the different knowledge positions and the commitment of the speaker vary with
the evidence used. By combining these perspectives, a more detailed overview of the
various subtypes of the practice of sharing information can be made.

This study can also be related to work in political pragmatics on challenges. Hamo,
Kampf and Shifman (2010) claim that the challenges someone faces, are tied to the context
in which the interaction takes place. For politicians, the challenges often result from a
demand for accountability (Hamo et al., 2010). Fetzer (2007) argues that challenges have
to do with Habermas’ (1994) validity claims of speech acts, and in this dissertation I have
shown that this is the case in the context of U.S.A. presidential debates where campaign
proposals are being negotiated as valid reasons to vote for a candidate. The prototypical
argumentative pattern is expanded in order to deal with challenges regarding the validity
of the facts, of the interactional purpose, and of the sincerity of the speech act at hand.
Moreover, Andone (2015a, 2016) makes a similar argument from an argumentation
theoretical point of view. As the pragmatic argument scheme is often used in politics to
deal with challenges of political accountability (Andone, 2015a), the relevant challenges
can be characterized as the critical questions which are relevant for this argument scheme
within this particular context (Andone, 2016). By having identified the critical questions
which are the foundation for the expansion of the prototypical argumentative pattern, this

study has clarified the types of challenges which are relevant in U.S.A. presidential debate
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discourse in detail. Moreover, this analysis shows that challenges can be invoked without
explicit markers, but simply be anticipated (in contrast to Fetzer, 2011; but in line with,
e.g., Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004).

In addition, in politics, it is frequently possible to identify an account-holder who
has to challenge (Andone, 2015b). For example, many interactions, being interviews, are
initiated by a journalist, who initiates those challenges (Hutchby, 2011; Rendle-Short,
2007). In U.S.A. presidential debates, the moderator and the opponent have this role.
Therefore, the prototypical argumentative pattern thus elucidates which types of challenges
are relevant for them to criticize the speaker. The identified pattern can be used to analyze
these antagonistic moves as well.

Hutchby (2011) suggested that a typical challenge politicians face is the competency
challenge. I have shown that this challenge is also of central importance in U.S.A.
presidential debates, as candidates have to advocate for their own suitability and attack their
opponent’s qualifications. Competency thus plays a double role, and thus, the competence
challenge can both advance one’s own argument and undermine the argument of the
opponent.

Another type of challenge was identified by Hamo, Kampf and Shifman (2010),
who talked about credibility tests, which they define as the political marketing challenge.
This means that politicians have to do image management, uphold a coherent persona, and
appear as authentic. It is not a challenge which is raised by someone, but some way the
speaker has to act within a particular context in order to be effective. In chapters 2 and 3, I
discussed the variation observed in the use of the epistemic and deontic modality, and this
suggests that the precise formulation of such claims matters in the context of U.S.A.

presidential debates. One political marketing challenge U.S.A. presidential candidates face
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is that they have to make claims which are appropriate given their role as a candidate
speaking to a public in order to be elected. In this study, I have only shown that systematic
variation regarding these two modalities exists in this context, but I have not investigated
the details of this challenge itself. Therefore, I can only claim that candidates face a
particular challenge regarding these two modalities.

Third, another challenge identified by Hamo, Kampf and Shifman (2010) is the
discursive challenge. This challenge relates to the interactional rhetoric, as candidates face
choices regarding floor management and participation framework. As said, this dissertation
has offered a structured way to investigate these phenomena.

In conclusion, through this dissertation, I have contributed to better understanding
U.S.A. presidential debates as a communicative arena and how it relates to the four strains
of research identified in chapter 1. I have articulated how this study contributes to the study
of argumentation. It shows how the study of epistemics and deontics can contribute to
pragma-dialectical analyses and how the argumentation is shaped in this context through
the typical speech act for this arena: proposing. In addition, I have shown that in this arena,
a newly identified subtype of pragmatic argumentation is used to attempt to convince the
audience. Last, there are contributions to pragmatics at large. This study can inform studies
on speech acts, and particularly assertives, commissives and directives. I have also
connected the findings of this study to the field of research on challenges in political

discourse.
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5.4 Future Research

This dissertation suggests a number of avenues for future research on presidential debates.
First, the prototypical argumentative structure identified can be used to study the strategic
maneuvering (Van Eemeren, 2010) of the candidates. This requires to continue to study the
different uses of modality, but also look at other aspects like topical choices, the uses of
pronouns, the use of metaphors, or the types of attack. Moreover, it should be investigated
when and why candidates do not explicitly advance each of the three premises of the
pragmatic “campaign promise checking argument.” Overall, having identified the
prototypical argumentative pattern allows to systematically research the rhetorical choices
made by participants during the debates.

Moreover, this study, in combination with other qualitative studies, offer
suggestions for subsequent quantitative studies. By this understanding of the local
construction and development of the disagreement in situ, I have shown that this is done
through a number of interconnected building blocks. This can be used to formulate new,
specific hypotheses on how presidential debates accomplish their effects and contribute to
U.S.A. democratic society. Better understanding the structure and production of discourses
in context helps to dissect the different components and elements which contribute to its
realizing certain effects. This enables us to study these components individually and
improve our understanding of how persuasion happens through the arena of presidential

debates.
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